
  第1章

Chapter 1_Half Fate - Flowers Blooming on the Path (Mother and Son Edition) - Alice Bookstore (ALICESW.COM) - All-Attribute Free Novel Creation Website

==================================================

Chapter 1

In my story, everyone is just an ordinary person...

My name is Fang Xuyang. I was born into an ordinary family in Heilongjiang on the tenth day of the fifth lunar month in 1990, making me one of the first of the post-90s generation. My hometown is located at the northern end of the Songnen Plain, a small county under the jurisdiction of Qiqihar, bordering Inner Mongolia. It has convenient transportation, a dense population, fertile land, and abundant resources. I lived in this small town with my mom and dad for over twenty years. Here lie all my relatives and friends, every trace of me growing up, all my beautiful and not-so-beautiful memories, and the story that took place between my mother and me...

Regarding the Oedipus complex, I think every boy experiences it to some degree while growing up. The less maternal love a child receives, the stronger their attachment to their mother becomes, especially for children whose parents are divorced or whose mothers are not around. However, this complex usually fades as one grows older, and even for those it doesn't leave, they tend to bury it deep within their hearts.

When I was in middle school, I did develop strange feelings toward my mother for a period of time. At the time, I would darkly wish that I came from a single-parent family, or that my dad had cheated, or my mom was unsatisfied, or some other reason that would cause discord between them. Because in that case, I would have had more opportunities to be close to my mom and to fill or replace my dad’s role.

But unfortunately, I had an ordinary and warm family. My parents had a harmonious marriage, and in over twenty years of life together, they rarely argued or bickered. Furthermore, in this family, the relationship between my father and me was particularly close; ironically, it was my mother and I who often clashed in our daily lives. Therefore, that brief, adolescent, and strange sentiment quickly vanished, worn away by the frequent conflicts between my mother and me.

The relationship between my mother and me has been different at every stage of my life, generally divided into five phases as I grew older: dependence from early childhood until before primary school; awe from primary school until the first year of junior high; resistance from the second year of junior high until the first year of high school; antagonism from the second year of high school until graduation; and finally, affection from the time I graduated high school, entered university, and started my life in society. I suspect that for the first four stages, the trajectory of most boys' growth is similar to mine. The only difference lies in this final stage—as most people enter university or society, they gain new life experiences, understand the warmth and coldness of human relationships, and realize the importance of family and parents, causing the mother-son bond to become more harmonious and stable.

I, however, became an exception. During the first National Day holiday of my freshman year, an accident occurred: I inadvertently touched my mother's breast. That soft, delicate sensation was like a bolt of lightning, instantly triggering the most hidden nerves deep within me and reviving memories of molesting my mother back in junior high. Gradually, through our frequent interactions, I discovered that I actually harbored a different kind of feeling for her.

From that moment on, I fell into a long period of confusion—I did not know what to call the relationship when a person develops romantic feelings for their own mother. Even later, when we crossed ethical boundaries and shared an intimacy akin to lovers, I always felt that our bond was still rooted more in maternal and filial affection. It felt like a swamp; the more I struggled, the deeper I sank.

I once read a paper from a foreign university on family ethics, which summarized a core viewpoint: in a family-based ethical narrative, the foundation is invariably an emotion between a man and a woman that transcends kinship, gradually breaking down the identity boundaries assigned by the family, and ultimately leading to a physical union. This "family" refers to people living together, not a broader extended family. Typically, the families where such ethical sentiments arise are those between mother and son, father and daughter, brother and sister, older sister and younger brother, father-in-law and daughter-in-law, or mother-in-law and son-in-law—these are the most common relationships in society.

Among all these family relationships, mother-son and father-daughter pairings are the most prone to generating ethical dilemmas, followed by father-in-law/daughter-in-law and mother-in-law/son-in-law, and then brother-sister pairings. Among these, ethical entanglements between mothers and sons or fathers and daughters are more concentrated in single-parent families. This is because, in such an environment, the development of feelings between two people is relatively easier. After all, they rely on each other for survival; spending long periods alone together and depending on one another for daily support makes it inevitable that familial affection may evolve into something resembling a romantic attachment. Why did I not call this love? Because regardless of whether it is between a mother and son or a father and daughter, pure love never develops. The constraints of family ethics ensure that the boundaries of identity in such relationships remain extremely blurred. Their roles shift back and forth in daily life, and this shifting creates contradictions, making the relationship feel more like a distorted romance, a mixture of familial affection and desire.

If it is not a single-parent home but a normal family structure, the probability of an unethical relationship between mother and son is still far greater than between father and daughter. This can be attributed to the altruistic nature a mother exhibits within the family. The mother is the emotional bond of the household, with almost all members taking her as the emotional center. In a normal family environment, if the father has an affair, betrays the family, or engages in behaviors such as alcoholism, gambling, or domestic violence, causing the mother to lose her sense of reliance on him, she is often more likely to develop an unethical attachment to her son. Conversely, if a mother overly dotes on her son or if her own desires remain unsatisfied for a long period, it is also easy to slide toward the edge of ethical boundaries with him. Even in a seemingly harmonious family, mothers often easily overlook the proper gender boundaries with their sons in daily life; overly intimate physical contact often induces the son to explore the forbidden desires deep within his heart. Meanwhile, a son’s purposeful care and attentiveness can cause the mother to gradually develop different sentiments within their familial bond, leading her to sink step by step under the drive of desire. Therefore, the primary triggers for mother-son ethical relationships are generally the mother’s blurring of familial boundaries and the son’s desire for the mother’s body—which is also the underlying logic common to all such relationships.

In families where mother-son incestuous relationships occur, the father’s role is often the hardest to circumvent. He is frequently the one deceived and kept in the dark by both his wife and son. On the surface, he perceives a harmonious mother-son bond and a warm family atmosphere, while behind his back, he is being doubly betrayed by his own flesh and blood without ever realizing it. He is the person most deeply wounded in this process.

In the story of my mother and me, my father is, of course, a figure who cannot be bypassed.

My father’s name is Fang Zhiyong, born in 1970. He isn’t particularly tall—around 1.72 meters—which is considered short for a Northeast Chinese man. However, he possesses a very typical face for a man from the Northeast: a square jaw, a broad forehead, thick, dark eyebrows, single eyelids, a straight bridge of the nose, and somewhat thick lips. Because he spent years in the transport industry, exposed to the wind and sun, his skin is rough and dark, and his face was etched early on with the lines of hardship. Especially when he smiles, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes bunch up and his eyes narrow into slits, making him look exceptionally honest and simple-hearted. He has a solid build, with broad shoulders and thick arms. From years of gripping the steering wheel, his palms have grown large with prominent knuckles, and his palms and fingertips are covered in thick calluses that feel as rough as sandpaper.

My father is an honest, good-natured man who treats everyone well. He is usually easygoing and carefree—the type of man with a rough, straightforward personality who doesn't harbor hidden agendas. His greatest hobby in life is drinking. In the early 90s, he was a driver at the county freight station, but after his workplace went bankrupt in 1992, he was honorably laid off and became an unemployed youth. Relying on his driving skills, he gritted his teeth, borrowed money to buy a large truck, and embarked on a career as an owner-operator, a job he held for nearly twenty years. Ever since I can remember, my father would leave before dawn every day and only return three or four days later, sometimes even longer. He is the quintessential Northeast man—suffering and toiling outside without a word of complaint, and once he returns home, he is content with his wife, children, and a warm hearth, doing whatever his wife says. The person he fears most in this life is my mother, and the person he loves most is also my mother.

My dad usually returned home in the middle of the night. He wouldn't be home when I went to bed, and by the time I woke up in the morning, he was already in bed, usually snoring like thunder, fast asleep. At these times, I was absolutely forbidden from making any noise; I couldn't disturb his rest. If I were thoughtless enough to wake him, my mother would discipline me severely. She would always tell me with a stern face, "Your father works very hard driving; he needs to rest well. Everything you eat, wear, and use—isn't it all earned by your father running his truck day and night? If you wake him up, just wait and see how I deal with you!" When she said these things, her beautiful peach-blossom eyes would reveal a chilling severity that made me tremble from the bottom of my heart, leaving me too terrified to disobey. Ever since I was little, I’ve been afraid of being looked at by her with those eyes.

My mother was merciless when it came to disciplining me. For as long as I can remember, whenever I made a mistake or disobeyed, she would strike me immediately, whether on the head or the backside, anytime and anywhere, and she wouldn't stop until she felt I had realized my error. Her approach to raising me was strict to the point of being almost pathological. In her world, everything about me had to be arranged by her. From clothing and food to travel and daily necessities, she had to control every single detail. She rarely let me go out to play, always keeping me locked at home, which left me filled with infinite curiosity about the outside world. On the rare occasions she showed mercy and let me out, I had to strictly follow her rules—who I could play with, who I couldn't, and what time I had to be home; when she gave the order, I had to comply obediently. There were countless rules at home, too; whether it was eating or sleeping, or even just going to the bathroom, there was a complete set of procedures she dictated, and I had to follow them without a single deviation.

The way she addressed me clearly indicated her attitude toward me at that moment. If she called me "dear son," she was in a phase of overflowing maternal love, and even if I made a mistake, she wouldn't truly be angry. If she called me "Xuyang," it meant she was in a calm mood; it was a neutral address, implying that some things could be discussed. If she called me by my full name, "Fang Xuyang," it meant she was genuinely angry and about to blow up; if I took the initiative to admit my fault then, there might still be room for negotiation. But if she added "Little" before my name, calling me "Little Fang Xuyang," she was bound to explode the very next second. No matter what I said, it would be useless—a beating was inevitable.

The fear I felt toward my mother was an imprint etched into my bones, accompanying me throughout my entire childhood and adolescence. Even later, when things occurred between us that transcended ethics—when we shared a lover-like intimacy—whenever she truly flew into a rage and called me "Little Fang Xuyang," I still couldn't help but shudder deep down. Unbidden, images of her beating me back then would surface in my mind, and my body would uncontrollably tremble. It was a psychological scar carved into my marrow, one that could never be erased for as long as I lived.

My mother’s name is Liu Hongyu. She was also born in 1970, the same age as my father. Her birthday, however, is more than three months earlier than his, falling on the sixteenth day of the first lunar month. Since her birthday always landed the day after the Lantern Festival, I remembered it clearly from a very young age. She was a very traditional housewife. In their early years, she and my father worked at the same company; both started at seventeen. She was a cashier, and because she often caught rides home with my father, they eventually grew close. It was a courtship of their own choosing, and neither family had much objection. They married at nineteen, and I was born the following year. In 1992, my mother and father were laid off in the same wave. As far as I can recall, she hardly ever held a steady job after that. She had a few jobs here and there, but the longest one lasted less than six months before she would find some excuse to quit.

This was certainly not because my mother was lazy—she was, in fact, remarkably industrious. She always kept our home in perfect order, spotless and tidy. The clothes my father and I wore were always freshly laundered and neatly folded by her. Her cooking was second to none; the same ingredients, in her hands, simply tasted better than anyone else’s. She was also skilled at needlework. Whenever my clothes tore when I was a boy, she could mend them in a few quick strokes, her stitches always dense and even. In the eyes of our neighbors, she was a neat, efficient, hardworking, and devoted wife and mother.

So why could she never hold down a job for long? Whenever she quit in my childhood, she would come up with a mountain of excuses, almost always blaming others for making it impossible for her to continue. Back then, I believed her without question, always assuming it was the other person who was in the wrong. It wasn't until I grew up and gained some perspective that I realized the reason my mother couldn't keep a job wasn't because of anyone else; the root of the problem lay within her. My mother is the type of person who needs to be the best wherever she goes; she always wants to be the boss. Moreover, she is incredibly argumentative. Even when she’s clearly in the wrong, she uses her sheer intensity to refuse to back down. This has made her quite unpopular among our relatives. Although everyone is polite to her face, I’ve often heard people gossiping about her behind her back, calling her a show-off and difficult to get along with. But those relatives only ever talk behind her back; to her face, they remain respectful—I can sense that everyone is a little afraid of her.

I believe my mother is aware of what others think of her. Yet, she never cares, nor has she ever tried to change; she continues to do exactly as she pleases. As for my father, he never intervenes. No matter what my mother does, he doesn't say a word; in fact, he supports her wholeheartedly. In our house, my mother’s word is law. My father and I have to listen obediently and be completely submissive. We must carry out her instructions to the letter—no arguing, no questioning, and no half-hearted efforts.

When I was little, I really couldn't understand why my father had to listen to my mother so much. It was his hard-earned money that paid for everything, so by rights, he should have been the head of the household. Yet, no matter what he did, he had to ask for my mother’s approval just like I did, and if he didn't do it well, he would get chewed out. What baffled me most was that he never got angry when he was scolded; instead, he would just grin, admit his mistake, and try to coax her into a good mood.

My mother had another habit that drove me crazy: she was an incessant nagger. And this wasn't just ordinary nagging; it was the endless, rambling kind that went on year after year. Her targets were always my father and me. Whenever my dad returned from a driving shift and woke up, my mom would open the floodgates, rattling off everything that had happened inside and outside the house like a machine gun. Which relative did what, what my grandmother said to her, what she had been up to, what mistakes I had made... she recounted every little detail, sometimes even twice. My dad, meanwhile, would just nod along while eating and drinking, his attitude incredibly sincere; he never once looked annoyed. I couldn't understand this way of communicating when I was a kid, but as I grew older, I realized it was a unique dynamic characteristic of couples from their generation, heavily influenced by their Northeast roots: Northeast men are known for doting on their wives. They had known and loved each other since they were eighteen, married, and had me; after all these years, my dad had long since grown accustomed to my mom’s temperament. He never took her nagging to heart; on the contrary, he found it blissful. I understand now that my mother’s nagging was actually her way of acting spoiled—it was how she expressed how much she missed him.

Back then, however, I couldn't comprehend that kind of happiness at all. As a child, I didn't understand it; as an adult, I couldn't relate to it. Because whenever my dad wasn't home, my mom would shift her target to me. When she nagged me, it was purely to relieve her own loneliness. For me, that feeling was anything but blissful. In elementary school, I could still bite the bullet and put up with it.

Once I reached middle school, especially by the eighth grade, I became increasingly impatient with her nagging. I started talking back, which would inevitably lead to a beating. By that age, her method of hitting me had changed—it was no longer the reckless, indiscriminate swatting of my childhood, but rather pinching my back or specifically targeting the most sensitive spots, like the inner thighs or the crooks of my elbows. One pinch would leave a purple-red welt, and the piercing pain is something I can still feel in my bones whenever I think back on it.

Especially during the second semester of my junior year, when our relationship was ambiguous and she had already tacitly accepted being my girlfriend. So, during our daily playful banter, I would seize the chance to take liberties—grabbing her chest, kissing her face, or touching her butt—and she would pinch me without mercy, leaving my body covered in black and blue bruises.

By the time I reached high school, I became even more disobedient, mostly because I wasn't as afraid of her anymore. Whenever she started nagging, I would find excuses to slip out or simply retreat to my room and lock the door. If I couldn't escape, I would talk back. This infuriated her; every time my dad came home, she would double down on her nagging, reporting my behavior with a vengeance to vent all her frustrations. She probably didn't realize that this relentless complaining, combined with my father’s growing exhaustion after years of hearing it, eventually became one of the reasons for his emotional infidelity. Ironically, this turned out to be a pivotal turning point that allowed me to finally get through to her.

In our home, I held my father in high regard. I generally followed what he said because he had never hit or scolded me, and he would often secretly slip me pocket money. Whenever my mother complained to him about me, he would always brush it off with a few light words, often smoothing things over and acting as a mediator between us.

Moreover, every time he returned from a driving trip, he would bring me treats—Coke, bread, sausages, and instant noodles. You have to understand that back in the nineties, these were rare luxuries for a child from an ordinary family, and most parents rarely bought them for their kids. My mother never bought them for me voluntarily, and not only would she refuse to buy them herself, but she would also try to stop my father, always saying, "Keep them for yourself; don't spoil him." Whenever I heard her say that, I would get incredibly anxious, terrified that my father might actually listen to her and stop bringing me snacks altogether.

Fortunately, my father would always just agree with her verbally, but still bring me treats the next time he came home. Because of these snacks, I had something to show off at school, which gave me a sense of status among my classmates and greatly satisfied my vanity at the time. Consequently, as I grew up, I actually felt closer to my father.

However, even though I was close to my father, I was also inseparable from my mother. It wasn't because I liked her so much, but because her long-term "captive-style" upbringing had made me deeply dependent on her. Since my father was away all year round, it was just the two of us at home. She provided everything for me; she was my entire world. That’s why, when I was little, I had to follow her wherever she went. I was a literal shadow. This also meant that, as a child, I frequented many places reserved for women—before I started elementary school, the places I visited most often were women’s restrooms and bathhouses.

Back then, we lived in a single-story house, and money was tight. In the summer, it was fine; a large basin was enough for a bath. My mother would always bathe me first, then wrap me in a sheet and let me play on the kang while she washed herself. But winter was different; it was too cold, so we could only manage a quick sponge bath at home. If we wanted a proper bath, we had to go to a public bathhouse. I was so young then—just five or six years old—that I only had blurry impressions of many things and couldn’t remember any details. Every time we went to the bathhouse, I was only interested in playing with the water, completely oblivious to the differences between men and women.

I was just curious—why didn’t anyone else have a penis, but I did? Why were other people’s chests so big, with two large red bumps on them? Why did everyone else have dark hair down there, but I didn't? And why did they have to squat to pee, while I could stand? Every time I asked her these questions out of curiosity, I would get a stern scolding, told to shut up and hurry up and wash. Later, she would recount my "innocent, unguarded" remarks as a joke while chatting with relatives, making everyone burst into laughter.

Once I started elementary school, I never went to the public bathhouse with my mom again—after all, I was a big boy now, and even if she had wanted to take me, the bathhouse wouldn't have allowed it. From then on, she started taking me to those small, private-room bathhouses. They had rooms for two or three people, where bathing was done on a family basis. By the time I was in elementary school, I already had a concept of the differences between the sexes, but I was uniquely indifferent when it came to my mother—because I had seen her naked so many times growing up that I had long since become accustomed to it. Back then, I had no idea that there should be privacy between a mother and son; I assumed all mothers took their sons to bathe. So, I never thought anything of it, nor could I have—as the old saying goes, I hadn't even grown my pubic hair yet, and I didn't understand the first thing about relations between men and women.

In the traditional concept, the son in the mother's eyes is the flesh that falls from her body, so there is no privacy. In the son's eyes, although his mother is a woman, she is different from other women. A son looks at his mother, rarely with desire

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. It was only after I started college that I suddenly realized that my mother is not just a mother, she is also a woman. Once a son begins to look at his mother through the eyes of a woman, there must be desire in his eyes.

That's when my mom and I went to take a bath, and we always chose a double room. After entering the house, each took off his clothes and took a bath. Because she is my biological mother, I have long taken it for granted. In addition, after learning that men and women are different, I deliberately did not look at her naked body, so

 Her body was never carefully examined, resulting in a very hazy memory of those years. Although I haven't watched it much, it will still leave some impression. When I developed strange feelings for her after going to college, I tried to think back to washing with her

 Those scenes of bathing can still be salvaged from the depths of memory.

I remember my mom always had her back to me when she took off her clothes. Her skin was very white, that white-tender color with a healthy sheen. After taking off my clothes, my eyes were covered with white flowers, which was very blurry. The first thing that caught my eye was

 Always her big snow-white round ass. Every time she takes off her clothes, I can't help but point to her butt and say with a smile “big butt, big butt”. Sometimes I would reach out and take a picture without realizing it, which made her raise her eyebrows and stare

 Scold me for not having a face. She wasn't really angry, and I wasn't lustful ——at that age, I simply thought that big white and tender ass was particularly funny and easy to like.

I grew up with an indescribable interest in my mom's ass. When I was a child, I just thought it was fun and liked it. But since college, my interest in her body has deteriorated, especially her butt, which has become almost crazy

 Fanaticism.

 My mother's body shape is plump and graceful. She looks not fat, but feels very fleshy. She is a typical small bone rod with a large pelvic skeleton ——this body shape looks thin on the upper body, but the crotch is wider than the shoulder, and there is a

 A big, plump, and perky butt, round and bulging, that looks especially stylish in pants or skirts.

I mentioned earlier that I was choked all over by her for touching her butt, but she and I were already in an ambiguous relationship at that time. When I first started to have feelings for her, her butt was a distant dream for me. I often fantasized about hugging her in my dreams

 There is it. When we later broke through the ethical relationship, my favorite sex position was to enter her from behind with her big ass in my arms.

Every time I knelt behind her, my hands supporting the plump arc, looking down from my perspective, her butt was big and round, as white and tender as two freshly cut peaches. With every thrust of my body deep into her, her farts

 I hit the stock and sent waves of white flesh. The flesh collided with each other, making a rhythmic “snap” sound, mixed with her low gasps and suppressed moans ——the sensory double stimulation made my pleasure reach the top every time

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing.

When she turned to face me, the most eye-catching thing was the inverted triangular area between her two snow-white thighs——a thick, dark area of hair, curly and neat. After being wet with water, it sticks tightly to the fair skin, shiny and slippery

 An indescribable mystery and temptation.

I have been particularly curious about my mother's black hair since I was a child. I don't know why it grows there, and there is even a faint pink crack hidden by the black hair. I know that's where she pees, little

 She had asked her this question in the bath and had asked nothing except that she had been yelled at. Later, she would tell it to others as a joke. So later I stopped asking, but I was always curious and would always peek secretly with my eyes. Just the bathroom

 It was so steamy and foggy that she stood with her back to me most of the time, and I could never see the whole picture under the hair.

It was over a decade later that I finally got to glimpse the entirety of that mysterious land. It was during the 2013 May Day holiday, after she and I had completely crossed the ethical line. In my rented apartment in Tianjin, I lay on the bed holding her; her body unfolded completely before me, like a white petal finally willing to bloom for me. I gently parted her legs; her body trembled slightly, but she did not refuse.

I leaned down, observing that area I had been curious about since childhood from such close proximity and in the bright light for the first time. Her pubic hair was not particularly thick, but just the right amount of dense; the curled down looked like a meadow dampened by spring rain, or perhaps the finest silk fibers, each strand carrying a soft luster, lying docilely against her fair skin, presenting a natural beauty filled with femininity.

My gaze continued to explore downward. Her labia majora were full and plump, colored a healthy fleshy pink, with clear and exquisite edges, like two slightly closed clam halves. I gently used my fingers to part those full edges, and what revealed itself to me were the even more delicate deep-pink inner walls, glistening and damp with a crystalline sheen.

The labia minora peeked out from the shelter of the labia majora like two butterfly wings—thin and soft, with fine folds along the edges, presenting a soft and sensual three-dimensionality in the light. In the deepest part, the entrance to that mysterious, warm cave was faintly visible, pulsing and opening and closing with her slightly rapid breathing, as if silently beckoning me.

I cautiously extended the tip of my tongue, touching that damp, delicate skin with extreme slowness. The moment my tongue made contact, I felt her body shudder violently, and a sweeter, thicker fluid surged from the depths of the cave. I began to slowly lick along the contours of the labia; that scent, a mixture of feminine body fluids and the unique, milky fragrance of her body, exploded across my taste buds.

The tip of my nose pressed against her plump mons pubis, and the curved pubic hair rubbed against my skin, itching and with a unique touch. My tongue kept poking out into the depths of that hot and humid cave, mimicking the movements of sexual intercourse in and out, and the liquid she secreted mixed

 My mouth was filled with my saliva, and as the movement of my tongue slowly flowed down the corner of my mouth, soaking all her soft fuzz and flashing the lustful water light under that light.

Besides that mysterious triangle, another part that impressed me was her breasts. I'm actually the least unfamiliar with her breasts ——growing up, she changed her underwear in front of me countless times, I've seen her breasts too many times

 She and I are both used to this. I had a bad sleeping habit when I was a child. In Northeastern dialect, I had to touch her breasts to fall asleep. This habit lasted until I was six years old and slept in separate beds.

Every night I would reach out and hold one of her breasts before I could sleep with my eyes closed. The soft meat was soft in the palm of your hand and very elastic. Her nipples are so small that I always find myself fiddling with them with my fingertips, sometimes

 Maybe it hurt her, so she patted me gently with her hand and made a strange sound “stop touching and go to sleep”. I quickly retracted my hand, but after a while I couldn't help but reach over secretly. She didn't say anything more, so I took over and fell into a deep sleep with my breasts.

Her breasts are not particularly big, only a slight circle larger than a grown man's fist, but they are better than the good shape —— white, tender and upright, with beautiful breasts, which look pleasing to the eyes. Her nipples are small, pink, and surrounded by reddish-black

 The areola, not too big, is like a small red cherry dotted on a tempting piece of cream cake. That being said, the real beginning of my story with my mom also began with these two breasts. Suffice it to say, they bear witness to the entire process of our mother-son union

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. I was allowed to play with these breasts before I even crossed that last ethical line. I always love them, kneading them into various shapes in my hands, kissing, sucking and chewing them repeatedly.

 My mom took me to take a shower in one of those small private bathrooms until second grade. After that she asked me to follow my dad to wash it. When I was in the fifth grade of elementary school, my family bought a building and had our own bathroom. She and I basically stopped going out to wash

 All time is solved at home. Only during festivals and holidays do the whole family go to the public bath together, but the main purpose is not to take a bath, but to find a master to scrub and cupping. When I was in fifth grade, she and I would have an extra

 The back rubbing session. She would always soak in the bathroom for a while, and when the hot water soaked her, she would call me through the door to go in and rub her back. I was very reluctant about this errand and found it annoying and awkward ——the bathroom was wet and slippery, the fog was extremely heavy, and I was wearing

 Underwear was uncomfortable to put in and often got covered in water. But unwilling to return, we must do it in the end. If I don't go in, I will definitely have to say a lot to me when she comes out. There's no point in scolding me. If I were really angry, I would pinch me a few times and slap me a few more times

 Add a bad scolding. Although I went in, I had emotions in my heart, so I always had a perfunctory attitude, and after a few simple tricks, it ended abruptly, causing her to call me a fool every time.

After she finishes washing, it's my turn to wash. After I've been soaking for a while, she'll ask to come in and rub my back. My good intentions towards her were basically rejected ——because she was so strong when she rubbed my back, and it always made my back burn and hurt.

 Her theory is simple: “If you don't use force, you won't drop mud.” But rejection doesn't necessarily work either. Sometimes I said I could just rub it myself without her help, and she agreed, but she would stand at the door and ask me to rub it clean with some force. Sometimes she has roots

 Ben didn't give me a chance to refuse and just pushed the door in. If I complain a few times “I can rub it myself”, I will be slapped on the back by her, and she will scold me as she hits me:“Serve you and wait for you to make a mistake? Look at your back, it's all mud, it can cover the room

 The house is here!” Because of the resistance in my heart, I don't even remember her scrubbing baths in those two years as well as I remember going to public baths with her as a child. I only remember her back to me, a bath towel around her lower body, and only a snow-white back

 Back —— During this period, she has begun to notice not to completely expose her body in front of me.

 After we finally broke through the ethical relationship, we often showered together. By this time, I was no longer the little boy who was curious about his mother's body but also confused and ignorant, but a grown man driven by desire. She probably knows too

 The real purpose of my showering with her, but she never really rejected me forcefully, more often as a half-push, half-acquiescence.

It was an ordinary weekend evening, still in my Tianjin rental house. I had just come out of the bathroom after taking a shower and was wiping my hair with a towel when I saw her walking out of the bedroom with a stack of changes of clothes, ready to take a shower. She's wearing that

 The light-colored house clothes often worn at home have the neckline opened very low, revealing a clear white clavicle and chest. The hair is loosely tied behind the head, and a few strands of broken hair hang down to the ears. Ghosts make gods go astray, and I blurted out: “Mom, let me rub your back for you.” She was stunned for a moment

 I looked up at me, and there was hesitation, doubt, and something I couldn't quite put my finger on. I thought she would reject me like she had in the past, but she was silent for a few seconds and just said something faintly: “Whatever you want.” Then turned around and walked in

 Bathroom, not closed. The crack in the door that wasn't closed seemed like a silent acquiescence, and my heart skipped a beat, almost eagerly following her inside.

A white mist soon rose from the bathroom, and a hazy bead of water condensed on the mirror. She was standing with her back to me under the showerhead, already stripped of her house clothes. Hot water sprayed out of the shower and meandered down the curve of her body. Her back

 The shadow loomed in the mist, as if separated by a hazy curtain of gauze.

As I applied the soap, I moved slowly downward, crossing her slender waist to reach that full, alluring curve I had longed for. When my palm covered her rounded hip, her body visibly stiffened for a moment, but she quickly relaxed. She said nothing and did not pull away.

My heart raced even faster. I continued to lather her body, one hand remaining on her hip to trace slow circles, while the other reached around to the front, covering her soft, firm breasts without resistance.

The moment I grasped her, I felt her breathing become noticeably ragged, the rise and fall of her chest deepening. The layer of shower gel on her breasts made the sensation all the more exquisite; I opened my hand to envelop that warm, soft mass, closing my fingers as the supple flesh shifted in my palm, flowing between my fingers like living, warm water. I gently pinched her already hardening nipple between my fingertips, feeling the small bead grow even more erect amidst the foam.

At the same time, I felt my own lower body fully awaken. I took a half-step forward, pressing my chest against her bare back, my burning, rigid length naturally nudging into the cleft of her rounded buttocks. Her skin was exceptionally slick from the shower gel, and as my body pressed against hers, there was almost no resistance, the scorching heat transferring to her through the thin layer of suds. Her body shivered slightly, but she still did not pull away or turn around.

With one hand still kneading her breast, I slid my other hand over her flat abdomen to that mysterious region covered in thick, soft hair. When my fingers brushed against that warm, plush place, she finally couldn't help but let out a low, stifled moan.

My fingers traced the contours of the slit, feeling how wet and slick the area had become—her body had given the most honest response, long before her mind could catch up. I gently parted the thick hair, my fingertips exploring the damp crevice until they touched a slightly raised nub—her clitoris, already hard as a small bean under my touch.

I used my fingertips to gently rub circles over that sensitive nub, while taking her earlobe into my mouth, nibbling it softly. Her body went completely limp as she leaned back into my arms. She reached behind her, gripping my hardened desire that was still rubbing against the cleft of her buttocks, and began to slowly stroke up and down its length. The foam popped in her palm with wet, suggestive sounds, and the feeling of being encased by her hand made me almost cry out.

My desire had reached a peak that could no longer be contained. I whispered low into her ear, "Mom, I want to..." She was silent for a moment, then gave an almost imperceptible nod—a movement so slight it was barely visible, yet I saw it.

With a tacit understanding, we adjusted our positions. She placed her hands against the cold tiles of the bathroom wall, leaning her upper body forward with her waist dipped, presenting her soapy, snow-white, rounded buttocks high toward me. She stood with her legs slightly parted, adjusting to the perfect height for my entry. She turned her head, her damp hair clinging to her cheeks; I couldn't clearly see the expression on her face, only that she was biting her lower lip, her gaze fixed on the wall with a glazed look.

I steadied her soapy, slender waist with one hand, while the other gripped my already burning, rigid cock, pressing it against the warm, moist entrance between her legs. Her body trembled slightly, and the entrance pulsated, opening and closing at the touch of my glans as if issuing a silent invitation.

I thrust my hips forward slowly, and the feeling of being enveloped inch by inch by those warm, wet walls of flesh—I still cannot describe it in words to this day. Her body was tight and piping hot; layers of soft, tender flesh sucked at every inch of my skin like countless tiny mouths. The pressure and sensation of being wrapped from all sides made me lose my grip on reality the moment I entered. I heard her let out a long, stifled moan that echoed through the bathroom, softened and blurred by the sound of water and the steam, like an invisible hand stroking my most sensitive nerves.

I started twitching. At first, it was a slow, tentative movement. Every time she pushed in, she tried her best to go as deep as possible. Every time she exited, she brought out more slippery liquid mixed with shower gel and the liquid secreted by her body

 Converges into a milky white foam. Her body swayed back and forth under my impact, and the two plump breasts on her chest swayed sharply to the rhythm like a chime clock, and the residual foam on them shimmered with colorful luster in the light.

Her gasps grew louder and louder, and from the initial suppressed soft hum to a confused moan, the sound was intermittent and cut into fragments by the sound of water: “Hmm...ah...Xu Yang...you...you take it lightly...” But at that time, I

 It was completely out of control. My hands clasped tightly around her crotch, my knuckles sinking deep into her soft loin. I tried my best with every thrust, wishing I could squeeze myself into the deepest part of her body. Her buttocks were snapped by me, that

 The white skin quickly flushed and was covered with the white foam I had pounded. I looked down at our rendezvous, at my repeated presence in that pink crevice, and the mental stimulation of the image even exceeded the physical

 pleasure——She is my mother, and at this moment I am violently possessing her from behind.

After continuing for a while, I felt that I was about to reach the top. But I don't want it to end like this. I jerked to a stop and, before she could react, I quickly pulled out my cock. With her low exclamation,

 A mixture of body wash and love liquid flowed out of her slightly open hole. I took my wet cock in my hand and gave it two quick pulls while pulling on her arm. She seemed to understand my intention and turned her body obediently

 , facing me squatting slowly on the slippery floor.

She looked up at me, and there was a mixture of emotions in that look —— shame, tenderness, obedience, and a barely perceptible hint of something akin to love. Then she lowered her head, first picked up the showerhead, and carefully rinsed off my legs

 and the foam left on the cock cum. Then she gently grasped my roots with her hands, slightly opened her lips, and slowly, little by little, took me in.

The moment her warm mouth enveloped my glans, I shuddered as if struck by an electric shock. Her tongue coiled around me with dexterity, circling the corona slowly before gently licking along the urethral opening, lapping up the clear fluid seeping from the tip. She took me deep, her movements transitioning from slow to rapid, and the rhythm of her head began to steady, accompanied by muffled, whimpering sounds from her throat. I reached out, pressing my hand against the back of her head, fingers weaving through her damp hair to guide her pace. Her responsiveness plunged me into a pleasure I had never known; I could feel myself swelling and pulsing inside her, and I could feel her saliva, mingled with my own fluids, trailing down the corner of her mouth to drip onto her snow-white breasts.

“Mom… I’m going to cum…” I squeezed these words out through gritted teeth.

She quickened her pace, a muffled response rising from deep within her throat. I could no longer hold back; I thrust my hips forward sharply and released myself deep within her. The long-pent-up semen surged forth, and I could feel the rhythmic swallowing of her throat—once, twice, three times... She tried her best to swallow it all, yet some of the milky-white fluid still spilled from the corner of her mouth, trickling down her heaving chest and glistening lewdly under the light.

She slowly pulled away and looked up at me. Her lips were wet and flushed, a trace of the fluid she hadn't managed to swallow still clinging to the corner of her mouth, which she wiped away with the tip of her tongue. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes hazy, like a ripened fruit that had just been nourished.

We locked eyes for a few seconds. Then, she stood up, silently picked up the showerhead, and began to rinse the foam from her body. I stood behind her, watching every rise and curve of her body as she washed, a strange mix of satisfaction and emptiness intertwining within me.

After rinsing, we returned to our normal shower rhythm. She took the bath bomb, squeezed the shower gel, applied it to herself, and then applied it to me again. When she rubbed my back, I finally experienced what she called “not making

 The strength of ”, but this time I didn't complain. Instead, I enjoyed the touch of her palm walking on my back. From time to time, my palms also swam and stroked her slippery body, flowing between her chest and hips. She was complaining “can't wash

 Washed? Not washing and getting out”, but not really pushing me away on the one hand.

That day, we spent nearly two hours in the bathroom, running out of hot water twice. When I finally rinsed off, changed into dry clothes and walked out of the bathroom, my body was a little tired, but my mind was extremely high. And she went straight into the bedroom with her back to her

 I lay down without saying a word.

This was the first time she and I were truly intimate in the shower, and it served as a prelude and template for countless subsequent shower sex sessions. From then on, every time we took a shower together, a similar plot would almost happen, but with more and more tricks

 Her cooperation became more and more natural, gradually changing from initial passive acquiescence to active participation. Those bathroom days, looking back now, remain some of the most intense and complex memories of my life.

My mom took me to take a shower in one of those small private bathrooms until second grade. After that she asked me to follow my dad to wash it. After entering junior high school, taking a shower became going out to wash with classmates. There were a lot of different new stalls in the county and city a while ago

 Some of the baths can be used for swimming, while others have hot springs. But what attracted me most was that I could sneak off to an internet cafe to play games in the name of taking a shower. Slowly, I forgot about taking a shower with my mother. So much so that I had sex with her after I went to college

 When I was in a strange relationship, I was chatting with her one time and she accidentally brought up these past events. Only then did I dig out those vague memory fragments from the depths of my memory again. When I think of this, I can't help but secretly regret ——complaining that I didn't understand men and women back then

 I didn't take the opportunity to feast my eyes, didn't take the opportunity to touch my mother's body..
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Chapter 2

Nostalgic for those bygone days of youth...

When did I first begin to understand the ways of men and women? I think it was only after I started middle school that I slowly began to grasp it. Our elementary school was a five-year program and middle school was four years, so when I first entered the seventh grade, I was only twelve years old. I had only an extremely vague concept of the topic of "sex." I roughly knew that the bodies of men and women were different, that a woman's breasts and genitals were mysterious things that shouldn't be shown to others, and I vaguely understood that men and women could have children if they slept together—but as for how exactly they slept together or what the process involved, I had absolutely no idea.

For boys born in the 80s and 90s, the first time they saw images of men and women having sex, it must have been through a disc, right? The first time I saw that kind of film, it was in front of a classmate's DVD player. Back then, every household had a DVD player, and discs were rented from video stores on the street. My family mostly watched horror movies and Errenzhuan, and I had never imagined that those discs could hide an entirely different world.

I remember it was the beginning of 2003, during the winter break of my second year of middle school, and I had just turned thirteen. That day, I had arranged to go to a classmate's house to hang out. His parents were small-time vendors who spent their days at village markets, so they were rarely home during the day. That place became a secret base for us boys; every few days, we would gather there to play cards or watch rented movies. Before we left that day, that classmate told us with a mysterious look on his face that he had something good and would show us a great movie later. At the time, I thought he had just picked up another good horror movie, so I didn't pay much attention, my mind only occupied with how I was going to beat them at cards later.

We played cards for about an hour, and I, having suffered the worst losses, ended up with my face covered in paper strips. That classmate pushed the cards away, said "No more, no more," and then, as if showing off a treasure, pulled a shoebox from under his bed that was neatly stacked with several discs. He picked one out and, looking secretive, shoved it into the DVD player. The TV screen was filled with static for a moment before the image slowly cleared, revealing a line of traditional Chinese characters—The New Golden Lotus.

This was a Category III TV series from Hong Kong, starring Amy Yip. The entire series spanned five episodes, each an hour and a half long, and the one he had was just a single episode. But that one episode became my sexual initiation; I can still remember many of the scenes vividly to this day. I won’t go into specific detail about the imagery; those interested can search for it online, as it’s quite easy to find. What I want to emphasize is that the impact this film had on me was unprecedented.

It was the first time I had seen a complete depiction of intimacy between a man and a woman, the first time I heard the soul-stirring moans a woman makes during intercourse, and the first time I realized there were so many different positions for sex. I was deeply captivated by Amy Yip’s mature, alluring temperament and her full, voluptuous figure—especially her firm, rounded breasts. As they bounced on screen, white and glistening like two ripe peaches, they made me drool, leaving me wishing I could jump into the television just to get my hands on them.

Amy Yip could be called the "white moonlight" of my youth. Her face and body were etched into my mind, accompanying me through countless restless nights. Even now, I still have that film in my cloud storage, and occasionally, in the dead of night, I’ll open it to watch a short clip, as if to commemorate a youth that can never be reclaimed. Later, I watched many other Category III films with my classmates, but I always felt that none of the actresses were as beautiful as Amy Yip, nor did they have a figure as good as hers.

From that point on, I began to take a keen interest in the women around me. I started subconsciously comparing my female teachers and classmates to Amy Yip—were their breasts as big as hers? Was their waist as slim? Did they sound like that when they moaned? Although many of my teachers and classmates were quite pretty, I always felt something was missing—they lacked that innate, bone-deep allure and charm that Amy Yip possessed in the film.

Strangely enough, throughout this phase, I never associated my mother with the word "woman." In my set perception, my mother was just my mother; she was different from the "women" I was interested in. Although I didn't like her endless nagging or her dictatorial way of disciplining me, as a son, I felt it was forbidden to desecrate the image of my own mother.

This seemed to be a bottom line etched into my very bones. However, it was also around this time that I suddenly realized I had grown up and began to have my own opinions on many things. I started to develop a growing resentment toward my mother's methods of discipline, learning to pay lip service to her while doing the exact opposite behind her back, no longer listening to everything she said.

My mother likely sensed this change in me and gradually abandoned her "enclosed" style of management, granting me a certain degree of personal freedom. Yet, she still insisted on meddling in my affairs. Whenever our opinions clashed, conflict would erupt, though most of the time it was my mother who emerged victorious—I was forced to accept her arrangements. The relationship between us slowly shifted from one of reverence on my part to one of resistance.

During the second semester of my second year of middle school, I was introduced to internet cafes and learned how to go online. I imagine everyone born in the 80s or 90s has deep impressions of those cafes; they are a collective memory for an entire generation. Back then, internet cafes were filled with young people playing games and chatting. You could shout out and instantly form a team for CS, and every night there were guilds organizing raids on Sabac in Legend of Mir 2. Many people could stay in those cafes for days and nights at a time; when hungry, they’d eat instant noodles, and when tired, they’d doze off on the tables for a bit before waking up to continue the battle. When I first started going, I mostly played games like CS and Red Alert, and later, I learned to play Legend of Mir 2.

I was incredibly addicted back then. I scrimped and saved every penny, and every day after eating lunch at the school cafeteria, I would find various excuses to slip out and play a few rounds during my hour-long lunch break. Later, news of SARS began to appear. I didn't understand what it meant at the time, only that it was a contagious disease and that many people had died from it. By the time it reached our small county, it was around May Day. To control the outbreak, the school gave us a full two-week break. There was no talk of nationwide quarantine back then; only those returning from out of town were isolated, and there were no restrictions on where the rest of us could go. So, I found excuses every day to sneak out to the internet cafe, and I played like someone possessed. That semester in 2003 was the happiest one of my entire middle school life.

After the epidemic passed, life returned to normal. But because of the influence of my classmate's Category III film, in addition to playing games, I slowly began to peek at the women around me. With the arrival of summer, I always glare at women with my eyes, consciously or unconsciously

 Collar and upskirt of classmates and female teachers. I found that whenever they bent over or lowered their heads, looking in through the neckline, they could see breasts wrapped in underwear. Most of the female classmates around me at that time were thirteen or fourteen years old and their breasts had just begun to develop

 The human breasts are only slightly raised in outline, and only a few are developed earlier and fuller. Moreover, their awareness of prevention is generally very low, and many people have little concept of protecting their physical privacy.

Female teachers have much larger breasts than their female classmates, and I have found that people with larger breasts are more likely to peek. But there are not many opportunities to spy on female teachers. I rarely have the opportunity to interact with them alone. The most I do is take advantage of the teacher's bend when asking questions

 A quick glance at the waist. Peeping up the skirts of female classmates and teachers is even more difficult. They are much more aware of guarding their skirts than their chests. But with my persistent observation, I can always find some opportunities. I

 When they are found sitting or squatting, they usually have a movement of lifting their skirts with their hands; at the moment when they lift their legs or stand up suddenly, if the angle is right, they can still take a startling glance at them and feel a brief feast for their eyes.

Actually, the best and easiest person to spy around me is my mother. And she had almost no sense of protection against me. But I never took the initiative to spy on her. The reason is simple—— In that stage of the family environment, I would not

 She develops that desire. My subconscious mind seemed to automatically block this thought, and I felt that who would regard their mother as an object of sexual intercourse? It was such a treasonous act of animalism that even thinking about it made it seem dirty and shameful. In front of me, she

 It's just that my mom is different from all the other women.

In the second half of 2003, during my first semester of ninth grade, QQ began to gain popularity among my classmates. I followed the trend and registered my own QQ account. Because of QQ, I met a lot of people—most of them girls, and almost all of them added randomly through the search function. When I had time to kill, we would chat about everything under the sun. Looking back now, QQ could be considered the key that set the gears of my fate in motion, because the person who has influenced my life to this day was someone I met through that chance addition. But that is a story for another time; I will talk about her later.

Besides chatting, I discovered something else that interested me greatly: there were pornographic short films saved on the computers at the internet cafe. Back then, internet cafes weren't like they are today, where you could download things online at any time; downloading files took up a lot of bandwidth, which really annoyed the gamers. You would often see people getting into fights because someone was hogging the speed to download movies. So, some internet cafe owners came up with a solution: they would download some films in advance, save them in a specific partition on the hard drive, and password-protect them. If someone wanted to watch them, they had to ask the attendant, and it would cost an extra yuan. Once paid, the attendant would give them the password and point out which computers had the files—usually those tucked away in private rooms or the furthest corners of the main hall. I didn't know about this at first. Although I often saw people watching them and was curious, I didn't know how to access them. Out of embarrassment, I never asked; I was afraid my classmates would mock me for being a pervert. That was until I met someone—someone who opened the door to a new world for me.

Met this guy one Saturday morning. There weren't many people in the internet cafe that day, so he sat next to me in broad daylight, blatantly watching little yellow movies. I admire this kind of person from the bottom of my heart ——this is the first time I have seen him in broad daylight

 Some people watch that kind of movie so calmly and don't care about other people's eyes at all. This kind of courage is something many people will never have in their lives. I lost interest in the game in front of me and kept staring at the screen of the computer next to me. That film played

 It seems to be a story about a mahjong parlor owner and a clerk having an affair. In the picture, the boss lady is lying on a mahjong table with her legs open. The camera slowly moves down from her bare upper body and slowly turns to the position between her legs. I stared at the screen desperately

 Curtain, I want to see clearly what the heroine looks like between her legs. That was the first time I saw a grown woman with her legs spread out ——before that, I had only seen a few Category III films in my classmates, in which the women only showed their breasts and buttocks at best, the most mysterious private

 Only a few fuzzy hairs can be seen. But this film is coded, and the most mysterious position between the woman's legs is mosaicized, but even so, the excitement of that image far exceeds all the Category III films I have seen before.

My little move was quickly spotted by the person next to me. He looked a few years older than me, like a high school student. He couldn't help but smile when he saw that I had been peeking at his computer screen. With this smile, I knew I was exposed, so I quickly took my eyes back

 Here, pretend to be playing the game seriously. But I couldn't help it and glanced over again after a few seconds. He saw that I was still watching secretly, so he turned around and asked me: “Do you want to watch it too?” His question immediately made me nervous ——my several

 My classmates were sitting not far away playing games, and I quickly said “no watching, no watching”. He watched me refuse repeatedly and didn't force it anymore. He just smiled, then took my mouse and started teaching me how to find those hidden resources in the Internet cafe.

His movements were very fast, but I still memorized the steps ——it wasn't complicated at all, the network controller just built several folders and stored the movies on the hard drive. The names of the folders were the pinyin abbreviations of the Internet cafe names. He showed me

 I went through it and asked me: “Got it?” I nodded a little confusedly, and he turned back to continue watching his film. And the classmate next to me was playing the game intently from beginning to end and didn't even notice what had just happened.

 From then on, I opened the door to a new world. But I don't have the courage of him to look so blatantly in broad daylight. At that time, my mother was not too strict with me. There was always one or two days a month, and I would use the excuse of “living with a classmate” to escape

 Come out and make the night. For someone my age, the memory of Bao Ye should be familiar, right? At that time, the night was five yuan a night. Everyone was basically playing games in the first half of the night. When they stayed up until the second half of the night —— 2 or 3 in the morning, they made a bowl of instant noodles

 The more generous ones will buy a bottle of drink and then eat and watch a small movie. At that time, I felt that this was the greatest enjoyment of life. Because the people I initially spied on were my teachers and classmates ——that was the largest group of women I could reach——, I opened

 The sub-genre of movies I watch most often is role-playing with teachers, nurses, female students, etc. Slowly, I began to be exposed to some MILF-style films and was quickly attracted to them. The plump and mature women in the film, and my white

 Moonlight Yang Simin has many similarities ——plump body shape, round curves, and charming eyes——, which made me instantly rediscover the feeling of surging heart when I first watched "New Jin Ping Mei".

I don't watch everything when watching mature women's films. I will specifically choose some films that look and have a body similar to Yang Simin. I think most film lovers are pretty much the same as me, always having a preferred genre in mind. Soon, Internet cafe

 I finished reading the little inventory on the hard drive. But that's okay. As the number of nights I booked increased, I quickly learned from other veterans how to download small movies using Vagaa. After that, I seemed to have opened an endless treasure trove and traveled completely

 In a sea of mature women's films.

However, among these films, there is a type of film that I have never seen ——mother and child. The reason is still what I said before: I still subconsciously feel that mother-son sex is a serious and unjust thing, and my heart is very resistant to it

 Never click on it. However, as I watched more and more movies and the flavors became heavier, ordinary movies gradually failed to satisfy my desires. In the end, I lost my curiosity and gritted my teeth and downloaded a mother-child movie.

 I am still deeply impressed by the content of this film. I felt the need to write it down in detail here because I never found the film again ——it's not as readily available online as "New Jin Ping Mei".

 This film that has left a deep impression on me is called "Mom and Xiaoyi". It is a Japanese AV work. I can't remember which actress played it. The reason why this film shocked me so much is the interaction and feeling between the mother and son

 It's so similar to my own family situation. The mother in the film is about thirty years old, plump, fair-skinned, and very beautiful, especially with peach eyes. Her eyes are very similar to my mother's ——those eyes with slightly raised ends, which look at people

 Sometimes it is like a smile, or a hook, which can hook away people's souls.

The son in the movie looks about the same age as me. He should be a high school student. At the beginning of the story, it plays the role of a mother who disciplines her son very strictly ——she has to control everything her son does, and he always goes against her, which makes her mother very troubled. One day,

 Mom accidentally found her son masturbating with her panties. Mom was very angry at the time and severely criticized Xiaoyi. Feeling ashamed and sad, Xiaoyi ran out crying. At night, after my mother calmed down, she felt that what she said during the day might

After a while, Xiao Yi seemed to find this position unsatisfying. He stopped and told his mother he wanted to take her from behind. Without hesitation, his mother cooperated fully, turning over and kneeling on the bed. With her legs spread, her waist dipped, and her hands planted on the mattress, she raised her snowy, voluptuous buttocks high into the air, presenting them directly to Xiao Yi. Gazing at those two round, porcelain-white cheeks, Xiao Yi swallowed hard, unable to stop himself from exclaiming, "Mom, your butt is so beautiful... I love it so much..." He reached out, kneading the firm, fleshy mounds vigorously before guiding his cock toward the glistening, slit-like crevice. With a downward thrust of his hips, he pushed inside, moving from slow to fast, pumping violently.

His mother kept her hands pressed against the bed, her disheveled head buried in the crook of her arms, letting out suppressed moans. Her fair, heavy breasts hung beneath her like bells, swaying rhythmically with every one of Xiao Yi's movements behind her. Her pale buttocks slapped loudly against Xiao Yi’s abdomen, sending waves of white flesh rippling with each strike. Soon, his mother could no longer hold up under his fierce assault; she shifted from resting on her hands to her elbows, her entire upper body flattened against the bed while her hips remained held high. This position made her buttocks appear even larger and rounder, allowing Xiao Yi to penetrate her even deeper.

Xiao Yi was clearly nearing his limit. He gripped her wide, heavy hips tightly, his head tilted back and his pelvis pressed firmly against her rear, his body arched like a drawn bow. His movements grew faster and more intense, and his mother’s cries rose in pitch. Finally, as both of them let out a long, exquisitely pleasurable groan, Xiao Yi emptied his scorching semen deep inside her. Mother and son reached their climax together.

After the climax, Xiao Yi lay panting on his mother's back for a moment before suddenly being overcome by a wave of intense shame. He hurriedly withdrew from her, kneeling before her and apologizing profusely while thanking her. His mother slowly turned over, looking at her tear-streaked son; she did not blame him. She simply pulled Xiao Yi gently into her arms and whispered, "Xiao Yi, you have made Mother feel very happy." Finally, the camera froze on the image of the mother and son locked in a tight embrace; in her eyes, there was no sadness, only a tearful, blissful smile.

When I finished watching this film at the time, I was completely stunned. The way the mother and son moved with such passion yet such natural ease, combined with the powerful psychological stimulation I felt as they broke through ethical boundaries, left me filled with an indescribable sense of happiness. It was a feeling I had never experienced with any other film—it wasn't just physical arousal, but a profound sense of emotional resonance and fulfillment. I had completely immersed myself in it; I felt as if I were Xiao Yi in the film, and my mother was that gentle, beautiful woman. The sense of immersion was so intense that it felt as if the film had been made specifically for me. This was the second film, following "The New Golden Lotus," to open the doors to a new world for me. In the sexual encounters that later took place between my mother and me, I would often recall the scenes from this film, and I found myself unconsciously mimicking every movement, every rhythm, and every position that Xiao Yi and his mother performed. Gradually, the boundaries between the film's specific content and my own experiences began to blur in my memory—they merged in my mind, becoming a fuzzy yet profound recollection that belonged both to the movie and to me. To this day, I can no longer distinguish whether the images in my memory are scenes from that film or fragments of what truly happened between my mother and me.

Ever since I finished watching this movie, I have been completely hooked on mother-child movies. Later, I started to be exposed to various mature women's works, but no matter how many mother-son or mature women's films I saw in the future, I never watched "Mom and Xiaoyi" for the first time

 The happiness I felt when I was. In fact, from that time on, the seeds of Oedipus were planted deep in my heart, but I didn't know it was called “Oedipus” at the time. I just felt that watching this kind of movie made me feel very comfortable and a feeling would well up in my heart

 Strange satisfaction.

Even though I became obsessed with mother-child movies, I still wouldn't have any evil thoughts about my mother when I returned home. This feeling seems to have a shielding function built into my brain ——as long as I walk out of the Internet cafe, come home, and look at the familiar environment

 and familiar faces, and I would automatically switch to another state. I think it is most appropriate to explain this phenomenon in terms of “environmental mode”: when I am in an Internet cafe, I feel that it is a virtual world that can release my deepest desires and do nothing

 Don't imagine any pictures; and when I am at home, I am facing my relatives who are with me day and night. The identity of the “son” engraved in my bones will be automatically activated. This real family environment will not make me have any thoughts of crossing the line. Even then I rushed

 Touching to steal my mother's underwear to masturbate, or sneaking a peek at her body, it was just lust dominated by impulse, not really wanting to do with her. Deep down in my heart, I never really believed or seriously considered it

 One day I'll actually have sex with my mom.

At that time, Vagaa's functions were not very powerful. There were few resources in it, and the download speed was very slow. Sometimes I could only finish one or two copies in one night. So when I'm making a night out, I usually open Vagaa first, hang up the resources, and then go play the game

 , wait until there are fewer people playing games in the second half of the night and the internet speed is fast, then open the downloaded movie and watch it. By 3 or 4 in the morning, the entire internet cafe had gone quiet, with only the clacking of keyboards and the clicking of mice ——at that time, watching movies

 The best time of day.

After watching the movie too much, I found that most of the content of the movie is actually the same. It is just fixed routines and postures that are repeated over and over again. Over time, it becomes less interesting. At that time, I didn't often be able to pay nights, only one or two a month

 The second chance is that I usually spend more time online during the day. At this stage, I mastered a new skill ——downloading novels using the BBK electronic dictionary.

The BBK electronic dictionary is another shared memory for students of that era. Since my English grades were consistently poor, I asked my mother to buy me one when they started becoming popular among my classmates. Initially, she refused, thinking it was a waste of money, but after I convinced her it would help with my studies, she bit the bullet and bought me one. Of course, the primary reason for wanting it certainly wasn’t for studying—besides looking up English words, the dictionary could also play small RPG (role-playing) games. Several classmates had already bought them, and we would all gather around to watch them play, which made me incredibly envious. I got mine at the beginning of 2004, during the winter break of my third year of middle school. My mother bought me the cheapest model, which had a tiny memory of only 1MB. As soon as I got it, I had the shop owner download games onto it for me. Two of them became my favorites: "Sanguo Baye" (Three Kingdoms Hegemony) and "Fumo Ji" (Demon Slayer). Later, there was the highly popular "Legend of Sword and Fairy," but my device didn't have enough memory to run it, which left me feeling disappointed for quite a long time.

Not many people in my class had electronic dictionaries at the time; including me, there were fewer than ten of us. My mother’s initial refusal wasn't because she couldn't afford it—my family's financial situation was actually quite good by then, thanks to my father working day and night driving his truck. He had borrowed money for his first vehicle, but after a few years, he had not only paid off the debt but also upgraded to a brand-new truck. In those days, operating large transport trucks was very lucrative. I don't know exactly how much he made, but I knew our life was getting better every day. Not only did my allowance increase, but our standard of living improved as well. We moved into an apartment in 2001, and within a few years, my father bought two more trucks, going from owning one vehicle to becoming a small business owner with a fleet of three. Everyone who met him would politely call him "Boss Fang." Ultimately, my mother’s refusal to buy me that dictionary was simply because she was stingy, especially when it came to spending money on me—which has always been one of the things I’ve disliked about her since I was a child.

After I bought the electronic dictionary, I almost never used it for studying. I would just put on a show, intentionally holding the dictionary and looking at it in front of my mom to pretend I was studying English. Once she was reassured and walked away, I would sneak into my room to play games. Back then, I was obsessed with games—I even went to internet cafes less often, feeling that handheld games were more convenient and fun than computer games. Every night, I would play until midnight, sometimes even staying up all night. By the end of that winter break, I had finished "Fu Mo Ji." I was the first one in my class to beat the game, which was actually quite difficult; I had spent a long time exploring and repeating sections before finally figuring out the tricks. When the second semester of junior high started, I finally found a chance to show off, and all the other classmates who hadn't beaten it came to me for advice.

Besides playing games, I would also download some study materials into the electronic dictionary, since my mom would occasionally check on my academic progress—she expected a return on the money she spent. At first, I had the shop owner download the games and materials for me. Later, after watching him a few times, I realized it wasn't actually that difficult, and I gradually learned how to do it myself. The study materials didn't take up much memory, so I used almost all the remaining space for games. But I eventually got tired of playing so many games. One time, I was rummaging through the shop owner's computer looking for something new, but after searching for a long time, I couldn't find anything suitable. The owner came over to chat—I went there so often to download things that we had become quite familiar with each other. I complained to him that I had already beaten all the games and didn't know what else to download. Hearing this, he smiled and asked, "Do you read novels?" His words immediately piqued my curiosity, and I quickly said yes, adding that I usually rented them from a bookstore for fifty cents a day. He told me that I could also read novels on the electronic dictionary without having to pay any rental fees. Hearing this, I was instantly thrilled and begged him to teach me how. It turned out the method for downloading novels was similar to downloading games; he demonstrated it once, and I had it down.

From then on, I became obsessed with reading novels on my electronic dictionary. I had always loved books and stories; back in elementary school, I had already read through a collection of Chinese and foreign classics. Back then, there were no picture books or phonetic versions—I read the original texts, looking up every character I didn't recognize in the dictionary. Once I reached junior high, I became even more hooked on web novels. There were so many popular works at the time: "The Story of a Villain," "Child of Light," "Duo Yan Ji," "Mercenary World," "Zhu Xian," and "The Kind Death God"—the list was endless. One winter break, I actually read through an entire wall of books from the bookstore next to my school. Before that, reading novels had been an undercover operation. I didn't dare read at school because the teachers were strict, and at home, I could only sneak a few pages under the covers before bed. It would take me ten days or half a month to finish a single book, and the cost of renting them was a huge expense I couldn't afford, so I didn't get to read much.

When I first started seventh grade, my mom gave me one yuan in pocket money each day. This yuan was basically all contributed to the internet cafe. If I helped out by grocery shopping, the spare change would end up in my pocket, but my mom kept such tight accounts that this money would sometimes be deducted from the next day's allowance. On the other hand, my dad would sneak me extra cash; he was more generous, slipping me five or ten yuan at a time, which was the only reason I had enough money to rent novels. If my mom found out he’d given me money, she would not only deduct my allowance for the next day but also warn him not to spoil me. This only made me resent her stinginess even more. By ninth grade, my daily allowance had risen to two yuan, which made things a bit easier, though it was still never enough. In tenth grade, because I had evening study sessions and had to eat dinner out, my allowance plus dinner money jumped to five yuan a day. But after paying for dinner, there wasn't much left, and I was never really what you’d call well-off.

Ever since I learned how to download novels onto my electronic dictionary, I saved a significant amount of money on book rentals, all of which I then contributed to the internet cafe—after all, for a teenage boy, the allure of games is the greatest thing in the world. It didn't take long for me to finish all the novels stored on the specialty store's computer—there weren't many to begin with, only about a dozen or so. But that didn't matter; I soon taught myself how to download novels from the internet. The process wasn't difficult: I would download the dedicated USB driver and transfer software from the BBK official website, find the novels I wanted in TXT format online, and then use the software to transfer them onto the electronic dictionary's memory card. Once I mastered this skill, I no longer had to read novels in secret—even though the dictionary screen displayed English letters, once I opened the reading mode, the content was Chinese fiction. It looked just like I was studying English, and my mother couldn't tell the difference at all. From then on, I didn't even bother pretending after dinner; I would just sit at my desk, electronic dictionary in hand, and start reading. Sometimes I’d get so absorbed that even after the lights were out, I’d huddle under the covers with a small flashlight to keep reading until three or four in the morning. That was the period when I ruined my eyesight; my vision got progressively worse in high school, and eventually, I had no choice but to get glasses.

Time quickly flew by to the summer of 2004. Once this summer break ended, I would be entering the fourth year of middle school—the final year of junior high. Although I had spent the entire second semester of my third year reading novels, playing games, and hanging out in internet cafes, I still managed to scrape into the honors class with a barely passing score. At the time, there were seventy-five students per class, and with two honors classes in total, I ranked 148th, just barely making the cutoff to get in. This wasn't some kind of "main character halo"; that’s just how reality worked. While I’ve been writing about how much I played, that all happened after school or on weekends. During regular classes, I actually listened carefully, and since I processed information faster than others and reviewed on my own after school, my grades never dropped below the upper-middle range. My only weakness was English; I was severely lopsided in that subject and often failed—which is why my mother was willing to buy me that electronic dictionary in the first place. Besides, at fifteen or sixteen, it’s only natural to be playful; most of the classmates who bought electronic dictionaries and played games were actually students who usually performed better than me.

Although my English was as poor as ever, it had still improved compared to before. My mother was extremely satisfied that I had made it into the honors class, and she would go on and on to anyone she met, inside or outside the house, about how the money spent on me hadn't gone to waste and that the electronic dictionary was worth every penny. I had long since reached a state of "indifference" toward her nagging. At that time, my relationship with my mother was in a delicate state of equilibrium—as long as she wasn't deliberately picking on me, she could say whatever she wanted, and I would just pretend not to hear it. I was quite happy myself, because I knew deep down that there was an element of luck in me getting into the honors class. Throughout the second semester of my third year of junior high, I had indeed played much more than usual. I not only frequented internet cafes, read novels, and played RPGs, but also went to play billiards, caught up on TV dramas, and played cards with a group of friends—I was practically an expert in all forms of entertainment. Before the placement exam, I actually had no confidence at all and felt that I likely wouldn't pass. Fortunately, after the results came out, I had narrowly scraped by, which made me secretly heave a sigh of relief. But this also sowed the seeds for what would happen in the first semester of my fourth year.
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Chapter 3: People must not be too inflated. They must know how to move forward and backward, leaving room for themselves——to themselves.

I should have learned to download pornographic novels during the summer of 2004. Because I was admitted to a key class, my mother relaxed my discipline a lot. I had a lot of fun that summer vacation. Accommodation, playing billiards, and staying overnight with fellow students have become the norm.

I have a buddy who is computer savvy. Just like everyone else is using computers, he knows a lot more than others. He often played with my electronic dictionary, and soon he figured out how to download pornographic novels, and then he taught me.

The download process is actually quite simple to operate. Yellow novels at that time were published by some people on forums and had basically no download function. You can only copy the novel content on the forum, paste it in Notepad, and then download it to the e-word

 Dianli will do.

At this time, because my love for acquaintances was playing tricks on me, mature women's novels became my first choice. But because of my age at the time, I set my mind to mature women to be in their thirties at most, and I could only accept people who were teenagers older than me. If in fiction

 The heroine is in her 40s and 50s, and I would find it very awkward.

Why I didn't choose the mother-child novel directly is mainly because I can't get over it mentally. Although I have watched many small mother-child movies, I always feel guilty after watching them and always feel like a pervert.

In this mentality, I seem very reserved. I have been struggling with myself mentally. There are always two thoughts in my mind that are pulling at each other. One wants to see and the other doesn't. To put it bluntly, I have to make gestures for myself so that I can feel at ease.

The same is true. Before long, my desires overcame my reason. I gave up my persistence in thought and began to browse mother-child novels, and became increasingly uncontrollable.

In that era, there were not many long-form serialized mother-son novels. Most of them were short stories, one story at a time, and the plot developed quickly. Many of them had no plot foreshadowing, and it was easy for mother and son to have sex.

Because of the plots in mother-child novels, I also know the various processes of relationships between mothers and children. The most common writing method in novels is for the son to rape his mother or rape her mother. After the mother lost her mother, she quickly accepted the son and the mother and son lived together from then on

 I have a life without shame.

 Although many stories are the result of sexual intercourse, the plot is simple, but it made my blood boil, made my heart unable to calm down for a long time, and eventually led me to the first step of molesting my mother.

One of my favorite novels at the time was called "Mother and Child Love", and the family in the story was a family of three. My father is a truck driver who runs transport, my mother owns an adult store, and my son is a high school student. The character of this novel

 My family is so much like that, I just put myself into the role.

The plot of this story is that the son has always had a crush on his mother. He usually steals his mother's underwear to masturbate and watches her take a bath. One day, my son saw someone selling rape drugs online, so he bought a bottle with the attitude of trying it and couldn't wait to pour it

 Into the milk my mother drank before going to bed.

The mother quickly lost her reaction under the effect of the medicine. The son was afraid that the mother was just asleep, so he called out to the mother softly a few times. The mother closed her eyes tightly and did not even react at all. When it was confirmed that the mother was really confused, the son was so happy that he trembled

 His hands went to take off his mother's clothes.

Soon the mother's fair and plump breasts were exposed to her son's eyes. The son couldn't wait to grab one with one hand and play with it greedily. The two white and plump breasts changed into various shapes under the son's kneading, and then the son took his mother's breasts in his mouth

 The head was sucked hard, as if to swallow the mother's breasts.

After playing with it for a while, the son started to take off his mother's pants. When he saw his mother's pussy that he thought about day and night, the son cried excitedly. The son buried his head between his mother's legs and ate his mother's plump mons pubis with a handful of snot and tears.

The son licked it hard, causing the sleeping mother to react as well, and streams of lustful water flowed out of the pussy. At this time, the son could no longer control his desire, so he hurriedly took off the clothes on his body, and then stuck his cock into his mother's pussy and dried up vigorously

 Come.

 Because he was too excited, the son had the urge to ejaculate shortly after being inserted. The son originally wanted to ejaculate outside his mother's body, but he couldn't control it in the final sprint and ejaculated all his sperm into his mother's pussy.

When the son pulled his cock out of his mother's pussy, semen flowed out through the mouth of his mother's pussy. After venting his desire, the son felt a wave of fear. He didn't know what to do when his mother woke up and found out, or how to face his mother.

But looking at the plump and mature body of the mother in front of him, the son's reason was once again overcome by desire, the cock under the crotch became uncontrollably erect again, and then he inserted himself into the mother's pussy without hesitation, hugged the mother's thigh and dried up.

Since he had just shot once, the son lasted a particularly long time this time. The son first knelt between his mother's legs, clamped his two long legs between his mother's arms, held up his strong cock, and fucked his mother's pussy hard for a while.

After about five or six minutes of work, my son was already tired and sweating, and the frequency of penetration slowed down. So the son released his mother's legs and fell on her body.

The son first kissed his mother's mouth for a while, and her mouth smelled of milk that she drank before bed. Then the son lowered his head and took one of his mother's breasts, while reaching out to hold the other one, and then sucked it in while playing, while his lower body moved slowly

 Up.

Due to the son's kissing and stroking, the mother's pussy became particularly slippery. It was not difficult to pump and thrust at all. Soon the son felt the sensation of ejaculation again. This time the son did not ejaculate into the mother's pussy. Instead, after a period of acceleration, he quickly took the cock from

 Mom pulled out of her pussy, then got up and came to Mom, pointed her cock at Mom's face, and sprayed all the cum on Mom's face.

His son felt a little collapsed after ejaculating twice in a row. He lay on his side next to his mother, and his right hand couldn't help but climb onto her full chest. He kneaded the cum and looked at her mother with semen on her face, smiling contentedly.

 The son was very satisfied with the effect of the medicine and took a break. He got up and cleaned the semen on his mother's face with a tissue. He then wiped his mother's face several times with a hot towel and felt relieved until he didn't feel relieved at all. Little did he know that this behavior almost caused a big disaster.

After wiping the semen off his mother's face, the son began to clean up the semen in his mother's pussy again. The semen in the pussy was mixed with the lustful water secreted by the mother. As the son just pumped, a lot of it came out, and the sticky labia and pubic hair were everywhere.

Likewise, the son first wiped the contents of his labia and pubic hair with a tissue, and then carefully wiped his mons pubis with a towel. Then the son used his hands to dig open his mother's labia and tried to dig out the semen in her pussy.

The son slowly put two fingers into his mother's pussy and began to dig gently. As the son dug, his mother's already dry and dense hole became wet again, making a cooing sound.

Digging, the son suddenly became sexually active, lowered his head and lay between his mother's legs, sticking out his tongue to lick his mother's labia frantically, and then stretched his tongue desperately into his mother's dense hole.

The mother's pussy became wetter and wetter when her son licked it with his tongue. The mother in her sleep also reacted and twisted her body uncontrollably. The mother moved and scared the son. The son thought the mother was awake and looked up at the mother's face in horror

 I found that my mother's eyes were closed, but her body was moving.

When he found out that it was a false alarm, his son couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief. Then he buried his head between his mother's legs and licked her pussy. At the same time, he pressed his hands on her white and tender chest, licking and rubbing them, which was not very painful.

After a period of excessive licking and kneading, my son's desire once again overcame his reason. He hurriedly took off the clothes he had already put on, held his mother's two legs against his shoulders, held up his blood-filled cock, and inserted it into his mother's pussy without hesitation.

 This time the son seemed even crazier. Every time he penetrated, he tried his best to plunge the thick cock into his mother's pussy with all his strength. The glans penis was pushed to the deepest part of his mother's secret hole, as if he was going to stuff himself back into her belly.

As the son struggled to thrust into his mother's pussy, he didn't notice that her eyes had opened slightly. Because the son just wiped the mother's face with a hot towel, and the stimulation of the mother's body when the son licked her, the mother, who was already dizzy, slowly

 The awakening of.

The mother who just woke up didn't know what was happening. She just felt dizzy and her eyes were heavy. She wanted to open them but couldn't. She couldn't make any sound in her mouth and couldn't move her hands or feet. But she knew in her heart what someone was doing to her, and as a woman she did this to her

 Couldn't be more familiar.

My mother wanted to open her eyes to see who was on her body, but her vision was blurry. After a struggle, her consciousness gradually became clear and her body gradually became aware.

As she opened her eyes with difficulty, her vision gradually became clear. She finally saw who the person who raped her was. What she saw was her favorite son. She felt dizzy at first, let out an unbelievable painful wail, and then fainted again

 Past.

Suddenly, he heard his mother's wail, and his son was startled. His nerves tensed instantly, and his reflexes stopped the insertion movement. The sudden shock made his son almost fail to control the semen and almost ejaculate directly.

The son didn't know how his mother suddenly woke up, was busy pulling her cock out of her pussy, and then came to her with a nervous mood. The son looked at his mother's closed eyes and wondered if he had just been hallucinating.

The son's mind is very confused now. He doesn't know how to face his mother. Countless thoughts pass through his mind. The son calls his mother softly. The voice he was hoping for just now is just an illusion. Unexpectedly, under his son's call, his mother opens weakly

 Got the eyes.

The moment the son saw his mother open her eyes, they both looked at each other in disbelief. By now, the mother had fully regained consciousness. She raised her hand and slapped her son hard across the face, cursing him as a beast, before covering her face and sobbing bitterly.

The son wanted to explain, but he didn't know what to say. Filled with regret and hatred for himself, he began to cry as well. After the two of them had wept for a while, the son wiped away his tears, summoned his courage, and told his mother that he truly loved her and would do anything for her.

The mother scoffed at her son's confession, slapped him again, and continued to curse him as a beast and a monster, telling him to go die and that she no longer considered him her son.

Faced with her words, the son felt his heart turn to ash. He steeled himself and sternly told his mother that he truly desired her and was determined to have her, even if it meant death. With that, he stood up, grabbed his mother’s legs, forced them apart, and thrust his erect penis back into her.

Because of the sedatives, although the mother was conscious, her body was still too weak to resist. She could only curse her son, begging him not to do something so foolish, all while watching helplessly as he forced himself into her again.

This time, the son was frantic. He kept muttering, "Mom, I love you, I want you," as he rode her like a madman. The mother, who had initially used her weak hands to try and push him away, slowly closed her eyes in resignation, allowing him to thrust into her at will.

The son first worked vigorously between her legs, then stood up, grabbed her waist, and flipped her body over. He then gripped her fair, rounded buttocks, aligned his penis with her intimate area, and thrust deep inside.

The immense force caused the mother to let out an involuntary, low moan. This sound only further fueled the son's lust, and he shouted, "Mom, let me love you properly."

With that, the son thrust his hips forward with sudden force, beginning to pump in and out with all his might, his speed increasing with every movement. His mother’s hair was disheveled, her head pressed against the bed, and her body swayed uncontrollably with each of his thrusts as moans escaped her lips.

I don’t know how much time passed, but a wave of intense pleasure washed over him. The son gripped his mother’s buttocks even tighter, his hips moving with the frantic intensity of a motor until, finally, he ejaculated, flooding her body with his seed. Exhausted, he collapsed onto her back and passed out.

When he woke up, it was already the next morning. His mother was still beside him, sobbing quietly. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and she looked utterly haggard.

Seeing his mother in such distress, the son felt his heart break, filled with nothing but regret and remorse. He scrambled out of bed, knelt before her, and began slapping himself hard across the face, pleading for her forgiveness over and over again.

His mother remained silent, ignoring his apologies and continuing to cry. With no other options, the son stayed on his knees. Whenever she cried herself to sleep and woke up, she would start crying all over again, and he would stay kneeling; neither of them moved for the entire day.

By evening, the son could no longer bear it. He got up to cook two bowls of noodles in the kitchen, bringing one to her while he ate the other. By then, his mother had stopped crying, but she refused to speak or eat, simply staring blankly at the ceiling.

After eating and regaining some strength, the son knelt down once more and poured out his heart to her. He spoke incessantly of his love for her, how he adored her, and how he would do anything for her—even die without regret.

Faced with his confession, his mother finally spoke. She sneered, "Is this how you love your own mother? You don't deserve to speak of love. I’ve wasted all these years raising you; you’re no better than an animal. If you say you’re willing to die for me, then go ahead and die."

Her words were ice-cold, leaving him feeling utterly hopeless. He bowed his head to her several times, then turned and ran out without looking back. He ran for a long time until he reached the riverbank, where, without a moment’s hesitation, he jumped in.

The son seemed to have a dream, in which his mother kept calling out to him, but no matter how he responded, she couldn't hear him. When he woke up, he found himself lying in a hospital bed, with his mother dozing by his side.

The son called out to her weakly. Hearing his voice, his mother jolted awake, then hugged him excitedly and cried, "You're finally awake! You scared me to death."

Afterward, his mother told him that he had been in a coma for three days and had been rescued by people playing by the river. She said that if he had died, she wouldn't want to live either. The son took her hand and apologized once more, but she insisted that the past was in the past and there was no need to bring it up again.

However, the son said to her, "Everything I said was true; there wasn't a single lie. If you don't believe me, I might as well be dead."

Faced with his words, his mother didn't know how to respond at first. She said she believed him, but that they were mother and son, and such a thing would be against the laws of nature.

The son replied that he didn't care about any laws of nature; he just wanted to have her. He asked if she liked him, and she said yes. He then asked if she loved him, and she shyly nodded and said she did.

Hearing her reply, the son excitedly gripped her hand and continued, "Since you like me and love me, we don't need to worry about ethics or morals. People who love each other should be together forever." Deeply moved by his words, his mother lowered her head and fell into deep thought.

A moment later, as if she had made up her mind, she gently told him that as long as he was well, she could accept his love and agree to be with him.

Hearing her agreement, the son happily sat up, but because he had been unconscious for so long, his head throbbed with intense pain the moment he moved, and he couldn't help but clutch his head.

Seeing him in pain, his mother stood up to check on him. The son took the opportunity to pull her into his arms, his hand wandering into her clothes, where he grabbed her breast and began to squeeze it forcefully.

His mother was startled by her son’s sudden wandering hands, yet she didn’t pull away. Instead, she laughed and scolded him for being up to no good the moment he woke up. With a mischievous grin, the son told his mother he wanted her right now and couldn't hold back anymore; as he spoke, he pulled her hand toward his legs, pressing it firmly against his erect penis.

His mother told him he wasn't fully recovered yet and that she would give herself to him once he was better. Despite her words, she let him continue to fondle her breasts while she began to stroke his penis through his pants.

The son then asked where his father was, noting he hadn't seen him. His mother replied that his father had gone to buy him some food and would be back soon. The son asked what she had told his father about him jumping into the river. She explained that she had told his father it was due to schoolwork—that she had been too harsh with him, which led him to jump.

No sooner had she finished speaking than his father returned. The moment the door opened, the son and mother instinctively pulled apart. His father was delighted to see his son awake and immediately fussed over him, the family chatting and laughing happily in the hospital room.

That night, his mother insisted on staying at the hospital to look after him. In the middle of the night, the two could wait no longer and had sex. This time, his mother was exceptionally cooperative, giving her son a whole new level of pleasure.

After being discharged, they began living like a married couple, having sex anytime and anywhere at home. Whenever the father was away, the son would stay with his mother; she even stopped wearing underwear at home just to make it easier for her son to penetrate her whenever he wanted.

One day shortly after, the son was helping his mother organize goods in the warehouse behind their shop. After working for a while, they were both drenched in sweat. His mother took off her short-sleeved shirt, revealing the white tank top underneath. Seeing her voluptuous body, the son was suddenly overcome with desire; he embraced her and they began to have sex right there in the warehouse.

Just as they were in the heat of the moment, his father walked in from outside. However, neither the son nor the mother felt any fear, because there was a glass partition between the warehouse and the shop—a one-way mirror that allowed one to see into the shop from the warehouse, but not the other way around.

When the mother saw the father enter, she had her son get down, then walked over to open the door for him while adjusting her clothes. Just as she reached the door, her son suddenly rushed over, locked it from the inside, grabbed his mother’s buttocks, pulled down her panties, and thrust his erect penis inside her.

The mother was stunned by her son's sudden move, but she immediately understood his intent. She braced her hands firmly against the glass, arched her back, and began to cooperate with him.

After entering, the father didn’t see them, so he walked to the warehouse door. He tugged on the handle a few times, but found it locked. He knocked hard and called out his wife’s name, but after waiting a moment with no response, he grew puzzled and pressed his face against the glass to look inside.

Inside the warehouse, the son was thrusting vigorously into his mother. With one hand on the glass and the other covering her mouth, the mother tried to stifle any sound. Seeing the father outside, the two exchanged a look and couldn't help but giggle.

It wasn't until the son ejaculated inside her that they straightened their clothes and opened the door. Seeing them both drenched in sweat, the father asked what they had been doing and why they hadn't answered the door. The son, fearing his father had found them out, felt a surge of panic, but the mother quickly replied that they had been busy organizing the inventory and were sweating from the exertion, claiming they hadn't heard him knocking.

The father walked into the warehouse, half-doubting, and looked around without finding anything amiss. However, just as he was about to leave, he suddenly sniffed the air and muttered something about a strange smell.

The father had come to ask for gas and travel money. Just as the mother was counting out the cash, the semen that had just been ejaculated into her flowed down her thigh. Fortunately, the father was on the other side of the counter and couldn't see how his wife looked from where she stood.

After Dad left, Mom hurried into the bathroom to wipe the semen off her thigh. When she came out, she scolded me in anger, telling me not to do something so dangerous again. I agreed with my mouth, but in my heart, I began to hatch a wicked plan.

Some time later, Dad was in an accident. While he was repairing his truck, he failed to engage the parking brake, and the heavy vehicle rolled over him. Dad died on the spot—a scene I witnessed with my own eyes.

Mom held Dad’s ashes and wept bitterly, while I engaged in wild sex with her right in front of them. Because the truck was insured, the insurance company ruled the accident an act of God and paid our family a large sum of money.

At the end of the story, I took Mom and the large compensation payout, and we moved to a place where no one knew us. From then on, mother and son became husband and wife. Mom went to the hospital to have her IUD removed, and before long, she became pregnant. A year later, she gave birth to a beautiful daughter for me.

I had originally intended to just briefly summarize this story and gloss over it, but for some reason, the more I wrote, the more I got carried away. I couldn't seem to stop. So, toward the end, I rushed through the narrative; if I had described everything in detail, twenty thousand words wouldn't have been enough.

Although the story is riddled with plot holes and doesn't stand up to scrutiny, that doesn't diminish my fondness for it—especially the characterizations, which are almost identical to my own.

This story is a microcosm of the erotic fiction of that era and is quite representative. I don't know how many similar stories I read back then, but they influenced me deeply. During my college years, I employed many of the tactics found in those novels.

I don't know why, but I could only really get into erotic novels in the dead of night. If I tried to read them in broad daylight, not only could I not focus, but I would also find them incredibly boring. Every day, I would pretend to study, using my electronic dictionary to play games or read web novels, waiting until my parents were asleep. Then, I would hide under the covers, open an erotic novel, and read it in secret. Every time I read, I had to keep my ears pricked for any movement from the next bedroom, terrified they might suddenly push the door open and catch me hiding under the blankets, reading those illicit things in the middle of the night.

At that time, I didn't know what masturbation was. I only knew that when I read pornographic novels, the desire in my heart became more and more intense. Every time the thing in my crotch became hard, it emitted a faint sour and fishy smell. I wanted to find a woman to do it to relieve myself.

Until one time, I touched it with my hand while reading the novel. As the plot of the novel unfolded, the glans became more and more itchy, and I felt a warm feeling in my lower abdomen, as if a fire was wriggling in it. This feeling is so comfortable that I can't help but speed up the stroking

 Speed, as the speed increased, the more I touched it, the more comfortable it became. The more comfortable it became, the more I touched it. Suddenly, this warm current sprayed out uncontrollably, and then the whole body felt a very relaxed feeling lying on the cotton. I have been hooked on this feeling ever since.

From then on, I learned to masturbate, and I couldn't stop. I masturbated every day for more than a week in a row, and I didn't feel energetic even when I was in class. Then I slowly started to exercise moderation, one or two times a week, and this pattern continued until I was high

 After graduating from middle school, the number of friends who had sex with me began to decrease.

When I masturbate, I usually watch novels. In the atmosphere of the scenes described by the words, the excitement brought by the storyline reaches its highest point. If I don't read the novel, I will fantasize about the teachers, classmates, friends and neighbors around me, and set a

 storyline, and then reaches a climax step by step as the plot develops.

I fantasized about many people at that time, but I never fantasized about any of my relatives around me. They were all people who had no direct blood relationship. Especially my mother, as I said before, I still don't have any illusions about my mother. I don't have any illusions about my mother at all

 Consider this as if there is a wall in the deepest part of the soul, which is an inexplicable situation.

So how did I suddenly have obscene thoughts about my mother? This happened one day before the start of the first semester of the fourth grade.

It was a sunny morning, around eight o'clock. The sunshine in early August was already quite strong. It shone brightly through the window and directly on my face. I was sleeping very darkly.

Last night, I was so excited that I couldn't sleep because I read a particularly exciting mother-son novel. In the end, I couldn't hold it in anymore, so I got up and sneaked into the bathroom barefoot. I leaned against the cold tile wall and jerked twice in a row until two or three in the morning

 Falling asleep confused.

So right now, my eyelids feel like they’ve been glued shut; no matter how hard I try, I can’t pry them open. I’m trapped in a hazy, half-awake state, my consciousness like a pot of burnt porridge—thick, sticky, and completely muddled.

"Fang Xuyang! What time do you think it is? The sun is already high up in the sky!" My mother’s booming voice cuts straight through the bedroom door from the living room, scraping against my eardrums like a rusty iron spoon. This is immediately followed by a series of clatters and bangs—the harsh screech of chair legs against the floor, the slamming of cabinet doors, and the rhythmic *slap-slap-slap* of her slippers against the ground. These sounds mingle together, cruelly shredding my pleasant dream to pieces.

I toss and turn under the covers, pressing my pillow over my head, hoping to block out the jarring noise. But it’s no use. The sounds seem to have legs; they bypass the pillow, tunnel through the quilt, and jab right into my ears with surgical precision.

My mother’s cleaning is always swift and decisive, carrying an air of absolute authority. Every object must return to its rightful place according to her will, and any eyesore is corrected with the fastest, most aggressive means possible. Her world seems governed by an ironclad set of rules, where everything must function according to her order. Anyone who disrupts that order is essentially picking a fight with her.

"Mom, I'm not eating. I want to sleep," I mutter, turning over and pulling the quilt over my head, shouting toward the door in a muffled, groggy voice.

This sentence is like a spark hitting a powder keg.

"Not eating? I went to all the trouble of making breakfast and you say you're not eating? What time did you stay up until last night? Has this break turned you into a complete slob? Look at this room—it's like a pigsty! You don't fold your quilt, you don't open the windows; can't you smell the stench in here? All you ever do is sleep, sleep, sleep..." Her voice was like a machine gun, firing bullets in rapid succession, each one hitting my ears with pinpoint accuracy. It wasn't scolding, and it wasn't aggressive; it was just plain nagging. But her kind of nagging is more draining than a verbal assault because it never ends. You never know what she’ll say next or when she’ll stop. She can transition seamlessly from one topic to the next, nagging me about not getting out of bed, then moving on to my unmade bed, then to my lack of ambition, before circling right back to my not getting up. Over and over, endlessly.

She knows exactly what I fear most. She knows it all too well. That’s just who she is: if she’s cooked a meal, everything else in the world has to be set aside—you have to eat. If you don't, you’re disrespecting her, ignoring her kindness, and disregarding the fruits of her labor. She will stand by your bedside and nag until you finally get up. From childhood to now, I have never once won this battle against her.

I knew there was no escaping it today. I peeled back a corner of the quilt, and the blinding sunlight immediately flooded in, like a splash of boiling water against my face. I squinted, frowned, and slowly, sluggishly sat up in bed. My wrinkled T-shirt was stuck to my back with sweat, feeling damp and stifling. I sat on the edge of the bed, head hanging, taking several seconds to recover before finally prying my heavy eyelids all the way open.

Yawning, I shuffled out of the bedroom in my slippers. Passing the bathroom, I splashed a handful of cold water on my face, gave it a haphazard wipe, and called it a morning wash. I grabbed the towel from the rack and dried off, the smell of damp fabric hitting me in the face. Then, I walked over to the dining table and plopped down into a chair.

Breakfast was already laid out. Millet porridge, hard-boiled eggs, a small plate of pickled cucumbers, and a small plate of pickled garlic. It was all standard home-style fare—nothing fancy.

I had barely settled into my seat when my mother walked out of my bedroom, clutching my duvet cover and bedsheets, and dumped them right next to the washing machine.

"Just smell this! It reeks of sweat and grime! I don't know how you can even sleep under this! It’s like you fished it out of a mud pit!" As she spoke, she marched back into my room to start tidying up. She restacked the books on my desk, picked up the crumpled paper balls from the floor and tossed them into the trash, yanked the curtains open, and pushed the window wide to let in some air. The entire process was seamless, performed with a professional efficiency and an unquestionable sense of authority.

I had long since mastered the art of letting her words go in one ear and out the other, becoming virtually immune to her nagging. As she droned on, I picked up my spoon, scooped up some porridge, and took a bite. The temperature was perfect—neither too hot nor too cold—and it slid down my throat, leaving my stomach feeling warm and cozy. I peeled a hard-boiled egg and took a bite; the rich aroma of the yolk filled my mouth.

After breakfast, the sun hit me, and I felt a wave of laziness wash over me. I couldn't go back into my bedroom; my mother was in the middle of a deep clean, with sheets and covers piled on the floor and damp rags spread across the windowsill.

I curled up on the living room sofa and casually turned on the TV. "Xiao Bing Zhang Ga" was playing—it was nearing the finale. It had been quite a popular show all summer, and I’d caught bits and pieces of it. At that moment, it was showing the scene where Ga-zi was outsmarting the Japanese soldiers, with the sounds of gunfire and shouting filling the screen.

I sprawled out on the sofa, resting my back against the armrest and stretching my legs out to the other side. It was a comfortable position, and I felt completely collapsed there, like a lump of clay softened by the sun. The sunlight from outside slanted across my legs, warm and toasty, making me feel drowsy again. My eyelids began to droop, and my consciousness started to drift into a hazy blur.

Just then, my mom came over to wipe down the coffee table. With a damp rag in hand, she kept muttering, "You don't even wash your dishes after eating; you just sprawl out here like a lord. What kind of sins did I commit in my past life to end up serving the old and then the young..." The tone of her complaints was one of practiced routine—not genuine anger, but more of a habitual mantra. Much like some people hum while they walk, my mom likes to grumble while she works. Her voice is just loud enough for you to hear, but not so grating that it would make you want to pick a fight. It’s a unique skill she’s spent decades perfecting.

I just lay there half-propped on the sofa, watching her bustle about. At first, I wasn't looking at her intentionally; my gaze was unfocused, drifting aimlessly toward the TV screen. But at some point, it was as if my vision were pulled by some force, slowly and involuntarily settling upon her.

My mom was wearing a pink pair of pajamas today. They were plain cotton, short-sleeved with long pants. Being an older set that she’d worn for years, countless washings had faded the original vibrant pink into a pale, washed-out shade.

The fabric had grown thin, becoming more translucent than before; from certain angles, you could faintly trace the contours of her skin beneath. The elastic in the waistband had slackened, hanging loosely on her hips, and the cuffs were worn, frayed with fine, fuzzy edges.

These were all just signs of long-term wear, things I had never paid any attention to before. Her clothes were always like this—she’d wear the same item for years, never willing to throw anything away even when it faded, always saying, "It’s still wearable; it’d be a waste to toss it." In my memory, she had worn these pink pajamas for several summers; as far back as I could remember, she’d worn them around the house every summer. I had long since grown accustomed to them, so familiar that I had become practically blind to them.

But for some reason today, my gaze seemed caught by something, fixed on her, and I couldn't look away.

She bent over, reaching out to wipe the far end of the coffee table. The movement formed a graceful curve with her body.

Her waist bent down, her hips naturally rising back, and the whitewashed pink pajama fabric slumped softly against her, outlining the outline of her body.

Because of the angle at which she bent over, the collar of her nightgown suddenly opened loosely, like two small doors that were pushed open, revealing the scenery below the collar that I had never had the opportunity to see.

To make matters worse, she was not wearing any underwear. I just took a quick look and looked straight at the transparency. My brain exploded with a bang. My mother's breasts, the part I've known existed since I was a child but never looked at with such eyes, this

 The moment was visible before my eyes.

Her breasts were not the huge ones that looked exaggerated at first glance, but they were very full and perky, like two upside-down jade bowls, and were so white and tender that they were dazzling. Because of the bending motion, the two young breasts naturally droop under the action of gravity, like two ripe

 The peaches, hanging in mid-air, swayed gently and slightly as she wiped the table, like two hanging bells blown by the wind.

Her nipples were small, that very pink color, like two freshly peeled lotus seeds, dotted on the snow-white. The areola is slightly darker in color, with a hint of dark red, like two ripe cherry pits, and two small

 Small circle. The entire pair of breasts presents a healthy and vibrant beauty, the natural richness and softness that only belongs to mature women.

My eyes were instantly pinned to death. Like a bug sealed in amber, unable to move.

I stared at the white breast without blinking, as if I were haunted by something. On TV, Brother Gazi was still dealing with the devil, and the gunfire and shouting exploded into a pot of porridge, but I couldn't hear a word. All I have left in my ears is my heart

 The sound of jumping —— boom, boom, boom, louder and faster, like someone hitting my eardrum with a hammer.

My mother was completely unaware of all this and was still nagging and busy with her work. After cleaning the coffee table, she started cleaning the TV cabinet again. With her back to me, she first bent down to wipe the TV screen. This action made her plump buttocks lift up in an instant.

The fabric of her pink pajamas clung loosely to her, clearly outlining the shape of the panties underneath. My mother’s bottom was already naturally full and perky; in this bent-over position, it looked even rounder and more prominent, like a ripe, juicy peach, stretching the thin fabric into a perfect curve.

The shape of her buttocks was clearly defined, the two rounded cheeks parting slightly as she bent, forming a deep crevice that remained partially visible beneath the pink material.

I stared blankly at my mother’s bottom, feeling my heart rate accelerate until I could hear the blood thumping in my temples. My palms began to sweat, my back grew damp, and my throat felt as if it were stuffed with cotton—I couldn't swallow it down, nor could I spit it out. My mind went blank, yet simultaneously, it felt as though countless voices were screaming at once, a cacophony that made it impossible to think clearly.

My eyes remained fixed on her, and, to my horror, images of the naked heroines from the novels I had read began to surface involuntarily in my mind. The breasts, waists, thighs, and private parts described in those texts now seemed to project themselves onto my mother’s body, frame by frame.

I jolted suddenly, as if a bucket of ice water had been poured over my head, making me shiver uncontrollably. Had I lost my mind? What the hell was I doing?

She was my mother! The woman who gave birth to me and raised me! How could I… how could I harbor such filthy thoughts about my own mother? At that moment, an overwhelming sense of shame and guilt washed over me like a tide, drowning me from head to toe, soaking my entire being in a freezing, piercing liquid. I felt my face burning, my ears scorching, and my neck flushed a deep, bright red.

I forced myself to tear my gaze away from her, desperately staring at the television screen. On screen, Brother Gaze was hiding behind a haystack, his face smeared with soot, his eyes wide open. I stared at his face, trying to focus on the plot, but it was no use—the images on the screen became blurred, and the figures and sounds seemed to be muffled, as if separated by a layer of water, making it impossible to see or hear anything clearly.

I took a few deep breaths, trying to suppress the heat surging from the bottom of my heart. I shouldn't look at her like that. She is my mother, someone I should respect and honor.

But just as I was struggling to calm myself down, my mother finished wiping the TV screen and crouched down to start cleaning the lower shelf of the TV cabinet. As she squatted, the hem of her loose nightgown naturally lifted, revealing a glimpse of her snowy white lower back. Her skin glowed with a soft luster in the sunlight, tracing a graceful curve from her waistline down to where it was hidden by the hem of her nightgown.

But that wasn't the most lethal part. The most lethal thing was that during her bending and crouching, the lacy edge of her underwear, peeking out at her waist, became crystal clear to me. The pair she was wearing was light purple, low-waisted and delicate, sitting perfectly at the narrowest part of her hips and tightly wrapping around the fullness of her buttocks. That faint splash of purple, set against her fair skin and the pink nightgown, struck my eyes like a bolt of lightning.

At that moment, the string of reason in my mind snapped. All my self-consolation, all my moral condemnations, and all the ethical codes I had been taught were cast to the winds in an instant. My mind went blank, leaving only one primal, naked thought: my mother really was a woman—a curvaceous, mature woman filled with a deadly, seductive allure.

Liu Hongyu was no longer just my mother; she had transformed into a woman, a mature woman capable of stirring all my desires, harboring infinite temptations within her body. The plots of those novels flashed through my mind like a movie: how sons gradually possessed their mothers, how women went from resistance to submission, and those scenes overflowing with carnal desire. They were no longer just fictional stories; they had become a possibility—a possibility I could see, touch, and smell.

She was right in front of me. Bending, crouching, wiping—her body was right there. For the first time, I began to examine my mother carefully and greedily, through a purely male, desire-driven gaze.

My mother is quite beautiful. It’s not the kind of stunning beauty that catches your eye instantly and won’t let go, but rather a subtle, enduring charm that grows on you the more you look.

It is a grand, spirited look, typical of women from the Northeast. She has a soft-lined, oval face with a round, full chin that gives her a look of good fortune. Her lips are full and fleshy; even without lipstick, they glow with a healthy, pale pink. They look so soft that one can’t help but imagine how they would feel to the touch. Her nose is high and straight, giving her features more definition. Her willow-leaf eyebrows are thin and long, arching gracefully.

The most captivating part is her eyes—beautiful peach-blossom eyes set beneath thick double lids, appearing exceptionally bright and vivid. My mother’s gaze is sharp, carrying an unyielding, competitive spirit.

When I was little, I feared her looking at me like that, as if no mischief I committed could ever be hidden from her. Those eyes were like two searchlights, capable of illuminating the deepest, most secret corners of a person’s heart. But now, as I watch her profile, I suddenly realize that beyond that sharpness, there is something else—an indescribable allure that only a mature woman possesses.

Her hair is jet-black and glossy, always tied neatly at the back of her head in a low ponytail, revealing a smooth, full forehead that makes her look fresh and capable. A few stray strands hang by her ears, swaying gently with her movements and brushing against her fair neck. Her neck is long and well-proportioned; the line of her cervical vertebrae extends from the back of her head down beneath her collar, hiding even more scenery than I could ever imagine.

Her skin is very fair, a healthy, rosy white. Because she has spent years managing the household, she rarely spends time in the sun, making the skin on her body even fairer than that of her face. It isn't a pallid white, but a warm, vibrant tone, like fine porcelain glowing softly under the light.

When she smiles, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes stretch slightly, making her look kind and gentle. But she rarely smiles—at least, rarely at me. Most of the time, she knits her brows, keeping a straight face and watching me with that scrutinizing gaze.

My mother has a truly beautiful figure. Even though she was wearing that loose-fitting pajama set, I could still make out the mature curves of the body beneath.

It was an effortless, natural, and distinctively mature femininity—like a perfectly ripened fruit, exuding an alluring fragrance. Her shoulders were rounded and poised, with her collarbones playing hide-and-seek, forming two shallow hollows at her neckline. Below that was a slender waist; because of years of keeping house, there wasn't an ounce of extra fat on her. It was pulled in tight, creating a sharp, striking curve against her full hips.

But what I couldn't tear my eyes away from were her legs. Although mostly covered by the baggy pajama pants, whenever she crouched down, the hem would hike up, revealing the silhouette of her calves. They weren't the kind of stick-thin legs you see; they were shapely, firm, and soft, with fluid lines and fair skin. Her ankles were slender, emerging above her white slippers, with clearly defined bones.

I watched her bend, crouch, and scrub in front of me, observing that snow-white skin and those fleeting lines, watching the way the fabric rippled with every movement of her body. I felt like I was going to explode. The thing in my crotch was already rock-hard, pitching a tent beneath my thin pajama pants. I could feel the head of my penis chafing against the fabric until it burned, seeping a drop of clear fluid that spread into a small, dark damp patch on the cloth.

Suddenly, a wave of intense disgust welled up from the bottom of my heart—not disgust for her, but for myself.

Fang Xuyang, you really are a pervert. You really, truly are a beast. How could you have such thoughts about your own mother? Are you even human? She carried you for ten months and brought you up through thick and thin. When you were sick, she stayed by your bedside night after night, never sleeping. She would deny herself food and clothing, yet never hesitated to buy you nice things. Everything she has done for you, every word she has said—even the most nagging complaints—wasn't it all for your own good? Just for the look you gave her a moment ago, that dirty, filthy look, you deserve to be struck by lightning.

I slammed my eyes shut and shook my head violently, trying to cast those filthy thoughts out of my mind. Calm down! I told myself. Watch the TV! That’s my mother! It’s just my mother! That’s all she is—just my mother.

I struggled to steady my breathing, taking a sharp, deep breath and exhaling it slowly. Then, I opened my eyes again and forced myself to focus on the television screen.

On the screen, Brother Gaze was still outsmarting the Japanese soldiers, and gunfire rang out with every pop. But I couldn’t absorb a single word. The images were like a silent film playing before me—nothing but shifting light and shadow, devoid of any meaning.

In my peripheral vision, I could still see my mother’s full figure. She finished wiping the shelf beneath the TV stand, straightened up, and went to tidy the remote control and water glass on the coffee table. Every movement she made, every time she bent over, every turn she took—those images played like slow motion, etched frame by frame into my mind.

Her body was like a feather, brushing lightly, rhythmically against the tip of my heart. The itch burrowed deep into my bones, spreading through my veins to every corner of my body. It was a torture I couldn't help but crave.
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Chapter 4

After that morning, something inside me had changed.

From that morning on, I found myself instinctively watching my mother, looking at her in a way I never had before.

In the past, she was just background noise in my world—the woman who pulled the covers off me every morning, the woman bustling about in the kitchen, the woman who was always nagging. What she wore, what her figure was like, whether she was pretty or not—I had never truly cared about these things. She was just my mother, and that was that. Just as you wouldn't take note of the taste of the air you breathe every day, she had become such a natural part of my life that it was natural to the point where I never gave her a second glance.

But after that scene, everything changed.

From that day on, I began to see her through different eyes. My gaze no longer swept past her as it once did; instead, it would linger, study her closely, and instinctively follow her. Like someone seeing something rare for the first time, I began to re-examine the woman who had been in my life for over a decade. And then, to my surprise, I discovered that my mother was actually quite beautiful, and she had kept her figure well.

She was thirty-four that year. In this small county town in the Northeast, most women her age had already started to let themselves go—their waists thickened, their hips sagged, and their faces became covered in wrinkles. But she was different. It was as if time had been kind to her; though no longer young, she possessed a mature charm that younger girls lacked.

Her features were striking, typical of a woman from the Northeast. She had a soft, oval-shaped face with a full, rounded chin that carried a kind of prosperous beauty. Her skin was very fair—that common, clean fairness found in Northeastern women—not pale, but a warm, lustrous white, like fine mutton-fat jade, glowing softly under the light.

The few faint freckles left behind after having children were scattered across the bridge of her nose. Not only did they not detract from her beauty, they added a sense of authenticity and down-to-earth charm. There were already a few fine crow's feet at the corners of her eyes that crinkled when she smiled—marks left by the years. There were also two faint nasolabial folds at the corners of her mouth, which gave her an indescribable touch of bitterness when she wasn't smiling.

She had a pair of beautiful peach blossom eyes—not particularly large, but incredibly expressive. They were the kind of eyes that radiated shrewdness and resilience; when she looked at you, the corners would tilt slightly upward, as if she could see right through you. Her nose was straight and bridge-high, with a beautiful silhouette when viewed from the side. Her lips were full and fleshy, with the lower lip slightly thicker than the upper. When she wasn't wearing lipstick, they had a natural, pale pink hue and looked very soft. Her hair was jet-black and glossy, usually pulled neatly into a low ponytail at the nape of her neck, exposing a smooth, full forehead. A few stray strands fell from behind her ears, clinging to her fair cheeks and swaying gently with her movements.

But what surprised me most was her figure.

I had never paid attention to my mother’s physique before—she was just my mother, regardless of whether she gained or lost weight. But when I truly began to look at her, I realized she really had a great figure. Her frame was small—the type with narrow shoulders and wide hips. In the local dialect, we call this "wide hips, thin waist, and round buttocks," the kind of physique that most catches a man's eye.

Her waist was very slim—although after giving birth to me, a thin layer of fat was unavoidable, it didn't ruin the lines of her waist at all. Instead, it added the soft, alluring charm unique to a mature woman. From her slender waist down were her full, perky buttocks—round and firm, swaying slightly as she walked like two ripe peaches. No matter what pants she wore, they filled them out completely, looking exceptionally shapely. When she wore jeans, that pair of old, light-blue trousers hugged her hip line tightly; with every step, you could see the rounded contours of those two cheeks shifting gently beneath the fabric. When she squatted or bent over, her backside would tilt upward, stretching the denim into a full, rounded arc, with a transition from waist to hip so smooth it looked like a drawing.

Her legs were also captivating—not the spindly, bamboo-stick kind, but well-proportioned and firm, with a soft, fleshy fullness, smooth lines, and fair skin. In the summer, when she wore skirts, the exposed calves glowed with a soft luster in the sunlight. Her ankles were slender and well-defined, connecting to the graceful curve of her calves, giving her an air of lightness characteristic of a mature woman.

Her breasts weren't particularly large—only a bit bigger than an adult man's fist. They weren't exactly voluptuous, but they made up for it with a beautiful shape; they were firm and perky, with two graceful curves visible even without a bra. When she wore tight-fitting clothes, their rounded contours were faintly discernible. When she wore those thin cotton T-shirts, they would stretch the fabric into two soft, sloping curves, revealing a sliver of her fair collarbone at the neckline, with the snow-white skin below it half-hidden in the shadows of her shirt.

I had never imagined that my thirty-four-year-old mother would have such a great figure.

This discovery left me with a complex mix of emotions. On one hand, I felt as if I had stumbled upon some incredible secret, and I couldn't help but steal glances at her. On the other hand, a part of me felt that this was wrong—she was my mother, and I shouldn't be looking at her that way. These two thoughts warred in my mind, neither giving way, leaving me feeling restless and conflicted.

But I just couldn't control my eyes.

From that day on, I began to watch her in secret. Whether at home or out, my gaze would involuntarily follow her. When she walked around the house in that faded pink nightgown, I would pretend to watch TV while my eyes secretly trailed her. She had worn that nightgown for years; the fabric had become thin and soft from countless washes, hanging loosely on her frame. The neckline was low, revealing a large expanse of her fair collarbone and chest. Sometimes, when she bent over to pick something up, the neckline would sag, and I could see the two pale, soft mounds on her chest and the shallow cleavage between them. Whenever I saw that, my heart would race, and I would quickly look away, pretending I hadn't seen a thing—but the image was already burned into my mind.

When she cooked in the kitchen wearing jeans, I would sit in the living room, stealing glances at her through the doorway. As she stood before the stove stir-frying, her body swayed slightly with the motion of her hands, the fullness of her buttocks shifting beneath the fabric. Her waist moved rhythmically with the tossing of the wok, causing her hips to sway from side to side in a motion that felt like a silent melody. When she bent over to retrieve a plate from the cupboard, her backside arched outward, pulling the denim taut into a rounded curve that clung to her skin, perfectly outlining the shape.

In the heat of the day, she would wear those wide-necked short-sleeved T-shirts at home, sometimes with nothing underneath but a thin tank top. That white cotton tank top clung to her body, clearly defining the curves of her chest—the soft, modest mounds visible beneath the thin fabric, rising and falling gently with her breath. When she stood at the sink washing dishes, the movement of her arms caused the muscles in her chest to pull, making her soft breasts sway slightly beneath the vest. When she sat on the sofa watching TV, she would hunch over slightly, causing the neckline to dip, revealing the snow-white skin below her collarbone and the upper arcs of her breasts. Sometimes, when she stretched, the hem of her T-shirt would ride up, exposing a sliver of her fair, delicate waist. In the afternoon sunlight, her skin glowed with a soft sheen, appearing so slender that it seemed I could wrap my hands around it.

When she came out of the bathroom after showering, it was also when I would steal glances at her most frequently. She wore that light-colored nightdress, her wet hair draped over her shoulders, with water droplets trickling down the strands and dampening the fabric at her shoulders. The hem of the nightdress reached her mid-thigh, revealing two snow-white, shapely legs that shimmered with a moist luster under the lights. The fabric of the nightdress was very thin; dampened by the steam, it clung to her body, outlining the contours beneath. As she walked toward the bedroom, drying her hair with a towel, the scent—a mixture of shower gel and her own natural fragrance—drifted over and filled my nose, making my heart race. A few water droplets still clung to her collarbone, glinting like tiny shards of light under the glow; they slid slowly along the hollow of her collarbone and seeped into the neckline of her dress.

It was the same when we were out. When I accompanied her to the vegetable market, I followed behind her, my gaze unconsciously fixed on her back as she wore a floral dress. The hem of that dress fell above her knees, swaying gently as she walked and revealing a stretch of well-proportioned, fair calves. Her ankles glowed with a delicate sheen in the sunlight, and she wore white sandals that left her toes exposed, tipped with a pale pink polish. When she stood before a produce stall and bent over to pick out vegetables, the neckline would open slightly, allowing me to catch a glimpse of the snow-white skin beneath her collarbone. When she crouched down to select greens, the hem of her skirt would hike up, revealing a small patch of snow-white skin at the top of her thighs. When she walked down the street in jeans, her rounded bottom swayed beneath the fabric, drawing the eyes of many passersby—I noticed men turning to look at her, and a strange, indescribable feeling would well up inside me, as if something of mine had been peeked at by others.

I found myself frantically collecting everything about her with my eyes ——what color dress she wore today, what shoes she wore with it, whether her hair was tied up or draped, whether she had powder on her face, whether she had lipstick on her lips. I started stealing in my heart

 Stealing comments about her outfit——She looks best in that floral dress, that dark blue T-shirt makes her look pale, and those light jeans really flatter the lines of her butt. I even started noticing what scent of body wash she was using

 , what brand of shampoo.

But I also know in my heart that this is not right. I'm a fourteen-year-old boy going through puberty who's become curious about women and sex, which isn't inherently shady. It was taught in the physical hygiene class at school that this is a normal life

 Physical phenomena. My classmates also privately passed around the colored novels, discussing which female teacher had a good figure and which class of girls grew beautifully ——these were all normal things. But I'm different. The person I follow is my mother. This is completely

 Not the same thing anymore.

Every time I found myself secretly looking at her again, every time I realized that my eyes were on a part of her body again and I couldn't move them away for a long time, a strong sense of shame would well up inside me. I scold myself ——you're fucking

 What do you think? She's your mother! How can you see her in that light? Is your brain broken? How else do you make people know this kind of thinking?

But the stronger the shame, the more unable to suppress the urge to spy on her. It's like a sick addiction —— knowing it's going to ruin you, but you just can't stop. I'm like a man standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing that

 It was a deep abyss, but I couldn't help but look out to see it. Look again, look again, the more I look, the more I want to look, the more I want to look, the less I dare to look ——I struggled repeatedly in this contradiction, as if I was trapped in an invisible net, and I broke free no matter how hard I tried

 No, the more you struggle, the tighter it gets.

However, while I would peek at her back then and felt curious about her body, I never thought about it in any deeper sense. I never considered having that kind of relationship with my mother—the thought was too distant, too absurd, and even too disgusting to me. The line of morality was still very clear in my mind: she was my mother, and I was her son. That was a natural order, a rule that could not be broken. My voyeurism was more like the instinctive curiosity of an adolescent boy toward the female body; it just happened that the body in question was my mother's. Deep down, I was still deeply resistant to the idea of truly crossing that line.

But what I didn't expect was that some things, once started, are hard to turn back from.

That afternoon, my mother went out to buy groceries. I was home alone doing my homework, but as I wrote, my mind started to wander. Scenes of me peeking at her flashed through my mind like a movie—the curve of her hips in tight jeans, the patch of fair skin visible at her neckline when she bent over, the way her hair clung to her neck, damp from a shower. I felt my heart rate quicken, and I couldn't even hold my pen steady.

I put the pen down and sat in my chair, zoning out for a while, my gaze drifting involuntarily toward the door at the end of the hallway—the door to her bedroom, which stood ajar.

At first, that thought was just a vague outline, as indistinct as the shadows of distant mountains. I didn't want to define it; I didn't want to make it clear. Yet, like a gathering mist, it slowly coalesced, turning from blurry to sharp, from distant to inches away. My fingers tapped lightly on the desk as two voices argued fiercely in my head—one saying don't go, the other saying just go and take a look. I sat with my eyes closed for a long time, but in the end, I stood up.

I walked to the end of the hallway and stood at her bedroom door. It was slightly ajar, and I could see the scene inside through the gap—the bed made neatly, the afternoon sun streaming through the window, casting a soft glow across the floor. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open.

The room was clean and tidy, reflecting her style—everything was organized with meticulous precision. The bed was perfectly made, the quilt folded into a neat square with its four corners pulled taut, free of a single wrinkle. Two pillows sat side by side at the head of the bed—hers and Dad's—their covers laundered clean, glowing softly in the sunlight. On the nightstand sat a half-finished glass of cool water and her phone charger. The curtains were drawn halfway, letting the afternoon sun spill through the screen. The entire room was quiet, permeated by a faint scent of mothballs mixed with her familiar fragrance.

My gaze settled on the old-fashioned, three-door wooden wardrobe at the foot of the bed. It had been there for years; the dark brown lacquer was mottled in places, revealing the bare wood beneath. The handles were those classic brass rings, worn shiny from use. As I walked over, I could hear my footsteps echoing on the floor and the thumping of my heart against my ribs. The sound was as loud as a drumbeat. I worried that walls might have ears, yet I felt that since I was alone in the room, there was nothing to fear.

I pulled open the wardrobe door, crouched down, and reached for the bottom drawer. The moment I pulled it open, my fingers trembled. Inside, her undergarments were folded neatly—several pairs of panties stacked in small squares. There were light pink, light purple, and beige ones, all in the most modest, simple styles—pure cotton fabric with narrow elastic bands, no lace or fancy embellishments. Beside them lay two white cotton bras; the cups were small and simple, just the most ordinary kind.

I stared at the undergarments for a long while, my fingers hovering over the drawer, trembling slightly. I knew I shouldn't be doing this, and I knew what would happen if she found out—but my hand reached out anyway.

I picked up the light pink cotton pair from the top. The fabric was thin and soft, feeling like a tuft of cotton in my palm, so light it was almost weightless. As I held it, I could catch the faint scent lingering on it—a mix of fresh laundry detergent and her own unique fragrance. That smell stirred something indescribable within me—not quite excitement, not quite impulse, but a more complex emotion laced with curiosity and guilt. I clutched the underwear, my heart pounding like a drum, my palms slick with sweat. I sat there for a long while, struggling with myself, calling myself shameless, telling myself I was no better than an animal—yet I still couldn't let go.

I held the underwear in my hand and unzipped my pants. Closing my eyes, I brought the soft fabric to my nose and took a deep breath. That familiar scent filled my nostrils, as if a hand had gently plucked a taut string deep inside me. An image of her wearing these crossed my mind—clinging to her, wrapping around the most private parts of her body, absorbing her warmth and essence. The thought made me instantly hard.

I began to stroke myself. Holding that soft fabric, feeling its texture in my hand, I imagined it still pressed against her skin moments ago. My mind was flooded with images of her—the sway of her hips as she leaned over the stove in the kitchen, the sight of her thighs beneath her skirt as she crouched at a vegetable stand, the way her hair clung to her cheeks, damp from a shower. These images spun through my mind like a carousel, faster and more chaotic with every turn. Finally, I opened my eyes, looked at the pink underwear in my hand, and pictured her wearing it—the fabric pressed against her full, rounded bottom, tracing those curves and dipping slightly into the crevice. The image pushed my pleasure to its peak. I quickened my pace, my breathing growing heavy, until I finally released myself in a series of intense spasms.

Afterward, I looked at the pair of panties in my hand, now slightly stained, and a wave of intense fear and shame washed over me—what had I done? I stared at the shallow damp patch, my hands trembling violently, my mind buzzing with only one thought: How could I do something like this? She is my mother!

In a panic, I grabbed some tissues, desperate to wipe away the traces. Fortunately, I hadn’t ejaculated on them this time; it was just some clear fluid, and after a few wipes, it was no longer visible. I checked them over and over, confirming there were no visible marks, before finally letting out a sigh of relief. I folded the panties, placed them back exactly as I remembered, and carefully rearranged the other items in the drawer, trying my best to make it look exactly as it had before. My hands were still shaking as I closed the drawer—it took several tries before it clicked shut. It was the same when I closed the cabinet door; my fingers kept slipping, making a clattering noise before it finally latched. I stood in front of the cabinet, inspecting it from top to bottom, even crouching down to check the gaps in the drawer to ensure nothing seemed amiss, before bolting back to my room like my life depended on it and locking the door behind me.

I pressed my back against the cold door, gasping for air. My heart hammered against my ribs, as if it were trying to jump out of my throat. I looked down at my hands—these very hands that had just done such a thing. The guilt hit me like a bucket of ice water poured over my head, leaving me shivering uncontrollably.

In the days that followed, I repeated the same behavior several more times. Each time was while she was out, when I was home alone. I would first confirm she had left, standing by the window to watch her walk away to make sure she wouldn’t suddenly turn back, before tiptoeing into her bedroom. I didn’t dare do it too often, usually waiting several days between each time. It was always that same pair of light pink panties, as I didn’t dare touch any others for fear of leaving too many traces. I also didn't dare ejaculate on them; I would just hold them, sensing her lingering scent on the soft fabric, and masturbate while imagining things, finishing on a tissue instead. Once done, I would carefully fold the panties, put them back, tidy the drawer, flush the tissues down the toilet, and check the scene repeatedly before leaving.

But gradually, I began to feel that something was wrong.

Several times when I went to open that drawer again, I found that the placement of those underwear had changed. Not a big change, but some subtle, almost imperceptible changes ——the one that was originally at the top was changed to the middle, which was originally stacked neatly

 The corners of Qiqi became a little messy, and the one that was originally pressing on the bottom was moved to the top. I watched carefully, trying to remember how it looked the last time I placed it, but I couldn't remember it clearly each time. My heart started to grow. I consoled myself by saying that it might be her doing the laundry

 It was flipped over at the time, or it was moved when she was changing her clothes herself. But another voice said in my head ——she knows. She knows you moved her things.

I noticed something else: She started hiding her panties deeper in the drawer, pressing under other clothes. A few pairs of underwear that used to be visible when you opened the drawer now have to be found by going to the bottom. There were several times when I searched for it for a long time

 By then, my heart was about to jump out. That feeling made my heart hair out, like she was silently telling me ——I know what you are doing, I just don't break it.

I began to feel a deep sense of fear and panic. That fear didn't break out in an instant, but rose slowly like a tide, gradually covering my ankles, knees, and chest. Every time she looks at me, I bow my head in frustration

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. Every time she spoke a little louder, my heart would snap shut. Every time she talked about something missing or having been passed over at home, I would get so nervous that my palms would sweat. I'm afraid she'll explode one day and throw her panties in my face

 Front heckling me. I was afraid she would tell my dad about it. I'm afraid this home will fall apart because of what I did.

It wasn't until after I graduated from university, in that rental house in Tianjin, that I brought it up again.

By then, the relationship between my mother and me had completely changed. We were no longer just mother and son; there was now an added layer of romantic intimacy between us. The afternoon sun was beautiful, the air conditioning was on, and the room was pleasantly cool. We had just finished making love, both of us lying naked on the bed, neither of us moving first. She was curled up in my arms, her smooth body pressed against my chest, her warmth seeping through my skin, still lingering with the heat of our intimacy. Her hair was scattered across my chest, tickling me, carrying the fresh scent of the body wash she had just used. Her profile rested in the hollow of my shoulder, her breath brushing against my collarbone, warm and steady. Her fingers traced circles on my chest unconsciously, soft and light.

In that lazy, sleep-inducing afternoon atmosphere, I suddenly remembered that incident from many years ago. I hesitated for a moment, but I spoke up anyway. I asked her if she had discovered back then that I had been stealing her panties.

When I asked the question, I could feel her body stiffen slightly in my arms. She didn’t answer immediately, remaining silent for so long that I thought she didn't want to reply. I could feel her breathing slow down, as if she were thinking or perhaps reminiscing. The faint sound of cars from outside drifted in, amplified by the stillness of the afternoon.

Then she shifted, burying her face deeper into my chest, as if searching for a place to hide. Her fingers stopped tracing circles and rested on my chest, her fingertips slightly curled. I could feel her cheeks burning; the heat radiated through my skin, as if a fire were smoldering within her. She didn't look at me, her voice soft, laced with a mixture of shyness and resignation, as if she had opened a long-sealed box—the contents of which made her want to shut it, yet compelled her to keep looking.

She said that she had indeed discovered it. She told me that the first time she found out, she could hardly believe her eyes—she had been folding laundry when she picked up that pair of underwear and felt some faint, inconspicuous marks on it. She held the underwear for a long time, turning the thought over and over in her mind, desperate to find a reasonable explanation—perhaps she hadn't washed it thoroughly, or maybe it was something else entirely. She convinced herself it was just an accident. But a few days later, she noticed that the underwear had been moved; it wasn't where she remembered leaving it. She checked it carefully again, and although she didn't find any obvious marks, the unsettling feeling that something was wrong grew stronger and stronger.

She said that during that time, she was filled with conflict and struggle. She thought about confronting me, about giving me a harsh scolding, or even telling my father so he could discipline me. But she thought about it over and over, and in the end, she did nothing. She didn't know how to bring it up. She was afraid that if she did, a rift would form between mother and son that could never be mended. She was afraid that I would never be able to hold my head up again, afraid that it would leave some kind of shadow on my heart. She chose silence; she chose to bury it deep within herself. She hid the underwear in the deepest corner of the drawer, hoping that would let the matter fade away, hoping that I would realize it on my own.

As she said these things, her voice carried a faint, bitter edge. She said that for all those years, she had kept this suppressed, never breathing a word of it to anyone. She didn't know how to bring it up, nor who she could even tell. She kept it locked away in the deepest part of her heart, hidden tight, as if it were some shameful secret. Sometimes she wondered if she hadn't done enough, if she had been too strict or too neglectful, or if some of her own words or actions had led me astray. She spoke these words very softly and slowly, as if each one required deep deliberation before she could let it out.

Then she stopped talking. There was silence for a long time, and the room was so quiet that you could hear the hum of the air conditioner and the sound of car horns in the distance outside the window. She lay in my arms, her breathing slowly becoming more even. After a long time, she suddenly smiled softly

 At once——the smile was very light and short, with an indescribable taste, like a relief from the past and a helpless acceptance of fate. Then she looked up at me, and there was something complex in those peach blossoms, somewhere between shyness and openness

 The light of. There was still a flush on her cheeks ——I don't know if it was because the sexual aftertaste had not completely faded, or if it was because she was a little shy about talking about these past events. Her lips moved slightly, as if she was hesitant to say anything, and finally

 It's not said. But there was something in the way she looked at me that I had never seen before ——there was shyness, helplessness, openness, and something like a tease.

I looked at her look ——that complex complexion of shyness and openness, that flush on her face when she recalled the past, that smiling, narrow look—— like a little Mars splashing on dry wood, and at once

 Rekindled the fire in my heart. I felt my lower body harden quickly under her gaze and press against her lower abdomen.

She obviously felt it. Instead of dodging, she smiled slightly, a smile with an imperceptible slyness. She slowly sat up from my arms and reached out to pick up a pair of underwear she had changed out of from the nightstand ——a light cotton

 The leather underwear, clean and clean, was what she changed this morning. She was holding those panties, moving slowly, as if she was deliberately slowing down the pace. She held it in her hand and looked at me with a faint smile on her lips. That action is very

 It was very light, but it was like an invisible thread that pulled me all over.

I rolled over and pinned her down, reaching for the panties in her hand. She didn't resist and let me take it. I held it in my hand, the soft fabric carrying her body heat, and it instantly took me back to that afternoon session many years ago

 Jingli——Only this time, I am no longer the sneaky boy.

I pulled the panties from her hand and tossed them aside. Then, with one hand, I gripped her slender waist, while the other held my scorching cock, aiming the head toward the crevice between her legs, now glistening and soaked from our earlier lovemaking.

I could feel her watching me, her gaze filled with shyness, openness, and a glimmer of anticipation. I lowered my hips, sinking the entire length of my cock inch by inch into her tight, hot body. She let out a low, stifled moan, a sound laced with both satisfaction and a touch of embarrassment.

I could feel her body tremble slightly the moment I entered. She obediently turned over, kneeling on the bed, supporting herself with her hands, and raised her snowy, rounded buttocks high into the air.

I held her waist with one hand and guided my burning cock toward the opening between her legs, which was still twitching slightly. Her body yielded to me, and as I pushed in slowly, I could feel her insides—tight and wet—clinging to me, the familiar rush of pleasure surging instantly. Her body swayed gently under my thrusts, and those full, rounded cheeks of her bottom quivered with each motion like ripples on the surface of water. Her hands gripped the sheets until her knuckles turned white, and low, suppressed gasps and moans escaped from her face buried in the bedding—muffled, yet possessing an indescribable allure.

I felt myself nearing the edge. I quickened my pace, moving faster and with more force. Her moans became hurried and ragged in response. I felt a surge of heat gathering deep within my lower abdomen, rising in waves like a tide. I let out a low growl, my hips spasmed, and a torrent of scalding semen erupted from my cock, shooting deep into the very core of her body.

At the moment I ejaculated, she let out a long, stifled moan. Her body tensed up sharply before slowly going limp, collapsing onto the bed. I lay slumped over her back, gasping for air. Sweat dripped from my cheeks onto her smooth back, tracing the line of her spine. The room fell silent, save for the sound of our heavy breathing echoing in the air and the low hum of the air conditioner.

After a long while, I slowly withdrew from her and lay down by her side. She didn't move, remaining prone with her face buried in the pillow. I reached out to stroke her hair, and she turned her head slightly to glance at me. In that look, there was exhaustion, satisfaction, and something I couldn't quite name. Then, she buried her face back into the pillow and said nothing more. I just lay there, watching the gray, hazy sky outside the window, feeling a strange sense of calm.

But back then, I had no idea what was to come.

Back then, I only knew I had done something I shouldn't have, and I was afraid. Afraid she would find out, afraid she would come for me, and afraid that our family would fall apart because of what I had done. Those thoughts were like tiny needles, pricking every corner of my heart.

And beyond all that, my life was rapidly sliding into another abyss.

I started going to internet cafes more and more frequently. Before, I went just to play games; now, I went to watch porn. I watched one film after another, as if trying to make up for everything I had missed out on all those years. Sometimes I’d stay overnight, watching from dusk until dawn, until my eyes were bloodshot and my head felt swollen and dizzy. The next day, I’d head to school with dark circles under my eyes, falling asleep at my desk during class, drooling all over the table, unable to be woken even by the teacher.

Back home, I didn't stay idle either. I’d use my electronic dictionary to read novels I’d downloaded at the internet cafe, hiding under the covers with a flashlight until one or two in the morning, until my groin ached and burned, at which point I’d pull the quilt over my head and masturbate.

My mind was no longer on my studies at all. In class, the teacher’s voice sounded muffled and indistinct, as if they were speaking underwater. Though my eyes were fixed on the blackboard, my head was filled with nothing but sordid images and thoughts. I started slacking on my homework, and eventually, I stopped turning it in altogether. I began arriving late, leaving early, and skipping classes, hanging out with those other students who had no interest in school, spending my days in a daze. My dark circles grew heavier by the day, my cheeks became sunken, and I looked haggard and worn out, even developing a slouch when I walked.

My grades were like a slide, plummeting downward with no way to stop them.

From the middle of the class, to the bottom, to the very last place—the speed of my decline was shocking even to me.

After the final exam results of the first semester of ninth grade came out, I stared at that number on my report card—dead last in the class—and felt as if someone had poured a bucket of ice water over me, chilling me from head to toe. That number was like a needle pricking my eyes, painful and glaring. My hands trembled slightly, and I couldn't describe the feeling in my heart—there was shame, regret, a numb sense of "I knew it," and a feeling of self-abandonment, of just letting myself go to ruin.

My mom went to the parent-teacher conference.

She told me later that she would never forget that meeting as long as she lived. She said that when she walked into the classroom and sat down at my desk, seeing my name and that ranking on the report card—that number pierced her heart like a knife. She said she sat there, watching the other parents chatting about their children’s grades with expressions of pride or anxiety, while she didn't dare say a word or even lift her head, afraid someone would recognize her or ask, "What rank did your child get?" When the homeroom teacher announced the grades from the podium and reached my name and that ranking, she wished she could just disappear into a crack in the floor. She said she sat there clutching that report card, her knuckles turning white, her fingernails nearly piercing through the paper.

Once home, she didn't say a word. She simply slapped the report card onto the table in front of me—the paper hitting the surface with a sharp "snap" that sounded piercingly loud in the quiet room. I kept my head down, afraid to look at her, but I could feel her gaze on me like two spotlights, burning against my skin. She stood across from me, her chest heaving, her fists clenched so tightly her knuckles turned white. It was as if she were struggling to suppress some impulse—perhaps the urge to give me a sound beating, to scream at me hysterically, or maybe even to pull me into a hug and cry. In the end, she did nothing. She stood there staring at me for a long time—her eyes filled with anger, disappointment, sorrow, and a strange, indescribable sense of near-despair—before finally turning and walking away.

From that day on, she began to control me in a way that felt suffocating.

My allowance was completely revoked. My five-yuan-a-day allowance, which I’d taken for granted, was gone in an instant. Every night, I had to ride my bike home for dinner, battling the biting northwest winter wind that felt like it would freeze my ears off. It was a ten-minute ride home, leaving my fingers stiff and my ears bright red, and as soon as I finished eating, I had to rush back to class. There was no way I could go to the internet cafe anymore; I had to be home on time every single day, and if I was even a little bit late, she’d interrogate me about where I’d been. Weekends were even worse—she enrolled me in a cram school, and I spent my days immersed in classrooms from dawn till dusk. Chinese, math, English, physics, chemistry—one subject after another, with nothing but a lunch break to interrupt the endless studying. When she told me about these arrangements, her tone was absolute, leaving no room for negotiation.

Of course, I didn't want to do it—who would? I resisted, I resented it, and I felt she was going too far, that she didn't understand me at all—but I accepted it anyway, out of sheer helplessness. It wasn't because I had some epiphany; it was because I was tired. I was exhausted from our endless arguments, tired of the look of utter disappointment in her eyes every time she looked at me, and weary of feeling like a prisoner being monitored in my own home. I knew that even if I fought back, it wouldn't change anything. My mother was the type of person who only grew more intense the more you defied her; she would never be the first to back down, not until she had worn you down completely.

During those days, my mother reverted to the person she had always been in my eyes—no longer the mature woman who had stirred my restlessness, curiosity, and desire, but the mother who was always disciplining, always nagging, and always suffocating me with her rules. Those thoughts and fantasies about her body—the images I had seen on those early autumn mornings, that pair of pink panties, those moments I spent stealing glimpses of her silhouette—were pushed to the deepest corners of my mind by her day-after-day surveillance and suppression, like a faded old photograph buried at the very bottom of a drawer of memories.

I spent the entire winter break and the subsequent second semester of ninth grade under my mother’s airtight supervision: she would wake me up at 6:30 every morning for tutoring, I’d come home for lunch, return in the afternoon to do homework, and study under her watchful eye until 11:00 at night. She would sit on the sofa knitting, looking up every now and then to make sure I was actually studying. I would sit at my desk, facing piles of test papers and workbooks, slowly catching up on the lessons I had fallen behind on under that constant gaze. Those days passed so slowly, as if every single day had been stretched into a year—yet when I look back, time seems to have flown by, and in the blink of an eye, the high school entrance exam was upon me.

Perhaps it was a rebound from the high pressure, perhaps it was just good luck, or perhaps her discipline had actually worked—I was admitted to the key high school across the street. Even though I had just barely cleared the cutoff, scoring only a few points above the line, I had made it in nonetheless.

The day the admission letter arrived, my mother turned the paper over and over, reading it several times, her fingers tracing the thin sheet as if to confirm that the name printed on it was truly mine. She sat on the sofa, unfolding and refolding the paper again and again, unable to suppress a smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth, her eyes even turning a little red.

From that day on, this became the achievement she always had on the tip of her tongue. She told everyone she met—whenever she ran into an acquaintance at the vegetable market, she would stand in front of a produce stall for ten minutes or more, completely forgetting to put down the groceries in her hand; if she bumped into a neighbor in the residential courtyard, she would grab them by the arm and talk for ages, spitting as she spoke; and at family gatherings, she would bring it up again and again until everyone else could recite her words by heart. She would say, "My Xuyang got into the key high school," or "You have to keep an eye on a kid like this, you can't just let him be," or "If I hadn't sat outside his door every single day during his final year of middle school watching him study, would he have gotten into that school? Not in his wildest dreams," or "You guys don't know, he was ranked last in his class during the first semester of that year, if I hadn't been strict with him..." As she said these things, a triumphant glow would spread across her face; her chin would be slightly tilted, her eyes bright, as if she were declaring to the world: "It’s all my doing. If it weren't for me, this child would have been ruined. I’m the one who pulled him back from the edge of the cliff." That’s just who my mother is—whenever she does something, she needs everyone to know about it. She has to voice how much effort she put in, and she must receive recognition for it. She doesn't see it as showing off; she sees it as a simple fact. She truly did put in that much effort, so of course, she feels entitled to talk about it. As for whether I want to listen, or whether others care to hear it, that’s none of her concern. I can’t quite describe how I felt hearing her tell these stories everywhere—on one hand, I knew she deserved credit for me getting into that school; if she hadn't pushed me like that, I might not have even made it into a regular high school. But on the other hand, she took all the credit for herself, as if the efforts I made—those days and nights of grueling study, those endless stacks of test papers—weren't even worth mentioning. But, regardless of all that, I had made it into the key high school.

The summer vacation after getting into high school was the most relaxed period of my life. Perhaps because she felt that since I had made it into a key school, she could finally breathe a sigh of relief, my mother’s grip on me loosened significantly, and she no longer hovered over me like she had during my final year of middle school. But it wasn't long before I discovered something: I was no longer as obedient as I used to be.

It was as if I had become a different person.

I didn’t necessarily do what she told me to do. If she told me not to do something, I was determined to try it. I would mull over the principles she preached in my head—was she really right? Was her way really the best way? Why on earth did I have to follow her instructions? Why did I have to listen to her about everything? It wasn’t that I hadn’t had these thoughts before; it’s just that I hadn’t dared to voice them or show them—but now, I did. I dared to look her in the eye and say “no,” I dared to turn and walk away when she nagged, and I dared to talk back when she scolded me. If she told me to go east, I insisted on going west—not for any other reason than to say, “I don’t want to listen to you.”

This sense of resistance became increasingly obvious after I started my freshman year of high school, like a fire burning hotter and hotter inside me. By the summer vacation at the end of that year, the fire finally burned through the last barrier and erupted completely.

It was the hottest day of summer. Outside was like a giant steamer, and inside was so stifling it was hard to breathe. The floor fan whirred away, blowing nothing but hot air, as if it were only adding to the chaos of the sweltering summer. My mom and I started arguing over some trivial matter I can no longer remember—perhaps she told me to do something, I retorted, she didn’t like my attitude and began to nag, and the louder she got, the louder I talked back. We were both like powder kegs ignited by the summer heat; neither of us would yield, neither of us would back down—I, because I didn’t want to be suppressed by her anymore, and she, because she felt her authority was being challenged.

The argument escalated into a fierce conflict, and the conflict turned into a physical struggle. I don’t want to recall the specific details, only that in the end, she rushed over and slapped me—the blow landed squarely on my face, leaving half of it numb and my ears ringing—and almost instinctively, I reached out and pushed her back. I didn’t hold back any strength; she stumbled back several steps, her back hitting the hallway wall with a dull thud.

In that moment, we both froze.

It felt as if time had been pressed on pause. The room was deathly quiet, save for the creaking of the electric fan, while the cicadas outside the window chirped with piercing intensity. She leaned against the wall, staring at me, her chest heaving heavily. Her hair was in disarray, with a few strands stuck to her sweat-dampened cheeks. In her eyes, there was something I had never seen before—not anger, not sadness, but something far more complex. It was as if she couldn't believe it; she couldn't believe that the son she had raised for over a decade, the little boy who once wouldn't even dare to speak loudly in her presence, had actually laid a hand on her.

I stood there, looking at my own hands, as if they didn't belong to me at all. I hadn't expected to push her either—at that moment, something inside me had shattered.

From then on, our relationship hit rock bottom.

She could sense that I was no longer the child she could easily control. When she scolded me, I would no longer lower my head, eyes reddened, and remain silent as I once had—instead, I would stare at her coldly, as if looking at a total stranger. When she hit me, I wouldn't dodge, nor would I cry out in pain; I would just stand there and take it, expressionless, until her own hands grew weak and she stopped on her own. She tried every method to regain control—reprimands, verbal abuse, the silent treatment, restricting my movements—but every single one was met with an even colder indifference.

She was at her wit's end.

Slowly, she began to change. She stopped scolding me at every turn, stopped watching my every move, and started turning a blind eye to certain things. She seemed to have finally realized that I had grown up, that I was no longer the child she could mold at will, and that the tactics which had worked in the past were now ineffective against me. She stopped questioning every detail, stopped interrogating me if I came home a few minutes late, and stopped nagging all day long whenever I talked back. Sometimes, when I came home late, she would just glance at me, say nothing, and return to her room. Sometimes, when I talked back, she would say a few words, then stop, waving her hand with an air of "do whatever you want"—that resigned attitude was a silent admission that she could no longer control me.

From my second year of high school until after graduation, our relationship remained consistently cold. It wasn’t that we didn’t speak, but rather that we said very little—only the bare essentials of daily life. "Dinner’s ready." "Mm." "I’m heading out." "When will you be back?" "I don’t know." "Be back early." And that was it. It was like living with a stranger in a shared apartment; we used the same kitchen and living room, but existed in two completely different worlds. When it was just the two of us at the dinner table, we would each eat in silence. An invisible glass wall seemed to hang in the air between us. You could hear the clinking of chopsticks against bowls and the sound of chewing, but never the sound of a human voice. That silence was heavy and stifling, weighing down on both our hearts.

Occasionally, we would flare up again over some triviality—I’d come home late without telling her, or she’d rummage through my schoolbag to check my things. After the arguments came even longer periods of the silent treatment, where neither of us would acknowledge the other, as if a galaxy lay between us under the same roof.

Whenever this happened, my dad would step in as a peacemaker. He spent his life on the road working in logistics, rarely home for more than a few days a year. Each time he returned to find the icy atmosphere between my mother and me, he would chuckle and try to smooth things over. "Alright, alright, let’s both say a little less." "What could a mother and son possibly have to fight about? What’s so hard to get past?" "Come on, Xuyang, let’s eat." He would clumsily pile food onto our plates, flashing a conciliatory smile back and forth between us, trying to mend the rift with his rough, calloused hands. Watching him busy himself to maintain the peace, I sometimes felt sorry for him. He knew nothing—nothing of the secrets hidden in the dresser drawers, nothing of the scenes that replayed in my mind late at night, nothing of the murky, unspoken undercurrents between my mother and me. In his eyes, this was just the common friction between an ordinary mother and son that would blow over in a couple of days. What he didn't know was that the roots of that friction went far deeper and were far more complex than he could ever imagine.

Fortunately, I didn't continue to neglect my studies like I had in junior high.

Ever since I started high school, I had poured most of my energy into my studies. Perhaps it was the desire to prove myself after getting into No. 1 High School, perhaps I had found a way to escape reality in piles of books, or perhaps it was simply because I had grown up and become more sensible—regardless of the reason, I was no longer addicted to internet cafes and erotic novels as I had been in junior high. Although I would occasionally go online during breaks to browse, chat with classmates on QQ, or read *Reader* or *Youth Digest* between classes, most of my time was spent on serious matters. On weekends, I would go play basketball with a few close friends, running until we were drenched in sweat on the concrete court, then sitting on the sidelines to drink water and brag, chatting about the people and events at school. Sometimes we would grab a steaming bowl of spicy malatang at a stand near the school gate, sweating from the heat and spice while laughing until we were doubled over. Those days were simple, yet they remain the most precious memories of my high school years.

My grades remained consistently in the upper-middle range of the class—not top-tier, but respectable enough that teachers would remark, "This kid is quite steady."

My entire high school life—aside from the irreconcilable conflicts with my mother that gave me headaches—was otherwise excellent. It was a rare period of peace in my life, free from the decadence and depravity of my junior high days, and devoid of the sins and struggles that would later drag me deeper into the abyss. For me, those three years of high school were like a train moving steadily along a planned track; there were no storms or high seas, everything went according to plan, right up until the college entrance exam ended.

Back then, I didn't know that the thoughts I had suppressed would one day come surging back with even greater force, threatening to drown me completely. That summer arrived much faster than I had ever imagined.
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Chapter 5

Some things, once they take root, can never be dug out again...

2008 was an extraordinary year for China. At the start of the year, there were snowstorms in the south, leaving countless people unable to return home for the New Year. In May, the Wenchuan earthquake left the entire nation in mourning. On August 8th, the country celebrated the Olympic Games. As for me, in June, I finished my three years of arduous high school life.

The afternoon the college entrance exam ended, I walked out of the exam hall. The sun hung brightly overhead, so dazzling it was hard to keep my eyes open. The school gate was packed with parents, a sea of heads. Some held flowers, some held cameras, and a few parents even held up banners with messages like "Wishing so-and-so success on the exams." I scanned the crowd and quickly spotted my mother.

She was wearing a bright red qipao, standing at the very front of the crowd.

I had never seen that qipao before; she must have bought it specifically for the exam. Pale gold patterns were embroidered onto the red silk fabric, and the collar featured a traditional high-neck design that hugged her slender neck, revealing a patch of fair, tender skin. The qipao was tailored to fit perfectly, following the curves of her body all the way down—tapering at her slim waist and flaring out at the hips, outlining a full, rounded curve. Her hair was pinned up with a black hairpin, exposing her smooth, broad forehead and elegant neck. She wore light makeup and lipstick, making her look much more vibrant and youthful than usual.

She stood in the crowd, her gaze constantly scanning the direction of the school gate. When she saw me, the expression on her face visibly softened. The corners of her mouth lifted slightly, and she nodded at me without saying a word. I walked up to her, and she took the stationery bag from my hand, said "Let's go, let's go home and eat," and then turned to walk ahead.

I followed behind her, watching her back, so clearly defined by the curves wrapped in that qipao, and a sudden, inexplicable feeling of being moved welled up in my heart.

That qipao perfectly outlined the curves of her body—rounded shoulders, a slender waist, and full hips. With every step, those rounded contours swayed gently beneath the fabric, like two peaches wrapped in silk. She wore white low-heeled leather shoes, which made her posture appear even more poised than usual.

I knew why she had dressed this way. She was never one for mushy words, but she expressed her care through her actions. By wearing this qipao, she was likely hoping for a bit of luck to help me achieve a good score. In her heart, no matter how much we argued or gave each other the silent treatment, I was always her son—a piece of her own flesh and blood, the person she was willing to do anything for.

During those three days of the college entrance exam, my mother came to drop me off and pick me up every single day wearing that bright red qipao. The first day, the second day, and the third day—it was always the same. The June heat was intense, with the sun hanging glaringly in the sky. She would stand in the crowd at the school gate, sweat on her forehead dampening her hair and causing it to cling to her cheeks. I told her not to come, that I could manage on my own, but she wouldn't say a word; she simply stood at the gate waiting for me every morning and appeared in the crowd outside the school again every afternoon. For the three days of exams, she stood under that sun for three days.

After the exams ended, life suddenly felt empty. The nerves that had been taut for three years snapped back like a released rubber band, leaving me in a daze. I first went home and slept for a full day, but when I woke up, the room felt suffocating, and I couldn't bear to stay inside. A classmate called to suggest that a few of us get together that night to celebrate our escape from the sea of misery. I agreed without a second thought.

From that day on, I barely spent any time at home.

First, there was the class dinner. Over thirty guys crowded into that small restaurant next to school, pushing several tables together, and the drinking started before the food had even arrived. We mixed beer and spirits, glasses clinking incessantly. Some got drunk and slumped over the table sobbing, others with red eyes talked about how much they would miss everyone, and some draped their arms around the homeroom teacher’s shoulders, calling him "brother." We carried on until midnight, then someone suggested going to a KTV. The whole group marched off, screaming until our voices were hoarse in the private room.

I had quite a bit to drink that night. It was past three in the morning when I got home. I opened the door as quietly as I could; the living room light was still on, and my mother had fallen asleep on the sofa with the TV left running. I stood at the doorway for a moment, looked at her, and without waking her, went straight to my room to sleep.

When I woke up the next day, she had already gone out to buy groceries. There was a note left on the coffee table: "There's porridge in the pot, heat it up yourself." I didn't heat the porridge. I finished washing up and left; my classmates were already waiting downstairs, suggesting we go to an internet café in the afternoon and continue drinking that night.

During that period, my life consisted of only two things: drinking and hanging out at internet cafés. The pent-up frustration from three years of high school seemed to have burst through a floodgate, pouring out all at once. I spent my days in the internet café playing games, taking naps on the desk when I got tired, then waking up to play some more. In the evenings, a group of us would gather to eat and drink, then head to a KTV or a street food stall, not parting ways until midnight. Sometimes, when I was too drunk to go home, I’d just stay overnight at the internet café, gaming until dawn.

My mother called me a few times. Once, while I was in the middle of a game, my phone buzzed. I glanced at the caller ID and didn't answer. A while later, she called again, and I still didn't pick up. Then she sent a text message with just one line: "Are you coming home for dinner or not?" I replied with two characters: "Not coming." After sending it, I tossed my phone on the table and went back to my game.

Strangely, she didn't call again. And she didn't give me a tongue-lashing the moment I got home like she used to.

This shift had actually begun before the college entrance exams, though I hadn't paid much attention to it at the time. Around the second semester of my senior year, she suddenly seemed to stop caring about what I did. She used to nag me about what time I’d be home, who I was hanging out with, and when I’d finish my homework, but those words grew fewer and fewer until they eventually stopped altogether. If I said I was going out, she would just grunt in acknowledgment, not even bothering to ask where I was going. When I came home in the middle of the night, the living room light would be on and she’d be watching TV on the sofa. When I walked in, she’d just glance up, say "You're back," and then go right back to her show.

After the entrance exams, this change became even more pronounced. If I stayed out for days on end, she would only send an occasional, detached text message, as if it were a mere formality. If I didn't reply, she wouldn't press for an answer; if I did return, she wouldn't say a word. It was as if my mother and I had reached a silent understanding: I gave her freedom, and she gave me mine.

Sometimes we would watch TV in the living room together, and she would chat with me, her tone uncharacteristically calm. Occasionally, she’d call me "my boy," and I’d call her "Mom." In those exchanges, the atmosphere was actually quite harmonious. But there were also times when she would suddenly fly into a rage over some trivial, ill-defined matter—like if I left my dirty socks on the sofa, or if I didn't put my empty water glass back in the kitchen. In the past, I would have argued with her until we were both red in the face. But now, I don't. When she says something unpleasant, I simply stand up, go to my room, and close the door. She might keep muttering to herself in the living room for a while, but her voice gradually fades, and eventually, it’s quiet again.

I feel like I’ve grown up; I can't be bothered to quibble over such trifles. She can say whatever she wants; I just don't care anymore. This indifference isn't an act—it's genuine. My heart and mind are no longer in this house; I’m already thinking about what university will be like, what Harbin will be like, and what my new life will be like.

I checked my college entrance exam scores at home.

That night at eight, I sat in the living room, holding my phone, my palms slightly sweaty. My mother sat at the other end of the sofa, holding a glass of water, her eyes fixed on me, though she didn't rush me. I took a deep breath, opened the score-checking website, entered my candidate number, and pressed "Search." The few seconds it took for the page to load felt like a century. Then, the scores popped up: Chinese 118, Math 121, English 83, Science 264, for a total of 586.

I stared at the screen for a few seconds and then said, "586." The glass in my mother's hand nearly slipped. She sat up straight abruptly, her voice trembling slightly: "How much?" "586." She stood up from the sofa, walked over to me in a few strides, and practically snatched the phone from my hand. She stared at the screen for a long time, reading it from top to bottom, then bottom to top, as if verifying that I hadn't misread the numbers. She read them over once more before looking up at me. Her eyes were a little red, and her lips moved as if she wanted to say something, but the words didn't come out. In the end, she just shoved the phone back into my hand, turned around, sat back down on the sofa, and took a sip of her water. I noticed that her fingers, gripping the glass, were shaking slightly.

"Can you get into Harbin Normal University?" she asked. Her voice had returned to its calm state, but I could tell she was deliberately keeping it steady.

"It shouldn't be a problem." "Mhm." She didn't say anything more, just took another sip of water, then stood up and walked into the kitchen. I heard her open the refrigerator and heard her chopping something on the cutting board. A moment later, a soft sigh, as if she were breathing a sigh of relief, drifted from the kitchen.

That sigh made my heart ache a little, but I didn't go over to look at her.

My dad rushed back from out of town. As soon as he walked through the door, he clapped me on the shoulder and laughed heartily, his voice so loud the whole building could hear him, repeating the word "good" several times. That evening, he insisted that my mom prepare a feast to celebrate. Even though my mom protested, saying, "The exam is already over, what's there to celebrate?", she didn't stop moving, tying on her apron and getting straight to work. Braised pork ribs, sweet and sour fish, guobaorou, di san xian, shredded starch noodles with sauce, pickled cabbage with vermicelli—she laid out such a spread that the table was barely big enough to hold it all.

After that, my mom started talking about me everywhere. When she ran into neighbors in the hallway, she would act as if it were a casual remark: "Xuyang got into Harbin Normal University, majoring in business administration." Her tone was indifferent, as if she were mentioning something mundane, but the pride in her eyes couldn't be hidden. At the farmers' market, she could chat for ages with acquaintances, and the conversation would always veer toward me. At family dinners, she brought it up again and again. While she talked, I would sit nearby, head down, eating my meal without joining in. In the past, I would have been very impatient, feeling like she was just showing off and wishing I could crawl into a hole. But that day, I didn't. I just ate my food quietly, letting her talk, letting her repeat those stories I knew she had already told countless times. As long as she was happy, it didn't cost me anything.

The graduation banquet was held on a Saturday at noon. My mom booked fifteen tables at a restaurant and invited relatives and my dad’s friends, adding up to over a hundred people. I wore a new white T-shirt that day and had styled my hair. My mom wore a deep red blouse, her hair put up, and she had even applied a bit of lipstick, making her look much more vibrant. My dad had also changed into a clean plaid shirt, standing at the door shaking hands with every guest, grinning from ear to ear.

At the graduation banquet, my mother naturally became the center of attention once again. Holding a glass of beverage, she went from table to table offering toasts, stopping at each one to say a few words. She spoke of how difficult it had been to raise her son all these years, how mischievous I was as a child, how I had become more sensible after entering high school, and how my getting into university was entirely due to her excellent guidance. Sitting at the main table, I kept my head down, eating my meal while listening to her voice not far away, feeling perfectly calm. In the past, I would have felt embarrassed and thought she was being too much of a show-off, but not anymore. She has worked hard her entire life, supporting my education and taking care of this family. Now that her son has been admitted to university, she certainly has the right to be happy and the right to brag. If she wants to talk, I’ll let her; after all, she is my mother, and as long as she’s happy, that’s all that matters.

On the day of registration for the new semester, my mother and father both accompanied me to Harbin.

It takes over six hours by train to get from my hometown to Harbin. We got up at the crack of dawn, before the sky was fully bright. My dad carried a large suitcase, I wore a backpack, and my mother carried a large shoulder bag. I told them there was no need to bring so much, as everything could be bought at the school. She wouldn’t listen, insisting that it was better to buy everything at home to save the trouble of buying it there. My dad walked in front, pulling the suitcase without a word, just keeping his head down and moving forward.

When we arrived at the train station, it was very crowded. My mother squeezed to the front, shielding the suitcase by my side, terrified that someone might bump into it and damage it. Once we boarded the train and found our seats, she rearranged the items on the luggage rack, ensuring they wouldn't fall before she finally sat down. After the train started moving, she kept staring out the window, not saying much. During the six-hour journey, she drifted in and out of sleep; every time she woke up, she would ask if I was hungry, then pull cookies, bread, and fruit from her bag, insisting on stuffing them into my hands.

After arriving in Harbin, my dad hailed a taxi and drove all the way to the university. The school entrance was crowded with new students dragging their luggage and parents accompanying them for registration, with banners hung everywhere. My mom got out of the car and stood at the gate, dazed for a good while, as if trying to process the scale of the campus, before remarking, "It’s quite big." My dad walked ahead, pulling a suitcase in each hand, while I followed behind with my backpack, walking alongside my mom. That day, she was wearing a light gray knit cardigan over a white crew-neck T-shirt, paired with dark blue slim-fit jeans. The cardigan was cropped, ending right at her waistline, which highlighted her slender figure. The jeans hugged her legs tightly, clearly outlining the curves of her hips—round and perky, swaying slightly as she walked. Her hair was tied back in a low ponytail, revealing her smooth, full forehead. She wore light makeup with a hint of soft pink lipstick, making her look neat and polished, yet radiating that unique charm characteristic of a mature woman.

The dormitory was on the fifth floor, and there was no elevator. My dad carried the heaviest suitcase, leading the way, while I followed behind, with my mom trailing me, carrying two plastic bags. When we reached the dorm room, my dad set the suitcase down, clapped his hands together, looked around, and said, "Not bad, it's quite clean." My mom started working as soon as she stepped inside. She first tidied up my bed, wiping the bed frame twice with a damp cloth and then once with a dry one, before laying down the mattress pad and sheets she had brought from home. She put on the duvet cover, fluffed up the pillow, and placed it neatly at the head of the bed. Then, she began organizing my wardrobe, folding the clothes we brought one by one and arranging them by category. As she worked, she kept nagging, "Put the thick clothes on this side and the thin ones on that side; remember to put on extra layers when it gets cold in winter. Keep your socks in this drawer and your underwear in that one—don't mix them with your other clothes." After finishing up, I walked them to the school gate. My dad patted my shoulder, said nothing, and turned to get into a taxi. My mom stood at the car door, looking back at me. Her eyes were a little red, and her lips moved as if she had a lot to say, but in the end, she only said, "Eat on time and take care of yourself." "I know." She took one more look at me—a gaze filled with worry, reluctance to leave, and something else I couldn't quite name. A sudden ache rose in my chest; I wondered if I had been too heartless toward her all these years. Growing up, she was always the person who annoyed me most. I hated her nagging, her controlling nature, her stinginess, and the way she would gossip about me to others at the drop of a hat. But in that moment, seeing her standing by the taxi with red-rimmed eyes, the resentment I felt suddenly didn't seem so important anymore. No matter what, she is my mother—the woman who gave birth to me, raised me, and supported my education for over a decade.

But then, a second thought crossed my mind, and I was reminded of two other things. One was how she handled my living expenses, which really didn't sit well with me. We had previously agreed on 1,200 yuan a month, but two days before the start of the semester, she changed her mind, claiming that the school cafeteria was cheap and 1,000 yuan would be enough, and that I could ask for more if I needed it. But I knew that "ask if you need more" was just something she said.

Then there was the matter of buying a mobile phone. In high school, I used a generic, off-brand phone I’d bought for 300 yuan during my second year; after two years of use, it was falling apart. When I got into college, I wanted a new one. When I brought it up, my mom hesitated but didn't outright refuse, though I knew she wouldn't buy me anything decent. Sure enough, when the day came to buy it, she kept looking at phones in the 1,000-yuan range. I wanted a Nokia N73, but she flat-out refused, insisting there was no point in buying something so expensive and that a 1,000-yuan model would do. I finally got angry and said I wouldn't buy one at all. Only when she saw I was truly upset did she grit her teeth and spend 1,880 yuan on a Sony Ericsson for me.

Ever since I was little, whenever I asked her for money, it was as if she were cutting a piece of flesh off her own body; she would hem and haw forever before reluctantly handing it over. In my heart, I knew she didn't lack love for me—she was just stingy, just unable to bear parting with money. But knowing it was one thing; feeling uncomfortable about it was another. Thinking of this, the sense of being touched I’d felt moments ago was dampened significantly. I stood at the school gate, watching the taxi pull away, merge into traffic, and slowly disappear.

After arriving at school, communication between my mom and me became increasingly sparse. During the two weeks of military training, I was exhausted every day; once I got back to the dorm and showered, all I wanted to do was lie in bed and do nothing. My mom called me a few times. Each time, I’d pick up, she’d ask a few questions, and I’d give a few answers—"Have you eaten?" "Yes." "Is the cafeteria food okay?" "It's fine." "Is it cold in Harbin?" "It's alright." "Are you getting along with your classmates?" "Pretty well." Then came the silence, followed by hanging up. Those calls never lasted more than three minutes. I never initiated a conversation with her, and she never forced one. When I put the phone down, a faint sense of guilt would sometimes well up in my heart, but it was always quickly washed away by other things.

My dad, on the other hand, stayed in touch with me often. He wasn't well-educated and wasn't good with words, but every few days he would call to ask how I was doing at school and if I had enough money. Every time we spoke, within a couple of days, a few hundred yuan would appear in my bank account. He never told me how much he’d sent, and I never asked, but we both understood.

During the National Day holiday, I went home.

It was already evening when the train arrived. I called my dad, but he said he was away driving a truck and wouldn't be back, so I should just take a taxi home. Dragging my suitcase, I hailed a cab at the school gate and gave the driver my home address. As the car entered the county seat, I looked out the window at the familiar streets and storefronts, though I couldn't quite put a name to the feeling in my heart. I had only been gone for a little over a month, but seeing these places again brought a strange sense of detachment, as if this were no longer my home and I had become a passing stranger.

When I reached the building, I paid the fare and dragged my suitcase upstairs. The third floor—the stairs were the same, the banister was the same, and the crack on the wall looked just as it always had. I took out my key and opened the door. The house was quiet, the air filled with a faint scent of medicine mixed with the familiar smell of home.

"Mom, I'm home." No one answered.

I left my suitcase in the foyer, changed into my slippers, and walked a few steps inside. The curtains in the living room were drawn, making the space dim. The TV was off, and a few medicine bottles and a cup sat on the coffee table. I called out again, "Mom?" The bedroom door was ajar. I walked over, pushed it open, and saw her.

She was lying on her side, curled into a ball like a wounded animal, shrinking herself into the smallest posture possible. She was wearing white cotton pajamas that looked a bit worn; the buttons at the collar were undone, hanging loosely and crookedly, revealing a large patch of pale skin beneath. Her hair was spread messily across the pillow, with a few damp strands stuck to her cheeks from sweat. Her complexion was terrifyingly pale—a bloodless white, as if something had drained away all the color. Her lips were dry and chapped, with tiny, bloody fissures on them. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her brow knitted tightly, and a fine layer of sweat beaded on her forehead.

Her pajamas had ridden up slightly from her sleeping position, exposing a small portion of her waist. It was still so thin; through the thin cotton fabric, I could make out the contours of her body—her narrow shoulders, her thin back. She lay curled up like a fallen leaf. She was thinner than before. In just over a month, she seemed to have shrunk a size; her chin was sharper, and the outline of her collarbone was even more prominent.

I stood at the doorway, watching her, my heart slowly beginning to race. I had seen her angry, I had seen her scolding others, and I had seen her collapsed on the sofa from exhaustion, but I had never seen her like this—like someone who had been utterly broken, pouring every ounce of her strength into enduring pain. The things I once found so daunting—her overbearing nature, her nagging, the strength of her grip when she pinched me—all vanished in this moment, leaving only a fragile woman curled up on the bed.

"Mom?" I walked to the bedside, crouched down, and instinctively softened my voice.

She opened her eyes and glanced at me. Her gaze was unfocused, taking several seconds to settle on my face. Within it was exhaustion, surprise, and a flicker of something I couldn't quite name.

"You're back?" Her voice was raspy, as if her throat had been scraped by something.

"Yeah, it’s the October holiday." She nodded and closed her eyes again.

"Did you take your medicine?" "I did." "What did you take?" "Painkillers." Her voice was very faint, as if squeezed out from the depths of her throat. "It’s the same old problem; it’s fine, I’ll be better after lying down for a while." I stood there, watching her curled-up body, and a strange feeling suddenly welled up inside me. It was something indefinable—it felt like heartache, but not exactly; it was a more complex emotion I had never felt toward her before. I didn't know how to describe it. I only knew that, seeing her like this, I didn't want to leave. I wanted to do something—even if it were just a small thing—that might make her feel a little better.

I turned and went to the kitchen.

The kitchen was just as it had always been: the stove wiped until it shone, the spice jars arranged in perfect order. I rummaged through the cabinets, found the millet, scooped out two spoonfuls, and rinsed them twice under the faucet. This was the first time I had ever done something like this—standing at the stove, rinsing rice to make porridge for my mom. In the past, when she was busy in the kitchen, I had never thought to help. She would nag while she stirred the food, and I would sit in the living room playing on my phone, turning a deaf ear. But now, as I stood where she had stood, doing the things she had done, a realization I had never had before suddenly struck me—all those years, this was how she had cooked for me, day after day.

The porridge bubbled away in the pot, the white rice starch rising and falling. Standing at the stove, watching that pot of bubbling porridge, I felt an indescribable sense of contentment. After about twenty minutes, the rice grains had blossomed, and the liquid had become thick and glossy. I ladled a bowl, grabbed a spoon, and carried it to the bedroom. My mother was still lying in the same position, eyes closed, her brow slightly furrowed. I placed the bowl on the nightstand and sat down on the edge of the bed.

"Mom, get up and have some porridge. I made it." She opened her eyes and looked at me, as if she hadn't quite heard what I said. She listened again, her eyes widening slightly; her mouth opened and closed as if she didn't know what to say. She braced herself to sit up, so I reached out to support her back, helping her shift upward. Her body was burning hot; through her thin pajamas, I could feel the heat of her skin. Her shoulders felt so narrow in my palm, her back so slight, light as a feather. I propped a pillow behind her to make her more comfortable.

"I can do it myself," she said, her voice weak but still carrying a hint of stubbornness.

"Just stay still." I picked up the bowl, scooped up a spoonful of porridge, blew on it to cool it, and brought it to her lips.

She froze. Her gaze settled on my face, filled with suspicion, surprise, and something I couldn't quite name—as if she were looking at someone she had never known. I turned my head away; I didn't want her to see the expression on my face. Finally, she opened her mouth and took the spoonful of porridge. Then the second, then the third. I fed her very slowly, afraid of burning her. She ate even slower, chewing each mouthful several times before swallowing.

When the bowl was empty, she leaned back against the pillows and looked at me. A faint, subtle curve touched the corners of her mouth, as if she wanted to smile but lacked the strength to do so.

"Not bad," she said.

I knew that when she said "not bad," she meant it was good. She pulled the quilt up and lay back down. I stood up, took the bowl, and walked out of the bedroom.

My dad returned the next afternoon. As soon as he walked in, he saw my mom sitting in the living room; although she still didn’t look great, she seemed much more energetic than the day before. My dad froze for a second, then looked at me, his eyes filled with a trace of surprise and astonishment. My mom sat on the sofa, her voice still weak, but she couldn’t hide the pride in her tone: "Xuyang made me porridge." My dad looked at me and grinned. He clapped his large hand onto my shoulder with enough force to make me sink slightly under the weight. That night, as I lay in my room playing on my phone, I heard them talking in the living room. My dad’s voice was very low, but I still caught a few words: "The kid... has grown up..." Then came my mom’s voice, equally soft, though I couldn't make out what she said. I didn't go out, pretending I hadn't heard anything at all.

On the third morning, she still hadn't recovered.

I was still asleep when my phone rang, waking me up. Dazed, I reached for the phone and saw my dad was calling. I picked up, and he sounded a bit anxious: "Xuyang, your mom’s headache is back. I had to leave for something this morning, so take her to the clinic downstairs for an injection in a bit." "Yeah, okay." After hanging up, I checked the time—8:10 AM. I sat up, rubbed my face, put on my slippers, and walked out of the bedroom. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, head bowed, one hand pressing against her temple. Hearing the movement, she looked up at me; her complexion was even worse than yesterday.

"My dad told me to take you for an injection." She opened her mouth as if to say it wasn't necessary, but probably knowing she couldn't hold out much longer, she finally just nodded and stood up slowly. She changed her clothes—a light-colored, long-sleeved cotton T-shirt with a small pale pink pattern on the chest, the neckline small and snug against her collarbone. She wore black casual trousers, slightly too long, bunching up in folds at her ankles. She walked very slowly; those few steps from the bedroom to the door seemed as if she were walking on cotton.

Going downstairs, she held onto the railing with one hand, taking every step with great caution. After descending two flights of stairs, her body suddenly swayed, as if she had missed a step. Instinctively, I reached out to steady her, wrapping one arm around her waist and reaching with the other to grab her arm. But my reach was slightly off; instead of grabbing her arm, my hand pressed against her chest.

Right on her left breast.

Through the thin cotton T-shirt, I could clearly feel the contour of that soft mound—full, supple, and radiating her body heat. It felt like a clump of cotton just pulled from water, sinking slightly into my palm. The sensation was so vivid, so real, that my mind exploded with a buzzing sound, and all my consciousness and reason were swallowed by a sudden void. I felt as if I had been nailed to the spot. She froze, too. I could feel her body tense up in that instant, like a string pulled to its breaking point. Her breathing stopped, and she stood there, perfectly still.

Those few seconds felt stretched into an eternity. Then, I jerked my hand back as if I’d been scalded. My face flushed instantly, the heat spreading from my neck to the tips of my ears. I could feel my ears burning, my cheeks aflame; I felt like I was being roasted by fire.

"Are you okay..." My voice was shaky, my heart drumming like a war beat.

"I'm fine, let's go." She stood there with her back to me, speaking as if nothing had happened. I couldn't see her expression, only the way her body stiffened for a split second before quickly relaxing. She continued walking, her pace never faltering, not even glancing back at me, as if that touch had been nothing more than an ordinary, accidental bump between mother and son, not worth a second thought.

But I couldn't be as nonchalant as she was.

I followed behind her, my heart racing as if it were about to burst from my chest. My mind was filled with the image and sensation of that moment—the way my palm had pressed against her chest, the feel of that soft contour beneath my hand, the heat of her skin transferring through the thin cotton. My right hand still retained that ghost of softness, as if branded by it, impossible to shake off. I clenched that hand into a fist, digging my nails into my palm until it stung.

I didn't dare think any further. I shook my head violently, trying to cast those chaotic thoughts away. But that sensation—that soft, full, warm contour—felt etched into my palm, impossible to erase.

At the clinic, the doctor put her on an IV drip. As the needle went in, I sat beside her while she held her head, eyes narrowed. She told me to go take care of my own business and not to worry about her, saying she could head home on her own once the drip was finished. For the first time ever, I didn't leave; I just said I was fine. She didn't say anything more, and after that, we barely exchanged a word. Sitting next to her, I noticed the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes were much deeper than before.

After the IV was finished, she seemed a bit more energized. On the way home, she walked in front and I followed, keeping a step’s distance between us. I watched her back—her hair tied in a low ponytail, revealing her fair nape, with a few stray wisps swaying gently as she walked. Her figure was the same as ever, thin and slender. I suddenly recalled the sensation of brushing against her chest on the stairs just moments ago. That feeling returned, like a feather lightly tickling the tip of my heart.

I shook my head vigorously. I told myself inwardly—that was just an accident, something I touched by mistake. She is my mother; I shouldn't have any other thoughts about her.

The next evening, she was feeling much better. She cooked dinner—braised ribs, sweet and sour fish, stir-fried pork with green peppers, and tomato egg soup—a table full of all my favorite dishes. My dad sat at the head of the table, pouring himself a drink with a smile on his face. My mom sat opposite me and placed a piece of rib in my bowl, saying, "Eat more; you definitely don't eat well at school." The three of us sat at the table under the warm, yellow light. The sound of bowls and chopsticks clinking mixed with the sound of chewing, punctuated by the occasional remark. It was a rare, harmonious atmosphere. After a few drinks, my dad became talkative, recounting interesting things he’d encountered while driving his truck. My mom listened from the side, occasionally correcting a detail with a faint, subtle smile on her lips. I kept my head down, eating and offering an occasional acknowledgment.

Life afterward returned to the way it was before. I spent my time at internet cafes, playing pool and basketball with classmates, until the final day of the break, when I took the train back to school.

Back in the dorm, life resumed its normal rhythm—attending classes, eating, playing games, and sleeping. Everything was just as it had been before.

Until one night, I had a dream. In the dream, I returned to the single-story house in my hometown. It was the place where I lived as a child, a row of brick houses with iron doors and windows, their paint peeling and weathered.

The yard was pitch black. I pushed open the ajar iron door and walked inside. The room was dim, and in it sat an old-fashioned wooden bed. She was lying there, curled up on her side, like a lazy cat.

She was wearing that white cotton nightgown, the collar slightly open, revealing a patch of fair skin. Her hair was loose, spread across the pillow like a soft, dark cloud.

Because of her sleeping posture, her nightgown had hiked up a bit, exposing a stretch of snow-white thigh. Her body’s silhouette was fully visible beneath the thin fabric—narrow shoulders, a slender waist, and full, rounded hips that formed a graceful hourglass shape. Her breathing was steady, her chest rising and falling gently with each breath, the fabric of her nightgown moving up and down over those two mounds.

I stood in the doorway, wanting to see her face clearly. Though it was blurry, I knew it was her. She was covered by a thin blanket, but it only reached below her waist; her upper body was completely exposed. The buttons of her nightgown had come undone at some point, the collar falling open, and I could see the contours of her breasts shimmering faintly in the moonlight.

I walked over, crouched by the bedside, and watched her sleeping face. Her breathing was light. I reached out, my fingertips trembling, and touched her cheek. Her skin was warm and smooth, feeling just like silk. She did not wake up. My fingers traced slowly down her cheek, past her chin, over her neck, and finally stopped at the collar of her nightgown. I could feel my heart racing as if it were about to burst from my chest. I knew I shouldn't be doing this, but I couldn't control myself. My hand gently unfastened the second button of her nightgown. Then the third. The fourth.

Her entire upper body was laid bare before me. Under the moonlight, her breasts glowed with a soft luster; they were fair and tender, like two warm mounds of mutton-fat jade. They weren't particularly large, but their shape was exquisite—perky and rounded, like two inverted jade bowls.

Her nipples were a pale pink, small and delicate, resembling two freshly peeled lotus seeds in the moonlight. The areolas were a slightly deeper shade, like two boiled cherry pits set against that expanse of snowy white. Her skin was incredibly fair and fine, almost translucent in the light, revealing the faint blue veins beneath the surface.

Her waist was slender, her belly flat, and her navel a dainty indentation. The hem of her nightgown had been pushed up to the tops of her thighs, revealing legs that were long, slender, and blindingly white in the moonlight. Her legs were curled slightly, and that mysterious region at the top of her thighs was covered by thin cotton panties, which traced a soft, slightly raised silhouette under the moonlight.

I reached out, my hand trembling as I covered the softness on her left. The sensation was overwhelmingly real—warm, smooth, and pulsing with life, as if her entire being had come alive in my palm. My fingertips gently toyed with the pink nipple, and it quickly hardened beneath my touch, feeling like a tiny pebble. I could hear my own ragged breathing, which sounded remarkably loud in the quiet room. I cupped the entire mound in my palm, savoring its weight and warmth.

Just then, she opened her eyes.

I froze completely. She looked at me, and in those beautiful peach-blossom eyes, there was no anger, no fear, and no surprise—only a calm gaze that seemed to suggest she had foreseen everything. Her eyes drifted from my face to the hand resting on her chest, then slowly rose to meet my gaze once more. The corners of her mouth curled slightly into a faint, fleeting smile.

Then she reached out and pressed her hand onto the back of mine. Her hand was warm, carrying the slight residual heat of deep sleep. She didn’t push my hand away; instead, she held it there gently, as if tacitly allowing my actions. She turned slightly toward me, causing the neckline of her nightgown to fall open, fully exposing her soft, rounded breasts to the moonlight. Her skin glowed with an ivory luster under the moonlight, every curve breathtakingly beautiful—from her rounded shoulders to her delicate collarbone, from her swelling chest to her flat abdomen, from her full hips to her slender thighs. Her body was like a jade statue sculpted by the moonlight, brimming with the lush, soft beauty unique to a mature woman.

She slowly propped herself up and leaned toward me. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and her body pressed against mine, the soft, warm sensation filtering through our thin nightclothes. I could feel the pressure of her soft breasts against me and her warm breath brushing against my neck. She rested her head on my shoulder, her hair grazing my cheek—it tickled, carrying a faint, fresh scent of shampoo.

Then she kissed me.

Her lips were soft, like two warm petals pressed against mine. Her tongue gently pried open my teeth and slipped inside. Her kiss was tender, unhurried, as if she were savoring something precious. I sat there, frozen, letting her kiss me as my mind went completely blank. Her hand slid to my chest and began undoing the buttons of my shirt. Her fingers were nimble, unfastening them one by one, before sliding inside to rest against my bare skin, feeling my heart pounding wildly.

My body reacted faster than my consciousness. I reached out and embraced her, pressing her back onto the bed. She lay there submissively, face up, her hair fanned out across the pillow like a black flower in bloom. I hovered over her, kissing her neck, her collarbone, and her chest. Her body trembled slightly under my kisses, and fine goosebumps rose across her skin. She reached out, grabbed my belt, and unbuckled it.

My pants were pulled down. Her hand gripped my cock.

Her fingers were slightly cool, but her palms were warm. The moment she gripped me, I nearly cried out. She moved her hand up and down slowly, her touch gentle and practiced. I leaned down, kissing her breasts, gently teasing her nipples with the tip of my tongue, then trailing kisses down her stomach, over her flat belly, and across the soft patch of hair beneath her navel.

She lifted her hips slightly, helping me pull down her panties.

Bathed in moonlight, her entire body was laid bare before me. Her legs were long and fair, the dark hair at the top of her thighs shimmering with a soft luster in the moonlight, while the pink slit below remained partially hidden. Her skin glowed with a dewy sheen. Her eyes met mine, filled with tenderness, composure, and a soft, womanly quality I had never seen in her before.

She reached out, gently took my hand, and pulled me toward her.

Her fingers threaded through my hair, slowly sliding down my scalp. Her heartbeat thudded in my ear, fast and powerful.

"Xuyang..." Her voice resonated from deep within her chest, a muffled echo. "Mom loves you..." Those three words hit my eardrums like a heavy hammer, crashing into my mind, sinking into my heart. From the time I was a child until now, she had never said those words to me. Not once. She would only scold me, control me, nag me—she would care for me, look after me, and protect me in her own way—but she had never said "I love you." Yet here, in this dream, in that old house back home, under the moonlight on the floral bedsheets, she had said it. And she said it so naturally, so gently, as if those words had always been in her heart, just waiting for the right moment to be spoken.

I snapped my eyes open. The ceiling of the dormitory. White, painted somewhat roughly, with a thin crack in the corner. Gray morning light seeped in from behind the curtains; it wasn't fully bright yet. I gasped for air, my heart pounding in my chest as if it were about to leap out of my throat. I was drenched in sweat, my T-shirt soaked through, sticking to my skin in a clammy mess. My crotch was also damp and cold, the sticky sensation so real it was humiliating.

I lay on the top bunk, staring motionless at the ceiling, slowly processing the images from just moments ago. It was a dream. It was only a dream. But it felt so real. Real enough that I could almost smell the mothballs in that old house, feel the softness and warmth of her lips, and hear her calling my name in my ear. Those images felt branded onto my retinas, impossible to blink away—the way she lay on the bed, the sheen of her breasts under the moonlight, the dark fuzz between her parted legs, the warm touch of her palm as she held me, and that husky, tender sound of her voice when she whispered my name.

I buried my face in my hands and rubbed it hard. The skin beneath my fingertips felt alarmingly hot.

I sat up slowly, threw off the quilt, and looked down at the damp patch beneath me. Then, I hunched over, buried my head in my knees, and took deep, ragged breaths. My heart was still pounding, racing uncontrollably. I got out of bed, grabbed a fresh pair of underwear, and walked into the bathroom. I turned on the faucet, and the cold water splashed onto my face, making me shiver. I splashed it for a long time, only stopping once the heat in my face had subsided. I looked up at myself in the mirror—my hair was plastered to my forehead, my cheeks were flushed with an unnatural red, and my lips bore a pale tooth mark from where I had bitten down too hard. In the eyes reflected in the mirror, there was something complex, something I couldn't quite put into words.

"Fang Xuyang," I said to the reflection, "you're a fucking animal." I told myself over and over in my mind—it was a dream, just a dream. She never looked at me that way, she never said those words, she wouldn't do those things. It was just a dream, an illusion pieced together by the filthy thoughts in my head. But no matter how hard I tried to convince myself, those images from the dream had taken root in my mind, impossible to pull out. Especially the three words she had spoken; they echoed repeatedly in my brain, leaving me feeling utterly ashamed.

She is my mother. The person who gave birth to me and raised me. The person who cooks for me and washes my clothes every day, and who takes care of me when I am sick. To ensure I could get into university, she stood out under the sun for three days. The sight of her eyes turning red as she saw me off at the station is still etched clearly in my mind. How could I have such thoughts about her? How could I look at her in that way? How could I... do those things to her in a dream?

I feel utterly filthy. I crouch on the floor, burying my face in my knees, consumed by shame and self-reproach. I recall how she acted as if nothing had happened when I accidentally brushed against her chest on the stairs during the day. She didn't think twice about it because her heart is pure, and she sees me only as her son. Yet I... I used that touch to conjure up such things in my dream. I feel I have let her down, betrayed all the care and sacrifice she has poured into me over the years. She worked so hard to raise me, put me through school, and sent me to university, yet I did those things to her in my sleep. Am I even human?

I didn't go to class for the entire day. I lay in my dorm room, staring blankly at the ceiling, replaying those images from the dream over and over in my mind, only to be drowned by a wave of intense guilt. I cursed myself countless times, but no matter how much I berated myself, the dream had already happened, and those images were already there. I cannot go back to last night; I cannot stop myself from having had that dream. I can only face my reflection at this moment, acknowledging that I am a dirty, degenerate person.

The feeling is like a giant boulder pressing down on my chest, leaving me unable to breathe.
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Chapter 6

After that dream, it took me several days to recover... During class, the teacher would be lecturing on stage, but I couldn't process a single word. Those images played on a loop in my mind like a movie—her fair body under the moonlight, the soft contours of her chest, the warm sensation of her palm when she held me, and what she had said. Those three words were like a thorn, lodged deep in my heart; I couldn't pull it out, nor could I swallow it.

Back in the dorm at night, lying in bed, those images would come flooding back the moment I closed my eyes. I tossed and turned, unable to sleep, my mind a chaotic mess. I knew it was just a dream, that it hadn't really happened. But it felt so real—real enough that I could recall every detail: the way she lay on her side, the angle of her open pajama collar, the sheen of her skin under the moonlight, the softness and warmth of her lips. Those details were etched into my brain, impossible to erase.

I tried to distract myself with other things. I went to class during the day, played games with my roommates at night, and went out for food and drinks with classmates on the weekends. But no matter what I did, the shadow of that dream followed me like an inescapable ghost.

I wanted to find a way to ease this state of mind.

By then, I had been using QQ for several years. I had quite a few people on my friends list, most of whom I had added at random using the search function. Many were women; I had chatted with some, while others I hadn't exchanged a word with since adding them. I began logging onto QQ frequently to chat with whoever was online. The advantage of chatting with strangers is that you don't have to hold back—you can say whatever you want, as they have no idea who you are anyway. This sense of anonymity made me feel safe, allowing me to momentarily forget the things that troubled me.

Back when I used QQ, I would consciously search for women between the ages of 30 and 40 to add as friends. Deep down, I knew why I was interested in women in that age range, but I refused to admit it. The excuse I gave myself was that I just wanted someone to talk to, nothing more. Yet, every time I sent a request, I would subconsciously select women who listed their age as in their thirties in their profiles.

I can no longer remember when I added this particular woman. It was probably on some bored afternoon when I searched for certain criteria and randomly sent friend requests to a few people from the results; she was one of them.

The profile picture on her page was just a generic landscape photo, so I couldn't tell what she looked like. After I added her, we just chatted casually at first, asking where the other was from and what we did for a living. She said she was also from that same county—we were from the same place. This discovery made me feel a bit closer to her.

After chatting for a couple of days, I found her very interesting to talk to. She was straightforward and had that refreshing, bold spirit typical of Northeastern women, which reminded me a bit of my mother. Later, I asked her age, and she said she was born in 1978. I did the math; in 2009, she would have been exactly 31.

She mentioned she had a daughter who was 12 at the time and in her first year of middle school. Her husband worked away from home and was rarely around, so she was raising their child by herself and found life quite boring. I told her I was 19 and studying in Harbin. Once she knew my age, she kept saying I was too young and wondered why I liked chatting with someone her age. I couldn't really explain it, so I just brushed it off by saying I found her mature and charming. We kept chatting off and on like that, moving from daily trivialities to our personal lives, and from our lives to more intimate topics.

I started consciously steering the conversation in that direction. I told her I had been reading some novels lately and asked if she did much reading. She said she did, but mostly romance novels. I told her I read a different kind, and when she asked what, I said it was adult fiction. After sending that, I stared at the screen for a while, feeling a bit nervous, unsure how she would react. A moment later, she replied with a smiley face and said, "You naughty kid, not learning anything good." Even though she said that, the smiley face let me know she wasn't truly angry. That emoji felt like a signal, letting me know that my probing was headed in the right direction.

Back then, men and women chatting online more or less knew what was going on. People would talk intensely, using the screen as a shield to say things they wouldn't dare say in real life. My goal was clear: I was just looking for someone to talk to, and she probably knew exactly what I was after. Our conversations became increasingly bold, shifting from initial cautious probing to outright flirting. Sometimes she would send shy emojis, but she never once actually rejected my topics.

It actually worked. When I chatted with her, my mind was filled with our suggestive conversations and imagined scenarios, and the impact of that dream began to fade. I no longer spent all day dwelling on the images from that dream, nor did I lie awake tossing and turning in the dead of night. I shifted my focus to this woman I’d met online, looking forward to her coming online every day and waiting for her to message me.

In addition to chatting online, I also signed up for driving school. I joined a group with several classmates; the driving school wasn't far from campus, just three or four bus stops away. Getting a driver's license back then was remarkably simple, much easier than it is now. For the written theory exams, we just read the books and practiced questions on our own, and the practical driving tests weren't nearly as strict as they are today.

We went to practice together, each of us taking turns in a Santana, driving around the practice lot. The instructor had a bad temper and would lash out at the drop of a hat, but since we were all getting scolded together, it didn't feel that unbearable. In less than two months, I had earned my license.

Apart from that, my daily life didn't change much. I went to class as usual, ate as usual, and played games with my classmates as usual. Life was plain and simple, without any ripples.

In early January 2009, winter break began.

I took a train ride of over six hours to get home. It was already evening when I arrived, and the sky had turned dark. My mom had made dinner: stewed pork ribs with green beans and a plate of scrambled eggs with tomatoes. At the table, she asked how my final exams went. I told her they were fine, and she didn't press further. After eating, I went to my room to unpack.

Back home, life returned to its old rhythm. I slept in late, ate something when I woke up, and then went out to hang out with friends. Sometimes I’d eat at home in the evening, sometimes out. After dinner, we would either go to an internet cafe, a pool hall, or find a place to play cards.

But one thing kept weighing on my mind—the woman I had been talking to online for months.

We had become very close on QQ, and our conversations were growing increasingly explicit. We had exchanged photos; she wasn't exactly a beauty, but she was easy on the eyes. She had that distinct charm of a Northeast Chinese woman—a round face, big eyes, fair skin, and a slightly curvy figure. She was a bit shy when she sent her photo, calling herself an "old lady" with nothing much to show off. I told her she looked great, and she responded with a blushing emoji. Before the break, we had already agreed online that we would meet up once I got back.

A few days after I got home, I asked her out.

That afternoon, I messaged her to ask if she was free. She said her child was at school and she had nothing on. I suggested we meet up, and after a moment of hesitation, she agreed.

We arranged to meet in front of a secluded hotel on the south side of the county town. I arrived early and stood by the entrance smoking a cigarette, feeling a bit nervous. After all, it was my first time meeting someone from the internet, especially for that kind of thing; it would be a lie to say I wasn't anxious. I kept my head down, my mind racing with thoughts of what was about to happen, a mix of excitement and apprehension. Just as I was lost in my thoughts, I looked up and saw her walking toward me from the corner of the street.

She was wearing a black down jacket, a light gray scarf, and dark blue jeans. When she reached me, she gave me a smile that was tinged with nervousness and a touch of shyness.

"You're here," I said.

"Yeah," she nodded, not looking at me.

I checked us into a room at the front desk. My hands were shaking as I took the key, but I tried my best to act calm. She followed behind me, head bowed, saying nothing. Once we were inside, I closed the door and stood by the bed, not sure what to do next. She stood there too, looking down, her hands clasped in front of her.

"Have a seat," I said.

She gave a soft murmur and sat on the edge of the bed. I sat down beside her, and we both fell silent for a while. The room was very quiet; I could hear the sound of cars in the distance outside the window. The heat was turned up high, making the room quite warm.

I was the one to break the silence. I don't remember exactly what I said—probably just some small talk, asking what she usually did at home. She answered each question, her voice much lower than it had been online, carrying a shy, husky quality.

After a while, I reached out and placed my hand on her shoulder. Her body stiffened slightly, but she didn't pull away. I slowly turned her to face me and leaned in to kiss her. Her lips were soft and tasted faintly of mint—she must have chewed gum before she left. She hesitated for a second, then kissed me back.

My courage grew, and I reached out to unzip her down jacket. I helped her take it off, tossed it onto a chair, and then pressed her down onto the bed. Her body was a bit stiff, but she didn’t resist, letting me take off her clothes one by one. When she lay completely naked before me, I looked at her body, feeling a little nervous. It was the first time I had ever seen a real, living woman’s body—although I had seen countless erotic novels and films online, a real body was completely different from what you see on a screen. Her breasts weren't huge, but they were full, and the color of her areolas was darker than what I had seen in movies. There was a little bit of soft fat on her lower abdomen, and some white stretch marks on her belly and hips. Her pubic hair was thick and dark. She felt uncomfortable being stared at like this and reached out to cover herself, but I stopped her.

I took off my own clothes and climbed on top of her. Her skin was warm, carrying a faint scent of laundry detergent mixed with sweat, creating an indescribable aroma. The nervousness in my heart hadn't completely faded, but my body's instincts had taken over. I spread her legs, found the right spot, and after a few tries, finally managed to enter.

It was my first time.

The whole process was much faster and much messier than I had imagined. Because I was so nervous, I finished very quickly. She asked me if I was done, and I nodded, feeling somewhat embarrassed as I moved my body off hers. She sat up, wiped herself with a tissue, and started to get dressed. Just as she was halfway through, her phone suddenly rang.

She picked up the phone, glanced at it, and her expression changed instantly.

"Stay quiet," she whispered to me, then answered the call.

"Hello... Yeah, I'm at home... Just hanging out, I was just waking up... Why did you decide to call today?... Yeah, our daughter isn't out of school yet... Okay, I got it, you stay safe..." I lay on the bed, not daring to breathe, my body rigid, terrified of making even the slightest sound. Her husband's voice came through the phone; it wasn't very clear, but I could hear what he was saying. While she was on the phone, she gestured for me to be quiet, her expression tense. Those few minutes felt like a century.

After she hung up, she let out a long sigh of relief.

"Was that him?" I asked.

“Um.” She put her phone on her nightstand and put on the rest of her clothes.“ I have to go, my daughter is almost out of school.” I said okay. I also got dressed and the two of us walked out of the hotel one in front of the other. At the door she was going to separate, saying don't let anyone see her

 Saw it. I nodded and watched her wrap up her down jacket tightly and walk away quickly with her head down. Her figure quickly disappeared into the crowd on the street corner. I was standing at the door of the hotel, and I couldn't put my finger on how it felt. That was the first time I had sex with a woman. The whole process was probably

 It was only a dozen minutes, not much of a thrill, but more of a sense of relief that something had finally been accomplished.

This incident did not leave much ripples in my heart. It was more like I had found an outlet for myself and released those desires that had been sitting there for too long. I think that's about it. Things between men and women don't seem to be a big deal

 Of.

We made another appointment after that. It was a few days before school started, and it was also the hotel. She told me in advance that the child had gone to her mother's house and was free in the afternoon. She had arrived when I arrived and was waiting for me on the sofa in the lobby. Seeing the way she sat there, I

 A sense of familiarity welled up in my heart, like someone I had known for a long time.

This time it went much smoother than the first time.

Without the tension and awkwardness of the first time, everything felt much more natural. My hands stopped shaking when I undressed her, and it was much smoother when I entered. Her body was open in front of me, as if she had accepted it, no longer that

 Shy and resistant. This time I stuck with it for a long time, trying several poses I had seen online. She also reacted much better than the first time, her body becoming soft and moist, and a low wheezing sound came from her throat. After I finished, I lay in bed

 She also lay next to her, both of them naked and covered in sweat. This was the first time I experienced the satisfaction that comes with sex —— the physical exhaustion and mental relaxation mixed together to make me sleepy.

We did it twice that afternoon. The second time around I already had experience and knew how to make her more comfortable and how to last longer. When I was done, I leaned against the head of the bed, she was on my arm, and neither of us spoke. window

 The light outside had dimmed and the room was dark.

After that, we chatted intermittently on QQ, but we never met up again. I suppose she was afraid that doing this too often was too risky and could easily be discovered. I didn't feel right pushing her any further. A few months later, we gradually stopped keeping in touch. Those two experiences with her felt more like a mandatory course in my adolescence. I passed the class, got my diploma, and moved on.

However, I never expected that more than a decade later, a sudden phone call would bring us back together. But that’s a story for another time; I’ll save it for later if I get the chance.

Let me get back to the situation between my mother and me.

After returning home for winter break, although I tried my best to forget that dream, I still felt a sense of awkwardness when I saw her. The images from the dream would involuntarily flash through my mind—her fair skin under the moonlight, the soft contours of her chest, the warm touch of her palm when she held me. Even though those images were just from a dream, I felt as if I had done something wrong to her, and I always felt ill at ease when facing her.

Fortunately, this awkwardness soon faded. After being home for a while, my life quickly fell back into the rhythm of the break—hanging out with classmates, drinking, playing cards, and going to internet cafes every day. Life at home was no different than it had always been.

During this winter break, I unlocked a new pastime: playing mahjong.

I learned to play at a classmate's house. That afternoon, a few of us were hanging out when they realized they were one person short and asked if I knew how to play. I said I didn't, but they told me it was no big deal and I'd pick it up in no time. So, I sat down at the table and, under the guidance of a few veterans, started drawing tiles, learning to identify them, and picking up the rules. Mahjong looks complicated, but it’s actually not that hard to learn. I grasped the basics within a few rounds; although I played poorly and kept dealing winning tiles to others, at least I knew how to play.

Once I started, I was instantly hooked. Mahjong has an indescribable charm—it's more addictive than any game I had ever played before. Every hand is different and full of variables. Sometimes, when luck is on your side, you get exactly the tiles you need; other times, when your luck is bad, you end up drawing exactly what you don't want, making you want to flip the table. That feeling of your heart racing as you draw a tile, the tension that makes your palms sweat while waiting to win, and the rush of satisfaction after scoring a big hand—it was far more thrilling than playing online games.

Ever since I learned to play mahjong, I’ve been staying out late every day. I play at one house today and another tomorrow, sometimes returning home in the middle of the night, or sometimes just playing until dawn. My mother would grumble a bit seeing me out all day, but it was already much better than before. When I told her I was going to a classmate’s house to play mahjong, she just gave a grunt and didn't press further. That feeling of being under her constant surveillance was gone, replaced by a more relaxed dynamic where we left each other alone.

Life returned to its old rhythm. I continued to stay out day and night, only coming home once I’d had my fill of fun. But the difference was that since I’d made her porridge and taken her to get her shots during the National Day break, my mother and I hadn't fought once. Although life was the same as before, she was no longer so hostile toward me. She stopped lecturing me at the drop of a hat, stopped interrogating me endlessly if I was a few minutes late, and stopped harping on me all day if I talked back. Sometimes I wouldn't get home until midnight, and I'd find the living room light still on; she would be leaning on the sofa watching TV. When she saw me walk in, she would just glance up, say "You're back," and go right back to watching.

I knew in my heart that this wouldn't last forever. Even though I had suppressed that dream, it hadn't vanished. It was like a seed buried deep within me, growing quietly in the dark. I just didn't know when it would break through the surface. And I didn't want to know. I only wanted to maintain the status quo and live in the moment.

Just before the Lunar New Year, around the eighth day of the twelfth lunar month, my mother and I were to attend a wedding—my aunt’s son was getting married.

My aunt lives in a town under our county's jurisdiction; it takes about twenty minutes by car, but over an hour by bus. This had been planned for a long time. The original plan was for my mother and me to take the bus two days early to help out, while my father, busy as he was, would drive himself there on the day of the wedding.

My father had been doing quite well for himself these past few years. He had long owned more than one vehicle, and by early 2008, he had spent over 70,000 yuan on a used black Elantra for his own transport. With the three large freight trucks he managed, he was already something of a small business owner. My father had earned a lot of money over the years, which was evident in our living standards and the amount of pocket money I received. Before my college entrance exams last year, he even spent over 200,000 yuan to completely rebuild our old house. The new house had four rooms in the front and three in the back; apart from the one my grandparents lived in, all the others were rented out, bringing in some extra rent each month.

That said, the day before my mother and I were set to leave, my father called.

"Xuyang, take the car tomorrow. Your uncle needs it," he said.

I was thrilled—driving his car felt like such a big deal to me. But my mother took the phone, her voice laced with concern: "Is he ready? He just got his license, and the road..." "It's fine, Mom," I interrupted, "my driving is perfectly fine." She looked like she wanted to say more, but I had already patted my chest and guaranteed it. She glanced at me, opened her mouth as if to speak, but ultimately said nothing.

Ever since I came home for the break, I’d been taking the Elantra out whenever my father didn't need it, so I was quite familiar with how it handled. I had mastered the manual transmission, from starting to shifting gears, and even parking in reverse was no problem. In my mind, my skills were more than enough; a short trip was a breeze.

The next morning, my mother and I set off.

It was a bit chilly that morning, and a thin layer of frost covered the car windows. I started the engine, turned on the heater, and waited for the frost to melt before putting the car in gear. My mother sat in the passenger seat, buckled her seatbelt, and rested her hands on her knees, saying nothing.

We didn't talk much along the way. I kept my eyes focused on the road ahead, and she stared out the window. The ride was smooth, and I felt a small sense of pride—I was finally driving my mother somewhere. It felt completely different from before. In the past, she was the one taking me places; now, I could take her.

After arriving at my aunt's house, my mother quickly joined the fray. In the kitchen, the women were preparing food for the banquet, while in the yard, the men were setting up tables and chairs. It was a scene of bustling activity. I didn't sit idle either; I used the car to run two errands for my uncle, driving into town to pick up some liquor and beverages.

That evening, after dinner, I learned something unexpected: my mother and I would have to stay at a hotel that night.

The original plan had been straightforward—I would stay at the hotel, and my mother would stay with one of her relatives. But that relative had unexpected guests arrive, leaving no room for her. My aunt suggested, "Why don't you just squeeze into the hotel room with your son? It's not like you haven't shared a bed before." My mother looked at me, paused for a moment, and said, "I suppose we can squeeze in." My heart skipped a beat.

The hotel was on the town's main street—a small, unremarkable place. The man at the front desk was in his fifties, wrapped in a military-style overcoat, listening to storytelling on a small radio. He looked up at us and asked what kind of room we wanted.

"A standard room," I said.

"Just one?" The man looked from me to my mother.

"Yes, one." After paying the deposit and taking the key, my mother and I headed up to the second floor. The lighting in the hallway was dim, and the wallpaper was peeling in places, revealing moldy plaster underneath. The floor was covered in patterned linoleum, worn down in spots until its original color was unrecognizable. The heating wasn't very strong, and the hallway felt cold; I could feel a chill creeping up from the soles of my feet.

The room was at the end of the corridor. I unlocked the door and went in first to turn on the light. It wasn't large, with two single beds side-by-side separated by a nightstand. The sheets and quilts were white and looked clean enough, though they felt stiff—the kind of texture that comes from being washed too many times. In the corner sat an old-fashioned television set with a wooden casing, a layer of dust coating its screen. Beige curtains hung over the window; the fabric was thin, allowing the light from the streetlamp outside to cast a dull, yellowish glow across them. The bathroom was partitioned off with frosted glass, through which the toilet and sink were vaguely visible. The radiator sat under the windowsill, feeling only lukewarm to the touch—not nearly as warm as at home.

Once my mother entered, she placed her bag on one of the beds and sat down on the edge, letting out a long sigh as if exhaling the exhaustion of the entire day.

"Busy all day, I'm worn out," she said.

I didn't respond, standing by the doorway with an indefinable sense of unease. As far as I could remember, this was the first time since starting middle school that my mother and I had stayed in the same room alone. Even though there were two beds, it was still the same room, and once the door was closed, it was just the two of us. This realization stirred an inexplicable feeling in me—a mix of tension and discomfort.

My mother stood up and began to take off her coat.

She first took off the dark gray down jacket outside and hung it on the hanger at the door. Then she took off the red sweater she was wearing inside, revealing the long johns and long johns she was wearing underneath. It was a light pink cotton autumn coat with a round neck and long sleeves, attached to

 On her body, the curves of her upper body were outlined ——the shoulders were round, the collarbone was faint, and the outlines of the two ridges on the chest were clearly visible under the thin cotton cloth. The lower body is long johns of the same color, with some long legs and some wrinkles at the ankles.

Her waist was slender beneath the wrap of her long johns, but her hips were full, with a smooth arc running down her waist. Her figure has changed a bit in the past few years ——a bit more voluminous than before, with an extra layer around her waist

 Thin and soft meat, but it does not look bloated, but makes her whole person look more round and soft. The few faint stretch marks left after giving birth to me were faintly visible on her fair skin, but this did not affect the beauty of her figure, but gave her

 It adds a touch of mature female charm.

My eyes fell on her involuntarily. Under the pale pink autumn clothes and long johns, every curve of her body was visible ——as she bent over, the autumn clothes wrinkled slightly at her lower back, revealing a small piece of white skin;

 The pants wrapped around her plump hips, outlining a plump arc. It was a mature beauty that was unintentional and natural, and it didn't need any embellishment, but just appeared there naturally.

I realized I was looking at her with the wrong kind of eyes and quickly looked away.

My mother didn't notice my eyes. After she took off her coat, she walked into the bathroom with her toiletries. The light came on behind the frosted glass and I could see a faint shadow shaking inside ——she stood in front of the sink for a while, about

 Washed her face and brushed her teeth, then she bent down, presumably to squeeze the toothpaste.

The frosted glass was printed with the outline of her body. Although it was blurry, the familiar curves and outlines still made my heart feel restless. I sat on the bed, staring at the frosted glass, knowing I shouldn't look, but my eyes were still drawn to it

 Past.

A moment later, I heard the sound of water—not from the sink, but something more subtle, a sound with a hint of restraint. She was using the toilet.

The sound was quiet, yet it felt piercingly clear in the silent room. At first, it was audible enough that I could tell it was the sound of her urinating. Then, it suddenly quieted, as if she had realized something, holding it back, struggling to make the sound even fainter.

That sound felt like a needle pricking my ears, traveling through my eardrums and straight into my brain. I sat on the bed, clenching my fists so hard my nails dug into my palms, sending a sharp sting through me. I told myself not to think about it, but the more I tried, the more those thoughts grew like wild weeds, running rampant.

Unbidden, scenes from erotic novels I had read in the past surfaced in my mind—a mother and son alone in a hotel room, the mother coming out of the shower, sitting on the edge of the bed in a thin nightgown, the son unable to control himself, taking one step after another toward her... The words from those novels seemed to come alive, transforming into vivid images that played frame by frame in my head. I shook my head vigorously, trying to cast them out, but they seemed stuck in my brain, impossible to shake off.

Just as I was lost in these wayward thoughts, the bathroom door opened.

My mother walked out.

She had washed her face and brushed her teeth, and the fatigue on her face had faded significantly; her skin looked clean and fair under the light, glowing with a faint, rosy flush. The wisps of hair on her forehead were dampened by water, clinging to her skin, with a few droplets hanging from the tips, shimmering like tiny sparks in the light. She looked more refreshed than before, though the exhaustion around her eyes was still visible.

"I'm finished, you go ahead," she said. "Don't bother with a shower; it's too cold. Just wash your face and brush your teeth." Her tone was completely normal, just as it was at home, with no trace of anything unnatural. After she finished speaking, she walked to the bed by the window, took off her slippers, pulled back the covers, and lay down on her side. She pulled the quilt up to her chin, her back to me, curling her body as if she were already prepared to sleep.

I watched her back as she lay on her side—a glimpse of her pale pink thermal base layer peeking out from beneath the white quilt. Her body was curled into a soft arc under the covers, forming a fluid, graceful curve from her shoulders to her waist and down to her hips. Her breathing was steady and she looked relaxed, as if she were truly tired.

"Mm," I replied, then walked into the bathroom.

The bathroom still held the scent of her recent wash—a mix of minty toothpaste and the smell of her own body. At home, that scent felt ordinary, just something she carried every morning and night, but here in this small hotel bathroom, in a space where it was just the two of us, it filled me with a strange, unsettled feeling. I stood before the sink, looking at my slightly reddened eyes in the mirror, took a few deep breaths, then turned on the faucet and wiped my face with a cold towel.

After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I lingered in the bathroom for quite a while before heading out.

When I emerged, she was already asleep. Her breathing had become steady and long, her body rising and falling slightly beneath the quilt. Her face was buried in the pillow, revealing only half of her profile; her eyes were closed, and her eyelashes cast small shadows under the lamplight. Her lips were parted slightly, her breath soft and light.

I stood by the bed for a moment, then turned off the light and climbed into my own bed in the dark.

Once the lights were out, the room was swallowed by darkness. The light from the streetlamps outside seeped through the thin curtains, casting a hazy glow onto the ceiling. The radiator made a faint, occasional clicking sound. I could hear her steady breathing coming from the bed beside me, sounding exceptionally clear in the quiet room.

I lay in the dark with my eyes wide open, my heart pounding violently.

I didn't know why my heart was racing so fast. I kept telling myself that she was my mother, that we were just sleeping in the same room, and that nothing would happen—nothing could happen. Yet, my heart wouldn't slow down. I turned over to face the wall, curling myself into a ball as if trying to hide.

I closed my eyes, trying to force myself to sleep. But as soon as I did, the images from that dream came flooding back—her fair skin in the moonlight, the soft contours of her chest, the warmth of her palm when she held me, and the words she whispered in my ear: "Mom loves you..." Those three words echoed repeatedly in my mind, sending a wave of heat through my body as blood began to surge toward a certain part of me.

I could feel myself growing hard, creating a visible bulge beneath my pants. I tossed and turned, changing positions, trying to ease the throbbing ache. It was no use. That heat was like a fire, burning brighter and brighter in my lower abdomen.

I lay on my side, watching her back. She was facing away from me, curled up under the quilt. The faint light filtering in from the window traced a hazy silhouette of her form—her shoulders, her waist, her full hips. The pale pink thermal underwear she wore turned into a blurred, light-colored shadow in the dim light, like a thin barrier between my gaze and her body.

A voice deep inside me whispered—go to her, she's asleep, she won't know.

The voice was so soft, like a feather brushing against my heart. I bit my lower lip hard, tasting a faint metallic tang of blood. No, I couldn't. She was my mother. Had I lost my mind? I squeezed my eyes shut, pulled the quilt over my head, and buried myself in the darkness.

But the more I suppressed it, the stronger the impulse became. My mind felt split in two; one part was desperately screaming "no," while the other kept painting those images—her silhouette with her back to me, the curves of her body beneath her thermals, and her defenseless look while she slept.

I lay in the dark with my eyes open, listening to her breathing and the frantic pounding of my own heart. I don't know how much time passed before the agitation finally began to fade, and exhaustion washed over me like a tide. I closed my eyes and drifted into a hazy sleep.

The next day was the wedding day.

The bustle began early in the morning. My mother was up before dawn, and once she had washed and dressed, she put on a new outfit—a deep red cotton-padded jacket with light-colored fur trim along the collar and cuffs, paired with black trousers. She wore light makeup today, with a touch of pale pink lipstick, making her look much more spirited and vibrant than usual.

I spent the entire morning driving back and forth, helping my uncle pick up guests and deliver things. My mother was also busy helping out, greeting guests, setting up tables, and serving dishes. When the wedding ceremony officially began, I sat at a table in the corner, watching the bride and groom go through the proceedings on stage, though my mind was elsewhere.

After a long, busy day, I assumed I would be heading back to the hotel that night. But my aunt said it wouldn't be necessary; there was space at a relative's house in town, and my mother would stay there. So, I would be staying at the hotel alone.

"Will you be alright on your own?" my mother asked.

"I'll be fine. Why wouldn't I be?" "Well, take care of yourself, and make sure to lock the door." "I know." She turned and left. I followed her out of the restaurant and watched her get into my aunt's car. The engine started, and the headlights flared to life, casting a bright beam into the darkness. I watched the taillights grow smaller and smaller in the dark until they vanished around the corner of the street.

Back in the hotel room, I took a shower. The hot water hit my body, and white steam quickly filled the bathroom. I stood under the showerhead, eyes closed, letting the water wash over my face. But no matter how hard I tried to rinse them away, those thoughts clung to me like vines.

I turned off the water, dried myself, and went to bed. The room was very quiet, save for the faint hum of the radiator. I lay alone on the hotel bed, staring at the dim, yellow light on the ceiling, my mind filled with images from the dream that night.

I closed my eyes, and my mother’s form appeared in my mind—she was lying on her side, wearing that pale pink thermal underwear, her body curled into a ball, the quilt covering her only up to her waist. Her back was toward me, the fabric clinging to her skin and tracing the curves of her body. Her hair was spread across the pillow, with a few strands falling against her cheek.

The scene from that dream and the sight of her back at the hotel the night before slowly began to overlap in my mind. In the dream, she turned to face me, her pajamas open, the soft contours of her breasts gleaming with a gentle luster under the moonlight... In reality, she stood with her back to me, that set of thermal underwear acting as a barrier between us, but in my imagination, that layer of fabric was slowly dissolving.

My hand reached down beneath me of its own accord.

I told myself not to do it, but my hand had already stopped listening to me. I closed my eyes, and my mind was filled with images of her. Her face, her eyes, her lips, her neck, her collarbone, the soft contours of her breasts, her slender waist, her full hips, her long, shapely legs... I fantasized about her reaching out to touch my face, about her lips pressing against mine, about her body pressed against my own.

In that hotel room that night, I masturbated.

Afterward, I lay there, gasping for air. My heart was still racing, but the rush of excitement was fading rapidly, replaced by a profound sense of emptiness and regret. I stared at the dim light on the ceiling, feeling as if someone were slicing into my heart with a dull blade, stroke after agonizing stroke.

How could I... How could I possibly... think of my own mother while masturbating? I felt utterly filthy. I rolled over and buried my face in the pillow; it was slightly damp and smelled of laundry detergent. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to think about anything, but those images seemed burned onto my retinas, refusing to fade away.

I slept poorly that night. I had all sorts of chaotic dreams, and when I woke up, I couldn't remember them, only feeling a heavy head and a suffocating weight in my chest.

The third day was the final day of the wedding. We spent the morning tidying up, putting tables and chairs back in their places, and distributing the leftovers to the neighbors. My mother was in the kitchen with my aunt and the other women, busy packing up the food, while I drove my uncle around to return some borrowed items. By the afternoon, everything was finished. I said goodbye to my aunt and uncle’s family and prepared to drive home.

On the way back, I took the initiative to start a conversation with my mother.

Because of what I had done the night before, I felt as though I owed her something. It was a strange sensation—even though she didn't know, and even though it was something that concerned only me, I felt as if I had done something to wrong her and needed to make it up to her somehow. So, I took the initiative to start a conversation.

"The dishes at my aunt's place were quite good today." "Hmm, your aunt is a decent cook." "That braised pork was excellent; I had quite a lot of it." "You liked it? I'll make it for you sometime." "Sure." We chatted like this off and on for the whole trip. We talked about everything from my aunt's wedding and my cousin's new wife to our various relatives. I spoke while I drove, and she sat in the passenger seat, occasionally responding.

Through this conversation, I suddenly realized that my mother had changed a lot. She didn't speak as quickly as she used to, and her tone wasn't as sharp. She no longer lectured me at every opportunity, nor did she interrupt or correct me while I was speaking. She simply listened quietly, occasionally nodding or offering a brief acknowledgement. It was a strange feeling, as if the person sitting beside me wasn't the mother who controlled every aspect of my life, but an ordinary person speaking to me as an equal.

We talked for a long time, from the town all the way to the county seat. For the first time in a long while, it was a truly peaceful conversation between us—no arguing, no silent treatment, no unpleasantness of any kind.

After returning home, life slipped back into its old rhythm.

I slept during the day and went out at night to play mahjong, drink, or go to internet cafes with my classmates. Life was no different than it had been before. However, I felt that the relationship between my mother and me had softened. Although we still didn't communicate much—she went about her cooking, I went about my eating, each doing our own thing—at least we weren't constantly fighting or giving each other the silent treatment like we did when I was in high school. She didn't pester me with questions like she used to, and I didn't turn a deaf ear to her words. We seemed to have reached a tacit understanding, living peacefully under the same roof.

One day before the Lunar New Year, my mother suddenly came to find me.

"Xuyang, come here and help me look at this." She walked over with her phone and sat down on the sofa.

"What's wrong?" "Help me download QQ." I was taken aback. Although QQ was already very popular among young people at that time, not many people of my mother's generation used it. She had always used one of those old-fashioned feature phones, satisfied with just making calls and sending texts, and had never been interested in social media apps on smartphones.

"Why the sudden interest in QQ?" I asked.

"Your father said he’s using it now, that it’s quite convenient for chatting, and your cousins are all on it too. I thought I’d give it a try." I took her phone—it was a newly purchased smartphone with a white casing and a fairly large screen. I helped her download the QQ app and then registered an account for her.

"What would you like your name to be?" "A name? Does a QQ account need a name?" "It’s a nickname, the name others will see." She thought for a moment. "Then let’s go with Hongyu." I filled in her profile information and completed the registration. Then, I started teaching her how to use it.

"This is your friend list, and this is the chat window; just tap someone's profile picture to talk to them. This is the message box—you type here, and tap this to send." As I spoke, she sat beside me, leaning forward slightly to look at my screen. Her face was very close to mine, and I could smell her scent—that familiar aroma, a mix of laundry detergent and her own unique fragrance. Her hair brushed against my arm, tickling me.

"What about this? What’s this?" she asked, pointing to an icon.

"That’s for adding friends; tap there if you want to add someone." "Then add me. What’s your account number?" I gave her my QQ number, and she typed it in clumsily, taking several tries to get it right. She tapped to add me as a friend, and a request popped up on my phone—the profile picture was the default gray avatar, and the nickname was "Hongyu."

"Accept it." I tapped accept. Her avatar appeared on my friend list.

"There, you're added," I said.

She took the phone back and looked at her friend list with an expression of novelty, like a child with a new toy, turning it over and over. Then she tried sending me a message—she typed "Hello," deleted it, retyped "Are you there?" and hit send.

My phone buzzed. I opened it and couldn't help but laugh.

"I am." "Haha, it really works!" She laughed, excited like a child who had just learned a new skill.

I taught her a few more basics—how to send emojis, how to send voice messages, and how to check the feed. She learned very earnestly, sitting there like a grade-schooler, remembering everything I said and asking questions from time to time. Sometimes, if she didn't remember something after the first time, she’d ask again. When I said, "Didn't I just tell you?" she wouldn't get angry; she would just say, "I don't know it yet, is that so bad? Teach me one more time." She said it so naturally, without the tough "I'm your mother, you must listen to me" tone from before, but instead with a rare touch of softness. I was stunned for a moment, then taught her again.

We sat together, side by side, our shoulders touching. She was wearing her usual home pajamas, the thin cotton pressing against my arm, and I could feel the warmth of her body radiating through the fabric. That familiar scent—a mix of laundry detergent and her own unique fragrance—lingered in the air around me.

I realized that despite our strained relationship over the past few years, sitting there with her in this moment, teaching her how to use her phone and listening to her ask questions with such curiosity and earnestness, I felt a sense of calm and contentment I hadn’t expected.

I didn't realize it then, but my feelings toward my mother were already shifting, though I wouldn't admit it—or even recognize it—at the time. In the past, I certainly wouldn't have had this much patience. If she asked me something once, I’d teach her, but if she asked a second time, I’d get annoyed. Now, however, when I called her clumsy, my tone wasn't one of irritation but of an intimacy I wasn't even aware of, like the unrestrained teasing between people who are close. I taught her over and over, never tiring of it. When she couldn't grasp something and I teased her for being slow, she didn't get angry; she just laughed and replied, "Fine, you're the smart one, okay?"

Back then, I didn't know that this dynamic—the patient teaching, her earnest learning, the playful banter without offense—no longer felt like a typical mother-son relationship; it felt more like the affectionate rapport between two people who were truly close.

Ever since my mother learned to use QQ, she had been adding friends everywhere.

She started by adding my father, then a few of my cousins, and finally some relatives I didn't even know from the group chats. Whenever she had downtime, she’d be on her phone, chatting away.

At first, she was just excited by the novelty of it, greeting everyone she could find. Gradually, she grew accustomed to opening QQ every day to see if anyone had messaged her. She would message me too, always simple things—sometimes a "When are you coming home for dinner?", sometimes a smiley face, or occasionally an interesting picture she’d found online.

Every time my phone buzzed and I saw a message from her, a sense of inexplicable comfort would wash over me.

During the Lunar New Year, we had a lot of relatives over. As my mother chatted with them at the dinner table, she would casually mention that she was using QQ now and would swap contact info with them. She spoke with a nonchalant tone, but I could tell she was secretly proud—she felt like she was finally keeping up with the trends of the younger generation.
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Chapter 7

Dormant memories were awakened, and everything began to change...

The festive atmosphere of the New Year completely faded away amidst the firecrackers of the Lantern Festival, and the countdown to returning to school had begun. On the morning of the first day of school, before the sky had fully brightened, the lights in the kitchen flickered on. Lying in bed, I listened to the clinking of the spatula against the pan and knew my mother was preparing breakfast for me. By the time I finished washing up and sat at the table, a bowl of hot porridge and two plates of stir-fried dishes were already waiting. She sat opposite me, not saying much, simply adding food to my bowl; there was an undeniable persistence in her movements. She urged me to eat more, saying that once I reached school, I wouldn't be able to have home-cooked meals anymore. I nodded in agreement and buried my head, finishing every last bit of food in the bowl.

After eating, I picked up my suitcase and prepared to head out. She stood at the doorway, watching as I bent down to tie my shoelaces, reminding me to send her a message when I arrived. She told me to stay safe on the train, not to talk to strangers, to eat on time once I got to school, and not to just settle for anything. I agreed to everything, one by one, and pulled my luggage downstairs. As I walked out of the building entrance, I glanced back at the third-floor balcony—sure enough, she was standing there, looking in my direction. Seeing me turn back, she waved at me, signaling for me to hurry along. I turned back around and dragged my suitcase toward the residential compound gate. That gaze from behind seemed to cling to my back, only gradually fading away once I rounded the street corner.

The six-hour train ride passed in a blur of noise and bumps. After settling into my school dormitory, I sent her a brief message saying I had arrived. Her reply came quickly, just a few words saying it was good that I had arrived and telling me to get some rest. From that night on, a new kind of connection began to form between us—she started taking the initiative to chat with me on QQ.

At first, it was just routine concern. She would ask if the food in the cafeteria was to my liking, if it was cold in my dormitory, and how I was getting along with my classmates. I replied to each message one by one, though my answers were always brief. Gradually, she began to talk to me about other things. If she saw some news online, she would tell me about it. If something trivial happened at home, she would share that too. She asked about what was new at school, what books I was reading lately, and whether I had made any new friends. I slowly realized that she was almost two different people on QQ and in real life—in person, she always spoke with an unquestionable air of authority, but online, her tone became much softer. She would use various emojis, tell jokes, and send cute pictures. In reality, she was a stern mother with a perpetual frown; online, she was like an ordinary, gentle, middle-aged woman full of care for her son.

This contrast felt novel to me. Chatting with her on QQ became a very comfortable experience—she wouldn't nag incessantly like she did in person, she wouldn't start lecturing me after only a few sentences, and she wouldn't constantly bring up unpleasant things from the past. Her way of speaking had become gentle and intellectual, like a friend I could communicate with as an equal, rather than that condescending mother.

It started with just the occasional chat. I’d return to the dorm at night, lie in bed, open my phone, see a message from her, and reply with a few lines. Gradually, I began to look forward to her messages. Every night, when the usual time rolled around, if she hadn't messaged me first, I couldn't help but reach out to her. Eventually, initiating conversations with her became a habit. I would ask if she had eaten; she would say she had, then ask how I was eating at school. I’d say I was having stir-fry at the cafeteria, and she would urge me not to eat there all the time, suggesting I go out for a nice meal occasionally, and then ask if I had enough money. I’d say yes. Though these conversations were mundane, they stirred a strange feeling within me—a sense of anticipation, satisfaction, and an indescribable happiness. This feeling consumed me, making me look forward to nightfall every day, waiting for her to come online, and longing for that moment when my phone would vibrate.

I vaguely sensed something in the back of my mind—this feeling of looking forward to chatting with her every day, feeling happy when I received her messages, and feeling like something was missing when I didn’t, seemed a lot like being in love. But I refused to admit it. I told myself it was just because my relationship with my mother had improved, that it was just a son's normal feelings for his mother. I wouldn't think too deeply about it, and I didn't dare to.

We just kept chatting like that, from winter into spring.

We didn't talk much during the day, each busy with our own affairs. At night, after the dormitory lights went out, I would lie in bed, take out my phone, and chat with her. We went from daily pleasantries to our feelings, and from our feelings to things from the past. Sometimes she would bring up stories from my childhood—how naughty I was, when I took my first steps, what my first words were, and how she cried out of worry while carrying me to the hospital when I was sick as a child. She had never told me those things before. She wasn't someone who liked to reminisce, let alone someone who liked to express her emotions. But online, she seemed like a different person; she poured out all the words that had been buried in her heart for years. As I listened to her recount those stories, a soft sensation stirred in my heart, as if something inside was slowly melting.

Every night after we finished chatting, I would say goodnight to her. She would reply with a goodnight too. Then I would put down my phone, lie in the darkness for a while, savoring the content of our conversation, and drift off to sleep with a sense of contentment.

I don't know when it started, but I began sending her messages in the morning. I would say good morning and ask if she was up yet. A little while later, her reply would come, saying she was up and asking if I was heading to class. I would tell her I was, and she would urge me to pay attention in class. Just like that, the morning "good morning" and the evening "goodnight" became a fixed ritual between us. If there was a day she didn't reply, I would feel uneasy and couldn't get motivated to do anything. If she did reply, I would feel that the day had passed peacefully. That feeling was like having a small lighthouse in my heart; though faint, it was always shining there, giving me a sense of security.

I didn't go home for the Qingming Festival. The journey was too much of a hassle; it took over six hours by train, meaning a round trip would waste an entire day. I told her over the phone that I wouldn't be coming back, and she just said "okay" from the other end, her tone revealing no particular emotion. But that night, when we were chatting on QQ, she remarked that without me, she would be eating alone at home, and it felt a bit lonely. Seeing those words, my heart suddenly felt a pang of sadness.

Shortly before the May Day holiday, I made a request over QQ one evening: I wanted to buy a computer. After sending the message, I stared at the screen for a moment, waiting. I expected her to refuse, or at least to nag me, saying that a computer would distract me from my studies or that it was a waste of money. I had even prepared arguments to persuade her. But a few minutes later, she replied with just a few simple words: "Fine," and then asked how much it would cost. I was stunned; I hadn't expected her to agree so readily. I told her it would be about five thousand yuan or so. She said, "Let's talk about it when you come home for May Day." Looking at those short words, I felt an indescribable emotion. I had thought she would refuse as she always did, finding all sorts of reasons to talk me out of it. Yet she said nothing and just agreed. This change caught me off guard and moved me. I suddenly felt that she had truly changed—she was no longer the woman who controlled my every move and calculated every penny; she had become much more accommodating than before.

When the May Day holiday arrived, I went home.

Returning from the virtual world to reality, I found that things between us had returned to how they were before. Online, we could talk about anything, but face-to-face in reality, we didn't communicate much. The intimate, casual things we said on QQ were things we couldn't bring ourselves to say in person. She didn't wish me good morning or good night like she did online, and I didn't share my daily trivialities with her as I did there. Our interactions remained at the level of "Dinner's ready," "Mm," or "I'm heading out." Yet, while spending time with her, I could sense that our relationship had grown a bit closer than before. She didn't treat me with a stern face as she used to, and her tone was softer when she spoke to me. I, too, stopped resisting her at every turn, and I generally did whatever she asked.

On the second day of the May Day holiday, she took me to buy the computer.

We went to the largest computer mall in the county. After visiting several stalls and comparing various models, we finally spent over five thousand yuan on a Lenovo laptop. When it came time to pay, she pulled a stack of cash from her bag, counted it once, then counted it again, before handing it to the shop owner.

That gesture reminded me of how she used to pay my tuition fees. A sudden, bitter pang welled up inside me. From that day on, I no longer held any resentment toward her. I had always thought she was stingy, nagging, and meddlesome; I felt she was constantly working against me and simply didn’t understand me. But now, the fact that she had bought me a computer costing over five thousand yuan without a second thought moved me deeply.

I suddenly realized that it wasn’t that she didn’t love me; it was just that her way of expressing love was different from what I had wanted. She wasn’t someone good at articulating her feelings. She wouldn’t say those sappy, sentimental words; she only knew how to prove her love through actions—getting up early and working late to cook for me, standing under the scorching sun for three days to accompany me during my college entrance exams, and buying me a computer without hesitation. It made me feel that I had been too immature. For years, I had constantly rebelled against her, feeling that she controlled me too much, that she didn't understand anything, and that she was restricting my freedom at every turn. But now, I finally understood—everything she did, the controlling, the nagging, the restrictions—it was all for my own good. Even if her methods were hard for me to accept, her original intention had never changed.

So, that May Day holiday, I barely left the house. I stayed home and kept her company while she watched TV. She sat at one end of the sofa, I sat at the other, and we watched the family dramas and variety shows she enjoyed. Sometimes, when a funny scene came on, she would turn her head with a smile to say a few words to me, and I would laugh along. I went with her to the wet market to buy groceries. I walked behind her, carrying the bags, while she walked ahead, picking out vegetables and haggling over prices, occasionally glancing back at me with a look of contentment. I sat with her for meals. At the table, I no longer buried my head in my bowl and rushed off as I used to; instead, I ate slowly and occasionally chatted with her.

One evening, she suddenly looked at me and said that I had grown up, become sensible, and learned how to cherish my mother. There was a smile at the corners of her mouth as she spoke, and a glistening light in her eyes. She said it very casually, but I could feel the relief and satisfaction in her heart. Her face wore an expression I had never seen before—a look of fulfillment and peace, the look of a parent watching their child finally grow up. I turned my head away, not knowing how to respond. But in that moment, I was happy. I knew I had done the right thing, and I knew that these actions had made her feel happy.

Yet I knew deep down that I didn't do this solely out of a sense of debt or guilt for the past. In the depths of my heart, that wicked urge had never truly vanished. It had merely been buried at the very bottom, lying dormant—during those moments when I took care of her, when I taught her how to use QQ, and when I chatted with her online. It stayed quietly in hiding, like a beast waiting for the right moment to awaken again.

During the May Day holiday, my eyes were drawn to her once more, against my own will.

She is thirty-nine this year, and the lines at the corners of her eyes are deeper than before; when she smiles, they fan out like an open fan. The skin on her face is no longer as firm as it once was, with noticeable signs of slackness, especially along her cheeks. There are faint spots near her cheekbones—not very obvious, but visible if you look closely. Yet, in my eyes, she hasn't grown old; if anything, she has become even more alluring.

Her figure has become fuller. Her waist, once very slim, now has a thin layer of soft flesh. Her hips are rounder and more voluptuous than before. When she wears those dark blue skinny jeans, the fabric perfectly outlines the curves of her backside, revealing two full, rounded arcs beneath the denim. Our family’s financial situation has improved over the past few years as my father earns more money, and she has become much more generous with her appearance. She no longer wears those washed-out, faded old clothes, but has started buying newer styles. Her wardrobe now includes several pieces she never would have purchased before—body-hugging dresses, brightly colored sweaters, and soft-fabric blouses. Though these clothes aren't expensive, they highlight the best parts of her figure when she wears them.

She bought a jujube-red knit cardigan with a low neckline that revealed a glimpse of her fair collarbone. Paired with slim-fit black trousers, the outfit elongated the lines of her legs. As she walked out wearing it, I watched her from behind—her waist was slender, her hips subtly defined by the hem of the cardigan, and her gait carried the unique charm of a mature woman. She also bought a deep blue skirt that fell below the knees; as she walked, the hem swayed gently, revealing a portion of her well-proportioned calves. She paired it with a white chiffon blouse, featuring a bow at the collar and cuffed sleeves that made her wrists look delicate. That outfit made her look years younger, appearing both professional and feminine.

She began to pay attention to her appearance again, much like she did years ago. Before heading out, she would spend a little longer in front of the mirror, tidying her hair and ensuring her clothes were perfectly coordinated.

May in Northeast China still holds a hint of chill, so she wore cotton pajamas at home. They were deep blue, made of pure cotton, and featured a small lapel design. Unlike her old, baggy pajamas, these fit her body perfectly. I was sitting on the sofa watching TV while she sat beside me, trimming vegetables, her head bowed in concentration. Her body leaned forward slightly, causing the collar of her pajamas to open just a little. My gaze drifted toward her instinctively, catching a glimpse of her collarbone and the snowy skin of her chest peeking out from the neckline. When she stood up to pour some water and passed in front of me, I saw a sliver of her waist exposed at the hem of her top; the fair skin contrasted sharply with the deep blue fabric. As she bent down to pick up the remote from the coffee table, the hem of her pajamas lifted slightly, revealing the silhouette of her hips beneath her pajama bottoms—that full, rounded curve was clearly visible under the cotton fabric.

Another afternoon, she woke up from a nap and changed into a loungewear outfit: a light gray loose-fitting T-shirt and a pair of black gym shorts. She sat on a low stool in the living room, wearing socks, her legs slightly apart, the skin on the inside of her thighs on the edge of her shorts

 A section was revealed. As she bent over to tie her shoes, the neckline of her T-shirt drooped, and I sat in a chair on the side, the outglow sweeping over the bulge in her chest that was wrapped in her underwear. I immediately looked away, but the image was already imprinted in my mind

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. Her body became more and more concrete and attractive in my eyes. I even started paying attention to the clothes she changed out of. She showered that day and put her changed underwear in a basin in her bedroom, ready to wash it again the next day. When I passed by her bedroom door

 Wait, my eyes couldn't help but glance into the basin——A pair of light pink underwear draped over the rim of the basin, the fabric was very thin, the most ordinary triangular style, with some fading at the edges. My heart raced a few beats and I quickly walked away.

I know, this is a complete moral depravity. There was a voice inside me who was condemning myself harshly, telling me I couldn't do this, telling me that it was worse for me to have such thoughts about my mother than for an animal. But the voice is getting fainter

 , becoming increasingly pale and weak. It's different from the fourth year of the Lunar New Year. Her voyeurism at that time was more like an adolescent boy's instinctive and ignorant curiosity about the female body. Although I would have lusted after her body at that time, it was more of a

 Being instinctively impulsive and not really understanding what that actually means. But it's different now. I'm not that brat anymore who doesn't know anything. I've slept with women and know what it's like to be a man and a woman. Experienced

 After all that, my view of her has completely changed. I know what my body is craving, and I know what those restless feelings mean. I no longer say to myself the way I did a few years ago “it's just a common curiosity among teenage boys” because

 I know that's not the case anymore.

I knew it clearly in my heart—I had fallen. The thin veil I had been unwilling to acknowledge had been pierced by my own hand. I looked at her—at thirty-nine, she had wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, spots on her face, and her figure was fuller than before—yet in my eyes, she was the most beautiful. It wasn't the fresh, dewy beauty of a young girl, but a mature, rich beauty refined by time, like a fully ripened fruit exuding an alluring fragrance. I began to appreciate every part of her body. I admired the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes—the marks bestowed upon her by time, recording every single moment she had spent toiling for me. I admired her slightly fuller waist—a remnant of bearing children. I admired her more rounded hips—the curves time had etched onto her. Though I was still restraining myself, telling myself to just look and harbor no other thoughts, I knew better than anyone that I was merely deceiving myself. I had already traveled too far down this path, so far that I could no longer find the way back.

On the last day of the May Day holiday, I didn't go out. When I woke up in the morning, I heard her bustling about in the kitchen. I didn't get up immediately; instead, I lay in bed, listening to those familiar sounds—the rush of the faucet, the rhythmic thud of the knife against the cutting board, the click of the gas stove igniting. These sounds had existed since I was very small and had never changed. But this time, hearing them felt entirely different. I imagined her standing in the kitchen—wearing an old apron, her sleeves rolled up above her elbows, revealing a stretch of fair forearm. She was looking down as she chopped vegetables, stray strands of hair falling across her forehead, which she would occasionally tuck behind her ear with the back of her hand. Her hands had grown rough from years of housework, the joints slightly reddened, but in my eyes, they possessed an indescribable beauty—a beauty of labor, a beauty of devotion, a beauty unique to the role of a mother.

As I brushed my teeth and washed my face, she emerged from the kitchen with a steaming bowl of noodles, set it on the dining table, and urged me to eat while it was hot. I sat down to eat, and she sat opposite me, sipping slowly from a cup of hot water. She didn't speak; she just watched me eat. I took a bite—it was her specialty, zha jiang mian, with firm, chewy noodles and a rich, savory sauce. After a few mouthfuls, I looked up and caught her gaze. There was a gentleness in her eyes I had never seen before. It wasn't something forced, but a natural, heartfelt expression. Noticing me looking at her, she glanced away, feeling a bit self-conscious, and took a sip of her water. I didn't say anything either, just kept my head down and continued eating. But those few seconds of eye contact stirred a sudden, intense flutter in my chest. It felt as if I were on a date with a woman, rather than eating breakfast prepared by my mother.

After breakfast, I helped her clear the dishes. She told me to leave them for her to wash, but I didn't listen; I carried them to the kitchen and turned on the faucet. She stood at the kitchen doorway watching me for a moment, then remarked, "You've really become sensible," before turning to walk into the living room. As I washed the dishes, I reflected on the tone of her voice—it was filled with relief and satisfaction, as if she felt she had finally raised a son who knew how to be considerate of others. Yet, as I scrubbed, my mind was elsewhere. I thought of how she had walked past me in her pajamas last night, the sliver of waist revealed when she bent over, and the full curves of her hips in her jeans. Those images played on a loop in my mind, making my breathing grow shallow. I gripped the dish soap bottle tightly, trying to use that physical sensation to suppress the restlessness within, but it had little effect.

After finishing the dishes, I returned to the living room. She was sitting on the sofa watching TV, holding the remote and aimlessly flipping through channels. I sat down next to her, leaving a one-person gap between us. A variety show was on; the host was delivering some funny lines, and the audience erupted in laughter. She laughed along, but I could sense that her heart wasn't really in it. After switching through a few more channels, she stopped on a family drama. On screen, a middle-aged couple was arguing; the wife threw a cup, and the husband stormed out, slamming the door. She sighed and remarked on what a load of nonsense these dramas were. I didn't respond, my gaze uncontrollably drifting to her legs. She was wearing black casual trousers today, made of a thin fabric that clung tightly to her thighs, outlining their shape. Her knees were slightly bent, her feet resting on the edge of the sofa, her posture relaxed as she leaned back against the cushions. I stared at her legs for a few seconds before quickly looking away, pretending to watch the TV. But my attention was no longer on the screen; my entire sensory system was capturing every detail of her—the rise and fall of her chest as she breathed, the glimpse of her underarm when she reached up to tuck her hair, and the faint sound of her hips rubbing against the sofa as she shifted her position.

The feeling left me both exhilarated and nervous. Exhilarated because I could observe her from such close proximity, seeing details she wouldn't normally let me see. Nervous because I feared she might notice my gaze and detect the strangeness in my look. Like a thief, I carefully controlled my eyes, not daring to let them linger in one place for too long, yet unable to stop myself from casting them toward her again and again.

In the afternoon, she was on the balcony gathering laundry. I sat in the living room, watching her back through the glass door as she stood before the drying rack. She rose on her tiptoes to reach the clothes hanging on the top rod. As her body stretched upward, the hem of her top lifted, revealing a sliver of her waist. There was a noticeable softness on both sides—the marks left by childbirth and time. Yet, in my eyes, that sliver of waist held an indescribable allure; that slightly plump, soft quality felt warm and real. She took down a few garments and folded them into a basket nearby. Among them was her bra—black, wire-free, and made of soft, thin fabric. When she picked it up, I glanced at it, then quickly averted my gaze. The image made my heart race and my palms sweat. I clenched my hands into tight fists, digging my fingernails into my skin, using the pain to force myself to stay calm.

By evening, it was time to pack up and head back to school. I folded my clothes and stuffed them into my backpack in my room. She stood at the doorway watching me, reminding me to make sure I had everything and not to leave anything behind. I told her I had it all. She pulled a stack of cash from her pocket, counted it out, and handed it to me, telling me it was for next month’s living expenses and to spend it wisely. As I took the money, my fingers brushed against her fingertips. Her hands were slightly cold, with thin calluses on her pads—the marks of years spent doing housework. The contact lasted less than a second, yet I felt a jolt like an electric current shoot from my fingertips through my entire body. I quickly tucked the money away, lowered my head to zip up my backpack, and dared not look into her eyes.

When I left, she walked me to the door, offering a few more reminders: to text her when I arrived, to be good at school, and to stay out of trouble. I answered to each one, shouldered my backpack, and stepped out of the house. As I walked down the stairs, my steps felt heavy, and an indescribable reluctance weighed on my heart. It wasn't the faint melancholy of leaving home I’d felt before, but something much stronger and more concrete—I didn't want to leave her. I didn't want to return to a school where I wouldn't have her news, and I didn't want to be limited to talking to her only through a phone screen every night. I wanted to stay by her side, to see her every day, to smell the scent of laundry detergent on her, and to hear the sounds of her cooking in the kitchen.

Sitting on the train back to school, I leaned against the window, watching the scenery rushing by. Her image from today filled my mind: the way she looked sitting on the sofa in her light gray T-shirt, the curve of her waist as she stood on tiptoe to gather the laundry, the movement of her fingers as she folded her bra, and the warmth of her fingertips when she handed me money. Those scenes played on a loop in my mind like a slideshow, leaving me both intoxicated and in pain. I knew I had embarked on a path I shouldn't have, but I couldn't stop myself. I took out my phone, opened our chat interface, and typed: "Mom, I've boarded the train." I hit send. A while later, her reply came: "Okay, let me know when you arrive." I stared at that simple response for a long time, a surge of complex emotions rising within me—warmth, contentment, and a deep, unspeakable sense of guilt.

After arriving back at school, my days returned to the same old routine: classes, the cafeteria, and the dormitory.

The second Sunday of May is Mother’s Day. In my life up to this point, this holiday had been virtually non-existent; I had no concept of it and never felt it had anything to do with me. As far as I could remember, my mother never cared for such superficial holidays either. She always kept her own birthdays simple, let alone Mother’s Day. But this year, I don’t know what came over me. Perhaps it was because of our daily chats, but it felt as if there was a string attached to my heart, with the other end tied to her. That day, after lunch in the cafeteria, I passed by the small campus convenience store and saw some promotional bouquets at the entrance. They were those cheap carnations wrapped in colorful plastic, a few stems bunched together, though the colors were vibrant enough. I stood in front of the shelf for a few seconds, and suddenly, the sentence from a recent QQ message where she complained about me not coming home and how quiet the house felt during meals flashed through my mind. As if possessed, I reached out and grabbed a bunch. I picked a pink one and paid fifteen yuan for it. The flowers were wrapped in plastic, the carnations crowded together, some petals already slightly deformed from the pressure, but the colors were bright—a soft, delicate pink that was pleasant to look at. I brought them back to the dorm and placed them on my desk, wondering what to do with them. Sending them back by post was clearly impractical; they would wither on the way. After some thought, I finally decided to just send her a message. This decision made me feel a bit ridiculous—spending fifteen yuan on a bouquet only to end up just staring at it while typing a text—yet, I felt that this sense of ritual was necessary. That night, after the dorm lights went out, I lay in the dark, pulled out my phone, and opened the chat window with my mother. Her profile picture was the default gray leaf, resting quietly in my friends list. I stared at that gray leaf for a while, then began to type.

I first typed, "Mom, Happy Mother's Day," but it felt too stiff, so I deleted it. Then I tried, "Wishing you a Happy Mother's Day, Mom, stay healthy," but that felt too much like a generic mass-text, so I deleted that too. I typed and deleted, typed and deleted, over and over again. In the end, what I sent was very simple, just a few lines: "Mom, today is Mother's Day. I bought a bouquet of flowers, but I couldn't send them home; I was afraid they’d wilt on the way. Still, I wanted to tell you: Happy Mother's Day. Take care of yourself at home and don't overwork." After sending the message, I held my phone and stared at the screen, waiting for her reply. The light from the phone reflected on my face, making it look like a tiny luminous object in the dark dorm room. About seven or eight minutes later, the phone vibrated—she had replied. I opened it almost instantly.

Her response was also simple: "Received. Mom is very happy you thought of me. Since you already bought the flowers, don't waste them; put them in a vase in your dorm, they'll look nice." As I read those lines, an indescribable warmth welled up in my heart. It wasn't a sentimental reply, devoid of any sweet talk; the tone even carried her characteristic pragmatism. She said she was happy, but didn't forget to remind me to put the flowers in a vase so they wouldn't go to waste. But it was precisely this plain, everyday tone that made it feel so authentic. She hadn't brushed me off or dismissed me with a simple emoji; she had responded with a thoughtful message. I looked at the phone screen, imagining her curled up on the sofa reading it, imagining a faint smile perhaps playing on her lips when she saw my message. I sent her a hug emoji. After a while, she sent one back. Looking at that emoji, I felt a strange sense of satisfaction, as if I had truly held her through the screen. It was the happiness of being responded to—I reached out, and she caught my hand. That night, I fell asleep holding my phone, sleeping exceptionally soundly. In my dream, I saw her again; she was wearing that white crew-neck T-shirt, standing in the kitchen making noodles for me. It was all steaming hot, and she turned around to smile at me—a smile as warm as that Mother's Day hug emoji.

But something had changed—the conversations between her and me became more frequent than before, settling into a fixed, almost ritualistic rhythm. Every morning, as I struggled to crawl out of bed, bleary-eyed and preparing to head to my first class, the first thing I would do was send her a message to say good morning and ask if she was up yet. A moment later, the notification sound would chime, and her reply would appear right on cue, saying good morning and asking if I was on my way to class. I would tell her I was up and heading out. Every night, after the dorm lights went out, I would lie in the darkness with the glow of my phone screen reflecting on my face, sending her a goodnight message, telling her to get some sleep early. She would always reply, saying goodnight and urging me to rest as well and not stay up late.

It was more than just greetings now. It had become a form of nourishment, something I was addicted to. I began to unconsciously look forward to every good morning and goodnight. I started sharing the trivial details of my day with her. I would tell her that the food at the cafeteria was good today, or that the professor had told an interesting story during class. I would complain to her that it rained today and I’d gotten soaked because I didn’t bring an umbrella. I would even tell her about some funny thing one of my roommates had done. I reported everything to her in such detail, as if my day wouldn’t be truly complete unless I passed these fragmented, meaningless bits of information on to her. And she never found me annoying; she replied to every single message, sometimes with a little note of concern, sometimes by sharing news she’d seen on TV, and sometimes just by sending a simple emoji.

I’d message, "Morning, Mom, time to get up and head to class." She’d reply, "I’m up. Go ahead, pay attention in class." I’d send, "Mom, the cafeteria made braised pork today, it’s actually pretty good." She’d reply, "Then have some more, don't skimp on it." I’d write, "Goodnight, Mom, get some sleep early." She’d reply, "Mm, you sleep early too; don't stay up late on your phone." These conversations were incredibly mundane, but for me, every single word felt like a reassurance. Through these trivial, almost mechanical exchanges, I confirmed that the bond between us remained strong. I was terrified of losing that connection, terrified that one day she might stop replying, or that our relationship would slip back into the cold distance of the past. As long as her profile picture flickered in the chat window, an irrepressible joy would well up in my heart. I would drop everything I was doing to reply to her immediately and keep her company. In the process, I unknowingly and unconsciously blurred her identity. It felt as if I weren't just chatting with my mother, but with a woman—a woman who held my heart in her hands.

Every time my phone rang, if it was a message from her, I couldn't suppress the smile on my lips. It was a heartfelt, sweet, and almost obsessive delight. My roommates would occasionally tease me, asking who I was chatting with so happily, saying I looked like I was in love. I’d laugh and brush it off, saying, "I'm just talking to my mom." But as I said it, I couldn't help but feel a jolt of shock—I really was responding to her as if I were in a romantic relationship. The thought filled me with a secret, guilty sense of excitement.

This attachment soon evolved into new behaviors. No matter where I went—whether to class or the cafeteria—I would message her immediately to let her know what I was doing. It was an unconscious, instinctive way of checking in. I was afraid of her not being able to find me, or that she would worry if I didn't respond to her messages right away. This constant reporting was less about informing her and more about an emotional tether; I wanted her to know that I was always within her sight, and that my heart was always with her.

However, that initial, wonderful rhythm was soon put to the test. She didn't seem to fully adapt to my clingy way of staying in touch. At first, she responded passively, and while she eventually grew used to it, she would still occasionally do things that left me feeling lost and confused—she wouldn't take the initiative to tell me where she was going. On several occasions, we would be mid-conversation, and she would simply vanish. I would wait from morning until noon, and from noon until afternoon, but she would seem to have evaporated into thin air, not replying to a single message for hours. Only in the evening would she respond nonchalantly, saying that she had been out shopping with her aunt and the others and hadn't checked her phone.

This situation distressed and confused me. I didn't know how to bring it up with her, and I didn't dare to. I was afraid she would sense my intentions; I was afraid she would realize that my feelings for her had crossed the boundaries of what a son should feel for his mother; I was afraid that this beautiful, ambiguous relationship would instantly collapse because of my abruptness. Like a fox guarding its treasure, I carefully licked the anxiety burning within me, not daring to reveal a single trace. Then, one day, the conflict finally erupted. She hadn't replied to my messages all day, and by nearly midnight, there was still no word from her. For the first time, I understood what it meant to be unable to eat or sleep from worry. I called her several times, but no one answered. I lay in bed, tossing and turning, my mind racing with all sorts of terrible thoughts—had something happened to her? Was she deliberately ignoring me? Just as I was about to be overwhelmed by anxiety, she sent a voice message. Her voice sounded weary as she explained that she had been too tired that afternoon and had fallen asleep the moment she got home.

I was furious. It was a sense of grievance, of feeling undervalued and uncared for; it was the frustration of being left hanging, suspended in mid-air. I didn't reply to anything; I turned off my phone and buried my head to sleep. For the next two or three days, we fell into a terrifying silence. No more "good mornings," no more "good nights." It was the first time I had ever given her the silent treatment, and it was in such a strange capacity, for reasons she was completely unaware of. Though I was angry, what I felt most was a profound sense of loss. That emptiness left me feeling hollow, unable to muster the energy for anything.

In the end, I was the one who couldn't hold out any longer. Those days without any word from her were pure agony. I took the initiative and sent her an emoji, breaking the silence. The moment I hit send, I felt anxious, even a little subservient.

A while later, she replied with an emoji of her own. Like someone clutching at a straw, I immediately sent back a long message, my tone filled with a groveling and conciliatory plea that felt pathetic even to me. I told her that not knowing where she was made me anxious and worried, and I hoped that in the future, no matter where she went, she would let me know. As I wrote these words, I didn't feel like a son seeking security; I felt like a girlfriend who had made a mistake, cautiously trying to appease her lover. This overture was quickly met with a response that left me completely satisfied. She seemed to feel that the past two days hadn't been very pleasant either, and she soon softened. She replied saying she understood, calling me a little brat who was always such a worrier, and agreed that she would let me know where she was going from then on.

At that moment, a massive sense of satisfaction and conquest surged within me. This wasn't just any conquest; it was the compromise she made because she cared about my feelings. From that point on, she truly began to keep her word. She would let me know when she went out to buy groceries, when she visited the neighbors, and when she returned to her parents' house to see her mother. I was immersed in the wonderful feeling of being reported to and being kept in her thoughts; it made me feel like the most important person in her world. I was like a child guarding a secret paradise, happy and intoxicated, yet completely unaware that outside the walls of this paradise, she simply interpreted my near-obsessive reliance as a child growing up, becoming sensible, and caring for his mother—interpreting it as the natural closeness between mother and son. This massive misalignment in our perceptions acted like a transparent film between us. I remained intoxicated on the inside, while she remained completely oblivious on the outside.

As time passed, our relationship grew increasingly intimate, and our daily conversations became more casual. I began to consciously test her reactions with my words. When we chatted, I would occasionally say things I had never dared to say before. I asked her what she was wearing, how her day was, and whether she had missed me. These were questions that would have been absolutely impossible to ask in the past, but online, they no longer felt so difficult to voice. Her replies were natural; she would tell me what she was wearing or mention that she was in a good mood. As for whether she missed me, she would always respond with a laughing emoji or a playful rebuke: "You have no manners." But such responses didn't discourage me; instead, they only emboldened me further. I began to shower her with compliments in our chats, praising how good she looked in a certain outfit or remarking on how her skin still looked so youthful, as if she were only in her early thirties. Whenever I complimented her like this, she would reply with a shy emoji or a feigned scolding, telling me I was being fresh and talking nonsense. The more she feigned annoyance, the more energized I became.

I even started calling her "Sister Yu" directly. This term was something I had deliberated over for a long time before I finally dared to type it out. When I first typed those two characters on my phone and hit send, my fingers were trembling. I didn't know how she would react—would she be angry, silent, or something else? Her reply came quickly, just two words: "Get lost," followed by, "You have no manners! Call me Mom!" Looking at that reply, not only was I not upset, but a surge of joy—like the thrill of a successful prank—welled up inside me. I knew she wasn't truly angry. From that day on, I insisted on calling her "Sister Yu." My morning greeting became "Good morning, Sister Yu," and my evening greeting became "Sweet dreams, Sister Yu." At first, she would still correct me, telling me not to be ridiculous and to change it back. Later, she grew too lazy to bother, and eventually, she seemed to accept the title, even occasionally referring to herself in her messages as "your 'Sister Yu'." Seeing those words made me so excited I tossed and turned on my dorm bed. This shift sent my heart racing; I felt that the wall of "motherhood" between us had been breached, and I had chiseled a crack into it. She was no longer just my mother; she was also "Sister Yu," a woman who could be pursued and complimented.

The atmosphere between us underwent a qualitative shift. In front of me, she became increasingly relaxed, more and more like a young woman in the midst of a flirtatious entanglement. During one conversation, she suddenly told me a riddle in a mysterious tone, saying it was about a man sitting on a stone. I racked my brain for a long time but couldn't guess it. Later, she sent a mischievous smirk, revealing the answer to be "killing two birds with one stone."

I didn't catch on at first; I froze for several seconds before suddenly realizing the hidden, erotic undertone in that answer. My heart began to pound wildly. She actually told me a riddle like that! In reality, who would believe that Liu Hongyu—the stern, nagging, and strict mother who controlled my every move—would send me such a suggestive, racy message at night? I was so excited I nearly crushed my phone, the joy in my heart swelling rapidly like a balloon. In that moment, I felt she had truly become my girlfriend online, an intimate partner with whom I had no barriers and could share any joke.

However, as my excitement gradually subsided and I looked at that mischievous smirk she had sent, another voice in my mind rang out with chilling clarity. I was only fooling myself. This was a one-man show I had directed and starred in. The only reason she would tell such a joke, accept being called "Sister Yu," and tolerate all my overstepping displays of concern was simply because I was a son she felt close to. She was sharing a joke she found amusing—a bit risqué, perhaps—with her own son.

In her heart, this was still just an expression of maternal closeness and trust. She in no way interpreted this as the kind of romantic flirtation that I did. This realization hit me like a bucket of ice water poured over my head. I realized that this was an asymmetrical emotional game. I had already stepped into a bottomless whirlpool, while she was still standing on the shore, looking at me with loving eyes, thinking I was just her adorable, fun-loving son.

I stared at the message she sent. The initial excitement slowly faded, replaced by a deeper, more complex longing—I wanted her to know more, to look at me through "a woman's eyes" instead of just "a mother's eyes."

Once this thought took root, I could no longer suppress it. I knew I had made a wrong turn; I knew this was a path shunned by society, a road paved with thorns. But I had already traveled too far—too far to see the shore from which I set out, and too far to find my way back. I could only keep moving forward, even if what awaited me was an abyss from which there is no return.
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Chapter 8

Once a certain desire rises from the bottom of one's heart, it is bound to erupt...

In the blink of an eye, the 2009 Dragon Boat Festival arrived. Just on the eve of the festival, my mom sent me a message on QQ.

"My boy, are you coming home for the Dragon Boat Festival? Your birthday is coming up soon." My birthday is on the tenth day of the fifth lunar month, just a few days after the Dragon Boat Festival. I stared at the screen for a few seconds, my fingers tapping on the keyboard: "I don't know if I can get a ticket. The holiday is almost here, and tickets aren't easy to buy." "Oh." She replied with a single word, paused for a moment, and then sent another message: "Your dad says there isn't much work these days, so... how about we come to visit you? We can celebrate your birthday early while we're at it." My heart stirred.

"Sure, you guys should come. There's a dragon boat race in Harbin for the festival; it's really lively." "Alright then, I'll discuss it with your dad." That night, I lay in bed, feeling a strange sense of anticipation. Ever since the May Day holiday, my mom and I had been acting like lovers on QQ.

Two days later, my mom told me on QQ that my dad had agreed. He didn't have much work during the Dragon Boat Festival, so he could drive over. I was very happy and immediately started planning the itinerary: after they arrived, they would stay at a nearby hotel, and the next day we would watch the dragon boat race, stroll down Central Street, visit Saint Sophia Cathedral, and then head over to Sun Island. I sent the plan to my mom, and she said, "That's fine, I'll leave it to you."

But on the day before they were supposed to leave, my dad suddenly got an urgent job that paid quite well. He hesitated for a moment but decided to take the job after all. When my mom told me about it on QQ, I could feel her disappointment through the screen.

"So... are you still coming?" I asked.

After a long while, she replied: "I guess not. If your dad isn't going, what would I do going by myself?" I didn't say anything. I felt a bit let down, but there was nothing I could do. However, on the afternoon before the Dragon Boat Festival holiday, just as I returned to my dorm from my part-time job, my phone suddenly rang. It was my mom calling.

"Xuyang, I bought a ticket," she said, her voice tinged with a hint of defiance. "I'll be there tomorrow at noon." I was taken aback. "You’re coming by yourself?" "Yes," she replied. "If your father doesn't want to go, fine. I’ll go on my own. It’s not like I can’t go anywhere without him." Hearing that stubborn streak in her tone, I couldn't help but smile. "Alright then, I’ll pick you up at the station." After hanging up, I felt a surge of excitement. There was something in that excitement that I didn't even want to admit to myself. I shook my head, telling myself it was just because a family member was coming to visit, and it was normal to be happy. But a voice inside me whispered: Is that really all it is?

The next day at noon, I arrived at the train station half an hour early. Early June in Harbin already had a hint of summer in the air; the sun was shining brightly, and the station plaza was bustling with people. I stood at the exit, craning my neck to peer inside, feeling a mix of nervousness and anticipation. The announcement for the train's arrival played, and a stream of people began pouring out of the exit. I spotted her at a glance.

She was wearing a light blue short-sleeved shirt with a thin silk scarf tied at the collar, paired with dark blue jeans that tapered at the ankles, and a pair of white casual sneakers. Her hair was still tied in a ponytail, and she wore light makeup, making her look fresh and sharp—much younger than her actual age.

My mom is about 1.65 meters tall with a petite frame, but she certainly isn't lacking in curves. The jeans, in particular, clearly outlined the shape of her legs and the line of her hips. Her bottom was round and perky, swaying slightly as she walked, encased in the tight denim fabric, presenting that full, rounded silhouette unique to a mature woman.

I stood at the exit, my gaze involuntarily following her. I quickly looked away, cursing myself under my breath, and then waved at her. "Mom! Over here!" She saw me, a smile breaking across her face, and she hurried over, pulling her suitcase. As she reached me, I caught a familiar scent—the fragrance of the skincare product she always used. It was faint, and mixed with the warmth of her body, it drifted right into my nose.

"Have you been waiting long?" she asked.

"Not long, I just got here," I said, reaching for the suitcase in her hand. "Let me take that." She handed it over, and we walked side by side toward the bus stop. As I walked beside her, my eyes kept drifting toward her involuntarily. Her jeans hugged her backside tightly, swaying gently with every step, each movement causing a soft, fleshy tremor beneath the fabric. My gaze felt magnetized; I couldn't pull it away. Feeling a sudden flush of heat, I quickly turned my head, pretending to look at the scenery along the road.

The bus was crowded, and we squeezed into a spot in the middle of the carriage. She held onto a handrail, and as I stood next to her, every sway of the bus caused her body to lean against me. Through our thin layers of clothing, I could feel the warmth of her arm—soft and supple. My heart hammered, and my face felt hot, but I tried my best to keep my expression neutral.

Once we reached the area near the school, I took her to the hotel I had booked in advance. It was a budget chain hotel; because of the Dragon Boat Festival, the price had already gone up. A queen room was 218 yuan a night, 100 yuan more expensive than usual. Although it stung a bit to pay that much, I gritted my teeth and booked it anyway—I couldn't let my mother stay anywhere too subpar. The room wasn't large, but it was clean and tidy. To the right of the entrance was the bathroom, enclosed by a frosted glass sliding door. A six-foot-wide bed took up most of the space, its white sheets and duvet cover looking crisp and fresh, the quilt folded neatly. On the nightstand sat an old-fashioned television and a small lamp with an off-white shade. The window faced the street and was covered by a sheer curtain; the afternoon sun filtered through, casting a soft, hazy glow over the room. The floor was made of light-colored laminate, wiped reasonably clean. I placed her suitcase on the simple luggage rack in the corner.

My mother walked into the room, looked around, and said, "It's alright, quite clean." I leaned her suitcase against the wall and asked, "Mom, are you hungry? I can take you out to eat in a bit." She sat on the edge of the bed and fanned herself with her hand. "I've been on the bus for several hours, I'm a bit dizzy. Let me rest for a while first." I poured her a glass of water. She sat on the bed, leaning against the headboard, and took a few sips; she did look genuinely exhausted. I sat down in a chair nearby, and we chatted idly for a while.

"Your father, that man—he agrees to something and then just changes his mind like that," my mother said, her tone still tinged with annoyance. "I had it all settled with him, he promised, and then at the very last minute, he tells me he has work. Isn't that infuriating?" I smiled and said, "He’s just trying to earn some money." "Money, money, that’s all he ever thinks about," she huffed. "He’s barely home all year, and the one time I manage to get out for a little trip, he bails on me." I said, "It’s okay. If he’s not coming, I’ll keep you company. I know Harbin well." My mother looked at me and smiled. "My son is still the best." That smile warmed my heart, but it also made me feel a bit guilty. I wondered if she would still think I was the best if she knew about all the twisted thoughts running through my head.

We rested in the room for about half an hour, and once my mother said she felt better, I took her to the university canteen for a meal. I had wanted to take her out to a restaurant, but she wouldn't have it, insisting the canteen was fine and that we should save the money. We found a seat by the window, and I grabbed two dishes, a soup, and a bowl of rice for her. She took a few bites and said it tasted pretty good—better than she had imagined university food would be.

By the time we finished eating and returned to the hotel, it was nearly dark. My mother sat on the edge of the bed while I sat in a chair, and neither of us said much. The atmosphere suddenly felt subtle. It was a strange sensation. Back home, we had plenty of opportunities to spend time alone together, and it had never felt awkward. But here in this hotel room, with the dim lighting, the tidy bed, the half-drawn curtains, and the air thick with a certain ambiguity, I knew it was because I had a guilty conscience—that was why everything felt so off.

My mother probably felt the awkwardness too; she kept her head down, fiddling with her phone, though I didn't know what she was looking at. I sat in the chair, tapping my fingers against my knees as a jumble of thoughts raced through my mind. I felt like I should say something to break the silence, but I had no idea what to say. The topics we could chat about so heatedly online seemed impossible to bring up now that we were face-to-face.

Finally, I stood up and said, "Mom, you should get some rest. I'm heading back to the dorm." She looked up and nodded. "Alright, you get some sleep too." As I reached the door, she called out to me again, "What time are you coming over tomorrow morning?" "Around eight, I'll bring breakfast." "Okay." I opened the door, stepped out, and gently pulled it shut. Standing in the hallway, I let out a long breath. I reached up and touched my face; it felt flushed. When I returned to the dorm, my roommates were all there—some playing games, others on the phone. After washing up, I lay in bed and closed my eyes, but all I could see was her back in those jeans. I tossed and turned, pulled the covers over my head, and forced myself to stop thinking about it. But the harder I tried, the clearer those images became. I took out my phone, opened QQ, and sent her a message: "I'm back." A while later, she replied, "Got it. I'm getting ready for bed. You sleep early too." "Okay, goodnight." "Goodnight." I stared at those two words for a long time, then tucked my phone under my pillow and closed my eyes. But that night, I slept very restlessly.

I woke up at seven the next morning. In truth, I had barely slept at all. From the moment I lay down, my heart felt like it was suspended by something; I tossed and turned, unable to find any rest. The thought that tomorrow—no, today—I would be with my mother, walking side-by-side in a strange city like a real couple, filled me with an indescribable excitement. It was like a flame dancing in my chest, making my whole body burn. I tried counting sheep, I tried burying my face in the pillow to force myself to calm down, but nothing worked. Every time I closed my eyes, I pictured her standing before me, smiling; I pictured us walking shoulder-to-shoulder on unfamiliar streets; I pictured the sunlight catching her eyelashes as she turned to speak to me. These were only imaginings, yet I had rehearsed them a thousand times in my mind.

I turned over and saw a sliver of light filtering through the gap in the curtains, silently wishing for the dawn to break. And so, my consciousness drifted in that space between waking and sleeping until the sky outside shifted from ink-blue to pale gray, and then to a glowing white. When the first true ray of morning light hit my face, I sat up in bed without a moment's hesitation.

I didn't linger in bed as I usually did; on mornings back home, I would always drag my feet under the covers for a long time before finally getting up. But today was different. I practically sprang out of bed, my movements light and quick—so much so that even I was surprised. While washing up, I looked at my reflection in the mirror. My face still held a trace of sleepiness, yet it was clearly filled with anticipation. A strange feeling washed over me—it felt as if today wasn't just an ordinary day for an outing, but a day I had been looking forward to for a very, very long time, a day that belonged exclusively to her and me.

I dressed quickly and dashed down to the canteen. It was still empty at this early hour, save for a few early-rising students and diligent staff members having breakfast. Steam rose from the congee at the counter, and the deep-fryer for the youtiao hissed and crackled. I queued up to buy the millet porridge she liked, a few freshly fried youtiao, two boiled eggs, and a small dish of pickles. Carrying the breakfast, I made my way to the hotel, my pace much faster than usual, somewhere between a brisk walk and a run.

When I reached the hotel entrance, I slowed down. I stood outside the door, took a deep breath, and raised my hand to knock. A flurry of soft sounds came from within, and then the door was pulled open.

My mother was already dressed and ready, standing at the door looking at me. She was wearing a pale blue dress that hit just at her knees, with a matching thin belt tied gently around her waist, accentuating her slender figure. The neckline wasn't too low, just enough to reveal her collarbone, the lines of which were clearly defined against her fair skin. The fabric looked soft—a light, breathable cotton that draped beautifully on her, rising and falling slightly with her breath. Her hair was tied into a low ponytail, exposing her smooth, broad forehead, with a few stray wisps falling from behind her ears against her pale cheeks. She had even applied light makeup today; her eyebrows were defined, and her lips were tinted a soft pink. She looked clean, refreshed, and years younger.

Seeing her like this, I was momentarily struck speechless.

Her gaze lingered on me for a moment before shifting to the breakfast I was carrying. The corners of her mouth twitched slightly—a subtle movement, but I caught it. I stepped sideways into the room, placed the breakfast on the nightstand, and opened the bag, setting out the porridge and the fried dough sticks one by one. She gently closed the door behind me, walked over to stand by the table, and looked down at the steaming food without saying a word.

The curtains were drawn halfway, and the morning light poured through the window, spreading a bright, warm glow across the floor. The air was filled with the aroma of millet porridge, mingled with the faint scent of her skincare products. I sat on the edge of the bed and began peeling a hard-boiled egg. The sound of the shell cracking was exceptionally clear in the quiet room. With my head down, I peeled away the pieces one by one, revealing the smooth, white egg underneath. Once it was ready, I handed it to her. As she took it, our fingers brushed against each other. The contact was fleeting—barely half a second—but I could feel the faint warmth of her fingertips.

We finished our breakfast in silence, bathed in the morning light streaming through the window. She didn't eat much: half a bowl of porridge, one egg white, and half a fried dough stick dipped in soy milk. I sat beside her, finishing off the rest of the food. When she was done, she stood up, gathered the disposable bowls and chopsticks, tossed them into the trash, and wiped her hands with a tissue. I watched her movements from the side, watching the gentle sway of her skirt as she raised her arms and the loose strands of hair falling over her forehead as she bowed her head.

After breakfast, I tidied up a few things and tucked the room key into my pocket. She picked up her small crossbody bag and waited for me by the door. She was wearing a small white bag today with a thin chain strap that traced a slight curve across her chest. She glanced down to check that she hadn't forgotten anything, then looked up at me with a calm expression that seemed to say, "We can go now."

I walked to the door and opened it; she stepped out past me. As she brushed by, I caught the faint fragrance of her body wash mixed with her own unique scent. I pulled the door shut behind me and followed her down the stairs.

The morning sun already had some strength to it. We left the hotel and walked toward the bus stop. The streets were already bustling with pedestrians: elderly people returning from their morning exercise, young people rushing to work, and vendors pushing carts to sell breakfast. Amidst the noisy clamor of the city, we walked side by side on the sidewalk. The sun shone directly toward us, and I squinted slightly. She walked on my right, and I could see her silhouette in my peripheral vision—the hem of her skirt swayed gently as she moved, revealing a glimpse of her fair calf. Her steps were small but steady, each one planted firmly on the ground. She carried that small white bag, her body slightly tilted toward me. The distance between us was close—so close that I could hear the faint rustle of her skirt as she walked.

We got on the bus, and it was already quite crowded, but luckily there was one empty seat. She sat down, resting her bag on her lap. I stood beside her, holding onto a handrail. As the bus pulled away, the vehicle swayed, causing her body to lean slightly forward before she steadied herself again. Standing at her side, I looked down at the top of her head—her hair was neatly tied, with a few stray strands catching the sunlight with a brownish sheen. She didn't speak, just sat quietly, watching the streetscape slip by outside the window, a faint, subtle trace of a smile on her lips.

A strange feeling welled up inside me at that moment. We were surrounded by strangers; no one knew us, no one knew who we were, and no one knew we were mother and son. In their eyes, we were likely just two ordinary tourists—perhaps a couple, or perhaps siblings. This thought brought a sense of secret joy to my heart. I stole a glance at her; she was still looking out the window, the sunlight tracing a bright outline along her profile, her eyelashes fluttering slightly in the light. In that moment, I thought she was truly beautiful.

We got off at the Saint Sophia Cathedral stop.

The cathedral square wasn't too crowded yet. The morning light was perfect—clear and bright—casting an ancient, tranquil glow upon the cathedral's green onion domes. A few pigeons paced on the ground in front of the cathedral, occasionally flapping their wings to take flight, carving arcs through the air above the square. We stood at the edge of the square, and our view suddenly opened up. She stood there, looking up at the cathedral dome, her expression filled with a childlike sense of wonder. She let out a soft sigh and remarked that it was truly beautiful.

On impulse, I took out my phone and offered to take her picture. Hearing this, she instinctively took a step back, smoothing her hair and adjusting her skirt as if to compose herself. She then stood still in front of the cathedral, clasping her hands before her, tilting her head slightly with a shy smile on her lips.

I raised my phone and looked at her through the viewfinder. The sunlight caught her from the side, bathing her in a warm glow. Dressed in that light blue sundress, she stood before the ancient cathedral, framed by the crystal-clear blue sky, with the sunlit flagstones beneath her feet gleaming. Her expression was completely natural—not posed, but relaxed and genuine. Watching her through the lens, I found my finger lingering for a second too long before I finally pressed the shutter.

Afterward, she walked over to see the photo. I handed her the phone, and she lowered her head to look at herself on the screen.

"This turned out really well," she said, looking at the photo with a hint of surprise. "The outlines are sharp, the lighting is perfect, and it makes my skin look so fair."

Watching her delighted reaction, an impulse surged within me. I blurted out, "You're beautiful, so you look good in any photo." Before I could stop myself, I added, "You have a great figure, too, and this dress suits you perfectly. Your skin is already fair, and you honestly look like you're only in your early thirties."

My tone was casual, as if I were stating a simple, obvious fact. But upon hearing this, she froze for a moment, and a faint blush quickly spread across her cheeks. She looked down, perhaps trying to hide her discomfort by focusing on the phone, but the flush had already crept up to her ears, standing out vividly in the morning light. She didn't respond, just kept her eyes fixed on the screen, her fingers scrolling as if browsing through other photos, though I knew she was just trying to compose herself.

It took a while before she looked up, though she didn't dare meet my eyes. Instead, she gazed toward the cathedral dome in the distance, a hint of playful reproach in her voice.

"When did you become so eloquent? Back home, you were either fighting me or avoiding me. For every word I said, you had three ready to snap back, as if you couldn't bear to say a single extra sentence to me. Back then, I spent every day wishing you would grow up and stop constantly working against me." As she said this, there was no trace of complaint in her tone; instead, it carried a faint sense of wistfulness, as if she were reminiscing about a past that wasn't so long ago. Her gaze rested on the ancient cathedral, and she squinted slightly.

Hearing her words, I felt a stir in my heart that I couldn't quite put into words. I didn't reply, simply standing quietly beside her as we looked at the cathedral together. The sunlight shone down on us, our shadows cast upon the ground, drawing close together.

After a while, she turned to look at me. Her eyes held something complex—a mix of relief, contentment, and a touch of indescribable tenderness. She said, "You've really grown up and matured now. Seeing you like this makes me so happy." After saying this, she didn't continue the topic, turning instead to walk toward the cathedral. I followed behind her, watching her figure as she walked ahead. A warm feeling welled up inside me—a warmth different from the restless, irrepressible desires I’d felt before; it was something more peaceful, more grounded.

After leaving Saint Sophia Cathedral, we walked along the street toward Central Street. The stretch wasn't particularly long, but it wasn't short either. Tall poplar trees lined both sides of the street, and sunlight filtered through the gaps in the leaves, casting mottled patterns of light and shadow on the ground. She walked ahead, and I followed; after a while, she naturally slowed her pace, waiting for me to walk alongside her. Then, she reached out and gently rested her hand on my arm.

The movement was so natural that she probably hadn't even realized it herself. Her hand slipped through the crook of my elbow, lightly linking her arm with mine. Through the thin fabric of my T-shirt, I could clearly feel the warmth and texture of her palm—warm, soft, and slightly damp. Her fingers rested naturally on my forearm, and the heat from her palm seeped through the fabric, like a small heater pressed against my skin. I could feel her body leaning slightly toward my side, with barely any space left between our shoulders.

For those few seconds, I felt as if I’d been struck by an electric shock. My stride stiffened for an instant, but I quickly adjusted, pretending nothing was wrong as I kept walking. I tried hard not to make it too obvious, struggling to keep my expression and pace normal, even as my heart hammered against my ribs. I could feel her arm pressed against mine, the warmth and weight of her body seeping through that thin layer of fabric. The rhythm of her walk caused her body to sway slightly, and as her arm swung gently with each step, the skin on its inner side would graze the outer side of my arm. The touch was as light as a feather, yet it sent massive ripples through my heart, spreading outward in endless circles.

What unsettled me most was another sensation—her chest. Because she was holding onto my arm, her body naturally leaned toward me, pinning my arm against her side. The side of her chest pressed against my upper arm through our thin summer clothes. The sensation was hazy—not a direct, sharp touch, but a soft, subtle pressure muffled by fabric. I could feel the contour of that softness, pressing against my arm with each of her steps, then pulling away, only to touch my skin again with a gentle, rhythmic, almost lifelike persistence.

My heart was beating so fast it felt like it might jump right out of my throat. I glanced at her; she was looking straight ahead, her face showing no sign of anything unusual, as if all of this were perfectly normal. She was walking with her arm linked through her son’s, leaning into his side, her chest brushing against his arm through their clothes—to her, this was likely just the most natural physical contact between a mother and her son. Her heart was as clear as a pool of water; she hadn't given it a second thought.

But my heart was different. Within me, an entire ocean was churning with towering waves. Those waves were filled with an indescribable sense of satisfaction and happiness, hidden joy and excitement, and a trace of unspeakable tension and agitation. I had never imagined that such a simple touch—separated by clothes, by several layers of fabric, just her arm hooked through mine, just the weight of her body leaning gently against me—could throw me so completely off balance.

My arm remained stiff in that same position; I dared not move a muscle for fear she might notice how tense I was. I struggled to keep my breathing steady, forced my gaze straight ahead, and tried to look as if I were intently admiring the architecture lining the street. But my entire focus was concentrated on that one spot on my arm—the small patch where her palm rested against my forearm, and the area where the side of her chest pressed against my upper arm through the fabric. I could even feel the fabric of her skirt brushing against my leg in the breeze, a sensation as light as a dragonfly skimming the water.

I don't know how to describe how I felt in that moment. It was a complex blend of sweetness and tension, satisfaction and unease. I knew I shouldn't be so stirred by such a touch; I knew she was my mother, and that this was just a perfectly normal mother and son walking arm-in-arm down the street. Yet, I couldn't suppress the warm current rising within me. That warmth welled up from the depths of my heart, flowing through my entire body, wrapping me in an indescribable sense of bliss. I felt as though I were walking on clouds, each step light and unsteady. Everything around me—the ancient buildings, the dappled tree shadows, the passing pedestrians, the pale blue sky overhead—seemed to lose its reality. Only the warmth of her arm and the feel of her body were real; they were the only things that were real.

And so, with her arm hooked through mine, I walked the entire length of Central Avenue with a racing heart. Rather than saying we were sightseeing, it would be more accurate to say that my entire world had shrunk to that small patch of skin where we touched. Every one of her breaths, every rise and fall of her body as she walked, every slight tightening of her arm—every tiny movement was magnified a hundredfold, leaving a deep impression on my heart.

All morning, we were together, shopping store by store. She would pull me in when she saw a storefront she was interested in, stop in front of the ones selling Russian nesting dolls, line up at the door of the ones selling red intestines, and line up at the small ones selling handmade leather goods

 Look in front of the stall. She didn't walk fast with my arm slung over her shoulder, and every step was leisurely, without the rush of catching up on attractions. She seemed to be seriously enjoying this rare vacation, enjoying this city where no one knew her, enjoying this short,

 Use your free time to worry about everything at home.

When she is happy, there will be a bright light in her eyes. I don't know how to describe that light, like when a little child gets a gift they've been wanting for a long time, the excitement and satisfaction in their eyes can't be hidden. She sells hand embroidery in a family

 Stopping in front of the store and looking at the intricately embroidered pillows and tablecloths hanging on the wall, the light in my eyes made me feel that she was a little brighter. She reached out and touched the embroidery on one of the tablecloths, her fingers on the fine stitches

 Slide gently, very softly, like you are dealing with a work of art.

I stood beside her and watched her bend down slightly to examine the silhouettes of the embroidery. Light streamed in through the storefront window and landed on her side face, outlining her soft facial contours. Her eyelashes cast a small shadow in the light, and her lips

 Slightly pursed because of concentration. A very strong feeling welled up in my heart at that moment——I wish time could freeze in this moment, that she could always be this happy, that I could always stand by her side like this and watch her happy.

I think back to when I used to go shopping with her. I was in middle and high school at that time, and every time she pulled me to the mall, I looked reluctant. I stood by with my head down playing with my phone while she was trying on clothes, and I didn't look up when she asked me if I looked good

 She perfunctorily said it looked good, and when she asked me to try the clothes, I impatiently said no.

Thinking of this, I suddenly felt a little sore in my heart. Those past times are gone, and I can't go back to them to make up for the perfunctory and coldness. But at least today, I can honestly walk her through the day and let her know that she is in my heart

 How important is it.

When she emerged from the shop, she held a small embroidered handkerchief—a pink base with a light blue flower stitched onto it. She said it was pretty and inexpensive, a nice keepsake to take home. She held it up to the sunlight to admire the embroidery, then carefully folded it and tucked it into her bag.

After wandering through Saint Sophia Cathedral and walking the length of Central Street, the morning slipped away in a series of stops and starts. The sun climbed higher until it hung directly overhead, its light turning scorching and reflecting a blinding white glare off the cobblestone streets. Our pace slowed; I noticed a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead, with a few stray hairs clinging to her temples. She gently wiped her brow with the back of her hand, her steps becoming even more measured than before.

I knew she must be getting tired, and a little hungry, too.

We found a small, clean-looking restaurant nearby and stepped inside. The shop was small with a narrow storefront, furnished with a few square tables covered in white plastic tablecloths. The air was filled with the aroma of food mixed with a faint scent of cooking oil—the signature smell of a humble, home-style eatery.

We found a window seat and sat down across from each other. I ordered a few of her favorite dishes: stir-fried spicy squid, deep-fried pork, a classic mixed vegetable salad, and a bowl of tomato and egg soup.

The food arrived quickly in generous portions, and we both tucked in without standing on ceremony. Watching her from across the table, I felt a deep sense of peace—a stillness that comes from knowing someone so well, so familiar with every one of her habits and expressions. It was a strange feeling, for she is my mother, and I have known her for nineteen years. Yet, in that moment, as she sat across from me, I felt as if I were meeting her for the first time—not from the perspective of a son, but as her equal, sitting side-by-side with her at the same table.

The meal lasted about forty minutes. I watched the rice in her bowl slowly disappear, watched her say she was full, and saw her set her chopsticks down across the rim. I put my own chopsticks down and went to the counter to pay. She stood up, picked up her small handbag, and followed me out. The afternoon sun was even more intense than before, hot against our skin. We found a bench under a large tree nearby and sat down to rest. The shade was dense, blocking out the sun completely. She sat on the bench, her back resting slightly against the backrest, her hands clasped together in her lap, the hem of her blue dress fanning out over her calves like an open fan. She looked up, gazing at the sky through the gaps in the leaves, and squinted. When the breeze blew, the leaves rustled, and tiny, dappled spots of light danced across her face and dress.

I sat beside her, keeping a distance of about a fist’s width between us. I didn't speak, and neither did she. It was quiet all around; we could hear the wind rustling the leaves and the occasional honk of a car horn from the street in the distance.

Once we had rested enough, we headed to the underground mall. It was a massive complex with an entrance near the main street. As we walked down the stairs, the space suddenly opened up before us—bright white lights, wide corridors, and dense rows of shops on both sides selling clothes, shoes, bags, and trinkets, a dazzling array that was almost overwhelming. The air was a mix of various scents—the smell of fabric from new clothes, the greasy aroma of fried snacks, and that distinct, slightly damp scent peculiar to underground shopping centers.

The moment she stepped into the mall, she seemed like a different person. The weary expression she’d worn earlier vanished instantly, replaced by a vibrant energy that seemed to bring her to life. Her eyes lit up—not with the gentle, quiet glow she’d had in front of the church, but with a fervent, excited, and inquisitive sparkle. She took a light breath, as if savoring the atmosphere of the mall, and then set off, browsing from one shop to the next.

I had never seen her like this while shopping. Back home, she always made purchases with lightning speed: find something she liked, ask the price, haggle, pay, and leave. She never wandered aimlessly through a mall; she thought it was a waste of time. But today, she was completely different. She stopped in front of every shop, carefully inspecting the hanging clothes, reaching out to touch the fabric, examining the stitching. Sometimes, she would even hold a piece of clothing up to herself, then look back at me.

I was caught up in her mood. Wherever she went, I followed. When she stopped to look at clothes, I stood beside her, watching how focused she was. As she browsed, I noticed her haggling skills were still as sharp as ever. She would pick up an item, check the price tag, and then start negotiating with the shopkeeper. Her tone was measured and unhurried, carrying that distinct, straightforward spirit of a woman from the Northeast, and within a few sentences, she had knocked the price down significantly. The shopkeeper was quick-witted too, and the two of them went back and forth until they finally agreed on a price that satisfied them both. When she paid, a hint of triumphant pride played on her lips—a look so childlike, it was like seeing a completely different person from her usual self.

Over the course of nearly four hours, she walked through the entire underground mall from end to end, buying over a dozen items and ending up with several large bags in her hands. She bought herself three or four dresses, two shirts, and a pair of jeans. She also picked out two short-sleeved T-shirts for my dad and chose an outfit for me—a light gray T-shirt and a pair of dark blue casual trousers. She was especially meticulous when picking out my clothes, standing before the racks and flipping through them one by one, even more carefully than she had for herself. She held the light gray T-shirt up against my chest, tilted her head to judge the size, then swapped it for another and compared them again.

In the end, she chose the very first one. She held the T-shirt up to my chest, measured the width with both hands, and tugged at the hem as if checking the length. She pressed her fingers against my shoulders and pulled at the fabric on my back to ensure the size was right. As she measured, she remarked that I was about the same build as my father, though a bit thinner and with narrower shoulders, so this size should be about right. She stood right in front of me, so close that I could smell the faint scent of shampoo in her hair. As her hands moved over me, her fingertips brushed against my skin every now and then—when she adjusted the collar, her fingers grazed my collarbone; when she pulled the hem, the back of her hand pressed against my waist; when she straightened the shoulders, her fingers gripped me, and I could feel the warmth of her palms through the T-shirt.

Every time her fingers touched my skin, I felt a subtle tremor, as if something inside me had been gently stirred. Her fingers were not as rough as mine; they were soft and cool, raising tiny goosebumps on my bare skin. I could clearly sense every movement of her fingertips—as she gave the collar a light tug, the backs of her fingers brushed the skin at the base of my neck; when she patted my shoulder, the heel of her palm rested there for about a second; when she bent down to straighten my pant legs, her fingers instinctively steadied my calf, and even through the fabric, I could still feel that slight pressure.

Those touches were all fleeting and casual; to her, they were likely just the normal actions of a mother trying clothes on her son. As she did this, her expression was focused, as if she were performing a task that required her full attention, showing no signs of anything out of the ordinary. She stood right there before me, taking care of me in her own way. She had picked out clothes in the styles and colors I liked; she remembered that I didn’t like tight-fitting clothes or flashy patterns. Though she hadn’t said much over the years, she had kept it all in her heart.

A pile of the clothes she had bought sat on the counter. She pulled out her wallet, counted the cash bill by bill, and handed it to the shopkeeper. The shopkeeper took the money and efficiently folded the clothes one by one, packing them into bags. She picked up the shopping bags, looked back at me, and offered a satisfied smile.

By the time we emerged from the underground mall, the sky had already begun to darken. The sun was dipping low, gilding the entire city in a warm, orange glow. She walked ahead of me, carrying several shopping bags, yet her pace showed no signs of fatigue; if anything, she seemed even lighter and more brisk than when we arrived. Her calves caught the sunset, shimmering with a warm luster, and her skirt swayed rhythmically with each step. She seemed to radiate pure joy.

I followed behind, watching her back. Her gait remained unhurried, possessing that brisk, decisive quality characteristic of women from the Northeast. Her hair had come slightly undone from the afternoon's walking, with a few strands falling against her ears, glowing softly in the twilight. In that moment, a complex emotion welled up inside me—it wasn't just desire, nor was it merely affection, but something deeper and harder to put into words. I couldn't quite define it, but I knew one thing: I wanted her to be this happy forever.

I stood frozen for a few seconds, watching her silhouette framed by the golden sunset, and suddenly realized something—I hadn't felt a shred of impatience. All afternoon, from Saint Sophia Cathedral to Central Street, from the underground mall to the sunset on these streets, I hadn't felt annoyed for a single second. This would have been completely unimaginable in the past. Before, when I accompanied her shopping, I would feel miserable within half an hour, every cell in my body screaming for an escape. But today, after hours of walking, not only was I not tired, but I felt the day had been too short—so short that I was reluctant to let it end. Had it not been getting dark, I might have wished for this street to never end, for the shops to be bottomless, and for her to just keep walking by my side through these foreign streets forever. I don't know when this change took hold of me. Perhaps it was today, perhaps this semester, or perhaps even earlier—so long ago that, before I even realized it, my heart had quietly shifted its place.

It was nearly seven o'clock by the time we returned to the hotel. Exhausted from the full day of shopping, my mother headed straight for the bathroom the moment we stepped inside. I sat on the edge of the bed, and hearing the rush of water from within, I suddenly froze.

An image of my mother using the toilet suddenly flooded my mind: she was sitting there, her pants pulled down below her knees, revealing her snow-white buttocks and that mysterious region between her legs... I pinched my thigh hard to snap myself out of it. What was I thinking? She’s my mother!

The water running in the bathroom suddenly stopped, then started again, but the sound was noticeably quieter, as if she were intentionally muffling it. I guessed she realized her bathroom noises were too loud and felt embarrassed. I quickly stood up and walked to the window, pretending to look at the scenery outside. A while later, I heard the sound of the toilet flushing, and after another moment, my mother walked out. Her face was slightly flushed, and she kept averting her eyes, not daring to look at me.

"Um... I'm going to wash my face," she said, her voice sounding a bit strained.

"Okay, I need to go too," I said. I walked into the bathroom and closed the door. The air still held a damp, lingering warmth mixed with a faint scent. I stood in front of the toilet and unzipped my pants; the sound of my urine hitting the water was exceptionally loud in the small, confined space. I suddenly realized that just moments ago, my mother had been in this very spot doing the same thing. This thought made my groin feel hot, and I quickly shook my head, trying to banish the idea.

When I came out of the bathroom, my mother was sitting on the edge of the bed drinking water. Our eyes met, then quickly darted away. The atmosphere returned to that subtle, awkward tension from last night. I checked the time; it was almost eight o'clock. I asked if she was hungry, and she said she was. I suggested we go out for a bite to eat.

This time, we chose a roadside barbecue stall. In Harbin, the summer street-side barbecue stands are always packed. We found a spot to sit and ordered lamb skewers, beef skewers, beef cartilage, kidneys, and a few bottles of beer.

"Want a drink?" I asked my mother.

She hesitated. "Alright, just a little." The beer was ice-cold, with beads of condensation clinging to the bottles. I poured two glasses and handed one to her. She took it, took a small sip, and frowned. "It's freezing." "Drink it slowly," I said. "It won't be so cold in a minute."

We clinked glasses, and Mom said, "Happy early birthday," to which I replied, "Thanks, Mom." We ate our barbecue and chatted. After a few drinks, she really opened up. She started telling me about trivial matters at home, my grandmother's health, neighborhood gossip, and the recent changes in my father. I listened, occasionally chiming in or pouring her more beer.

"Your father doesn't have any other flaws, but he's never home." Mom picked up her glass as I said, "Well, I'm here to talk to you, aren't I?" "Talking's no use," she sighed. "It doesn't put food on the table." She took another sip, her eyes growing hazy. She couldn't hold her liquor well; two beers in, her face was flushed, and her speech started to drift.

Just then, her phone rang—it was my dad. Mom answered with a detached tone: "Yeah, I've eaten... we're eating now... with Xuyang... don't worry... fine, bye." She hung up, set the phone on the table, and took another drink.

"What did he say?" I asked.

"Nothing much, just checking to see if I'd arrived." Mom poured herself another glass. "He only thinks to ask now; where was he before?" I said, "He's just busy." "Busy, busy, busy—he's always busy." There was clear resentment in her voice. "He spends the whole year running around, and the one time he finally promised to come out with me, he stood me up." I didn't know what to say, so I just clinked my glass against hers. "It's okay, Mom. I'm here with you." She looked at me with an expression I couldn't quite decipher. Then she smiled and downed the rest of her drink in one go.

We stayed until nearly ten o'clock. My mom insisted on paying the bill; I tried to stop her several times, but she wouldn't have it. "Your money is mine anyway," she said. As we walked out of the barbecue stall, her steps were a bit unsteady. She hooked her arm through mine, leaning her weight against me, and I could feel how soft and warm she was. She was wearing that light blue dress, and her bare arm brushed against mine—her skin was fair and smooth, feeling just like silk. A gust of night wind blew, ruffling the stray hairs on her forehead. She squinted slightly, the flush on her cheeks flickering under the streetlights.

It felt like a fire was burning inside me.

I helped her to the hotel entrance. She said, "You should head back to the dorm; I'm here." I didn't want to leave, but I knew I shouldn't push it. "Alright, take care of yourself. Send me a message when you get in." "Mm, you too." I watched her walk through the hotel doors, then turned and headed toward my dormitory. But when I reached the building, I was stunned—the front door was already locked. I pulled out my phone to check the time: 10:30. The dorm locked up at 10:00; I had completely forgotten to check the clock. I thought about finding an internet cafe to crash at for the night. Just as I turned to leave, my phone buzzed. It was a QQ message from my mom: "Are you back at the dorm yet?" I stared at the words on the screen, my heart beginning to race. I had a premonition of what was about to happen—I was both expectant and terrified. I hesitated for a few seconds before replying: "The dorm is locked. I was thinking of just finding an internet cafe for the night." After I sent the message, the world seemed to stand still. I stared at the screen—one second, two seconds, three seconds... Each second felt as long as a century.

About two or three minutes later, she replied: "How about... you come back and stay here? The bed is big enough anyway." My heart gave a violent jolt. My fingers trembled on the screen as I typed: "No, it's fine, I'll just stay at the internet cafe." "It's a holiday, why would you go to an internet cafe? Just come back, it's fine." I declined once more, and she urged me a second time, after which I replied almost instantly with two words: "Alright." After sending the message, I practically ran back to the hotel.

Standing at the door of the room, I took several deep breaths before raising my hand to knock. The door opened, and my mom had already changed into a nightgown. It was a light pink cotton gown with a round neckline that fell just above her knees, revealing a patch of fair skin at the collarbone, where her clavicles were faintly visible. Her hair was down, draped over her shoulders, carrying the damp scent of a fresh shower. The tips of her hair were still slightly wet, and droplets seeped into the fabric of the nightgown, leaving a few translucent marks.

She stood inside the doorway, the light from behind her clearly outlining the silhouette beneath her gown. Her breasts rose slightly under the fabric, heaving gently with her breath. I could see two faint protrusions at her chest—she wasn't wearing a bra. Her waist was cinched tight, and her hips pushed out a rounded curve beneath the gown. The fabric clung to the curves of her body, tracing a graceful line. Her thighs were half-exposed, pale and glowing softly under the lights.

My throat tightened, and I could barely speak.

"What are you just standing there for? Come in." She stepped aside to clear the doorway.

I entered the room, which was filled with the scent of her body wash—the same one she brought from home, a fragrance I had known since childhood: a faint milky aroma mingled with her own unique scent. The quilt on the bed was turned down at one corner; it seemed she was already getting ready to sleep. Her phone lay on the nightstand, its screen lit up, displaying a QQ chat interface.

"You should take a shower, too," she said, trying to keep her tone calm, though I could detect a hint of nervousness in her voice. "You smell like barbecue." I said okay and walked into the bathroom. The room was still thick with steam, and the mirror was veiled in a thin mist; the air felt humid and intimate. Her discarded clothes hung on the hook behind the door. Beneath that nightgown lay a pair of light-colored panties—pale purple, cotton, with lace trim. My heart raced faster as I looked at them. I reached out to touch them, and the soft texture of the fabric made my groin throb violently.

I stripped off my clothes and stood under the showerhead, letting the hot water wash over me. I closed my eyes, my mind flooded with the image of her standing at the doorway in that nightgown—that flash of white thigh, the subtle protrusions on her chest, and that pair of pale purple panties. I was fully erect, hard and rigid, the head of my cock engorged and turning purple. I gritted my teeth, struggling to keep myself from dwelling on things I shouldn't, but the more I suppressed it, the more surging my desire became.

I lingered in the bathroom for a long time, only shutting off the shower once the hot water had nearly run out. I dried myself with a towel, caught a glimpse of my flushed face in the mirror, took a deep breath, and walked out. I was wearing only my underwear.

The main lights in the room were off, leaving only a small bedside lamp on. Its dim, amber glow cast hazy shadows against the wall. My mother was already in bed, lying on her side with her back to me, covered by a corner of the quilt. Her body formed a rolling curve beneath the covers—narrow shoulders, a tapered waist, and then a sudden, full swell at the hips. The hem of her nightgown had ridden up slightly when she turned over, revealing a small patch of pale, soft skin at the top of her thigh. My eyes felt as if they’d been burned; I looked away quickly, only to find myself drawn back again.

"Do you want to sleep on the outside or the inside?" her voice came from under the quilt, muffled and laced with sleepiness.

"I'll take the outside," I said, lifting a corner of the quilt and carefully climbing in.

The mattress dipped slightly, and I could feel her body heat radiating from under the covers. There was about twenty centimeters of space between us, but on a bed only one point eight meters wide, twenty centimeters felt incredibly close—close enough that I could reach out and touch her with a single movement. I could hear her light breathing; with every inhale and exhale, the quilt rose and fell ever so slightly. The air was filled with her scent—the milky fragrance of body wash mingled with the warmth of her skin. The smell crept into my nose, making every nerve in my body grow taut.

Neither of us spoke; there was only the low hum of the air conditioner and the occasional sound of a car passing outside.

After a long while, I tentatively called out, "Mom?" She didn't respond; her breathing remained steady and deep. I tried again, "Yu-jie?" Still no answer. It seemed she had fallen asleep.

I turned my head, using the dim light of the night lamp to study her back. She was curled slightly on her side, the hem of her nightgown still bunched up from when she turned, exposing a length of pale, tender thigh. The amber light caught the skin, giving it a soft sheen, like a piece of polished white jade. Her hips formed a full, rounded curve beneath the nightgown, the fabric clinging to the contours of her body to create a graceful arc. My breathing began to quicken.

I knew I shouldn't be doing this. She was my mother, the one who gave me life and raised me. Yet, my mind was filled with scenes from those novels—scenarios where sons possessed their mothers in their sleep. Those taboo images flashed through my mind like a movie, especially that dream, making me feel as though I were losing my sanity. My member was hard and aching inside my underwear, the tip pressing against the fabric and seeping a bit of clear fluid. I swallowed hard in the silence. I told myself, just one touch. Just one touch, and then I’d stop. She wouldn’t notice; she was fast asleep.

My hand crept slowly beneath the quilt. My fingertips first brushed the hem of her nightgown; the fabric felt incredibly soft. I gently pinched the material, holding my breath as I moved. Inch by inch, I lifted it upward, the fabric rustling faintly as it grazed her skin. I prayed silently that she wouldn't wake up. As the fabric reached the middle of her thighs, my fingers made direct contact with her skin. It was warm and smooth, like silk warmed by body heat. I rested my fingertips lightly against her, savoring the delicate texture. She didn't stir.

My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it might leap from my chest, and beads of sweat broke out on my forehead. I gently stroked the outer side of her thigh, my touch so light it was almost imperceptible. Her skin felt slightly feverish beneath my fingertips, and that warmth traveled straight to my heart, setting my entire body ablaze. I waited for a reaction, terrified she would suddenly wake up and scold me. But she didn't. Her breathing remained steady and deep. My courage grew a little.

My hand didn't stop. I felt my fingertips trembling—a tremor born of a mix of immense fear and intense excitement. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, I placed my palm onto her exposed hip, where the nightgown had been pushed up. In that instant, an indescribable warmth and a full, rounded sensation filled my palm. Her bottom was so fleshy, the skin as smooth as the finest silk, yet filled with a startling elasticity and vitality. My fingers couldn't help but sink slightly into her, feeling the firm muscle beneath that soft layer of skin.

A voice inside me screamed to stop, telling me this was a crime, an act of incest. But another, more powerful force—one stemming from the most primal impulses of my body—had completely taken hold of my consciousness. My mind went blank, leaving only the sensation beneath my palms. I began to slide a finger, trembling, along the contours of her full hips, tracing that perfect curve. Then two fingers, and finally, my entire hand covered it, greedily feeling the shape and warmth of that soft flesh.

But it wasn't enough. Nowhere near enough. My lower body was throbbing with a frantic ache, driven by an even more intense craving. My hand slid from her hips, past her slender waist, and moved slowly and firmly upward along her side. I could feel my fingertips grazing the soft skin of her flank, and I could feel the air thick with the warmth radiating from her body. Finally, my fingertips touched the swell of her chest. Even through the thin nightgown, I could feel an extraordinary softness.

My heart nearly stopped. I took a deep breath, hovering my entire palm over that swell, hesitating for a split second. Then, I lowered my hand and gently covered it. It was a sensation I had never experienced before—soft, warm, and pulsing with life. My mind went numb, and my reason snapped completely. Just as I subconsciously began to curl my fingers, wanting to feel more, she suddenly moved.

Her body gave a sharp twist, and she let out a muffled, choked sound. I was terrified out of my wits; all the blood in my body seemed to freeze instantly. I pulled my hand back as if I’d been electrocuted, lying rigid on the bed without moving, holding my breath. My heart hammered wildly against my ribs, the sound thrumming in my ears. I stared fixedly at the back of her head, waiting for her to question me, waiting for the judgment I had dreaded. But several seconds passed, then a dozen. Other than that one shift and the muffled hum, there was no other reaction. I listened closely to her breathing; it remained steady and long. She seemed to have merely turned over in her sleep before sinking back into a deep slumber.

I let out a slow breath, but my heart was still pounding wildly. I stared at her back, the fear of being cloaked by death slowly receding, only to be replaced by a far more intense, more frantic desire. She hadn't woken up. This meant... I could keep going.

I told myself this was the last time, that I would stop after this. But in my heart, I knew this was just an excuse I used to deceive myself. I reached out again, and this time, my target was her waist. I was going to lift her nightgown. My fingers pinched the hem of her nightgown with extreme caution; the fabric felt thin and carried the warmth of her body. I could barely feel my own breathing; every sense was concentrated in my fingertips. Slowly, millimeter by millimeter, I began to lift the fabric. I could feel the subtle resistance as the material brushed against the skin of her thighs, and I could even hear the faint sound of the fibers stretching.

The process was so agonizingly slow it felt as though an entire century had passed. Every muscle in my body was taut, and cold sweat dripped from my forehead onto the pillow. I was terrified that any movement slightly too large would wake her. Every centimeter I lifted, I had to pause, holding my breath to listen for any sign of movement from her. The sound of her breathing was my only salvation and signal. The fabric passed over her thighs, then her hips, and finally, after a great deal of effort, I managed to push the entire hem of the nightgown up to her waist, revealing her smooth, fair lower body.

My breathing turned ragged in an instant. In the dim light, the curves of her body were laid bare: her full waist, the sharp rise of her hips, and those two rounded, firm thighs. My gaze was locked firmly onto the mound between her legs, encased in dark underwear. My groin was throbbing to the point of pain, and I had to reach down and steady myself just to dull the intensity of the ache.

I didn't hesitate any longer. I placed my hand directly onto her bare buttocks; the smooth, warm, and resilient sensation nearly made me groan aloud. I used every ounce of my strength to suppress the urge to knead them forcefully, choosing instead to caress her gently. My fingers slid down along the cleft of her buttocks, and I could feel the damp heat radiating from that place. My fingers tentatively brushed against the edge of her underwear, that thin layer of fabric. Through it, I felt as though I could sense the warmth and moisture beneath.

Desire completely consumed me. I hooked my finger into the edge of her underwear and, with a near-trembling motion, slid my finger inside. My fingertips first brushed against the smooth skin beneath her buttocks, then continued downward and inward... My fingertips touched a patch of soft, curled hair. It was her pubic hair. This realization sent a wave of dizziness through my brain. I continued downward until my finger finally reached the place I had been longing for. My fingertip first made contact with a mass of warm, moist, and soft flesh—her labia majora. Then, I slid deeper along that crevice, my fingertip touching a patch of shocking wetness. There, it was her entrance. Wet, warm, and pulsing ever so slightly.

Just as my fingertip made contact with the core of that wetness, her body twisted violently once again. This movement was much more intense than before; she even let out an incoherent murmur, as if she were having a painful dream, her whole body writhing restlessly. I was terrified out of my wits again, pulling my hand away as if ejected, pressing my body against the edge of the bed, and holding my breath, pretending I was already asleep. My heart felt as if it were about to leap out of my throat. Had she woken up? Did she know what I had been doing?

I kept my eyes squeezed shut, waiting for the verdict. After a long while, her movements slowly subsided, and her breathing returned to a steady rhythm. A moment later, it seemed she had fallen soundly asleep. I slowly, tentatively turned my head and saw that she was still facing away from me, lying perfectly still. After the overwhelming fear, an even more surging desire took hold. I felt my penis hard as an iron rod, the tip already leaking sticky fluid. I was no longer satisfied with just the touch of my hands.

I couldn't control myself. I turned onto my side and pressed my entire body against her. My chest was flush against her bare back, and I could feel the warmth of her skin. My lower body, that searing cock of mine, pressed from behind into the crevice of her round, soft buttocks. Through the thin fabric of our underwear, I could feel the softness and heat there. I couldn't help but begin to rub against her, ever so slightly. The sensation made my scalp tingle; I wanted more.

I reached out, my hands trembling as I tugged at her panties. I was burning with impatience, yet I had to be extremely careful. Her body was pinning down part of the fabric, and it took a great deal of effort to pull down one side of her underwear, revealing half of her fair, plump buttock. Under the dim light, the exposed cheek glowed with an alluring sheen. I could no longer hold back. I freed my cock, which had been pushed to its limit, from my own underwear and pressed it against her exposed hip, rubbing frantically between her buttocks and the base of her thighs, searching for an angle to enter.

I don’t know how to describe the chaos and tension of that moment. My mind was a blank slate, leaving only the most primal urge. I blindly thrust and rubbed my glans against her moist vulva, slipping off several times. Just as I thrust forward again in near desperation, something unexpected happened. My glans suddenly slid past a slick obstruction and pushed, without resistance, into a warm, tight space. It was the entrance to her vagina. A massive, warm, enveloping suction pulled me in.

I was inside.

In that instant, both of us froze. Time seemed to stand still. I could feel the tight walls of her vagina contract, gripping my glans in a vice-like squeeze. It wasn't my imagination; it was a real, visceral reaction of her body to the intrusion. A sense of overwhelming pleasure and terror washed over me simultaneously. Before I could even process it, the sudden sensation of being enveloped pushed me toward the peak of my senses.

"Ah—!" A short, terrified scream shattered the silence of the room.

My mother’s body jolted as if struck by electricity. Almost reflexively, she turned around and shoved her arms hard against my chest. Her eyes, blurred in the darkness, were wide open, filled with a look of horror and disbelief I had never seen on her face before. She struggled and twisted her hips, her movements resolute and forceful. I felt my cock, which had only just penetrated her, being rejected by those tight walls of flesh; with her violent writhing, it slipped out of her not-yet-fully-lubricated passage in an instant.

"Fang Xuyang!" Her voice was sharp and hoarse, vibrating with a tearing intensity, like shards of ice piercing my eardrums. "What are you doing! Have you lost your mind?" That interrogation, the way she spoke my name, the accusation that I was insane—it felt like a bucket of ice water poured over my head. That look of contempt, of disappointment, as if she were staring at an animal, sent a bone-chilling cold through me in that moment. My mind went blank; fear flooded over my desire like a frigid tide. I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat felt blocked, unable to produce a sound. I looked at her, at the woman I had just violated, the mother who had given birth to and raised me, lying stiff and rigid on the bed.

However, that cold fear lasted only a few seconds. My consciousness had not yet fully cleared, but my body had already been taken over by another, more primitive and violent instinct. Looking at the expression of terror and disgust woven across her face, watching her disheveled state as she fought back, the desire that had been briefly suppressed within me erupted in a more violent, more frantic way. My sanity collapsed completely. A reckless, "to hell with it" madness seized me.

Since I had already crossed the line, I would go all the way.

I did not answer her accusation. Like a provoked beast, I lunged and pinned her beneath me. My weight, combined with the momentum, instantly immobilized her struggling body. I could feel her soft frame writhing under me; the warmth and softness of her touch, mingled with the scent of her fear, only fueled my excitement. She began to strike and pinch me with all her might, her fingernails leaving stinging, burning trails across my arms and shoulders. As she fought, she cursed at me in a low, broken voice, thick with tears and desperation: "Get away from me! You animal! Let me go!" But her struggle was futile. Just woken from sleep, and dulled by alcohol and the day's exhaustion, she was far weaker than I. I held her down firmly, pinning her flailing wrists above her head with one hand, while my other hand reached down roughly to grab her panties, which were already half-slipped off, and yanked them down. She clamped her legs together in a desperate attempt to resist, but I forced my knee between her thighs and pried them apart. She continued to pummel my back and dig her nails into my skin with her free hand, but I felt no pain at all. All I could hear was my own heavy, ragged breathing and her intermittent cursing and sobbing.

I finally pulled those troublesome panties all the way off and tossed them aside. I gripped her inner thighs and forced them wide. I felt her wet, exposed sex press against my abdomen. Adjusting my position, I pressed my cock—throbbing and painful with excitement—between her legs and began to thrust forward. The first time, I missed and slipped. The second time, the head nudged against her inner thigh. On the third attempt, I finally aligned with that wet, warm entrance. With a sharp downward thrust of my hips, and amidst her desperate whimpers, I pushed past the tight, soft walls and sank deep inside her once more.

At that moment, her entire body shuddered violently, as if struck by an electric current. She instantly stopped pounding on me, her hands falling limply to her sides, leaving only her body to continue twitching from her sobs. I could feel her vagina contracting in spasms from the intense stimulation, tightly gripping the length of my penis. I froze for a split second, but immediately, an even stronger sense of conquest and pleasure overwhelmed me. I began to move my hips, thrusting slowly and firmly within her, her body made even slicker and tighter by her tears. From beneath me came her muffled, broken sobs; the sound cut at my heart like a dull blade, yet it strangely fueled my desire, driving me into a frenzy.

I began to thrust. My movements, initially tentative, quickly evolved into a powerful, rhythmic cadence. I leaned down, one hand braced on the pillow beside her head, while the other reached under her to grab the breast that hung down as she lay on her side. The soft, warm flesh deformed between my fingers, and I kneaded it firmly, feeling its fullness and smoothness in my palm. Under the rolling pressure of my thumb and forefinger, her nipple slowly hardened from the stimulation.

Beneath me, she had fallen briefly silent after my entry. But soon, as she recovered from my sudden, violent intrusion, she began to struggle more frantically. She drew up her knees to try and push me away, shoved hard against my shoulders, and a tearing, guttural cry erupted from her throat. She beat me wildly—she was truly hitting me, not just offering symbolic resistance, with every punch fueled by desperation and rage. My arms and chest ached from the force of her blows.

But I had completely lost my reason. I became reckless, casting all caution aside. I pinned her down with the weight of my body, forcing her still-struggling arm underneath my own. I draped myself over her entirely, like an immovable mountain. Beneath me, I felt her searing heat and wetness. My thrusts became mechanical, driven by an unquestionable sense of conquest. Each time I drove into her with all my might, pushing as deep as I possibly could, I could feel my glans striking some soft, hidden place deep within her. Her crying, her struggling, the rigidity of her body and her resistance—they acted like the lash of a whip, driving me to thrust faster and more violently. I don’t know how long it lasted; it might have been minutes, or perhaps longer. My consciousness was entirely consumed by the pleasure of our union and the desperate struggling beneath me, until an irrepressible, soul-deep urge to ejaculate erupted from the depths of my gut.

I paused abruptly, letting out a low, near-bestial groan as my entire body went rigid. Then, in a series of violent, uncontrollable spasms, I poured the searing semen I had held back all night deep into the most intimate core of her body.

When that overwhelming wave of pleasure finally crested and faded, I collapsed onto her, gasping for air. The air was thick with the scent of sweat, bodily fluids, and guilt. My ears rang with the wild thumping of my own heart; beyond that, there was dead silence. A few seconds later, she shoved me away. It was a powerful push, executed without a moment’s hesitation. I rolled off her and lay flat on my back on the bed.

I didn’t move. I heard her get out of bed, her footsteps hurried and heavy as she headed toward the bathroom. Then, the bathroom door slammed shut, followed immediately by the click of the lock. That sound rang in my ears like a thunderclap. The world went instantly silent, save for the faint sound of water running in the bathroom and the stinging, fiery pain radiating from every part of my body. I looked down at my arms and chest, covered in red claw marks from her nails and bruises from her punches; in some places, beads of blood had begun to seep through, burning with a sharp, searing pain.

I touched my cheek where I had been struck, the stinging sensation still lingering. Then, a massive, icy, and tangible sense of regret and despair surged like a tide from my heart, instantly drowning every fiber of my being. What had I done? What on earth had I done?! I had raped my own mother! This realization struck me like a bolt of lightning, leaving me shattered and scorched to the core.

A long time passed—I couldn't say how long, perhaps ten minutes, perhaps half an hour. The sound of water in the bathroom stopped. After another while, the lock clicked open. Mother walked out.

She didn't turn on the lights. In the faint glow filtering in from the window, I saw her naked from the waist down, wearing only a hiked-up nightgown, walking silently back to the bed. She didn't look at me, as if I were air. She stood by the bed for a moment, then silently picked up the underwear she had dropped on the floor and quietly put it back on. Then, with her back to me, she lay down on the very edge of the bed, curling her body into a ball.

I lay on the bed, my strength completely drained. I opened my mouth, and a dry, hoarse sound escaped my throat: "Mom... I'm sorry..." My voice sounded exceptionally hollow and feeble in the silent room.

She didn't speak. There was no reaction at all.

I struggled to sit up, feeling like a soulless shell. I shuffled a few steps toward her, reaching out a hand, wanting to touch her shoulder.

"What else do you want?" Her voice came from the edge of the bed—cold, resolute, like stones tossed from a thousand-year glacier, every word carrying a bone-chilling frost. "Get out." That word, "get out," was like a sharp knife, precisely piercing my heart. My hand froze in mid-air. I looked at her back, curled up on the edge of the bed; that back looked so frail, so resistant. I knew I had crossed an irredeemable line. I slowly withdrew my hand, retreated to my side, and lay back down. I just lay there with my eyes open, staring at the ceiling in the darkness, not moving a muscle. Regret, despair, self-loathing... all these negative emotions gnawed at my heart like countless venomous snakes. I cursed myself over and over in my mind: You animal! You’re a goddamn, unadulterated animal! A moral monster! You’ve ruined everything!

I don’t know when I fell asleep. Perhaps my body’s self-preservation mechanism caused me to pass out from the sheer mental collapse. When I woke up again, I was startled by a faint sound. It was already daylight, and the morning sun was streaming in through the gaps in the curtains.

My mother was standing with her back to me, silently packing her things. She folded her clothes one by one, placing them neatly into the suitcase she had brought yesterday. Her movements were slow but resolute, without a hint of hesitation. She didn't look at me; she didn't even glance in my direction. She zipped up the suitcase and pulled up the handle. From start to finish, she never once looked back.

She walked to the door, opened it, and left without looking back. She was gone.

I sat frozen on the bed, watching her retreating figure, staring at the door as it clicked shut. My body was rigid; I didn't dare to move, nor did I know how to. I couldn't face her, and even less could I face myself. I sat there in a daze until the silence outside became absolute, and the sunlight fully illuminated the room.

Since then, I have tried calling her countless times. Every number has been blocked, and all I hear is a cold, emotionless busy signal. I sent messages apologizing and begging for forgiveness, but they all vanished into the void, met with no reply. On QQ, her profile picture went gray, and then, I couldn't find her at all. She had deleted me—completely and utterly erased me from her world.

I didn't dare go home; I was terrified to the point of paralysis. That fear wasn't just of her anger, but of my own actions and the inability to face the home I had destroyed with my own hands. With nowhere else to turn, I called my father. I pretended to be casual, beating around the bush as I asked about my mother.

"She's fine. Seems pretty normal, just like always. Eating and drinking as usual," my father said on the other end, his voice carrying his characteristic bluntness and indifference.

His words acted like a heavy stone, temporarily pinning down the surging fear and guilt in my heart, giving me a sense of morbid security. She was okay; she hadn't exposed everything. This meant the family was still intact, even though, in my heart, this home had already completely and utterly died.
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Chapter 9

Stopping the self-deception is the true beginning of growing up...

In the summer of 2009, during my freshman year, I returned home with a heart full of trepidation. I didn't know how to face my mother.

I didn't notify my mother in advance as I usually did when coming home, and even if I had wanted to, I couldn't reach her.

Back at the building, I stood in front of the entrance, looking up at our third-floor window. It was closed, with the curtains drawn tight. I stood there for nearly five minutes before heading up. I opened the door to an empty, silent apartment. I called out for my mom, but there was no answer.

My instinct was to call her, but I held back. Instead, I called my dad and asked why no one was home. "You're back?" he asked. "Don't you know your mom is working at that fruit shop at the intersection? She's the manager there. Didn't she tell you? Did you upset her again? Weren't you two getting along just fine a while ago? It’s only been a few days and you’re fighting again?" My dad’s tone was full of both blame and helplessness; he probably felt that the issues between my mother and me would never end. I stammered a reply, asked when he was coming home, and after a few casual words, I hung up.

It was already past five in the afternoon. Since the days were long in summer, it was still bright outside. I sat alone in the living room, looking around. The house was spotless, giving me a feeling that was both familiar and strange. I hesitated for a long time before deciding to go find my mother and apologize. Even if I had to kneel, I was determined to beg for her forgiveness.

I knew the fruit shop my dad mentioned; it was right around the corner at the intersection below our building, less than a ten-minute walk away. I knew why my mother had gone out to work—it was simply to avoid me while I was home for the holidays. I hesitantly made my way to the side of the shop, but I didn't dare go in; I didn't know how to face her. I stood outside for a long time, secretly watching my mother busy at work. She was wearing a green uniform that fit her well, slightly cinched at the waist, with the sleeves rolled up to her forearms. She was standing by the cash register. When no one was talking to her, her face was icy, like a frozen river in winter, showing no ripples at all. When customers came to buy fruit, she immediately put on a smile, meticulously helping them pick, weigh, and pay, chatting away with a smile plastered on her face. Once the customers left and her colleagues spoke to her, she would respond with a smile, but as soon as they turned away, her face would turn cold again. She stood there alone, her gaze fixed on the counter, as if lost in deep thought.

Watching her expressions shift like that, I understood that the coldness was reserved for me. She was acting in front of others, playing the part of a normal person, but only I knew how deep the resentment in her heart went. That knot was one I had planted, and now, even I didn't dare to touch it. I stood outside while pedestrians passed by, none of them noticing me. After standing there for a long time, I never did go in; instead, I turned and headed to an internet café.

I spent the whole night at the café, though "spent" is a loose term—I couldn't really get into anything. I sat at a terminal and opened a game, the light from the screen flickering across my face, but my mind was entirely filled with the images I had seen outside the fruit shop: her in that green uniform, her cold face, and the smile she forced herself to wear. I clicked the mouse mechanically, having no idea what I was doing. The air in the internet café was thick and murky, filled with the constant clatter of keyboards, people cursing, and others laughing loudly. These sounds felt very far away, as if separated by a thick pane of glass.

I sat there until dawn, my eyes bloodshot. When I went home the next morning and passed by the fruit shop, I saw that my mother was already at work. She was standing at the entrance, moving crates of newly arrived fruit into the shop with agile movements, like a seasoned clerk who had been doing this for years.

After observing for two consecutive days, I discovered that my mother started work at nine in the morning and finished at eight in the evening. So, I started going home at nine-thirty in the morning to sleep and slipping out before seven in the evening.

That way, I managed to avoid crossing paths with my mother. Every morning, I would stay at the internet café until dawn, heading home around 9:30 a.m. by which time she had already left for work. I’d wash up, lie down, and sleep until two or three in the afternoon, grab a quick bite, wash my face, and then kill time until seven in the evening, when I’d leave the house to head back to the internet café.

This nocturnal lifestyle made me feel like a rat—cowering, afraid of the light. I didn't dare face her, nor did I know how to. I figured that maybe not seeing each other was for the best; given enough time, her anger might subside, and I’d be better prepared to talk when the time came.

And so, it went: I’d go out at night and sleep at home during the day, while my mother worked days and returned at night. For five days straight, we didn't see each other once. Yet, even though we never met, I noticed there was always breakfast in the kitchen. Every morning when I got home, there would be a plate covering a meal on the table. The plate would still be warm to the touch—she must have just finished eating before leaving. Sometimes it was porridge and pickles, other times, fried rice.

Eating my mother’s cooking only deepened my guilt; I felt like I didn't deserve it. The rice tasted salty and sweet in my mouth, but as I swallowed, my throat tightened and my eyes stung, as if the food were filled with things I wasn't worthy of. She clearly hated me, yet she still made me breakfast every day. I couldn't fathom what was going through her mind. All I knew was that while I ate her food, I had no face to see her.

But there was no hiding at home forever; we were bound to run into each other eventually. One morning, I had just returned from an all-nighter at the café. I pushed the door open to find my mother at home, doing laundry and tidying up. She was squatting by the bathroom doorway, soaking my father's shoes and mine in a large basin. She was hunched over, scrubbing vigorously on a washboard, her hands covered in white suds, the muscles in her arms tense with the effort.

The moment I stepped inside, my mother’s body visibly jolted. Her hands stopped, and the soap slipped from her grip, splashing into the basin. She didn't look up at me; she just paused for a beat before continuing to scrub the shoes, her movements now far stiffer than before, as if she were deliberately pretending not to notice I was there.

My dad was home today, too. He sat on the living room sofa drinking tea with the TV on, playing some news broadcast. He frowned when he saw me come in. He couldn't help but ask why I kept going out as soon as I was on break, saying he hadn't caught a glimpse of me all day. His tone carried a hint of dissatisfaction, but he wasn't angry—just watching me with a furrowed brow, his eyes filled with both confusion and reproach. I gave a perfunctory reply about going out to see classmates, then headed toward my room.

When I passed by my mother, I didn't dare look at her. I caught a glimpse out of the corner of my eye; she was looking down, her hair hanging low to cover half her face, making her expression impossible to read. There was no change in her movements; she didn't stop or look up, just kept scrubbing those shoes as if I had nothing to do with anything in this house.

Her shoulders were slightly tense, her back held perfectly straight, her whole body like a bow drawn to its limit. She looked no different than she did when she was angry in the past—that same silence, that same stubborn refusal to communicate. I ducked into my room as if fleeing, and the moment I shut the door, I leaned against the panel, my heart pounding as if I’d just finished a thousand-meter run.

I slept until the afternoon, when my dad came in to wake me. He sat on the edge of my bed, the mattress sinking under his weight. He asked in a low voice what I had done to upset my mother, noting that she hadn't seemed happy since I got back. He kept his voice hushed, as if afraid she might hear, and looked at me with concern in his eyes. I told him I didn't know. Realizing he wouldn't get an answer, my dad sighed and said, "Alright, get up and have something to eat."

At the dinner table, my mother’s expression looked much better than it had in the morning. She dished rice for my dad and for herself, sat down, and picked at her food, her movements no different than usual. I didn't know if she had truly moved past it or if she was just trying to keep my dad from noticing. I studied her face; her features were more relaxed, her mouth softer, but her gaze never once landed on me, as if I were invisible.

I didn't say much during the meal. On the contrary, my dad, who usually isn't one for conversation, kept trying to spark topics, chatting aimlessly with my mom and me. He talked about how hot the weather had been lately, how expensive fruit was this year, and how business at my mom’s shop must be doing well. Whenever my dad said these things, my mom would just give a grunt of acknowledgment. Then he asked me how my college coursework was going, if I was getting along with my classmates, and if I was used to the food in the cafeteria. I replied with a few simple words. My dad kept steering the conversation toward the two of us, saying that my mom worked hard standing all day at the shop and that I should be more attentive to her. I knew he was using the meal as an opportunity to get me to talk to her and break the ice. With my dad there, I took the opening to say a few things to her; I asked if the shop was busy and told her to take care of herself and not overwork. Perhaps my mom also felt that if things continued this way, my dad would discover the truth sooner or later, so when I spoke, she responded half-heartedly. Her voice lacked any warmth, as if the words were being squeezed out of her throat—just a perfunctory gesture. After replying, she fell silent and lowered her head to eat, her gaze fixed on the food in her bowl as if it were something worth studying.

Seeing us like this, my dad stopped talking and buried himself in his meal. After dinner, he told me I wasn't allowed to go out anymore, saying there was no such thing as being so relaxed that I didn't come home at all during break. I nodded in agreement and didn't go out that night.

I thought a lot that night. I lay alone in the dark, with only a sliver of light from the streetlamp outside casting a blurry shadow on the ceiling. I stared at that patch of light for a long time, my mind in a chaotic mess, like a tangled ball of yarn. I asked myself whether I truly loved my mom, or if I just desired her body. I had pondered this question before, but every time I reached the halfway point, I wouldn't dare think any further. I always felt it was wrong—something that shouldn't even be thought about.

This time, I forced myself to think about it, forced myself to face it. I asked myself countless times. I confirmed that I liked her—liked her maturity, liked her sexiness, liked that she was my mother. This thought was like a mantra, and I repeated it to myself over and over, each time making me more certain. I knew this kind of attraction was perverse; I knew no normal person would think of their own mother this way; I knew this feeling was something that had to stay in the shadows, something everyone would loathe if they knew. Yet, I felt it was genuine—both emotionally and physically. This realization brought me both agony and a strange sense of relief, as if I had finally admitted to a secret buried deep in my heart. Now that it was out in the open, it didn't seem quite so terrifying anymore.

For the first time, I confronted my feelings for my mother, and I finally admitted that I liked her—liked her both emotionally and physically. Once this thought was articulated, it was like spilled water that could never be gathered up again. I felt possessed, my blood boiling in my veins. I made a firm decision: no matter what, from this moment on, I would no longer view my mother as a mother. I was going to make her my woman. Even to me, this resolve sounded absurd, filthy, and unforgivable, but at that moment, I was serious—more serious than I had ever been about anything. I felt I had no way back; I had to move forward, or I would die right here.

The next morning, I took the first step. I planned to bring my mother lunch. From our conversation the previous night, I learned that she brought lunch to work every day, freshly made in the morning, but she usually ate dinner out—sometimes grabbing ramen at a nearby restaurant, or skipping it entirely if she got busy. I saw this as an opportunity, a chance to get closer to her and to show her that I had changed. I couldn't keep running away; I had to take initiative.

I went to the market to buy groceries. It was crowded, filled with the constant din of voices. I wove through the stalls, picking out fresh tomatoes and greens, buying a piece of lean meat and a few eggs. Back home, I tied on an apron, stood in the kitchen, and began to wash and chop the vegetables. I’m a decent cook; although I didn't do it often, I looked up tutorials online and followed the steps one by one.

I was very careful while chopping the vegetables, afraid of cutting my fingers. My knife skills were clumsy, but I was earnest with every slice. When stir-frying, I kept a close eye on the heat, worried about burning the food or leaving it undercooked. After I finished, I tasted it myself first; at the beginning, it lacked flavor and was not good at all, so I dumped it and started over. After trying a few times, I finally got the hang of it and realized that cooking wasn’t all that difficult. While I couldn't say it was delicious, it was at least edible.

I packed the meal into an insulated lunch box and placed it in a bag. As I walked down the street carrying the lunch box, I felt nervous. My palms were sweaty and my heart was pounding, as if I were on my way to take an important exam.

I paused in front of the fruit shop and looked through the glass door to see my mom busy inside. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open; the bell above it chimed. My mom was standing behind the register organizing the ledger. When she heard the bell, she looked up and froze for a moment upon seeing me. The pen in her hand hovered in mid-air, and her eyes widened for a split second. I hurried over, set the lunch box on the counter in front of her, and said, "Mom, I brought you some food." My voice was a bit too loud, which startled even me; my throat felt dry, and my voice carried a hint of a tremor.

Before my mom could react, a colleague nearby leaned in. She was a woman in her forties who, upon seeing the lunch box in my hand, smiled and said, "Oh, who is this? Here to bring your mom lunch?" My mom gave a strained smile and said, "It's my son." Her voice sounded dry, and the smile on her face was forced, the curve of her lips looking quite unnatural. The colleague then started complimenting me on being so filial, saying how sensible I was to still be bringing my mom lunch at my age, and praised me for getting into college and having a bright future. My mom offered a polite smile, listening to the praise, keeping that same expression on her face, but I could tell the smile was a struggle; every time she smiled, the muscles at the corners of her eyes twitched slightly. In front of her colleague, she opened the lunch box, which contained the stir-fried tomato and eggs I’d made and a plate of stir-fried baby greens. I had sprinkled a few sesame seeds over the rice, just as I’d seen in an online tutorial. She glanced at the food, said nothing, picked up her chopsticks, took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. Standing there watching her head bowed as she ate, I couldn't describe how I felt. She didn't seem to have any expression with each bite; she didn't say if it was good or bad, just ate quietly. The colleague remarked that it looked delicious and that I had a talent for cooking. My mom gave a hum, which served as her reply.

And so, I began bringing her dinner every night. I stopped going out much and stayed home almost every evening. During the day, I would tidy up and do some simple chores—I couldn't handle anything too complicated, so I stuck to the manual labor like mopping the floors, scrubbing the toilet, and taking out the trash.

Then, I would go buy groceries and fruit, cook, and deliver the meal. Of course, the money for the groceries was something I secretly asked my dad for. He was never stingy when it came to giving me money and was fully supportive of what I was doing, giving me two or three hundred each time. Without his financial help, this plan of mine would have been hard to pull off.

I knew her taste; she liked home-style cooking, so every day I racked my brain trying to figure out how to make the food more to her liking, looking up different recipes online and experimenting with new dishes.

When my mom came home in the evening, I would hide in my room and play on the computer. As long as my dad wasn’t home, we barely exchanged a word. I would prick up my ears to listen to the sounds outside: the door opening, her footsteps, the sound of her taking off her shoes, then the running water in the bathroom, followed by the clinking of a glass against the table in the kitchen. Finally, there was the sound of her bedroom door closing, and the click of the lock turning. That sound was piercingly clear in the quiet night, like a small hammer striking my heart; each click told me the same thing: she didn't want to see me.

She locked herself in her room, and in doing so, locked me out of her world. I sat in front of the computer, the screen’s light reflecting on my face, but I couldn't focus on anything. My mind was filled with the image of her locking that door, imagining her hand turning the lock.

Even when my dad was home, he would just eat, watch TV, and fall asleep shortly after. He left before five every morning and would be busy for a day or two at a time, returning only late at night or in the dead of night. Even on days he didn't go out, he would just lie on the sofa watching TV all day; he was completely oblivious to everything going on in the house.

Every morning, snuggled in my quilt, I could hear him rustling as he got up, followed by the sounds of him washing up, and then the door opening and closing—always right on time. When he returned during the day, he was always in a rush; he would eat and then collapse onto the sofa, never caring what was playing on the TV. Most of the time, he would drift off to sleep with his head tilted to one side, his mouth slightly open, snoring loud enough to shake the room.

He trusted this home, trusted my mom, and trusted me. He never bothered to think about complicated things. He lived in this simple, naive state of trust, completely unaware. As for the way my mom and I behaved, he never noticed a thing. Just as he hadn't noticed when my mom and I were close, he didn't notice now that we were fighting. He didn't ask, didn't speak, and didn't think; he was like a loyal audience member sitting in the theater, watching a play he would never understand.

My mother neither resisted my daily delivery of meals to her, nor did she show any particular joy. Although she always accepted them with a smile in front of her colleagues and happily received their praise—smilingly saying, "It's alright, just something the kid threw together"—I knew she was putting on a show. Her eyes didn't lie; when she looked at me, there was always something indefinable in their depths. It wasn't gratitude or warmth, but rather a complex scrutiny, a cautious vigilance. She was watching to see what I was really after, what I was really planning. Locking her bedroom door every day was her most explicit statement—she didn't want any private contact with me, nor did she want to give me any more chances to get close to her. This realization left a bitter taste in my mouth, like a thorn stuck in my chest, but I couldn't say a word, because I knew full well why she guarded herself against me like this. I had personally destroyed the normal bond between mother and son; I couldn't blame anyone else.

Life went on like this for a while. My cooking improved quite a bit; I went out every day to buy groceries and cook, rotating the dishes—scrambled eggs with tomato, shredded pork with green peppers, broccoli with garlic, stir-fried cabbage with vinegar, braised chicken wings, braised potatoes with green beans—I made every home-cooked meal I knew how to make. Delivering the food became the most important part of my day. Every day, right on time, I would grab the lunchbox, head out, take a deep breath at the fruit shop entrance, and push the door open.

Around the 20th of the month, I discovered a used sanitary pad of my mother's in the bathroom. I knew she was on her period. It was the first time I had truly acknowledged this aspect of a woman. Over those few days, I looked up a lot of information online and learned about the precautions women should take during their period. I adjusted the meals for those few days to be suitable for her condition, though I didn't know if my mother would even notice.

This routine repeated for a while, and I felt as though a new kind of balance had been established between us. Although it was cold, at least she still accepted my food and maintained the image of a normal mother in front of her colleagues. This balance was fragile, like a taut string, and I knew it could snap at any moment.

The turning point came one evening. I went over to deliver food as usual, but as soon as I reached the door, I heard shouting inside the shop. I pushed the door open and found a drunken man arguing with my mother. The man, probably in his forties, had a flushed face, smelled strongly of alcohol, and looked disheveled. He was standing in front of the cash register, pointing at my mother and cursing, claiming that the watermelon he had bought wasn't sweet and demanding a refund. My mother was explaining calmly that he had bought it a whole day ago and had already cut it open, so it didn't meet the criteria for a return. The man wouldn't listen; the more he talked, the more agitated he became. His voice grew louder, and a string of profanities poured out of his mouth. He said all sorts of nasty things, drawing stares from several customers. As he ranted, he reached out, grabbed my mother by the shoulders, and shoved her hard. The force was significant; my mother lost her footing, stumbled back two steps, and hit her lower back against the edge of the counter with a dull thud. She winced in pain.

I was instantly enraged. I rushed over, shielded my mother behind me, and started brawling with the man. He was drunk; he had strength but no technique, and I was fueled purely by fury, paying no mind to how I was fighting. We knocked over a fruit basket nearby, sending apples and pears rolling across the floor. In the chaos, my arm struck the metal edge of a shelf. A sharp pain shot through me, and I saw a gash open up on my forearm. Blood immediately began to seep out, trickling down my arm and dripping onto the floor. But I couldn't care about that; the only thought in my mind was that I couldn't let him bully my mother. Eventually, someone called the police, and they arrived to take us both to the station. My arm was bandaged simply at the station; the antiseptic stung fiercely as it was applied while the police took our statements. Through police mediation, we reached a settlement—the man had been drunk and disorderly and was clearly in the wrong, and since my mother had been shaken up, he ultimately apologized and paid for some of my medical expenses. That was how the matter ended.

It was seven o'clock by the time we left the police station, and the sky was already quite dark. My mother walked in front, and I followed behind. She was wearing that green uniform, which fit her well, nipping in slightly at the waist to accentuate her silhouette. Her pace was steady, neither fast nor slow, and her back looked somewhat weary and fragile against the backdrop of the road. My eyes drifted downward of their own accord, fixing on the contour of her hips as they swayed slightly with her gait. The lines rose and fell with each step, and even though I knew I shouldn't, I couldn't look away; it was as if I were nailed to the spot. I stared at that figure, feeling an indescribable sensation in my heart—she was my mother, the one who gave birth to me and raised me, who gave me this very body, and yet, I was using the eyes within this body to look at her this way. I despised myself, yet I could not stop.

We didn't speak a word the whole way back to the fruit shop. When we arrived, the employees gathered around to ask what had happened. Seeing the gauze bandaged around my arm, they all praised my mother for having such a good son, calling me brave and a real man for knowing how to protect my mother. I smiled awkwardly, mumbling that it was nothing and that it was the right thing to do, but inwardly, those compliments felt like needles pricking at my skin. I didn't deserve them; I hadn't done those things for the reasons they imagined, but for my own purpose—a shameful purpose. Only I knew how filthy those motives were. My mother stood amidst her colleagues with a smile on her face, though it looked strained. She told everyone to get back to work, saying she was fine now.

My mother wanted to finish her shift, but the staff urged her to go home, saying she had been shaken up and had bruised her arm, so she should rest. Just then, my arm throbbed again; a dull pain radiated from the bandaged wound, and I couldn't help but hiss, wincing as I pulled my arm back. Seeing my expression, my mother reflexively rushed over to check on me. The concern on her face was genuine and instinctive. She hurried toward me, her hand reaching out as if to touch my arm but stopping short, asking if it hurt and if we should go back to the hospital. In that moment, I saw the true reaction of a mother in her eyes—a heartache that couldn't be hidden, an instinct carved into her very bones. She must have realized her reaction was too eager, as she immediately composed herself, but it was too late; I had already seen it. In the end, she took the rest of the day off and brought me home.

Back at home, she cooked for me. She tied on her apron and busied herself in the kitchen. Her figure moved back and forth before the stove; her actions were practiced and gentle, every movement efficient. She prepared a single bowl of noodles, topped with two poached eggs and a few sprigs of baby bok choy, finished with a sprinkle of scallions. It was steaming hot. She set the bowl in front of me and told me to eat quickly so I could change my dressing afterward. Her voice was softer than before, though it still lacked any real warmth. I nodded and buried my head in the bowl, not wanting her to see any change in my expression. The noodles were scalding, but I didn't stop, eating mouthful after mouthful. She sat on a nearby chair, watching me eat in silence. The only sounds in the kitchen were me eating and the ticking of the clock on the wall. I still remember the taste of those noodles—the pasta was firm, the eggs were cooked to a perfect medium with yolks still semi-soft, and the broth was clear and fragrant with scallions, a very homey flavor. I ate slowly, wanting to make this moment together last just a little longer.

After the meal, she brought the medicine to change my dressing. She sat on the chair beside me while I sat on the sofa. She unwound the old gauze layer by layer, her touch light and slow, taking care not to brush against the wound. Once the old gauze was removed, the scar underneath was revealed; it wasn't very long, but it was deep, and the surrounding skin was red and swollen. She took a look and frowned slightly. She picked up some povidone-iodine, dipped a cotton swab in it, and carefully applied it to the wound. It felt cool and stung a little, but I didn't flinch. She kept her head down, focused on tending to my injury, her brow slightly furrowed and her lips pressed together, looking very serious. She reminded me not to get it wet for the next couple of days, saying that although the wound wasn't deep, I still needed to be careful and change the dressing often. Her voice was soft and her tone much more peaceful; it was no longer shadowed by that cold sense of distance, nor did it carry any resistance or estrangement. It was simply the voice of a mother caring for her injured son.

As she lowered her head, a few strands of hair slipped from behind her ear, draping along her cheek and catching the light with a soft sheen. She was nearly forty, but she had kept herself well; her skin wasn't particularly fair, but it was fine-textured, with only faint lines at the corners of her eyes. Her eyebrows weren't thick, but they were perfectly shaped. Her lips were pressed together, the corners slightly downturned. She wore that white short-sleeved T-shirt, its neckline modest, yet one could faintly glimpse the skin at the base of her neck. The way she lowered her head, diligently bandaging me, was like any dutiful mother. But to me, every detail was magnified; I saw only the soft line of her profile, her focused gaze, and the fingers that lightly brushed against my skin.

In that moment, a string in my mind seemed to snap, and my reason completely collapsed. My body leaned forward uncontrollably, and I pressed a kiss to her cheek. It was a fleeting touch—the moment my lips grazed her skin, I could feel its warmth and texture—before I instantly pulled away.

This sudden kiss left my mother stunned. Her hand, holding the gauze, froze in mid-air, and she appeared as if paralyzed by a spell. Her expression shifted from shock—eyes wide, mouth slightly agape—to disbelief, as if she couldn't comprehend what had just happened. Finally, every other emotion was swallowed by rage, a tide of anger rising to rapidly drown her entire face. Her face flushed a deep crimson, spreading from her neck to her earlobes. She glared at me, the whites of her eyes threaded with red, her lips trembling. She raised her hand and slapped me, a solid, full-force blow to my left cheek. The sound was sharp and loud, exploding in the quiet living room. My head snapped to the side, my ears ringing.

Then, she screamed, "Xiao Fang Xuyang, you have no shame!"

The voice was sharp and piercing, filled with an unprecedented loss of control—a tone heavy with disappointment, fury, and humiliation, laced with an indescribable pain. After she spat out those words, her lips still trembling and her chest heaving, she stood there looking at me for a second before turning around and heading straight to her room without looking back, slamming the door shut.

Immediately after, I heard the sound of the door being locked from the inside. A sharp *click*, like a heavy hammer striking my heart.

I stood in the living room, frozen for a long, long time. The living room light was still on, its incandescent glow shining down on me, casting my lonely shadow across the floor. Slowly, I reached up to touch my cheek, which was burning from the slap; where my fingers made contact, my skin felt hot as fire. I was so filled with regret I could have killed myself, feeling that just when I had finally found a breakthrough, I had destroyed it with my own hands. I could have used the meals to slowly bridge the gap, helping her accept my presence and grow accustomed to my care, but my impulsive action had rendered all my previous efforts futile. It might even have made her despise and fear me even more. Her expression flashed before my eyes repeatedly—that look of disbelief, the scathing words spoken in utter disappointment, that fierce slap—every image cut into my heart like a knife. I sat alone in the living room for a long, long time, until the streetlights outside flickered on, until the light in the room blurred before my eyes. I sat there, not knowing what to do or where to go.

That night, I lay in bed, unable to sleep, my mind in a chaotic state. I tossed and turned, replaying the day’s events in my head—the gentle look on her face as she bandaged me, the hair falling as she lowered her head, the way her face had instantly turned cold after I kissed her, and that resounding slap. I kept asking myself: what should I do? Could I still bring her food? Would she even accept it? Would she refuse to look at me ever again? These questions crawled through my brain like insects, burrowing and gnawing, leaving me incredibly restless.

I lay in bed for a long time, unable to drift off. The street outside gradually fell silent, save for the occasional car passing by, its headlights sweeping a beam across the ceiling before plunging the room back into darkness. I checked my phone; it was already past one in the morning. I put the phone down and closed my eyes, but my mind remained disturbingly clear. Just then, I heard the sound of the front door opening—my father was home.

His footsteps were light, yet they were perfectly audible in the silence. I pricked up my ears, hearing him change his shoes—kicking off his leather ones and sliding into slippers, the slap-slap sound of which echoed against the floor. Then came his steps toward the bathroom, the turn of the faucet, and the rushing sound of water as he washed up—brushing his teeth, washing his face, blowing his nose. After a while, the water stopped, and his footsteps retreated toward the bedroom he shared with my mother. I didn't know when she had unlocked the door; she always had a way of unlocking it before he got home, as if nothing had ever happened. She was experienced in handling such things, just as she had been every time before.

I lay with my eyes open, unconsciously holding my breath. The house was so quiet that I could hear my own heartbeat. Not long after, I faintly caught some sounds. They weren't loud, muffled as if pressed behind a pillow or a wall, yet in the stillness of the deep night, they were unmistakable.

It was the sound of my mother moaning.

The sound was soft, seemingly suppressed, with a strained, intermittent rhythm. My mind went blank; my blood seemed to freeze in an instant, only to boil the next. Every hair on my body stood on end. I knew immediately: my parents were having sex. I knew this was perfectly normal for a married couple, that they were legally wed and that what they were doing was only natural, something no one could fault. But at that moment, that realization did nothing to suppress the surge of emotions rising within me.

The moans were blurred, as if heard through layers of walls, lacking clarity. Yet, based on the rise and fall, the rhythm, and the pitch, I could discern the progression of what was happening in there. Sometimes it was low, heavy breathing—my father’s, hurried and coarse; other times, it was the stifled, fragmented sounds of my mother, as if she were trying to lock the noise in her throat but still letting a trace escape. Occasionally, there was the creaking of mattress springs, a squeaking sound like an old door hinge turning. These sounds blended together, like a dull knife, burrowing through my ears and slicing all the way to my heart.

I pricked up my ears and listened intently; every subtle sound felt like a needle pricking my eardrums. This was the first time in my life I had heard my parents having sex. I knew that husbands and wives had a sex life, but I had never imagined it happening between my parents—I had absolutely no concept of it in my mind.

I felt as if my body were soaked in a liquid that was both numbing and cold, chilling me to the bone from head to toe, leaving me too stiff to move. I stared wide-eyed at the ceiling, my pupils dilated, seeing nothing; all my attention was drawn to those sounds. I wanted to cover my ears with my hands, to pull the quilt over my head, but I couldn't—my hands simply wouldn't obey me, and my body felt nailed to the bed. Like someone bound and gagged, I could only passively and shamefully listen to those sounds.

At that moment, I felt an intense distress. It wasn't pure anger, nor was it pure jealousy, but a more complex, filthier emotion. I felt as if a cherished treasure of mine had been defiled and crushed underfoot. It was like having something you felt belonged to you—even if you had never truly possessed it, you had already claimed it as your own in your heart—and now, someone was smashing it right in front of you, and you didn't even have the right to cry out.

Images began to surface in my mind—my mother's face, what she looked like beneath my father, whether she would cry out, whether she would keep her eyes closed, whether she was thinking of something else. These images slithered into my brain like vipers, and no matter how I tried, I couldn't drive them away. I loathed these images, yet I was powerless to stop them. I felt as if my heart were being torn to pieces, bit by bit.

Before long, the rhythm of those sounds began to change, growing more urgent and intense. Their breathing intertwined, faster and higher. Then I heard a low growl from my father, like the deep roar of a beast, followed immediately by a stifled moan from my mother—a sound carrying something complex, like a release, or perhaps something else entirely. Then, all sound came to an abrupt halt. The room fell back into silence.

I lay there stiffly, unable to move a muscle. After half a minute, I heard my mother walk out of the room and head toward the bathroom. Her footsteps were light, as if she were deliberately trying to be quiet, not wanting to wake anyone. The bathroom door was pushed open and then closed with a soft click. The sound of the faucet being turned on reached me, the water splashing steadily. It ran for a while. I stared at the ceiling, my mind a complete blank. The water stopped. A little later, the footsteps returned, heading back toward the bedroom. The door was gently pulled shut with a soft click.

Everything returned to silence.

I didn't sleep much that night. My eyes stayed open, fixed on a point in the darkness, never even blinking. My ears were still straining for the slightest noise, but I heard nothing more. The house was filled with quiet—a deathly, absolute quiet. I don't know when I finally closed my eyes, or if I even managed to fall asleep at all. All I know is that when I woke up the next day, sunlight was already streaming through the gap in the curtains, stinging my eyes. My temples throbbed as if they were about to burst, and my throat felt as dry as sandpaper.

I sat up and stared blankly for several minutes before the events of the previous day slowly came back to me—the kiss, the slap, those sounds, those sounds, those sounds. My head was splitting, and my eyes felt raw, as if I had been weeping heavily. I touched the side of my face where I had been struck; it didn't hurt anymore, but the stinging sensation remained etched in my memory. The wound on my arm still throbbed faintly, a reminder that none of this was a dream.

For a long time afterward, whenever I was at home, I would occasionally listen to see if they were having sex, but I never heard anything again—not until a year and a half later, when, through a chance observation, I discovered them making love once more.

For the next few days, I didn't bring my mother any food. I lacked the courage. I locked myself in my room, drew the curtains, and kept it pitch black, like a cave. I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling, or aimlessly flipping through my phone, though I couldn't take in a single word. I couldn't eat or sleep; I felt like a soul who had lost its way, a walking corpse. My heart was torn by several emotions—a sense of self-loathing, feeling dirty, perverted, and beyond redemption; a sense of self-abandoning apathy, thinking, "Just let it be, it's already over, nothing can fix this now"; and a painful sense of reluctance, unwilling to just give up. That thought burned inside me like a fire, making me unable to sit or stand still. These emotions tore and collided within me, like a pack of trapped beasts fighting for territory.

It was as if my mother was cooperating with me; she never left food for me again. Perhaps she was thoroughly disgusted by that kiss and no longer wanted to show me any concern. Or perhaps she was afraid of me, afraid that any kindness would only embolden me to go further. In any case, for those few days, we lived like strangers under the same roof, each guarding our own corner. I was in my room, she was in her world, and the hallway between us felt like a desert. I didn't go out to see her, and she didn't come to find me. We both hid from each other, neither wanting to be the first to take that step. My father still left early and returned late; he must have sensed that the atmosphere in the house was colder and heavier than before, but he didn't ask or say much, choosing silence instead. This silence felt like a form of tacit indulgence, allowing the rift between my mother and me to continue widening and deepening.

I shut myself in my room for five days and felt like I was starting to mold. I had a stale, musty odor, my hair was greasy, my stubble was unkempt, and I looked like a vagrant off the street. This morning, a thought suddenly emerged in my muddled brain—I couldn't go on like this anymore. The idea came abruptly, like a bolt of lightning piercing through the fog. I couldn't quite describe the feeling; it was like the calm after despair, or perhaps a desperate "break it then" resolve. I told myself that even if I were to die, I would die knowing the truth; I could no longer hide.

I struggled to my feet and took a shower. As the hot water hit my skin, I felt a warmth I hadn’t experienced in ages. I used plenty of body wash, scrubbing hard as if trying to rinse away the grime and bad luck that had accumulated over the past few days. I shaved and looked at myself in the mirror—my eyes were red and swollen, my complexion sallow, but at least I looked human again. I changed into clean clothes, went to the market, and, just as I used to, cooked the dishes she loved: stir-fried greens, scrambled eggs with tomato, and braised pork ribs with green beans. I packed them into a thermal food container and headed out.

I stopped in front of the fruit shop. Through the glass door, I saw my mother busy inside. My heart began to race, and my palms grew slick with sweat. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open; the bell above chimed.

My mother was still behind the register, weighing fruit for a customer. When she saw me walk in, her body stiffened visibly, and her movements faltered for a second, the bag nearly slipping from her hands. She quickly composed herself, continuing to weigh the produce, take payment, make change, and see the customer off. Once the shop was empty, she finally looked up at me. Her gaze was guarded, scrutinizing, and wary, as if she were looking at a dangerous stranger. Her expression sent a sharp pang of pain through my heart. Seeing her face, I felt my chest tighten, a lump forming in my throat.

I walked over, carrying the food container, and set it on the counter. My hands were trembling, but I tried to keep them steady. "Mom," I said, "I made some food. Try it—it won't taste good if it gets cold." My voice was low and raspy. After saying this, I didn't wait for a response; I didn't even dare to look her in the eye. I turned and walked out. I didn't hear her answer, nor did I hear her call me back. I stepped out of the shop into the sunlight. The air was warm, and as I looked up, my eyes stung, but I held back the tears.

And so, I continued to bring her meals. A few days later, when I arrived, a colleague saw me and said to my mother with a smile, "Oh, your son is here again! He didn't come by the last couple of days—is his arm not fully healed yet? What a filial boy." My mother explained to her colleague that I had been at home recovering, which was why I hadn't come. Her expression was natural and her tone was normal as she spoke; there was no hint of anything amiss. She even opened the lunch box in front of her colleague, took a glance at the food inside, and picked up her chopsticks to eat. Everything seemed to have returned to normal; everything looked just as it had before. Only she and I knew that some things had already changed. That brief moment of tenderness followed by a fierce outburst was like a torn wound—though it had scabbed over on the surface, it was still bleeding underneath. Everything now was just a forced performance of reconciliation.

The rest of that summer passed in this strange equilibrium. I continued to buy groceries, cook, deliver the meals to the fruit shop, and then head home every day. At night, she still locked her bedroom door, and I still hid in mine to play on the computer. My father still left early and returned late, or would only show up every few days, and even then, he would just finish his meal and collapse on the sofa to sleep. The three of us lived under the same roof, breathing the same air, yet we were like inhabitants of three different worlds, moving in parallel within the same space, occasionally brushing past one another, our eyes meeting for a second before immediately looking away. I would occasionally think of that kiss, that slap, and all the sounds I had heard that night. They were like nails, hammered into my heart one by one by time—driven in deep, driven in tight. As time went on, they grew into my flesh, fused to my heart. Though they no longer hurt, I was constantly aware that they were there, always there, never to be pulled out.

The week before school started, I stopped bringing her meals. I don't know if I was tired, if I had given up, or if I just felt there was no point in continuing. I locked myself in my room, stuffing clothes and textbooks into my suitcase as I packed for school. My mother didn't ask why I stopped, and I didn't offer an explanation. It was as if we had reached a silent understanding—I stopped the deliveries, she stopped asking, and everything returned to the way it had been at the very beginning.

At noon on the final day, I stepped out of my room to get some water from the kitchen. She was sitting on the living room sofa with the remote in her hand, the television playing some variety show. Laughter spilled from the screen, but her expression seemed entirely disconnected from it. Her gaze was fixed on a spot on the coffee table, as if she were lost in deep thought.

I stood behind her and parted my lips. Suddenly, I wanted to say something to her. Mom, I’m leaving. Or, Mom, I’m sorry. Or, Mom, I... I didn’t know what to say. I stood there for a long time, my lips moving, but in the end, not a single word came out. I turned around and walked back to my room.

The next day, I dragged my suitcase out of the house. The wheels rumbled against the floor of the hallway, and every turn of the staircase felt so familiar it was disorienting. My mother didn’t see me off, and my father wasn't home at the time. I walked out of the building entrance alone and onto the early morning streets. The breeze of early autumn already carried a chill; it brushed against my face, clearing my head. There were few pedestrians on the road; a street cleaner was sweeping up fallen leaves, the broom making a soft, rustling sound against the ground. The sky was very blue and very high, with light clouds and a gentle breeze.

I told myself that this summer vacation was over. But some things were only just beginning. Some things had been broken, and there was no turning back. I knew the road ahead wouldn't be easy; I would likely have to carry this shameful secret for a long, long time—perhaps for the rest of my life. I didn’t know what the future held, nor did I know if I would have the courage to keep moving forward, or if I would end up doing something even more extreme.

But at least during this summer, I acknowledged my truest feelings for her. In that moment, I knew that I would probably never be free from them.

Later, I asked my mother why, during that summer in 2010, she didn't refuse when I brought her food at the fruit shop every day. Why didn't she just throw the lunchbox in my face and make me give up for good?

It was the autumn of 2013, at a guesthouse at the foot of Mount Pan in Jixian. It had rained all day, and with nowhere to go, we stayed holed up in our room watching TV, sleeping, and making love. By evening, the rain stopped, and a thick, white mist rose through the mountains, swallowing the persimmon tree outside the window and the mountain ridges in the distance. We had finished showering and were leaning against the kang, wrapped in the same thin quilt and looking at our phones, when she scrolled past a picture of a neatly presented hospital meal with the caption, "A meal made by a child for their hospitalized mother." She held the phone out to me and said, "It doesn't even look as good as what you used to make back then." I was stunned for a moment before I realized she was talking about the meal deliveries. Outside the window, the mist turned the glow of the streetlights into warm, yellow fuzz, and her profile looked so soft in that light.

I turned on my side, rested my chin on her shoulder, and asked, "Then why didn't you turn me away back then? I went every day, and you accepted it every day. If you had pushed the lunchbox back at me just once, I would have stopped." She was silent for a moment. Under the thin quilt, her fingers unconsciously traced mine, kneading them one by one until she stopped at my ring finger.

"At first, I wanted to," she said. "Every time you set the lunchbox on the counter, the first thought in my mind was to throw it out. But my colleagues were there, and they were all praising you for being so filial. You had bought the groceries, cooked the meal, and traveled all that way to bring it to me—they thought you were so sensible. If I had smashed your lunchbox in front of them, what would they have thought? What would your father have thought?" Her voice was soft, as if she were talking about something that happened a long time ago.

"After a while, I just didn't know how to refuse. It wasn't that I didn't want to; I truly didn't know how to bring it up. You would show up right on time, standing at the door, looking at me with those longing eyes—the way you looked reminded me of when you were little and I would pick you up from school, the way you’d peer through the iron fence. My heart ached, but I was also afraid. I was afraid that if I said something harsh, you might do something even more extreme. After that incident during the Dragon Boat Festival, I didn't know what else you might be planning, and I didn't know where your limits were." As she spoke, a trace of a tremor, almost imperceptible, entered her voice.

"I didn't dare provoke you. I was afraid that if I threw your lunchbox on the floor in public, you’d cause a scene in the shop, make further demands of me, and let everyone know what had happened between us. I was even more afraid of your father finding out—he doesn't know anything. He sees this family as a whole, and I couldn't be the one to shatter it." She paused for a long time.

"So, I just dragged it out day by day. I kept thinking that once school started, it would be over. You’d leave, and the matter would naturally come to an end. I wouldn't have to say anything, you wouldn't have to say anything, and it would just fade away. I took your meals every day and finished them in front of you, just wanting this to pass quietly. I didn't want to escalate things." I asked, "Then did it never occur to you, what if I kept bringing them to you every single break?" She gave a bitter smile. "I thought about it. But I bet you wouldn't. I bet you wouldn't be able to keep it up." Outside the window, a breeze swept through the courtyard, rustling the pomegranate leaves with a soft, dry sound.

I was silent for a moment, then pulled the quilt up to cover her exposed shoulder. Her skin felt cool.

"And if I hadn't stopped later on?" I asked again.

She turned to look at me, her peach-blossom eyes filled with a complicated mix of emotions.

"Then I suppose I would have had to tell your father," she said. Her tone was calm, yet tinged with a lingering fear. "I never wanted it to come to that. If it reached that point, this family would be finished." "That’s why I was waiting for school to start every single day," she concluded. "Once you were gone, I wouldn't have to be the one to end it." After she said this, she went silent. The room remained quiet for a long time, save for the occasional sound of rainwater dripping from the eaves—drip, drop, drip, drop.

A while later, she stirred in my arms and turned to face me. The thin quilt slid halfway down, revealing her rounded shoulders and part of her collarbone. In the dim, amber light of the guesthouse wall lamp, tiny beads of moisture clung to her eyelashes. She didn't speak; she simply looked into my eyes and reached her hand into my underwear. Her fingers traced slowly down the muscle lines of my lower abdomen, gave a gentle squeeze to the part of me that was already beginning to stir, and then she whispered, "If you had been able to see how conflicted I was back then, maybe you wouldn't have had such a hard time." I rolled over, pressing her into the pillows. Her panties were pushed down to the bends of her knees; I used my knees to part her legs, and she complied, opening up for me, her bent knees resting against my waist. The guesthouse sheets were white, stiff from washing, and smelled of laundry detergent. She lay there, her hair fanned out, looking like a dark, rippling pool of water under the dim light. When I pushed inside, she let out a soft moan, her fingers tangling in the hair at the back of my head to pull me closer.

I looked down at her as I moved slowly in and out. Her eyes were hazy in the lamplight, her lips slightly parted. I moved with deliberation, pausing for a moment with every deep thrust.

"And then?" I asked, moving slowly, the head of my penis sliding in and out of her wet, slick entrance with a sticky, rhythmic sound. "What did you think after that? The summer break ended, I went back to school, and you were home alone—did you think about it?" Her hand slid from my scalp to the nape of my neck, her fingertips tracing my spine one vertebra at a time. "I did," she said, her voice filled with that specific, breathless languor that comes with being pleasured. "You were gone, so I didn't have to deliver meals to the shop anymore. I felt relieved, but also felt like something was missing. Every day at noon, I’d still find myself glancing at the door without even realizing it." Her breathing grew uneven, synchronized with my movements.

"Then one day, while I was cooking in the kitchen, I suddenly remembered that tomato and egg stir-fry you used to make for me. In your version, you added more sugar than I do. The first bite felt too sweet, but the more I ate, the more it grew on me. Eventually, whenever I made the dish myself, I started adding an extra spoonful of sugar too." She chuckled to herself as she said this. In the dim light, that smile held a bitter, retrospective sense of relief. She tightened her legs, crossing her ankles over my lower back and pressing me down.

"Back then, I thought to myself that you were actually quite good at cooking. The way you cared for me gave me a feeling your father never once gave me." As she spoke, her eyes held something incredibly complex—not resentment, not regret, but more like the lightness that comes from finally saying something that had been left unsaid for a long time. Her hand slid from the back of my neck to my chest, her palm pressed against my heartbeat, and she held it there.

I quickened my pace. Her body slid upward slightly with each of my thrusts, the bedsheets bunching up beneath her. Her breathing turned ragged, and the rise and fall of her chest grew more pronounced. She tilted her head back slightly, intermittent moans spilling from her throat.
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Chapter 10

The opportunity to break the ice stemmed from the arrangements of fate and my own persistence...

During the first semester of my sophomore year, I didn't go home even once. I spent both the Mid-Autumn Festival and National Day at school. When I was hungry, I’d order fried rice or have instant noodles; when I was tired, I’d take a nap on my desk, then wake up to continue playing games or chatting online. I didn't want to be quiet, because once things got quiet, those images would come flooding back.

Especially that night. Whenever I recall it, my body reacts before my mind does—my heart races, my breathing quickens, and my palms sweat. When I close my eyes, those scenes become even clearer: the dim light of the hotel room, the way she looked in her nightgown, the twisting of her body as she struggled, the muffled sobs as she cried. And the feeling of that moment when I entered her body, that sensation of being enveloped by warmth and tightness, remains branded in my physical memory to this day. Whenever I think of it, I feel an intense physical impulse, followed immediately by overwhelming self-loathing.

This state lasted for the entire semester. Most of the time, I stayed in internet cafes, occupying my brain with games, warding off loneliness by chatting online, and using the virtual world to temporarily forget reality.

Halfway through that semester, I met a new person online. She was a divorced young woman, eight years my senior, born in '82, with a five-year-old son. She was a local of Harbin and worked selling clothes in a shopping mall.

We met up soon after. She was decent-looking—a bit thin, not particularly large in the chest or hips, but she had a firm, perky figure. She was satisfied with me too, and we ended up in bed that very day. Since neither of us had any reservations, our sex was quite harmonious. She was very experienced; we went at it three times in a row, and by the end, we were both exhausted.

Later, we occasionally went out to get a hotel room. We did this about five or six times, and the relationship lasted until after the New Year, when she told me she was going to Guangzhou to seek her fortune. We never saw each other again after that. However, we kept in touch online; she was like an older sister to me, always asking after me and showing concern. Later, we even added each other on WeChat. She is still on my friends list, though we gradually stopped talking.

As I mentioned before, I will write about my stories with several mature female internet friends separately when I have the chance, because later on, there was one particular mature woman I grew very fond of. These women filled the void of the desires I couldn't vent toward my mother, so I won't go into detail about my stories with them here.

Every month, my mother would deposit my living expenses into my bank account right on time. Each time I went to the bank to check my balance and saw that money arrive, an indescribable feeling would well up inside me. One thousand yuan—the same amount as when I was a freshman—and she never once delayed it.

　　This was likely the only connection between us over the past six months. She hated me, she feared me, she didn't want to see me—yet she still sent me money every month.

On the last day of the semester, I walked out of the exam hall to find a message from my father asking when I would finish and when I’d be heading home. I replied with the date and train number. He must have asked my mother, though he probably didn't get any useful answers from her.

As the train pulled away, I watched the platform and buildings recede outside the window, feeling quite calm. During the six-hour journey, I leaned against the window, watching the scenery pass by. It was winter in the Northeast; the fields were blanketed in white snow, a vast, desolate expanse between heaven and earth.

It was nearly dark when the train arrived at the county station. A cold wind whipped snowflakes into my face; I tightened the collar of my down jacket and pulled my suitcase toward the exit.

My father had originally planned to pick me up, but something came up at the last minute. He felt quite sorry about it and transferred me 500 yuan for spending money.

The county town hadn't changed. The streets were the same, and the shops were the same. When I arrived at my building, I looked up at the third-floor window; the lights were on.

I dragged my suitcase upstairs, stood at the door, and fished the key out of my pocket. My hand paused as I inserted the key into the lock, then I turned it, and the door opened.

The apartment was quiet; no one was home. I pulled my suitcase into the entryway, changed my shoes, and sat down on the sofa.

I sat alone on the sofa for an hour.

Then, I stood up and did something I hadn't expected of myself—I put on my coat, went out, and headed toward the fruit shop at the intersection. When I got near the shop, I stopped behind a corner that hid me from view and looked toward the store from a distance.

Through the glass door, I saw her. She was standing next to a shelf, her back to the door, tidying something up. She was wearing her winter work uniform—a long, dark green padded coat that made her look a bit bulky. Her hair was still tied back, but her ponytail seemed a bit lower than it had been during the summer break. Because of the distance and the fact that she had her back to me, I couldn't see her expression. I just stood there, watching her move back and forth in the shop, watching the way she moved things, and watching her exchange a few words with a colleague. I watched for about five or six minutes, then turned and walked home.

My parents returned home together a little after eight that evening. Seeing me back, my father grinned, said "You're back," patted my shoulder, and headed to the kitchen to pour a glass of water. My mother walked in carrying several plastic bags. When she saw me, her expression didn't change much. I said, "Mom." Her tone was calm as she replied, "You're back," then she changed into her slippers and took the bags into the kitchen. She looked no different than before, and the tone she used when speaking to me was the same as always—a tone that was neither cold nor warm, as if I had just been out for a day of school. I had hoped to read something in her expression, but there was nothing to be seen.

The following evening, I met up with a few high school friends. We drank and toasted, sharing stories about our lives at school. I drank quite a bit, and after leaving the restaurant, we went to a KTV to sing.

It was past four in the morning when I got home. I turned the key in the lock as quietly as I could, but once the door was open, I found the living room light was still on. My mother wasn't in the living room, but the door to my bedroom was open, and the light inside was on too. I walked into the bedroom and found the bedding had been laid out on my single bed. The quilt was freshly changed, folded neatly, and carried the faint scent of laundry detergent. She had made it.

I stood by the bed for a while, a wave of bitterness washing over me. Then I collapsed onto the bed and fell asleep without even taking off my clothes.

When I woke up the next day, it was already past three in the afternoon. The curtains were drawn, but light still crept through the gaps, casting a dim, yellowish glow on the floor. I rolled over, my head throbbing from a hangover. I dragged my heavy body out of bed and walked out of the bedroom. The living room was empty, and there was no one in the kitchen. My parents' bedroom door was open, their quilt folded neatly.

I was the only one in the house.

I stood in the middle of the living room, looking at a home that felt excessively quiet, and a sudden, overwhelming sense of loneliness welled up inside me. It wasn't the brief emptiness that comes from simply being alone in the house, but a deeper, more profound void—an illusion that no matter how hard I tried, I would never find a sense of belonging.

I sat on the sofa for a long time, wondering if I should head out to an internet café for the night. I stood up, put on my coat, grabbed my phone, and prepared to leave. Just as I unlocked the security door, I heard footsteps and voices in the hallway—it was my father, and my mother. The footsteps drew closer and stopped right at our door. Then came the sound of a key sliding into the lock, and the door swung open from the outside.

My father walked in first. Seeing me standing by the door, he paused, surprised, and asked if I was heading out. I said yes, that I just wanted to go for a stroll. He told me to eat first, saying my mother had bought noodles and we could boil some. As he spoke, he changed his shoes and stepped aside to let my mother in.

Once inside, she took off her long black down jacket, hung it on the rack by the door, and bent over in the entryway to change her shoes. This movement gave me a clear view of what she was wearing today.

Underneath the down jacket, she wore a black, slim-fit turtleneck sweater. The fabric was soft and clung to her body, tracing the clear contours of her upper torso. Her shoulders were rounded, and the curves of her breasts were highlighted by the black sweater, appearing exceptionally full and forming a gentle arc. On her lower body, she wore tight, flesh-colored thermal leggings. They were thick and fleece-lined, yet fit perfectly, hugging her entire lower body from waist to ankle and fully revealing her physique. The leggings pressed against her thighs, outlining the long, shapely lines of her legs. Her hips appeared notably full and lifted under the tight fabric. She had paired them with a pair of black high-heeled knee-high boots, which further elongated the line of her legs.

She finished changing into her slippers and straightened up. Seeing me standing at the door, she merely nodded without a word. My father chimed in from the side, "Look at your mother—she went out of her way to buy noodles today. Are you sure you won't eat before you go?" As he said this, my mother was already walking toward the kitchen. She didn't stop to wait for my answer, nor did she turn back to look at me.

I stood at the doorway and pulled back the foot I had already stepped out.

"Eat," I said, "eat before you go out." I closed the door and walked back to the living room. My dad was already sitting on the sofa, having turned on the television. I sat down beside him, but my gaze drifted involuntarily toward the kitchen. The glass sliding door was half-open; my mother had already changed into her thermal underwear and walked into the kitchen. I could see her silhouette as she bent over to take bowls from the cupboard. When she stooped, her tight thermal leggings traced her hip line into a near-perfect arc.

She cooked the noodles and brought them out. It was noodle soup—a clear broth base, topped with two poached eggs, a few stalks of greens, and a sprinkle of chopped scallions. She placed the bowl on the table in front of me, and steam rose up, carrying the fragrance of the scallions. Her simple, fluid movements made it seem as if nothing had happened at all. A complex feeling welled up inside me—the calmer she acted, the less I could guess what she was thinking. But I picked up my chopsticks anyway.

My dad came over to tease me, asking what time I’d gotten home last night. I gave him a few perfunctory answers. Between my mother and me, we only exchanged a few words—"You're back," "Yeah," "It's cold out, isn't it?" "It's alright"—all just small talk that required no real thought. Her tone was steady, neither warm nor cold, as if she were speaking to a distant relative.

But one thing made my heart skip a beat.

As I ate my noodles, my eyes landed on her face, and I suddenly realized she had changed. No, not changed—she had aged. Her hair didn't look as dark or lustrous as before; a layer of gray-white stubble was sprouting at the roots, those white strands looking jarring against the black hair. The lines at the corners of her eyes were much deeper than before, visible even when she wasn't smiling. Pale, yellowish-brown spots had appeared near her cheekbones; they had been there before, but were very faint, yet now they were clearly visible even from across the dining table. Her lips were also dry, with a shallow, cracked line at the corner of her mouth.

She wasn't even forty-one yet, but in that moment, she looked several years older than her actual age. It was as if something had drained the moisture and radiance from her body over the past six months, leaving behind nothing but a withered, weary shell.

She was eating noodles from a bowl, head bowed, lifting a few strands with her chopsticks and slowly chewing. She still ate in the same quiet, soundless way. Her eyelashes cast a small shadow under the light, and her gaze remained fixed downward, watching the noodles in her bowl. As I watched her eat, a sudden, sharp ache surged through me—a wave of sorrow so intense that my hand, holding my own chopsticks, trembled slightly.

These past six months had been hard on her, too. This realization pierced the softest part of my heart like a thick needle, without warning. She had not only endured the pain I inflicted upon her but had also kept that secret, played the role of a normal wife and mother in this home, gone to work every day, and forced a smile for her colleagues. Her gray hair, her wrinkles, the spots on her face—if I hadn't caused these, then who had?

I looked at my mother, and my throat felt as though it were blocked by something, leaving me unable to eat another bite. I set down my chopsticks and picked up the teacup beside my bowl, taking a sip of water, hoping the motion would help push that lump back down.

That night, I lay in bed, tossing and turning, unable to sleep. The house was quiet. Down the hall was the bedroom shared by my mother and father. I could faintly hear my father’s soft snoring. I stared wide-eyed at the ceiling in the darkness, my mind replaying the image of her from earlier that day over and over. The new wrinkles on her face, the graying hair at her temples that she could no longer hide, the exhaustion etched into the corners of her eyes—those images played in my mind like a recurring film.

I decided that starting tomorrow, I would go back to bringing her meals.

When I woke up the next morning, I caught a faint scent in the air—the aroma of porridge, a light, rice-filled fragrance mixed with a hint of sweetness. It was still warm, as if it had just been made. I got up and walked out of my room; the living room and kitchen were silent. My father’s shoes were not by the door; he must have already left. My mother’s bedroom door was open, her bedding neatly folded—she had already gone to work.

I walked to the dining table and saw it—a bowl covered by an inverted plate. I lifted the plate to find a bowl of steaming millet porridge, and on a small side dish, two boiled eggs and a little pile of homemade pickles.

Ever since I kissed her at home that last time, she hadn't left any food for me. Every morning when I woke up, the table was empty. It was a silent rejection, a declaration that she no longer wanted to take care of me. Now, this breakfast had reappeared on the table.

I stood there, looking down at the bowl of steaming millet porridge.

I picked up the bowl, sat down at the table, took a spoon, and brought a mouthful of porridge to my lips. The temperature was perfect—neither too hot nor too cold—and the aroma of the millet spread through my mouth. I ate the entire bowl slowly, one spoonful at a time, and then peeled and ate the two eggs. I cleared the dishes, took them to the kitchen to wash, and placed them in the drying rack. Then, I picked up a rag to wipe the table, swept the living room floor, and mopped it.

After finishing all of this, I changed my clothes, grabbed my wallet, and headed to the market to buy groceries.

Even in the northern winter, the market was still quite busy. I wove through the stalls, picking out a few things she loved—fresh spinach, a small bunch of garlic sprouts, a piece of pork tenderloin, and a few eggplants. Passing by the fruit stand, I also bought a bag of mandarin oranges.

Back home, I tied on an apron and stood in the kitchen to start preparing. I rinsed the rice and set it to steam, washed and chopped the vegetables, sliced the meat into thin strips, and marinated it with soy sauce and cornstarch. Once the oil in the wok on the stove was hot, the fragrance of scallions filled the air. I was completely focused on the process, thinking of nothing else; my mind was set on nothing but preparing this meal well.

After packing the food into a thermal lunch box, I placed it in a tote bag, put on my coat, and headed out the door.

I arrived at the fruit shop and pushed the door open. The bell above the door chimed. The woman at the counter saw me first and called out with a smile, "Oh, look, it's Xiao Fang! Delivering lunch to your mom again?" My mother was over by the shelves arranging apples. Hearing her colleague, she straightened up and turned to look at me. Her expression didn't change much; she just glanced at me, walked over, and wiped her hands on her apron. The colleague continued to shower me with praise. My mother curled the corners of her mouth—a polite, perfunctory smile. She took the lunch box I handed her and said something, likely a polite formality. Her movements and tone as she accepted the food were the same as always, like a routine, devoid of any extra emotion. I had long since grown accustomed to this reaction. After handing over the lunch box, I stood in the shop for a moment longer, asking if she was busy that afternoon. She answered my questions one by one in a flat tone. Then I told her I was heading back, and she simply nodded.

After leaving the fruit shop, I walked home. The sunlight reflecting off the snow was somewhat blinding. I couldn't say whether I felt happy or disappointed, but at least she had accepted the meal today; she hadn't turned me away.

Life had returned to how it was in the summer. Every morning, I would wake up and eat the breakfast she left for me. After eating, I would tidy up the house—sweeping and mopping the floors, dusting the furniture, and putting scattered items back in their places. Near noon, I would cook, pack the thermal lunch box, and head to the fruit shop to deliver it. When I got back in the afternoon, I would sometimes browse my phone, sometimes take a nap, or occasionally go out to eat or play cards with classmates. Before she returned in the evening, I would be home to have dinner ready.

After she came home at night, I would retreat to my bedroom while she ate the meal I had prepared for her in the kitchen. Once she finished eating, she would go to her own room. Soon, there would be a faint click from the bedroom door lock—she had locked it. I had heard that sound countless times. In the past, it used to make me feel hurt, as if I were being shut out. Now that I’m used to it, it doesn't bother me at all.

She also kept herself bundled up tight. In the past, she often wore a thin nightgown at home during the summer, going braless underneath, and sometimes wouldn't even lock the bathroom door. Now, things are completely different. Whenever I’m home, her clothes are always impeccably neat, buttoned all the way to the top, and she never exposes any more skin than necessary in front of me. She locks her bedroom door, and she locks the bathroom door too. She has sealed off every crack that could possibly lead to a misunderstanding.

Days passed one by one just like that. In the blink of an eye, half a month went by, and the twelfth lunar month arrived; the weather grew colder with each passing day. Once the twelfth month began, the festive atmosphere of the approaching Lunar New Year gradually intensified. Shops of all sizes in the county town put up signs for Spring Festival promotions, and occasionally, one could hear the sound of firecrackers in the alleyways. My father started coming home more often, as there was year-end work to wrap up. My mother’s fruit shop was in its busiest season, and she would return home late every night.

There were only a few days left until the Laba Festival. That night, I was drifting in and out of sleep when I vaguely heard some sounds. At first, I thought I was dreaming, but the noise grew clearer. Gradually, I could make out that it was the sound of someone crying—muffled, stifled sobs buried in a pillow, intermittent and suppressed, as if she were trying to hold back but simply couldn't.

I snapped my eyes open.

I strained my ears to listen—there was no mistake, the sound was coming from the other end of the hallway, from my mother’s bedroom. I threw off my quilt, stepped barefoot onto the freezing floor, and walked out of my room. The closer I got to her bedroom, the clearer the crying became—it was an abnormal, desperate, and grief-stricken wail that had spiraled out of control. I realized clearly that it was my mother.

Her bedroom door wasn't fully closed; it stood ajar by the width of a palm, and the light inside was on. I softened my footsteps and peered through the gap to see what was happening inside.

My mother was sitting on the bed, her body hunched over. She was wearing light gray cotton pajamas, her hair disheveled and draped over her shoulders, with a few strands stuck to her cheeks by tears. One hand was propped against the edge of the bed, while the other covered her mouth, but it couldn't stifle the surging sobs. Her shoulders were heaving violently, her body trembling uncontrollably; she looked like a leaf battered by a gale, shaking beyond measure.

My father stood by the side of the bed, head bowed as he looked down at her. I couldn’t see his expression clearly, but I could tell it wasn't sadness. Watching my mother cry as if she were gasping her last, he spoke—his voice was low, but I heard him clearly. He said, "Crying won't help; everyone has to face this day." His words hit like a stone dropped into water; my mother’s near-maniacal wailing faltered for a moment, then erupted into an even more intense, uncontrollable howl. She lifted her head, her tear-streaked face turning toward him. Her eyes were terribly red and swollen. She spat out a curse at him, her voice raspy and sharp from sobbing: "...It’s not your mother!" I shoved the door open and rushed in. My mother glanced up at me; her eyes were brimming with tears and unfocused, as if she didn't recognize who I was—just that someone had entered. Then, she lowered her head again, burying her face in her hands to continue weeping.

My father stood to the side, making no move to comfort her. His expression had shifted to one of weary resignation. "Grandma just... passed away," he said. "It happened in the middle of the night. Your mother just got the call from your uncle..." Grandma was gone. I didn't know what to say. Two emotions surged from the depths of my heart: one was grief for Grandma. Even though we hadn't seen each other very often, blood is thicker than water. That old woman who would always take my hand and tell me how much I’d grown, the one who would secretly slip me pocket money—she was gone. The other emotion was heartache—heartache for my mother. Watching her hunched over on the bed, her body curled into a ball from sobbing, I felt as though someone were gripping my heart tightly.

I walked over to her side and reached out to hold her shoulder, but my hand hovered in mid-air, unable to touch her. I opened my mouth and called out, "Mom," my voice hoarse. She heard me, but didn't look up; her shoulders only shook more violently.

My father stood by the bed for a moment longer, then turned and walked out of the bedroom.

The three of us quickly got dressed and headed out. My father drove; he sat in the front, I took the passenger seat, and my mother sat alone in the back. After the car started, the heater hadn't kicked in yet, and the cabin was freezing. My mother sat in the back, huddled against the door, her face buried in her hands, her shoulders still shaking incessantly. She was crying, though the sound was quieter now, replaced by a stifled, sobbing rhythm. Outside the windows, streetlights receded one by one, their dim, yellow light flickering into the car to cast shadows over my mother’s curled-up frame.

My father drove ahead, his face illuminated intermittently by the lights outside the windshield. I couldn't see a hint of sorrow on him. He watched the road ahead, his expression as calm as if he were on an ordinary night drive. Behind me, my mother’s sobbing grew quieter, turning into intermittent gasps. Every few moments, I checked on her through the rearview mirror. She kept her head down, her shoulders heaving only occasionally.

Grandma lived at my youngest uncle’s house, not far from us—a drive of less than twenty minutes. As the car turned into the alley where they lived, we could see from a distance that the entrance was brightly lit, with quite a few people already gathered. Once the car stopped, I unbuckled my seatbelt and started to turn around to help my mother, but she had already pushed the door open and stepped out. She stumbled as she got out, nearly slipping on the icy ground. I reached out to steady her, but she had already caught herself on the car door. Without looking at me, she walked straight toward the open gate.

She entered the mourning hall and stopped before the makeshift altar. On the table sat Grandma’s black-and-white portrait, surrounded by plates of offerings and white candles, their flames flickering in the night. My mother bent her knees and knelt on the mat in front of the altar. She didn't wail immediately; instead, she knelt there for a few seconds, then let out a low, drawn-out choke from the depths of her throat, before her grief broke forth like a bursting dam. She collapsed forward, her forehead pressing against the mat, her hands braced against the ground, her entire body bowed in a state of total collapse. "Mom!" she cried out, "Mom!" The word was shattered and broken as it tore from her throat.

I stood not far behind her, and hearing her cries, I couldn't help but let my own tears fall. I wept along with her; my tears held a longing for my grandmother, but even more, they were born of a deep ache for my mother. I stepped forward, knelt on the mat beside her, and reached out to rest my hand gently on her back. Through her thick down jacket, I could feel the rhythm of her violent sobbing.

"Mom..." I choked out, calling to her.

She didn't respond, keeping her head buried in her arms as her shoulders shook uncontrollably. I knelt beside her, my tears streaming down in silence. I reached out to steady her shoulders. At first, she didn't move, but I felt the tremors in her body begin to subside. Applying a little pressure, I helped her up from the floor. She didn't resist. Her body felt limp, as if all her strength had been drained by her wailing. I held her arms and guided her to a chair nearby. She didn't collapse into it completely, but sat leaning forward, her hands clasped on her knees, her head bowed, her shoulders still shuddering. I sat down next to her, not knowing what to say, simply sitting there in silence to keep her company.

After a while, she stood up and walked over to continue crying. She would rest for a bit, then cry; cry for a bit, then rest. It was a ritualistic cycle, and with every repetition, her voice grew hoarser and her exhaustion deepened. I stayed with her like this, standing in the cold wind for almost the entire night. People came and went in the courtyard; some arrived to pay their respects, others went off to rest. I remained close by, my gaze never leaving her. When she went to weep, I stood behind her; when she grew tired and stepped back to rest, I handed her water.

By the second half of the night, she had no strength left to cry. Her voice was so hoarse she could barely make a sound, and her tears had run dry; only her body continued to convulse from time to time. The weather had turned bitterly cold, and my feet had gone numb. My mother was in even worse shape; her face was pale, and her lips were drained of all color. I found a chair nearby and moved it to a spot outside the mourning hall that was a bit more sheltered from the wind. Then I walked over to her, took her by the arm, and led her to it. She didn't refuse, following me with slow, heavy steps until she reached the chair and sat down.

I knelt down beside her, reached out, and took her hand. It was as cold as a stone just picked up from the outdoors, her fingers curled, the knuckles pale and bluish. I held her hand between my own, trying to pass the warmth of my palms to her. At first, she resisted. Her fingers remained stiff in my palm, her fingertips trying to pull away, and I could feel the muscles in her arm tense up. She glanced at me, her eyes filled with exhaustion, sorrow, and a lingering trace of wariness. But she didn't pull her hand away. Her fingers slowly began to loosen in my palm; no longer curled as rigidly as before, they gradually started to relax.

The funeral was held on the morning of the third day. Throughout the ceremony, I stayed by her side, never leaving her for a moment.

When it was time to lift the casket, she threw herself onto it, clutching the cold wood and refusing to let go. As the staff tried to persuade her to step away, I stepped up, held her by the waist from behind, and gently but firmly pulled her away from the casket. Her body was trembling, and her tears soaked the front of my shirt. I didn't let go, shielding her with my own body the whole time, offering her support.

On the way to the burial, I walked beside her; her steps were so unsteady it was as if she were walking on cotton. I reached out a hand, hovering behind her to guard her waist. Every so often, my mother would subconsciously reach out to hold my arm, her fingertips ice-cold.

When we reached the cemetery, the ground was frozen hard, and the digging of the grave went slowly. Friends and relatives stood in the biting wind, their breath turning into clouds of white mist. My mother stood straight as a board, her eyes fixed on the pit being dug, her gaze vacant. When Grandma’s urn was lowered into the grave, my mother finally broke down. She lunged forward with a desperate whimper. I caught her in time and pulled her into my arms. She didn't struggle, burying her face against my shoulder like an injured bird tucking its head under its wing.

The relatives nearby, seeing how I acted, whispered among themselves, praising me for being so sensible. They said the boy had truly grown up and finally knew how to care for his mother. Hearing those words, I felt not a shred of pride. I knew full well how little of what I was doing actually had to do with "filial piety." How much of my urge to look after her, protect her, and keep her close was the love of a son for his mother, and how much was rooted in something else? I couldn't tell, and I didn't want to. I only knew that at this moment, I had to stay by her side.

In contrast, my father’s demeanor seemed remarkably casual. Throughout the funeral, he made no effort to tend to my mother’s emotional state. He ate when it was time to eat, drank when it was time to drink, and made small talk with relatives when expected, with no visible trace of grief on his face. Standing on the periphery of the crowd as the coffin was lowered into the pit, his expression was calm, as if he were attending the funeral of someone who had nothing to do with him.

After the funeral, my grandmother’s relatives gathered for a meal.

Dressed in dark clothes, everyone sat around several round tables in a heavy silence; no one initiated conversation. My mother had one older brother, two older sisters, and one younger brother. When my grandmother was alive, she primarily lived with my youngest uncle. My oldest uncle, my oldest aunt, and my second aunt did not live in the county seat but in the surrounding towns, and they had all traveled through the night to get here. Everyone knew that when my grandmother was alive, it was my mother who visited her most often—dropping by every few days with fruit or food, and taking her to the hospital whenever she had a minor ailment.

The dishes arrived, but no one had the appetite to eat. My mother sat beside me, her chopsticks untouched. Her complexion was poor, her eyelids still swollen from the last two days of crying, and her deep eye bags spoke of profound exhaustion and grief.

But before long, the mood shifted entirely.

My eldest uncle was the first to pick up the bottle, pour himself a glass, and down it in one gulp. He smacked his lips, wiped the stray drops from his mouth with the back of his hand, and said to my younger uncle, "Come on, brother, let's have a drink. There's nothing we can do now that she's gone; those of us still living have to keep going." My younger uncle immediately raised his glass to clink with his. "You're right, brother. Cheers!" A few shots of baijiu later, the atmosphere had completely thawed. My eldest uncle’s face began to flush, his speech grew slurred, and as he shoved a mouthful of food into his mouth, he mumbled, "My boy got into a provincial university this year. Not bad, eh?" My younger uncle jumped right in, "I'll say! He's doing better than mine. My kid's business is going okay, though—just bought a new car..." Their conversation grew increasingly lively, and they even started to laugh—first low chuckles, then full-blown, uninhibited guffaws that sounded jarringly out of place outside the solemn mourning hall.

My mother’s face grew darker by the second. Her fingers tightened around her teacup until her knuckles turned white, her complexion shifting from pale to an ashen grey. She kept her head down, her shoulders trembling—not from tears, but from fury.

Finally, she couldn't take it anymore.

With a sharp *crack*, she slammed her teacup onto the table, sending tea splashing out. She looked up, glaring at her two brothers. Her voice was low, but every word was squeezed through her teeth like a blade: "Mom is barely cold, and you’re already here drinking and laughing—" She paused, her chest heaving violently. Her eyes were red, not from grief, but from pure rage. "—do you two even have hearts? Is she even your mother anymore?!" The words landed like a bomb in the middle of the table.

My eldest uncle’s hand, holding his wine glass, froze in mid-air, his expression shifting instantly. Before he could speak, my eldest aunt slammed her chopsticks onto the table with a sharp clatter. "Well, listen to you! So you’re the only one with a heart? The only one who’s filial?" She sneered, her voice as sharp as a pair of shears. "You’re filial—who doesn't know how filial you are! If you're so filial, why didn't you take the old lady into your own home to care for her? It’s been my youngest uncle’s family looking after her all year round. Anyone can talk, but what does that prove? Why don't you actually take her in?" My youngest aunt immediately chimed in, her words firing off like a machine gun: "Exactly! You’re lecturing us? My family and your eldest uncle’s family covered all the funeral expenses! By rights, it should be split among all the daughters. If you’re so filial, why don't you pay up? Go on, open your wallet! What’s the point of just crying? Can crying conjure up money?" My mother’s face flushed a deep red, the veins in her neck bulging. She stood up abruptly, the legs of her chair screeching harshly against the floor. "How did I not care for her?! When it came to food and daily necessities, when did I ever let Mom go without? Every time she had a cold or a fever, wasn't it me who took her to the hospital?!" Her voice trembled, yet every word landed with force. "When my grandfather passed away and the inheritance was divided—the house, the land—it all went to the sons. As a daughter, I never complained! And now, somehow, I’m the one in the wrong?!" The more she spoke, the more agitated she became, her voice choking up. Tears welled in her eyes, but she fought them back, refusing to let them fall. "Where were you all when I was looking after Mom? You were too busy making money, too busy living your own lives! Now that Mom is barely gone, you’re sitting here drinking and laughing, and you want me to pay? Have you lost your damn minds?" My youngest aunt’s face turned pale under the barrage, her lips trembling as she struggled to find words. Seeing his wife cornered, my youngest uncle shot up from his seat, nearly knocking his chair over. Reaching across half the table, he pointed a finger right at my mother’s nose, spittle flying from his mouth. "Stop playing the filial daughter here! You’re the only one who’s filial, you’re the best, you’re always right, aren't you? You look down on us, don't you? If you look down on us, then stay away from us from now on!" He grew increasingly heated, slapping his palm against the table with a loud thud. "Why didn't you take her into your home when she was alive? Now that she’s dead, you suddenly have all this energy!" My father sat to the side, head bowed, silently sipping his tea. His hand was steady as he held the cup, his face expressionless, as if this entire argument had nothing to do with him. He even poured himself another glass of water.

At that moment, I felt the blood rush to my head.

I stood up abruptly. My chair kicked back, hitting the wall behind with a dull thud. My palms were slick with sweat, my fists clenched so tightly my knuckles turned white. I stood there, blocking my mother, shielding her like a wall.

I looked at my uncle and spoke. My voice wasn't loud, but every word felt forced out from the depths of my chest, carrying a chill that even I didn't recognize: "Have you said enough?" He was taken aback, clearly not expecting me to speak up.

I didn't give him time to react. I stepped right in front of him, staring daggers into his eyes. "It is not for you to judge my mother's filial piety. We all know who did what. Everyone here knows who showed up most often and did the most caretaking when Grandma was alive. Do you think raising your voice makes you right?" My uncle’s face turned a deep, liver-colored purple. He pointed his finger at my nose, almost poking my face. "You little brat! Not even dry behind the ears yet and you dare talk to your elders like that? Who do you think you are? Is this how your mother raised you?" He turned to my mother and roared, "You really raised a fine son! Daring to challenge his elders! Impressive, aren't you!" I didn't take a single step back. My body remained a barrier between him and my mother; I could even smell the alcohol on his breath. My voice grew colder, like winter ice: "Come at me, not my mother. Let me make this clear—as long as I’m here, no one is going to bully my mother." I pointed at my eldest uncle, then at my uncle, my arm trembling, but my voice remained as steady as stone: "You claim to be sons, yet you weren't around when Grandma was alive. Now that she's gone, you have the nerve to point fingers at my mother. Do you even have the right?" A deathly silence fell over the dining table. Everyone was stunned.

Just then, I felt a hand gently rest on my arm from behind.

The fingers were ice-cold and trembling slightly.

I turned my head and saw my mother stand up. As she rose, the legs of her chair scraped against the floor with a piercing screech; in the brief, deathly silence, the sound rang out like a thunderclap, stifling everyone’s breath. Her eyes were bloodshot, and tears streamed down her face, but she made no move to wipe them away. She took a deep breath, then, with every ounce of strength she possessed, she cried out, "Enough!" It wasn't loud, but it was heavy, as if it had been hammered out from the very depths of her chest, carrying an unquestionable weight. Everyone—including my eldest uncle, my youngest uncle, and their wives—seemed to have been hit by a pause button; their voices cut off instantly.

My mother didn't look at anyone. She lowered her head and grabbed my wrist. Her hand was ice-cold and lacked strength, yet her grip was as firm as an iron vice; her knuckles pressed into the skin of my wrist, causing a sharp, aching pain.

"Xuyang," she said, her voice hoarse but unnervingly calm, "we’re leaving." She pulled me toward the exit. Her pace was rapid, as if she were fleeing a burning building. Following behind her, I could feel her hand trembling—her entire body was shaking—but the force with which she gripped my wrist never wavered for a second.

Her fingers were frozen, and the pressure of her knuckles against my skin caused a dull ache. Her actions brooked no argument. I followed her lead almost subconsciously. Her strides were quick, as if she were desperate to escape this place.

Seeing this, my father stood up in a hurry, muttered something under his breath, and followed us out.

The car ride was silent. My father sat in the driver's seat, I was in the passenger seat, and my mother sat alone in the back, leaning against the window, her head turned to watch the retreating night. The light from the streetlamps flickered into the car, casting shadows that danced across her face.

My father finally broke the silence. "Look at you," he said, sounding annoyed. "Why did you have to start a fight with them? We’re all family; how are we supposed to face each other in the future?" His tone was dismissive and placating, as if he were blaming my mother for making such an unnecessary scene.

My mother whipped her head around, turning away from the window to face the driver's seat. Her voice was hoarse with anger: "Why didn't you say anything just now? ...Were you struck dumb? You watched them bully your wife and didn't dare let out a peep, just sat there sipping your tea! And now you've got plenty to say! You're not even as good as a child, you're not even as good as him!" My father opened his mouth as if to retort, but ultimately said nothing. He simply kept his hands on the steering wheel and his eyes fixed on the road, his expression sheepish.

I sat in the passenger seat, silent. In the rearview mirror, I saw my mother turn back toward the window and close her eyes after she finished speaking.

After we finished burning offerings for my grandmother’s first seventh-day memorial, I noticed that my mother wasn't herself. The moment she got home that day, she didn't change her clothes or wash up; she went straight to her bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, lowered her head, and then slowly tipped over, curling up on her side.

I knew her tension headaches had flared up again. It was an old ailment that struck whenever she was exhausted or under extreme stress. Between the days of crying and the lack of rest, everything had piled up, and her already fragile body had finally given out.

My mother took leave from the shop and lay home alone, curled up in bed, too weak even to pour herself a glass of water. It was the busiest time of year for my father, and he couldn't get away from work. The next morning, he took a call, put on his coat, and left again. Before he went, he stood at my bedroom door and said, "Your mother isn't feeling well. Keep an eye on her, and if she doesn't get better, take her to get an injection." I nodded, and he opened the door and left.

With him and my mother gone, it was just the two of us left in the house.

I began to take care of her. I took her glass, refilled it with warm water, and set it on her nightstand. I went to the kitchen to make millet porridge, simmering it for a long time until the grains bloomed and the broth became thick and glossy. I ladled the porridge into a bowl and carried it to her room. I pushed open her ajar door, walked to the bedside, set the bowl on the nightstand, and softly called out to her. She didn't respond immediately; it was a long while before she slowly opened her eyes and glanced at me. Her gaze was unfocused. I told her to eat some porridge and rest afterward. She closed her eyes, and a moment later, gave a slight nod.

I helped her sit up a little and propped a pillow behind her back. Her movements were sluggish as she sat up, as if every motion drained every ounce of her strength. Her face was deathly pale, her lips were dry, and her eyes were deeply sunken. I sat on the chair by the bed with the bowl of porridge, scooped up a spoonful, blew on it, and brought it to her lips. She opened her mouth and took it. Then came the second spoonful, and the third. She ate very slowly, holding each mouthful for a long while before swallowing. I just sat there quietly, feeding her the entire bowl, one spoonful at a time.

After she finished, I helped her lie back down. She closed her eyes, her brow still slightly furrowed. I took the bowl away. A while later, she took some medicine and drifted off into a hazy sleep again.

I didn't dare get too close to her, fearing she might misunderstand. Every time I went in, I would place whatever I brought on the nightstand, call out "Mom," tell her that her medicine or food was there, and then turn and leave. I didn't want her to feel like I was using this as an opportunity to get close to her. What she needed was care, not pressure. I preferred to stand outside the door, watching from a distance, and only go back in to collect the bowl once she had finished her meal or medicine. Our communication was reduced to the briefest of words.

She did not refuse my care; she accepted it in silence. She drank the porridge I brought and took the medicine I provided. Yet at night, at that same fixed time, I would still hear the "click" of her bedroom door lock—she was locking herself in.

Two days passed, and her condition showed little improvement. She was eating very little; every time I brought her porridge, she would only take a few bites before shaking her head to indicate she was finished. Her complexion was even worse than before, the dark circles under her eyes had deepened, and she looked like she had lost even more weight. Standing at her doorway, looking at her haggard form lying on the bed, my anxiety burned like a fire inside me. I told her we couldn't put it off any longer and that she had to get an injection. Lying in bed, she frowned and told me she was fine, that she would be better after resting for a couple of days. Her voice was faint, as if it were coming from a great distance away.

I didn’t listen to her. I stood by her bed, looking down at her as she lay there. Her body formed a tiny silhouette under the covers, looking so frail and powerless. I began to urge her, telling her that the dead cannot come back to life and that the living must carry on. I said that if Grandma were watching from above and saw her tormenting herself like this, she wouldn’t be at peace. I spoke slowly, enunciating every word, as if trying to ensure each one reached her ears clearly.

She fell silent. A long time passed; I almost thought she had fallen asleep. Then, she let out a soft, almost soundless sigh and said, "Let's go." She struggled to sit up, and I reached out to help her. Her body felt weightless in my hands, so light it made my heart tighten. She sat up slowly, rested for a moment to catch her breath, and then began to change her clothes. Her movements were sluggish; every lift of an arm, every sleeve she pulled on seemed to take a great deal of effort.

I helped her out the door. Her steps were unsteady as we went downstairs; she had to stop and catch her breath at every step, one hand gripping the railing tightly while the other leaned on me. Half her weight rested against me, and through her thick down jacket, I could feel the warmth of her body and the rhythm of her breathing.

The clinic wasn't far—a ten-minute walk that took us nearly twenty. The wind on the street was strong, enough to knock someone off balance, so I turned my body to shield her from it. She kept her head down, walking slowly, each step taken with extreme caution.

At the clinic, the doctor started an IV. She sat in a chair, leaning back with her eyes closed, her brow deeply furrowed. I sat in the seat next to her, with one empty chair between us. As the medicine dripped into her veins, her breathing gradually steadied. I looked at her profile; with her eyes closed, the crow's feet at the corners of her eyes were prominent, and her lips were slightly pale. I looked away, gazing at the gray, overcast sky outside, silently wishing for her to get better soon.

After the injection, she sat for a while, holding her forehead, her complexion looking slightly better than before. When she stood up, her body swayed, and I quickly reached out to steady her arm. She didn't push me away. We walked home slowly. When we reached the building, she stopped and looked up at the stairs ahead, her expression one of despair. I knew she couldn't make it up.

I stepped in front of her, bent down slightly with my back to her, and said, "Mom, let me carry you." She was stunned. I could feel her body stiffen behind me—she hadn't expected me to do this. She stood there, motionless. She began to refuse. Her voice was weak, but her tone was firm—she said there was no need, she could walk on her own. She even took a half-step back. But I knew she couldn't hold on any longer. Without further discussion, I bent down, wrapped one arm under her knees and the other around her back, and hoisted her steadily onto my back.

She struggled for a moment, her body twisting on my back, her legs kicking in the air as she said, "Put me down, I can walk myself." But her struggle lasted only a few moments before she stopped, as if she had exhausted her final reserves of strength. Her body went limp, and she rested weakly against me. I felt her let out a light, long sigh once she was settled on my back. The sigh was so faint it was nearly drowned out by the wind, but I heard it nonetheless. That sigh held so much—helplessness, resignation, exhaustion, and a complex emotion I couldn't quite identify.

Her breath was right by my ear, warm and slightly hurried. Her hair brushed against my cheek, and a few strands fell onto my neck. The warmth of her body seeped through the layers of thick clothing. Her arms hung down across my chest; she didn't wrap them around my neck, just let them rest there limply, as if she had abandoned all defenses.

I carried her, step by step, as I climbed. The staircase was narrow, and I walked slowly and steadily, afraid of jolting her. She was much lighter than I had expected; I could even feel the contour of her spine through my arms—she had grown even thinner since I saw her over the summer break. She remained on my back in silence, saying nothing more.

After two days of injections, my mother’s health gradually improved. Her dizziness subsided, and she began to eat more than before. After resting at home for a few more days, she made a full recovery. During this time, I took over all the household chores—doing the laundry, cooking, sweeping, mopping, and cleaning the house; I wouldn't let her do a thing. When she woke up, breakfast was already on the table. Whenever she wanted a drink, the kettle was always full. If she put her dirty clothes in a basin to wash, I would catch her and make her stop, insisting on doing it myself. Her laundry included underwear, which I tactfully avoided touching. My mind was calm, free of any distracting thoughts.

I simply wanted her to get better.

My father came home a few times during this period. He was very pleased with my behavior. Once, while he sat in the living room with my mother on the sofa beside him, he looked at her and said with a tone of great satisfaction, "Our son is grown up and sensible now; you’re finally reaping the benefits of having a son." When my mother heard this, I noticed a subtle change in her expression. Usually, her face was always taut, like a fully drawn bow, her lips pressed together, her brows slightly furrowed, and her eyes always filled with a sense of scrutiny and guardedness. But in that moment, upon hearing my father's words, the corners of her mouth curled upward uncontrollably. Although she quickly suppressed the curve, in that brief instant, I saw her features soften.

I noticed that the way she looked at me was also changing subtly. Perhaps my attentive care over these days had finally touched her. Perhaps the way I stayed by her side and shielded her during those days when Grandmother passed away had left a mark on her heart. Or perhaps, after that long sigh when I carried her upstairs, some of the defenses she had built against me had begun to crack. In any case, she was no longer as cold toward me as she had been before.

She began to take the initiative to talk to me. Although it was all about extremely trivial daily matters, for the thick wall of ice between us, this was already a signal of a thaw. In the afternoon, when I was mopping the living room floor, she would sit on the sofa holding a water glass and watch the floor, saying, "Don't mop it too wet, it's slippery." When I cleared the dishes after a meal, she would say, "Leave them, I'll wash them in a bit." If I handed her a glass of water, she would take a sip and tell me, "It's too hot," or "It's too cold." Once, when she took the rice bowl from my hands, her fingers brushed against mine; she didn't quickly pull away as she had before, but instead took the bowl quite naturally.

Most importantly, smiles began to appear on her face. They were very faint—not the happy, radiant kind, but a subtle smile, like a tiny trickle of water when ice and snow begin to melt.

I knew my efforts these past few days had not been in vain. This feeling filled my heart with a warm sense of satisfaction. It was a satisfaction completely different from the excitement driven by my previous desires for her—it was a grounded, authentic, and reassuring joy.

Yet, I still kept my distance. Having been through those previous incidents—that night at the hotel, that kiss at home—I had learned my lesson and dared not make any overstepping moves. I wouldn't appear before her too frequently, wouldn't stand by her bedroom door for too long, and wouldn't sit on the sofa next to her while she watched TV. After I served the meal and called her to eat, I would return to my room or the kitchen, waiting for her to finish before clearing the bowls. When I went to her room to deliver something, I tried my best to stand at the doorway rather than stepping inside. I could feel that she was also observing me, watching to see if I had truly changed or if I was merely putting on an act. I knew she needed time to learn to trust me again.
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Chapter 11

In the face of any difficulty, sincerity is always the best approach...

In the blink of an eye, it was February 2010. My mother had fully recovered and returned to work, and I began bringing her meals every day once again.

The auntie who worked with her at the fruit shop would see me arrive and tease me with a smile: "Bringing your mom lunch again? You really are her little comfort, her pride and joy. Your mother must have had incredible luck in a past life to have a son like you." Hearing this, my mother no longer offered the same polite, perfunctory smile she used to. Her expression and tone had softened considerably, and a genuine curve of a smile now played at the corners of her mouth.

One day, when I went to deliver food as usual and pushed open the shop door, she was standing behind the register organizing the ledgers. Hearing the bell on the door, she looked up, saw me, and actually smiled. It wasn't that polite, dismissive smile, but a truly natural expression of warmth.

In that moment, standing at the doorway with the thermos in my hand, seeing her smile, a string that had been pulled taut inside me finally began to loosen. Though it was only a slight shift, it was enough for me.

I thought that the relationship between us had finally shown signs of thawing in this cold winter.

She worked until the twenty-third day of the twelfth lunar month. The following Spring Festival was completely different from previous years. In the past, I had always stood on the sidelines, as if the bustle and excitement were someone else's business. But this time, starting from the twenty-third, I took the initiative to take on many chores. I helped my grandmother fry meatballs, squatting by the stove to feed the fire until my eyes grew sore; I went with my father to buy New Year supplies, getting jostled in the crowded markets while carrying heavy bags. Most often, I followed behind my mother—when she swept the yard, I carried the water; when she wiped the windows, I rinsed the rags. As she did these tasks, her movements were swift and her expression focused, as if she were using this work to fill every gap where idle thoughts might grow. She never refused my help, but she accepted it calmly, at most giving a slight nod or a glance to show me where to put something when I handed her an item. Our communication remained sparse, limited to a few words like "pass that," "put it there," or "okay," the voices so faint they seemed ready to vanish into the dry winter air.

The New Year's Eve dinner was set on the table, the old house filled with the steam of food and the warm, yellow glow of the lights. My grandparents sat at the head of the table, their faces wearing the serenity that comes with the passage of time. My father poured the wine, while I ate in silence. My mother wore a maroon sweater with tiny flowers embroidered at the collar; her hair was loosely pinned back with a wooden hairpin, a few stray strands falling by her ears. She ate slowly, occasionally serving food to my grandparents with natural, fluid movements. The Spring Festival Gala on TV was lively and boisterous, but at our table, the atmosphere remained calm, almost silent. It was a strange kind of harmony; all the clamor was shut out beyond the window, and the stillness inside the room felt like a giant vessel, containing all the past conflicts and this moment of tentative reconciliation. Everyone, in this quiet, was ruminating on a taste that belonged only to themselves. While seeing in the New Year, I leaned against the sofa, watching her sit on the other side with a thin blanket over her knees. Her gaze was fixed on the television screen, her expression detached, yet there seemed to be a faint, almost unreal curve at the corners of her mouth.

The Lantern Festival had just passed, and on the morning of the sixteenth day of the first lunar month, the scent of sulfur from firecrackers still lingered in the air. I knew today was her birthday. Not long after my grandmother passed away, I could feel that my mother’s state of mind was heavy, like a piece of cotton cloth soaked with water—sodden and damp—with neither the heart nor the atmosphere to fuss over her own birthday. But I also knew that she was someone who valued holidays deeply, especially days like her birthday and Mother's Day, which felt as if they were made for her personally. She would start planning many days in advance, buying new clothes and dropping hints to my father about what gifts she wanted. She possessed what the older generation called a "petit bourgeois" sensibility—a stubborn pursuit of the rituals of life. So, on the first day the fruit shop opened, I rode my bike over and ordered a modest cake, picking one I thought she would like, covered in fruit with bright red strawberries nestled in the cream. On the way back, I stopped by the wet market to weigh a sea bass and bought fresh pork ribs and some seasonal vegetables. I carried them home and dove straight into the kitchen, busy for the entire afternoon.

My father went out as usual to drink with friends. I intentionally didn’t tell him what day it was. He has never been one to care much about birthdays; I’m sure he’s long forgotten the date. Even if he did remember, he would likely just offhandedly tell me to "buy yourself something good to eat," or perhaps take my mother out for a quick, perfunctory meal. He doesn’t understand the significance of such rituals, nor does he care.

I was alone in the kitchen, washing, chopping, searing, and stir-frying. The oil sizzled in the pan, sending up white wisps of smoke—pungent, yet carrying a comforting scent of everyday life.

It was past eight in the evening, and the sky had turned completely dark. Streetlights flickered on, and under their dim, yellowish glow, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

I was standing with my back to her, setting the last dish of stir-fried seasonal vegetables on the table. Hearing the door, I turned around. She stood at the entrance, still wearing that silver down jacket she had left in, the zipper half-open to reveal a drab grey sweater underneath. Her face was weary; after a full day of standing at the shop, she looked drained. The lines at the corners of her eyes were particularly sharp in the light, and her lips were dry. Yet, when she saw the scene on the dining table, she froze, as if someone had pressed the pause button on her entire being.

The table was covered with the new white floral tablecloth I’d bought. The cake box was open, revealing a whole cream cake decorated with fruit. Beside it were the four dishes and one soup I’d spent the whole afternoon preparing—not exactly a feast, but enough to fill the table, wisps of steam rising from the hot food.

She stood there in silence. I watched her, seeing her calm eyes slowly fill with moisture. The mist gathered quickly, making her eyes bright and wet. She raised her hand, perhaps instinctively wanting to cover her mouth, but her fingertips stopped before they reached her lips. She simply pressed them together instead. She looked at me, and in her eyes, there was no longer that cold distance from the past, nor was it just pure being moved. It was an incredibly complex emotion, a mixture of surprise, bitterness, relief, and a hint of grievance. Her lips trembled, and finally, a faint, slightly raspy "thank you" escaped her throat.

That "thank you" was as light as a feather, yet it landed heavily on my heart. I saw the emotion in her eyes, the collarbones made prominent by her thinness, and the grayish, weary pallor on her cheeks. A sudden pang of sorrow gripped my heart, as if squeezed by an invisible hand. It was an intense surge of guilt and heartache that made me almost afraid to look into her eyes again. I lowered my head, pretending to adjust the plates on the table, and gave a vague response, though my throat felt as if it were constricted by something.

After the Lantern Festival, it was time to return to school. My father was already waiting for me in the car downstairs. Before leaving, I shouldered my backpack and finished putting on my shoes in the entryway. Looking up, I saw her standing in the living room, holding a rag and appearing to wipe a vase that wasn't even dirty. I opened my mouth, but in the end, I only said, "I'm leaving." Her hand paused, but she didn't turn around; still facing away from me, she said softly, "Got it." Those three words held no discernible emotion, as plain as a glass of cold water. Yet, it was precisely that plainness that made me feel like jumping for joy the moment I stepped out the door. She had responded to me—not with indifference, not with a cold face, but with a simple acknowledgement. It gave me a glimpse of a faint, yet very real, hope.

Not long after returning to school, I sent a text to her phone. It was just one sentence: "Mom, take care of yourself." After the message was sent, I clutched my phone, waiting with a restless heart. About ten minutes later, the phone vibrated. I held my breath as I opened it, and there was only a solitary word on the screen: "Okay." Just that one word. But in my eyes, it was like a small, warm flame. I didn't reply. From that moment on, I felt like a completely different person, with not a trace of my former despondency left. Walking around campus every day, I always wore a smile. When my roommates asked if I’d found money, I would just laugh and shake my head. At the beginning of every month, when I received the living expenses she sent, I would dutifully reply, "Received." And every time, she would reply with that same "Okay." It was simple to the extreme, yet it became a ritual that served as the source of my happiness for the entire semester.

Time flew by until late April, with Labor Day just ten days away. That evening, as I was reading in my dorm, my phone rang—it was my dad. His voice on the other end carried a tentative, cautious tone: "Your mom is sick. Appendicitis. She just had surgery." He paused, as if weighing his words. "Have you two been fighting again? I’ve noticed neither of you has reached out to the other lately. She hasn’t mentioned you once since she was admitted." His tone was filled with confusion and the unique concern of a parent; he clearly didn't know exactly what had happened between us, but with a father’s intuition, he sensed something abnormal standing between mother and son. He added, "Just give her a call to check in; you don't need to come home. She'll be discharged in a couple of days." After hanging up, I sat clutching my phone, stunned for a long time. My heart sank, and an indescribable feeling churned in my chest. She hadn't mentioned me since she was admitted. That sentence felt like a thin needle pricking my most vulnerable spot. It wasn't enough to just call; I had to see her with my own eyes, to be by her side. The thought took hold instantly, unshakable. I pulled out my bank card, booked the earliest train, requested leave from my counselor overnight, and boarded a train home first thing the next morning.

By the time I reached the hospital, my mother had been out of surgery for two days and was able to walk slowly. I pushed open the door to her room and saw her leaning against the edge of her bed. Dressed in a blue-and-white striped hospital gown, her face was pale, her lips dry and colorless, and her entire frame radiated a post-surgical fragility. The moment she saw me, a flash of obvious surprise crossed her eyes, quickly replaced by a faint, weary resignation. She didn't say much, merely remarking in a tone so calm it was almost indifferent: "Why did you come back?" There was no reproach in her voice, nor any joy—it was just a statement, as if confirming a fact whose outcome she had already anticipated.

My dad was standing nearby. Seeing me enter, he grinned, a smile that held a mix of understanding and forced nonchalance: "You kid, didn't I tell you there was no need to come back? You never listen." Though he said this, there was no real blame in his eyes; instead, he seemed relieved. He patted my shoulder—not hard, but with that unspoken rapport shared between men.

That night, I wanted to stay at the hospital to look after my mother so my father could go home and rest. I was already prepared to rough it out for the night on a folding chair. But my father waved his hand, insisting it wasn’t necessary and that he was enough to handle things at the hospital. My mother chimed in, telling me to go home and sleep, her tone carrying an air of unnegotiable resolve. She said the hospital bed was small, the chair was hard, and it would be uncomfortable for a guy like me to cram into it all night. Besides, I had errands to run for the paperwork the next day, so it was better to get some real rest at home. My father backed her up, saying the bed at home was all ready and I should go back and get a good night's sleep. Watching them play off each other, leaving me no room to interject, I finally nodded and headed home alone.

The next morning, I rushed back to the hospital. My father was packing up my mother’s things. Seeing me arrive, he pulled me into the hallway, his expression turning urgent. He checked his watch and said, "There’s an urgent job this afternoon; they’re really pushing for it, so I have to go. You stay here with your mother; she’s being discharged tomorrow." He spoke in a rush, clearly showing that this job was important to him. I nodded and told him it was no problem.

However, when my father relayed this decision to my mother, she sat on the edge of the hospital bed, a look of hesitation surfacing on her normally calm face. Her brows knitted slightly, and her lips parted as if to say something, but she swallowed the words back. She didn't look at me, but simply said to my father, "I can manage on my own, I don't need anyone to stay. You... you should have him go back to school, too." Her voice was soft, her tone laced with a complex emotion I couldn't quite decipher—as if this arrangement made her feel some inexplicable unease. I could sense her resistance, but it wasn't directed at my father; it was directed at the very idea of me being her caregiver.

My father ignored her objection, simply waving his hand and saying in an unarguable tone, "That’s settled." He then grabbed his jacket and hurried out of the room, looking back at me once before he left, giving me a meaningful glance. That look held a sense of entrustment, along with a silent signal of "it's in your hands now."

The ward was left with just the two of us. The air suddenly turned quiet and became somewhat delicate. She sat by the bed, head bowed, not looking at me or saying another word. I didn't speak either; I just walked over to the caregiver's chair and sat down, taking out my phone to pretend I was looking at it, while my peripheral vision remained fixed on her.

That afternoon passed slowly. The light in the ward gradually shifted from bright to soft, time slipping away in the quiet, second by second. A nurse came in once to change the IV, check her temperature, and go over a few instructions. My mother was quiet the entire time, following the nurse’s directions and offering only an occasional, soft-spoken response. I could feel the discomfort in her body—every slight movement required the use of her abdominal muscles, and with every shift, her brow would furrow involuntarily.

When night fell and the ward lights dimmed after nine o'clock, only a single, dim bedside lamp remained. The elderly woman in the other bed had already fallen asleep, and her daughter was dozing off in the caregiver’s chair nearby. The room was still, save for the occasional sound of vehicles passing outside and the faint rhythm of breathing within.

I sat on the folding chair, unable to sleep. I heard my mother tossing and turning in the hospital bed, the quilt rustling with every movement. After a while, I sensed her trying to sit up, her motions slow and clearly labored. I stood up immediately, walked over, and in the dim light, asked softly, "Do you need to use the restroom?" She was silent for a few seconds. A complex emotion seemed to flow through that silence. Finally, she gave a barely audible "mm," a silent admission.

I reached out and took her arm. It felt very thin; through the thin fabric of her hospital gown, I could feel the warmth of her skin and the outline of the bones beneath. She leaned against the edge of the bed and slowly stood up. The movement tugged at her wound, causing her to involuntarily draw in a sharp breath as her body trembled slightly. I didn't say a word; I just held her arm, waiting until she was steady before slowly guiding her toward the restroom.

She walked very slowly, each step cautious and deliberate. I could feel her trying her best to shift her weight away from me, using her hand to steady herself against the wall as she inched forward. Her breathing sounded exceptionally clear in the quiet ward—a light, patient, and strained sound.

At the restroom door, I gently let go and took a step back, waiting outside. She held onto the doorframe, walked in slowly by herself, and pulled the door shut, though she didn't latch it; she left it slightly ajar. I waited outside.

The bathroom light flickered on, casting a thin sliver of dim, yellow glow through the gap in the door. Then, I heard it.

At first, it was the rustling of fabric, the sound of her struggling to pull down her trousers. Immediately after, a clear splashing sound emerged—the sound of my mother urinating. In the quiet of the hospital room, through that slightly open door, the sound reached my ears with unbearable clarity. The liquid hitting the side of the toilet bowl echoed in the cramped space, carrying a physiological reality that was impossible to ignore.

My mind felt as if it had been struck by something; I froze instantly. That sound—the frequency, the rhythm, the noise of liquid hitting porcelain—made me uncontrollably think of another night.

My cheeks burned, my throat went dry, and I stood rigid, not knowing what to do. I didn't dare imagine her posture or her expression inside, nor did I want to think about why I was forced to hear this. I could only force my gaze toward the window at the end of the hallway, looking out at the pitch-black night sky, trying to empty my mind.

The splashing finally stopped. Then came the rustling—she must have been wiping. Then, the sound of the flush; the water rushed loudly, rinsing the toilet and, in the process, washing over the unspoken tension between us. Once the flushing stopped, silence fell over the bathroom.

I waited for a moment, then a little longer. She didn't come out.

A minute passed. Two minutes. Three. I began to feel uneasy. The bathroom door remained ajar, and there was no movement from within. I strained my ears to listen, but heard nothing—not even the sound of breathing. I wanted to knock and ask if she was okay, but I was afraid she might be doing something she didn't want to be interrupted at, so I forced myself to hold back.

After a long while, the silence became unnerving. Finally, I heard her voice from inside—it was very soft, laced with obvious embarrassment and hesitation, almost squeezed out through her teeth: "Could you... could you come in for a second?" My heart jumped into my throat. I took a deep breath and reached out to push open the partially closed door.

The bathroom was small, and under the dim light, the sight that met my eyes made my breath hitch in my chest.

She was hunched over, one hand braced against the wall, while the other struggled to hold up her hospital trousers, which had slipped down to the backs of her knees. Her upper body leaned forward, her entire frame held in an incredibly strained posture. And her lower body—my eyes were immediately drawn to the patch of dark, curled hair between her legs, clearly exposed under the dim light. It was a woman’s intimate place, mature and pulsing with life. Beneath her hospital trousers, there was no underwear to cover her—she was wearing nothing underneath.

My pupils constricted instantly, and the blood rushed to my head in a roar. My gaze felt scorched, wanting to look away, but the image had already been seared into my mind the moment I tried to avert my eyes. Her face was flushed with extreme embarrassment, her lips pressed tightly together. She avoided my gaze, staring fixedly at the floor tiles in the corner, her voice so low it was barely audible: "I... I can't pull them up..." She caught her breath, her tone laced with a mortification that bordered on pleading. "Close your eyes... and help me pull them up." I didn't speak. I closed my eyes. Then, I knelt down in front of her.

My world plunged into darkness. I could only rely on my sense of hearing and touch. I reached out, my fingertips first brushing the fabric of the hospital trousers hanging by her legs; the material was coarse and slightly cool. My hands traced the fabric downward until I touched her thighs. Her skin was warm and smooth, and I could feel the slight tension in her leg muscles and the subtle tremors beneath her skin. My fingers instinctively recoiled as if electrocuted, but I quickly forced myself to continue. I gripped both sides of the waistband, holding my breath, and carefully pulled the trousers up. In the process, the back of my fingers inevitably grazed the skin of her inner thighs—the sensation was warm, soft, and carried a hint of dampness. I could feel her body go rigid at that moment, her breathing stalling for a heartbeat. I didn't pause, quickly and steadily pulling the trousers up to her waist, then fumbled with my fingers to find the drawstring and clumsily tied a knot.

"It's done." My voice sounded raspy, barely like my own.

I heard her whisper, "That's fine." Only then did I open my eyes and stand up. Still avoiding her gaze, I reached out, steadied her by the arm, and slowly led her out of the bathroom.

When we reached the bedside, I prepared to let go so she could sit down. As I bent over to help her slowly lower herself, the angle of my posture caused my eyes to inadvertently peer into the open collar of her hospital gown.

In that instant, because of the movement, the neckline had slipped open slightly. From my vantage point, the view inside was clear—those two soft, full breasts, unconstrained by any undergarment, hung naturally, casting a soft, gently swaying silhouette in the dim, amber light. Her skin was pale, carrying the faint, sickly translucence of someone not yet fully recovered, but the soft curves and shape were so vivid and real as they imprinted themselves upon my vision. I could see the side arc of those soft mounds, and could even faintly discern the outline of the peaks, hidden within the shadows of the fabric.

My gaze snapped away instantly. I turned my head away almost reflexively, pinning my eyes firmly to a spot in the corner of the room, my heart hammering like a drum. In the very moment I turned, I felt her reaction—she paused for a fraction of a second, then quickly raised her hand to pull her collar together, while her other hand grabbed the quilt and swiftly pulled it up over her chest.

We didn't speak. The air grew stiflingly heavy.

Once she lay down, she pulled the quilt all the way up to her chin, turned onto her side, and faced away from me. I sat on the companion chair, head bowed, staring at the tips of my shoes, not daring to move a muscle.

A while later, I heard a muffled, tearful voice coming from under the covers. She picked up her phone and dialed my father’s number. As soon as he answered, she didn't bother with any pleasantries but launched into a scathing tirade. Her voice wasn't loud, but it was filled with an intensity and sense of grievance I had never heard before.

The rest of that night drifted by in that same suffocating silence and awkwardness. I don't know when she finally fell asleep, nor do I remember exactly when I drifted off myself.

The next morning, the nurse came by for rounds and said we could process the discharge papers. I busied myself running back and forth, settling the bill at the payment counter before returning to help her pack. Before leaving, she had to change out of her hospital gown and into her own clothes. I placed the bag of clothes she’d brought from home at the foot of the bed, then looked at her, at a loss for where to begin. She sat on the edge of the bed, silent for a moment, before whispering, "Give me the clothes, I'll dress myself... please turn around." I did as she asked, turning my back to her. From behind me came a rustling sound—she was struggling to take off her hospital gown. The sound continued for quite a while, punctuated by her soft gasps of pain whenever she accidentally tugged at her wound. After a while, her voice came from behind me, tinged with embarrassed hesitation: "Um... the underwear... could you help me pull them onto my legs? I'll pull them up myself." My throat tightened. Without turning around, I reached into the bag and pulled out a pair of her neatly folded underwear. They were a simple style, light gray cotton, feeling light as a feather in my hand. I kept my head down, afraid to look in her direction, and followed my instincts as I walked over, crouched down, and felt along the edge of the blanket for her feet. I lifted a corner of the blanket, stretched out the waistband, and fumbled to slip them over her ankles. My fingertips brushed against the skin of her calves—cool and smooth—making me hold my breath involuntarily. I carefully eased the underwear up her calves to the back of her knees, then let go.

"There," I said softly.

I didn't look at her, turning instead to return to my original spot, keeping my back to her. Behind me, I heard the rustling of the quilt; I knew she was struggling to pull her underwear up beneath it. Her movements were slow, and it was clear that every shift tugged at the wound on her abdomen. After a long while, I heard her whisper, "Okay... could you give me my top?" I picked up her shirt—a loose, floral-patterned long-sleeved cotton top—and handed it to her, then kept my back turned. There was more rustling behind me as she put on her bra. After another long pause, I assumed she was finished and was just about to turn around when I heard her voice from behind me, softer than before and laced with clear discomfort: "Um... the clasp at the back... could you help me with it?" I turned around. She was sitting with her back to me, having already put on a light gray bra. Two thin straps wrapped around her shoulder blades, meeting at a small metal clasp in the center of her back. She hadn't put on her floral top yet, and her bare back was exposed before my eyes. There wasn't an ounce of fat on it; her skin looked somewhat pale from her long illness, the outlines of her shoulder blades were clearly visible beneath her skin, and the line of her spine formed a slight hollow down the center of her back. She kept her head slightly bowed, a few strands of hair loose at the nape of her neck, her arms crossed over her chest to cover herself.

I walked behind her and crouched at the edge of the bed. I reached for the clasp, but found that, because of the angle, it was difficult to get a good grip. I hesitated for a moment, then rested my left hand gently against her back. As my fingertips touched that cool, smooth skin, her body shivered slightly beneath my touch. I gripped both sides of the clasp with my right hand, trying to fasten it, but the tiny metal pieces wouldn't align properly. I adjusted my position, and my left hand pressed a little closer involuntarily; I could clearly feel the texture of the muscles in her back and the warmth of her body. My fingers were trembling slightly. After two attempts, I finally heard a crisp "click"—the clasp was fastened.

In that instant, I felt her tense shoulders relax just a little. She whispered, "That’s it." I immediately pulled my hands away from her back and took a step back. She picked up her floral blouse and slipped it on; her movements were much smoother than before. Once the blouse was on, she reached for her casual trousers, attempting to put them on herself. But the moment she bent over, her brows knitted sharply, and she let out a muffled groan of pain.

I instinctively reached out to steady her arm. "Let me." She looked at me—her expression complex, filled with embarrassment, hesitation, and an undefinable emotion. Ultimately, she didn't refuse; she simply let go, tacitly allowing me to help, and sat back up straight.

I picked up her trousers and knelt before her. I lifted the corner of the quilt, opened the leg of the pants, and carefully guided them over her ankles. My fingertips brushed against the skin of her lower legs again; the touch was warm and smooth. I carefully slid the fabric up her calves, past her knees, and all the way to the top of her thighs. In the process, my hands inevitably made contact with her thighs—an area even softer and warmer than her calves. Beneath the fabric of her underwear, I could sense the contour of her muscles and the delicacy of her skin. My face burned, and my heart hammered against my ribs as if it might burst, yet I maintained a steady, restrained pace. I pushed the waistband to just below her hips and then let go.

"You can pull them up the rest of the way," I said, my voice tight.

She nodded. Bracing her hands on either side of her body, she lifted her hips slightly, pulled the trousers up under the quilt, zipped them, and fastened the button.

When the entire process was over, we both fell silent for several seconds. I kept my head down, tidying up the hospital gown she had changed out of, while she kept hers down, adjusting the hem of her shirt. No one spoke, but the air was thick with a subtle atmosphere, as if we had just shared a secret.

Once all the discharge paperwork was finished, I helped her walk out of the hospital building and into my father’s Elantra.

The car pulled slowly out of the hospital gates. She leaned back in her seat, watching the streetscape recede outside the window. Her expression was calm, but there was a sense of relief in her eyes. I focused on driving, not saying much. The car was quiet, save for the hum of the engine and the sound of the wind rushing past. Occasionally, while waiting at a red light, I would steal a glance at her. She kept her head turned toward the window, and the sunlight streaming through the glass bathed her face, casting a soft halo over her profile. Her lashes fluttered slightly in the light; the bridge of her nose was delicate, and though her lips were still a bit chapped, they had regained a touch of color. In that moment, she didn’t look like the stern, distant mother I knew, but like a frail woman in need of care.

Our apartment is on the third floor, and there is no elevator. I parked the car downstairs and turned off the engine. I looked at her pale face, then at the three flights of stairs. She didn’t say anything; she just silently unbuckled her seatbelt and tried to push the door open to get out on her own. I quickly got out, rounded the car, and caught her by the arm.

Without a second thought, I crouched down in front of her and said, without looking back, "Get on, I'll carry you." She stood behind me, silent for a long time. I could feel her hesitation and struggle; that silence was laden with too many indescribable emotions. I expected her to refuse, to say she could walk, to push me away with that same cold, distant tone as before.

But in the end, I felt her hands slowly and gently rest upon my shoulders. Then, she leaned her body against me, the softness of her chest pressing warmly against my back through the thin fabric of our clothes. The sensation was soft and resilient, carrying the warmth and scent of her body, which transferred clearly onto the skin of my back, causing me to freeze for a split second. Immediately after, her arms wrapped around my neck, clasping tightly across my chest. Her entire weight was now entrusted completely to me.

I could feel her breath against my ear, the warm air brushing over my earlobe and the skin of my neck, leaving a faint, ticklish sensation. Her hair fell forward, a few strands grazing my cheek, carrying the subtle scent of shampoo. She was lighter than I had imagined; illness and surgery had taken their toll, and I could clearly feel the contours of her ribs and hip bones pressing against my back. Yet, the softness of her body against me was so real and distinct, rising and falling with the rhythm of her breathing, pressing into me and conveying a silent sense of reliance.

I held her thighs firmly and stood up. Her arms remained tightly wrapped around my neck; I could feel the pressure of her grip—a mix of trusting dependency and nervous instinct. I climbed the stairs, one step at a time. With every step, I felt her body jolt slightly against my back, the softness of her chest swaying gently, a sensation that made the roots of my ears burn. Her arms around my chest tightened further, and at some point, her cheek rested softly against my shoulder. I could feel the warmth of her face and the rhythm of her breath.

She didn’t say a word the entire time. But I could feel that the arms around my neck, which had started out stiff, guarded, and distant, gradually and bit by bit relaxed as I reached the second-floor landing, shifting into a natural, close embrace. It was a silent compromise, a silent acceptance. She leaned her whole body against my back, her breathing slowly steadying, as if in this moment, she had truly let down all her defenses and surrendered herself entirely to my care.

Reaching our door on the third floor, I slowly crouched down and carefully set her on her feet. As her hands released my neck, the loss of that warmth left a faint chill on my back. Once she was steady, she didn't look at me, only murmured, "The key is in the bag." I acknowledged her, fished the key from her bag, and opened the door.

Once inside, I settled her onto the bed in the master bedroom, propped two pillows behind her back, and set a glass of warm water on the nightstand. She leaned back, watching me bustle about. After a moment, she said she wanted to change into her pajamas; it would be more comfortable to lie down that way. Seeing her struggle to put them on—the movement pulling at her wound and making her gasp in pain—I summoned my courage, stepped forward, and offered to help. She hesitated for a moment, but ultimately gave her silent consent.

I moved behind her. She was wearing a light gray bra with a metal clasp at the back. The fabric hugged her full breasts, and from behind, I could see the soft curve of her sides bulging slightly. I reached out with trembling hands again. This time, perhaps because of my experience at the hospital, my movements were much steadier. I pinched the sides of the tiny clasp, gave a gentle squeeze, and heard a faint "click" as it came undone. I could feel the tension in the fabric instantly vanish. In that moment, I could almost imagine how those two soft mounds on her chest were being released, and my face flushed hot again.

"All done," I said in a barely audible voice, then immediately stepped back a few paces and picked up the pajamas she had set aside to hand to them to her. She took them without looking at me, simply murmuring, "Alright, you can go out now." Feeling as if I’d been granted a reprieve, I hurried out of the bedroom and gently pulled the door shut.

During the first two days after she was discharged, Mom still needed me to support her when she went to the bathroom. I would walk her to the bathroom door, and she wouldn't say a word, just silently rest her hand on my arm as she shuffled inside. I would wait outside, listening to the rustling sounds within—the sound of her finishing, the flush, and then the rustling again. After a while, the door would crack open, she would poke her head out, her face expressionless, and simply whisper, "I'm done." I would step forward, take her arm, and slowly guide her back to bed. There was almost no conversation between us, but in this silence, the sharp, awkward tension of the past seemed to have vanished, replaced by something indefinable and natural. She seemed to have grown accustomed to my presence, and I seemed to have grown used to holding her arm. She no longer tensed every muscle in her body at the slightest touch, as if she feared I might pounce on her at any moment.

The next day, she started her period. I saw it in the bathroom; a used sanitary pad was wrapped in paper and carefully placed in the trash bin. I knew her cycle—I had kept track of it since last summer. That day, her complexion was even worse than the previous two days; her lips were pale, and she was curled up in bed, looking completely drained. She lay there, hesitating for a long time before calling out to me. Her voice was very soft, tinged with a sense of bashful embarrassment: "Xuyang... could you... could you go buy me something?" I was stunned for a moment, then immediately understood. My heart skipped a beat, but I didn't dare show any reaction on my face. I simply nodded and asked, "Sure, what should I buy?" She opened her mouth, but no sound came out; the embarrassment on her face deepened. Finally, she turned her head away, looked out the window, and said in an extremely low voice, "Sanitary pads..." As she said those words, the tips of her ears turned red.

My heart began to race even faster, not out of any impure thoughts, but because of an awkwardness I had never felt before. A strapping young man like me, going to buy that sort of thing? How was I supposed to talk to the sales clerk? I took a deep breath, tried my best to look composed, said "I got it," and turned to leave.

Walking to the supermarket, my face was burning. I stood in front of the shelves, staring at the dizzying array of sanitary pads, and was completely at a loss. Day use, night use, panty liners... I had no idea what the difference was. Afraid of buying the wrong thing and worried she wouldn't have enough, I ended up acting like a fool and grabbing a few packs of everything. Two packs for day use, two for night use, and even a pack of panty liners. When I went to check out, clutching a pile of colorful packages, the cashier—a woman in her forties—glanced at me, then at the items in my arms, her eyes filled with a strange, scrutinizing look. My face burned all the way to my ears; I wanted to crawl into a hole in the ground. I bit the bullet, paid for the items, stuffed them haphazardly into a bag, and practically fled the store.

Back home, I placed the large bag by her bedside. She took one look at it, paused, then picked up the pack of night pads, glanced at the day pads, and the corners of her mouth seemed to twitch. She didn't say a word, just tucked the items away into her nightstand.

That noon, I didn't ask her what she wanted to eat. I went straight to the kitchen and brewed a pot of soup with red dates, goji berries, ginger, and brown sugar, and steamed a bowl of egg custard—light and nutritious. When I brought the soup and custard to her, she was leaning against the headboard. She looked at the steaming brown sugar water in the bowl, then looked at me. She didn't say a word, just picked it up silently and finished it, one small sip at a time. While she drank, I sat in a chair nearby, head down, pretending to look at my phone. But I could feel her gaze landing on me from time to time. In those eyes, there was exhaustion, embarrassment, gratitude, and a complex emotion I couldn't quite name. It wasn't as cold as before, nor as guarded; instead, it carried a hint of... a gentle warmth.

Over the next few days, I took over all the household chores completely. Early in the morning, I would head to the market as soon as it opened to buy fresh vegetables and bones, returning to make her porridge or stewed soup. For every meal, I changed things up, striving to keep them light and nutritious. After eating, I cleared the dishes, wiped the table, mopped the floors, and did the laundry. Since she wasn't very mobile, the clothes she changed out of—including her intimate undergarments—were collected separately, soaked in a basin, hand-washed, and hung out on the balcony.

For the first two days, whenever I picked up the undergarments she had changed out of, I could feel her gaze upon me, filled with scrutiny and even a touch of suspicion. As I picked up those scraps of thin fabric, she would instinctively look away or pretend to watch TV. When I finished hanging the laundry and passed her door again, her eyes would drift, intentionally or not, toward my hands, as if searching for some impure motive. But I remained calm and composed, focused on my task, without a hint of hesitation or avoidance, as if they were just ordinary clothes. Gradually, the suspicion in her eyes faded, replaced by a complex, somewhat moved expression. She stopped trying to avoid me, and whenever I handed her the clean, dried, and neatly folded undergarments, she would just lower her eyes quickly and say in a low voice, "Just put them there."

Friends and relatives would occasionally drop by to visit her. As they sat on the sofa, taking in the clean floors and the freshly washed fruit on the table, then seeing me busy in the kitchen in my apron, they would all chime in with praise: "This boy has really grown up and become so sensible; he’s taking such good care of you." Whenever this happened, a faint, irrepressible smile would ripple across my mother's face—a smile filled with a sense of satisfaction and radiance I had never seen before, as if these compliments pleased her more than anything else. She would agree, saying, "Yes, he's finally learned to help out around the house," her tone carrying a hint of feigned complaint, while her eyes remained full of smiles. I could tell that my efforts had earned her a great deal of face and vanity in front of others; for her, this feeling was more effective than any medicine.

My father returned on the third day after her discharge. The moment he walked through the door, my mother’s expression changed. Propped up against the headboard, she launched into a barrage of scolding: "So you finally know how to come home? Where were you when I was in the hospital?" My father stood by the bed, not daring to argue back, merely offering a sheepish smile as he apologized: "Yes, yes, it’s my fault, it’s my fault. That job was just too urgent, there was nothing I could do. I felt terrible for you, too—look, didn't I rush back the moment I finished?" As he spoke, he rubbed his hands together, his face wearing an ingratiating look.

My mother wouldn't let it go and kept berating him for a few more moments before her voice finally trailed off. Seeing me standing nearby, my father quickly changed the subject. He patted my shoulder and praised me to her face: "Alright, alright, stop being angry. Look at how great our son is—he’s taken such impeccable care of you, far better than I could have! This kid has really grown up and become sensible now!" As he said this, he gave me a wink.

My mother let out a huff and ignored him.

After lunch, my father pulled me out onto the balcony, took five hundred yuan from his pocket, and pressed it into my hand. Lowering his voice, he said, "Take this. You’ve worked hard lately, and you’ve looked after your mother well. Don’t tell her—keep it for yourself." I tried to decline, but he insisted, stuffing the money into my pocket before giving my shoulder another pat.

Sure enough, not two days later, he received another call and had to leave again. Before he left, my mother, leaning against the sofa, started nagging him again: "Got grease on your heels, haven't you? Can't stay home for a minute? Look at other people's husbands, then look at yourself..." My father didn't say a word, letting her finish her rant. Then he picked up his bag, walked to the door, looked back at me, pulled another three hundred yuan from his other pocket, quickly shoved it into my hand, and whispered, "Take good care of your mother." Then, he left without looking back.

Five days later, I took my mother back to the hospital to get her stitches removed; I drove her there myself. The doctor said the wound had healed very well. After we got back, she looked much more energetic, and there was even a hint of color in her cheeks.

With three days left before the May Day holiday, I decided not to return to school and extended my leave instead. Although her stitches were out, she was still quite weak; she couldn't do heavy work or stand for long periods. My father was quite busy during this time and barely came home, so I continued to take on most of the housework.

At first, she remained silent, mostly just sitting on the sofa, watching me bustle about. Occasionally, her gaze would fall on me, only to quickly drift away. But gradually, she began to speak.

While I was mopping the floor, she leaned back on the sofa and watched for a while, then suddenly said, "That corner isn't clean." Her voice was indifferent, as if she were just mentioning it in passing. I paused, looked back at her, and realized her eyes were fixed on the spot I had just mopped—there was still a bit of dust by the sofa leg. I hurried back to mop it again. She didn't say anything else, but the corners of her mouth seemed to twitch.

The next day, while I was chopping vegetables in the kitchen, she stood in the doorway, watched for a moment, and said, "The potato shreds are cut too thick; they won't stir-fry well." Her tone was still cold, just a few words. I looked down at the uneven potato shreds on the cutting board, feeling a bit embarrassed. I muttered an "oh," picked up another potato, slowed down, and tried my best to slice them thinner. She stood at the door watching for a few seconds, said nothing more, and turned away.

When I was hanging laundry on the balcony, she happened to pass by, glanced at it, and said, "Shake the clothes out before hanging them; they'll be impossible to wear if they dry all wrinkled." I quickly took down the T-shirt I had just hung, gave it a good shake, and re-hung it. She didn't linger; she walked into the room as soon as she finished speaking.

Another time, after I finished wiping the table, she walked over, ran her finger across the surface, inspected her fingertip, and said, "It's still greasy." Before she could finish, I grabbed the rag again, added a drop of dish soap, and wiped the table a second time. This time, she didn't check it; she simply picked up the remote from the coffee table and changed the channel.

Almost everything she said was like this—correcting the way I did chores or pointing out what I hadn't done properly. She didn't say much, just three or four words at a time, and her tone wasn't exactly gentle; it carried a familiar, long-absent sense of pickiness. But I knew in my heart that this was different from before. In the past, when she was critical, it was filled with anger and annoyance, as if everything I did was wrong and even my breathing was an eyesore to her. Now, this pickiness felt more like... she was finally willing to talk to me. Even if it was just to find fault, it was still a form of communication.

Once, I was crouching in the bathroom washing the clothes she had changed out of. She walked over, stood in the doorway, looked down at the clothes soaking in the basin, and after a few seconds of silence, said, "Don't soak the light-colored one with the dark ones; the colors will bleed." I said, "Got it," and quickly fished the light gray T-shirt out of the basin and set it aside. After watching me finish, she didn't say another word and turned to leave. But her footsteps were light, lacking the heavy, angry weight they used to have.

Conversations like these happened two or three times a day. She didn't initiate contact often, but compared to the zero-communication state of last summer, it was a massive improvement. I even began to look forward to her pointing out my mistakes—not because I enjoyed being criticized, but because it meant she was watching me, she cared about this home, and she was using her own way to acknowledge my existence.

One afternoon, as I was in the kitchen preparing dinner, she walked in, stopped about a meter away, and watched me chop vegetables. I could see her out of the corner of my eye, and my hand with the knife slowed down involuntarily. She watched for about half a minute, then said, "Your knife skills have improved." With that, she turned and walked out of the kitchen.

I savored those seven words for the rest of the night.

The only thing that hadn't changed was her guardedness regarding her own body. At home, as long as my father wasn't around, even if the weather had turned warm, she still wore long-sleeved pajamas, buttoned to the very top, keeping herself completely covered. At night, she still locked her bedroom door from the inside, as if it were a final line of defense—both physical and psychological—that had to be maintained.

By the end of the May Day holiday, my mother had basically recovered. Her complexion had visibly improved. Her cheeks, which had looked somewhat sunken from overwork and worry, had regained their fullness, and her skin glowed with health; even those deep nasolabial folds seemed to have faded. She no longer walked with a stoop, her shoulders held open and relaxed. She was like a plant that had finally received rain after a long drought, bursting with renewed life and vitality.

On the night before I left, I was sitting in the living room packing my bags for school. I heard the sounds of washing and chopping coming from the kitchen. Surprised, I walked to the kitchen doorway and saw her wearing an apron, busy at the stove. Ribs were stewing in a pot, bubbling away and releasing a rich, savory aroma; on the cutting board lay a prepped fish, scored with a few slits and rubbed with salt and cooking wine. She leaned forward slightly, carefully turning the food in the pan with a spatula, her movements practiced and focused. A few strands of hair slipped from behind her ear, but she didn’t even bother to tuck them back.

I wasn’t sure if this dinner was prepared for me, because my father was home that night, too. As long as he was around, our meals were always an upgrade—a rule that had been set in stone for as long as I could remember. But even so, watching her figure moving back and forth in the kitchen and seeing the spread on the table becoming more elaborate, a tide of emotion swelled up in my heart, almost drowning me. I stood at the kitchen door, watching her slightly hunched back and the way her temples were dampened by the steam. I wanted to say something, but words of gratitude danced on the tip of my tongue before I ultimately swallowed them back. I was afraid that if I spoke, I would shatter that rare and delicate atmosphere.

That evening, the three of us sat around the dining table. My father opened a bottle of beer, poured himself a glass, and then looked at me. I hesitated for a moment before nodding. It was the first time in years he had sought my opinion at the dinner table. He filled my glass as well. The soft light shone on everyone's faces. She had prepared braised pork ribs, steamed sea bass, lettuce with oyster sauce, and a tomato and egg soup. The food wasn't exactly gourmet, but every bite carried that familiar, home-cooked flavor. I ate heartily, head buried in my bowl, letting my actions speak for me. My parents exchanged a few words now and then, talking about the news on TV and neighborhood gossip. The atmosphere was so peaceful and natural, as if those days filled with arguments and estrangement were nothing but a distant nightmare. I glanced up at her secretly; she was picking up a piece of fish to eat, a calm, gentle smile on her face. At that moment, I felt an immense sense of contentment, so much so that I felt the urge to cry. After the meal, I took the initiative to clear the table and wash the dishes. She didn't stop me, only calling out from behind me, "Make sure you rinse the bowls thoroughly." I responded with a muffled grunt, but my smile stretched from ear to ear.

Returning to school after the May Day holiday, life settled back into its old rhythm. A few days later, it was Mother's Day. I typed out a text message on my phone, deleted it, rewrote it, and deleted it again, agonizing over the wording. In the end, I sent the most ordinary, uninspired greeting: "Mom, Happy Mother's Day." After sending it, I fell into a long, anxious wait. It was so long that I almost thought my phone was broken before the screen finally lit up. There were only two words on it: "Thank you." Though brief and formal, it was still a response. I clutched my phone as if holding a glowing ember, my heart filled with overwhelming joy. That day, once again, I sat there grinning like a fool for a long time, much to the confusion of my roommates.

I didn’t go home for the Dragon Boat Festival. That holiday, I stayed in the dorm alone, my heart repeatedly torn by a powerful urge and a sense of unease. Finally, in the dead of night, I made up my mind, took out my phone, and sent my mother a very long message. In it, I apologized sincerely and begged for her forgiveness. For the first time in my life, I opened my heart to her with such a humble and genuine posture. After the message was sent, I sat on my bed clutching my phone, eyes fixed intently on the screen, waiting for her reply. One minute, ten minutes, half an hour, an hour... The dorm was silent, save for the occasional sound of wind outside the window. I waited until the sky turned a pale, fish-belly white, but the screen never lit up again. No reply—not a single word.

The next day, I felt immense regret for my impulse the night before. Like a child who had done something wrong, I was seized by a lingering fear. I was terrified that my recklessness would shatter the fragile trust we had worked so hard to build. I spent the rest of the holiday in a state of apprehension and anxiety.
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Chapter 12

To touch someone's heart, one must enter their life bit by bit...

The summer of 2010. Once again, with the trepidation of someone walking to the gallows, I boarded the train home. The sound of the train wheels striking the tracks perfectly mirrored the rhythm of my heartbeat at that moment—heavy, chaotic, and filled with unease. The impulsive act from last year's Dragon Boat Festival was like a nail driven into my heart, and that unanswered apology text message felt like a boulder crushing my chest. I didn't know if what awaited me would be a silence even colder than before, or if there might be some other turn of events.

The scenery outside the window sped backward; fields, villages, and utility poles flashed past my eyes, but I couldn't process any of it. While my gaze was fixed on the window, my mind was roiling with every memory from the past year—that impulsive night, her heartbreaking sobs, her retreating figure, the cold resolve with which she deleted me from her friends list, and the countless phone calls I made afterward that never went through. Those images were like blades, cutting into my heart over and over, leaving marks of varying depths—some already scarred over, others still oozing blood.

I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes, the scenes from winter break surfacing in my mind. During those days I spent delivering meals to the fruit shop, I had, in fact, come to a realization: I was in love with my mother. It wasn't the kind of attachment one feels for a parent, but the way a man loves a woman. Even though this affection was filthy, taboo, and unforgivable, I couldn't lie to myself. I wanted to seek her forgiveness, to get close to her again, and to make amends for my mistakes through my actions. That is why I learned to cook, learned to do chores, and delivered meals every day, hoping she would see my transformation. Yet, she remained guarded, constantly wary of me getting too close. In front of my father, she was forced to play a role, pretending everything was normal. That delicate balance was like a taut string, and I didn't know when it would snap. I no longer dared to hope that she would love me back; I only wished for her to stop hating me, to let me slowly offset those sins through my actions.

But what happened later completely changed my perspective. At my grandmother's funeral, when I stood in front of her and roared at those relatives who were ganging up on her, I meant every word. At that moment, I wasn't thinking about any reward, nor was I trying to use that gesture to earn her forgiveness. I simply saw her being besieged, standing there all alone, tears welling up in her eyes, her lips trembling with anger and injustice, yet she was forcing them back—it burned like fire in my heart. When I rushed over to shield her, only one thought filled my mind: no one is allowed to bully my mother. For the first time in my life, I stood before a woman as a man, ready to block out all the storms for her. I knew my shoulders weren't broad enough yet, and my fists weren't hard enough, but at that moment, I was willing to give everything I had to protect her. That thought was so pure, so pure that even I was surprised by it.

Then came her illness and hospitalization. She lay on the hospital bed, her face as pale as paper, her lips dry and chapped, her entire frame having thinned out, her collarbones tracing a sharp silhouette against the neckline of her hospital gown. When I stood at the doorway and saw her like that, my heart tightened violently, as if gripped by an invisible hand, leaving me almost unable to breathe. I stopped thinking about those filthy desires, those frantic thoughts. I just wanted her to get better, to eat, to stop being in pain. In the hospital, I helped her pull up her pants, unhook her bra, and carried her upstairs—while doing these things, my heart was clean, as clean as spring water, without a single impurity. It’s not that my heart didn’t race, or that I didn’t blush, but it wasn’t desire; it was something purer. It was heartache, it was guilt; I can't quite put a name to it, but I knew that at that moment, my feelings for her had changed completely.

From then on, I felt like a different person. I learned to do the laundry, to sweep and mop the floors, and to keep the house spotless. I stopped being reckless, stopped running off all day, and stopped making her angry. Every morning when I woke up, the first thing on my mind was what she would eat that day, whether she needed her dressing changed, or if she was feeling any discomfort. I turned myself into the most obedient cog on an assembly line, operating entirely at her pace. I couldn’t even explain everything I was doing—it was a mix of guilt, heartache, a protective instinct, and something else I couldn't quite put my finger on. It was something more than simple mother-son affection, but it wasn't the desire I had felt at the beginning. I didn't want to possess her, didn't want to conquer her; I just wanted her to get better, and that was all.

Once this conviction took root in my heart, I found that many things had changed. I no longer spent my days dwelling on those sordid images, and I no longer tossed and turned in the dead of night, unable to sleep. My mind was filled with practical, tangible things—what groceries to buy tomorrow, how her wounds were healing, whether she had managed an extra sip of water, if she felt cooped up, or if I should take her out for a walk. This feeling was strange, yet I was certain it was real. My care for her was real, my heartache for her was real, and my desire to protect her was real, too. This kind of concern had nothing to do with desire or possession; it was simply the most instinctive, pure emotion a man could feel for a woman.

Yet, even so, I still felt uneasy.

It was then that I did something I had to summon all my courage for. Late one night, I sat in my dorm, thinking for a very long time. Outside the window, it was so quiet that only the sound of the wind remained. The light from my phone screen reflected on my face, and my fingers hovered over the keyboard for an eternity. With the most sincere heart, I sent her a long apology text. In the message, I apologized earnestly and begged for her forgiveness. It was the first time in my life that I had opened my heart to her with such a humble and genuine attitude. I felt that since she had already started to show a bit of affection toward me, I owed it to her to clear away my guilt so that I might be worthy of her kindness.

When I pressed send, my hands were trembling, and my heart felt like it was about to jump out of my throat. I clutched my phone, waiting, waiting, waiting for her reply. One minute, ten minutes, half an hour, an hour… the dorm was deathly silent, save for the occasional gust of wind outside. I waited until the sky began to pale with the first light of dawn, but my phone screen never lit up again.

No reply. Not a single word.

That entire day, I felt like a lost soul. I couldn't believe she really wasn't replying. I had thought I was getting closer to her, that the wall of ice had finally melted, and that she would at least offer me some response—even a simple "okay," or even just a period would have been enough. But there was nothing. I felt an indescribable sense of trepidation and unease. I was terrified that I had messed up again, that that text message had pushed her further away, and that the fragile trust we had worked so hard to build had been destroyed by my own hands. I lay on my dormitory bed, tossing and turning, unable to sleep, my mind racing with all the ways she might have reacted. Did she think my apology was insincere? Did she think I only looked after her to atone for my sins? Did she think all my kindness was driven by ulterior motives? Had she seen through the filthy thoughts deep down in my heart, deciding that I was a beast to the core, one that would never change?

I spent the rest of the semester in a state of anxiety and apprehension. I replayed every word I had sent over and over, checking to see if I had said anything wrong. I knew that what I had done in the past was dirty and unforgivable; I knew that it was only right for her to hate me, guard against me, and fear me. But I still couldn't help holding onto a sliver of humble hope—hoping she could see that I was truly repentant. I wanted her to see that I was no longer that impulsive, desire-driven beast. I wanted her to know that, regardless of whether she would ever accept me, I had made up my mind to spend the rest of my life making amends for all the wrongs I had committed.

However, that unreplied text message remained like a black hole, consuming all my courage. I could only ask myself over and over in my heart: could she ever trust me again?

The train hadn't reached the station yet when my phone suddenly rang. It was my dad.

His voice held a hint of lightness I had never heard before: "Xuyang, where are you? Your mom told me to ask what time you'll be home; she said she's saving dinner for you." That short sentence was like a ray of sunlight, instantly dispelling all the doubts in my heart. I stammered out my arrival time. After hanging up, I gripped my phone, watching the fields flying by outside the window, and the dark cloud that had been hanging over my heart for days finally cracked open, letting the light shine through.

I pushed the door open, and my dad answered. On the coffee table in the living room, a meal had already been set out, still steaming. My mom walked out from the kitchen; she was wearing a simple floral dress. Her hair was shorter than it had been back in May, falling loosely over her shoulders, and she looked much more vibrant. When she saw me, she didn't say much, just offered a faint tilt of her lips as a greeting before turning back into the kitchen to fetch the final soup.

"You're back?" Her voice drifted from the kitchen, flat and casual, as if she were asking someone who had only stepped out yesterday.

"Yeah, I'm back." I changed my shoes and left my luggage in the corner.

Over dinner that night, I learned that my mom hadn't returned to work since her surgery and had been recovering at home. I’d had so little contact with my dad this semester that I hadn't known about it at all. She was in much better shape than in May. Her complexion was rosy, her skin smoother, and when she smiled, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes seemed to soften. It was clear that she had been resting well.

Half of the weight that had been hanging on my heart finally lifted. It seemed that the apology text I’d sent, which had gone unanswered, hadn't pushed her further away after all.

Halfway through the meal, my mom suddenly put down her chopsticks and said, "I've rested enough at home. I’m thinking of finding work again." My heart sank. I thought she was trying to hide from me through work once more. Almost without thinking, the words spilled out: "Mom, I’m planning to get a summer job. Your health has only just improved; please just focus on resting at home for now, don't rush back to work." My dad chimed in, "Exactly. We aren't short on money; what's the rush?" When my mom heard me mention getting a summer job, her hand paused mid-air. She looked up at me, her expression complex. For a brief moment, she looked stunned, then as if she realized something, her gaze dimmed, as though veiled by a thin mist. She had guessed my intention—the unspoken intention to distance myself from her. She didn't say anything more; she just lowered her head, ate a few more bites slowly, and then set her chopsticks down.

The room went quiet for a moment, save for the faint sound of advertisements playing on the TV. My dad, likely sensing the subtle shift in the atmosphere, gave a dry cough, took a sip from his glass, and fell silent.

The next day, I found a job as a server at a restaurant a bit further from home that catered for banquets. The pay was 1,200 a month, and with commissions on drinks, I could make around 1,500. Lunch was provided, and it was a twenty-minute walk to work. My shift was from 8:30 in the morning to 6:00 in the evening.

I didn’t know what my mother thought about me taking the initiative to go out and work. But I could clearly feel a subtle yet genuine shift taking place in her attitude toward me.

For the first two or three days, the house was always quiet when I got home. She would be sitting on the sofa watching TV, and when she saw me come in, she would just lift her eyelids, say "You're back," and then go right back to her show. I’d grunt a reply, change my shoes, and head to the kitchen to see what she’d left for me. The food was always in the pot, kept warm under a plate; when I lifted it, a wave of steam would hit my face. I’d bury my head in my meal while she stayed in the living room. A wall stood between us, and neither of us spoke. That silence was no longer cold like it used to be, but it wasn't particularly close, either. It felt more like two roommates who had just started living together, both still cautiously testing the boundaries of how to get along.

Coming home after my shift on the fourth day, I stopped at a fruit stand by the entrance of our residential complex. There were fresh strawberries on display—bright red, small, but vibrant in color, glistening in the afternoon sun. I remembered she loved strawberries. In summers past, she would always buy some, wash them, and put them in a white porcelain bowl. She would eat them one by one, her eyes curving into crescents, looking like a child who had found a treasure. I stood at the stall, hesitated for a moment, then bought half a jin. As I paid, I felt a bit nervous, unsure how she would react. Would she think I was doing something unnecessary? Would she just leave them there without even a glance? I carried the bag of strawberries home, my palms slightly sweaty.

When I got home, she was sitting on the sofa picking vegetables. I changed my shoes, set the bag of strawberries on the coffee table, and said quietly, "The strawberries at the fruit stand downstairs looked quite fresh, so I bought some." With that, not daring to look at her expression, I turned and headed for the kitchen to get the meal she had left for me.

She didn’t speak immediately. Standing in the kitchen with my back to the living room, I pricked up my ears, listening for any movement behind me. A few seconds later, I heard the light rustle of a plastic bag being opened, followed by her voice, sounding slightly surprised and understated: "Hmm, these look alright." That evening, she ate half of the half-pound of strawberries. When I came out after washing the dishes, I saw the white porcelain bowl on the coffee table filled with washed strawberries, with only a few left. She was leaning against the sofa, slowly eating them one by one. Something was playing on the TV, but she was watching it distractedly, a faint, barely perceptible curve playing at the corners of her mouth. I didn’t walk over, just watched from a distance, a wave of indescribable warmth welling up inside me.

From then on, I started picking up something on my way home from work every day. Sometimes it was a cream puff, sometimes a pound of cherries, and other times a piece of sticky corn from the cart pushed by the old man on the street corner. They were all inexpensive little things, but every one of them was chosen based on memory—I remembered that she loved the rich, creamy texture of the puffs, remembered her saying that cherries had to be dark red to be sweet, and remembered how she used to love boiling corn for dinner in the summer. She never refused what I brought home. Sometimes she would open the bag right there to take a look or a sniff, say "this looks alright," and then put it away. Other times, she would wash or heat it up immediately and bring it to the coffee table to eat while watching TV. When she ate, her expression was relaxed, and her eyes held a satisfied, childlike joy.

During that time, I noticed she started looking at me with new eyes. It wasn't a look of scrutiny or wariness, but rather—it was as if she were getting to know me all over again. Once, while I was washing dishes in the kitchen, she walked over and leaned against the doorframe, watching for a while before saying, "Rinse the bottom of the bowl clean, too; don’t just focus on the inside." Her tone was flat, lacking the reprimanding edge it used to have, sounding more like a casual reminder. I replied with an acknowledgment and rinsed the bottom of the bowl again. She watched for a moment, then turned and walked away. Another time, while I was mopping the floor, she sat on the sofa watching for a while before suddenly saying, "That corner isn't clean." I followed her gaze and saw a small patch of dust by the sofa leg. I quickly went back to mop it again; she didn't say anything more, but the corners of her mouth seemed to twitch.

These interactions were all brief, consisting of only a few words. Her tone was calm, devoid of the reprimanding quality it once had, though it wasn't exactly warm either. I spoke more, she listened more, occasionally responding with a word or two. I knew she wasn't the type to take the initiative in starting a conversation.

I remember it very clearly; that day felt like a turning point, the day my relationship with her began to slowly return to a normal track.

It was a mid-July evening. I came home from work and pushed open the kitchen door to heat up some food, only to find a bowl of mung bean soup on the stove, already cooled. I held the bowl, standing in the kitchen, looking down at it for a long time. It was made with rock sugar, with a subtle sweetness. I drank it spoonful by spoonful, feeling an indescribable, heavy sense of reassurance in my heart.

That evening during dinner, she sat across from me while I buried my head in my bowl. Perhaps it was the courage the mung bean soup had given me, but I hesitated for a long time before finally gathering the nerve to say, "Mom, that mung bean soup was really good." Her hand, holding her chopsticks, paused. I thought she wouldn't respond, or would just give a grunt and let it pass. But she didn't. She put down her chopsticks, picked up her glass of water for a sip, and then, in a tone I hadn't heard in a long time—one that felt like a normal, everyday conversation—she said, "Mm, I made a big pot. If you want more, help yourself." It was just that one sentence, but I was already content.

From that night on, I found myself trying to bring up topics at the dinner table—"Mom, a really funny customer came into the shop today," or "Mom, the dishes at the next table looked delicious today, I think I picked up a trick or two." She would listen, sometimes grunting in acknowledgment, sometimes saying, "That is quite interesting," and occasionally even smiling, her lips curling into a very faint arc. When she didn't take up the conversation, I would just keep talking, as if trying to fill in all the missing dialogue between us. She didn't find me annoying; she just listened quietly, picking at her food, occasionally looking up at me with a calm gaze.

But I knew there were still boundaries she hadn't crossed. Every night after dinner, once I had cleared the dishes, she would return to her bedroom and close the door, the lock clicking with a soft sound—she still had the habit of locking it. That closed door remained like an invisible barrier, a reminder that her guard was still up. She was still unwilling to spend long periods of time alone with me.

I knew I needed to take the initiative to break down this barrier. Rushing wouldn't work, but doing nothing wouldn't either.

It was about four days after that bowl of mung bean soup. I had finished dinner after getting home from work and was clearing the table when I suddenly heard the voices of neighbors downstairs and the laughter of children chasing each other outside. Summer evenings stay bright late; at 6:30, it was still light out, with a lingering orange-red sunset on the western horizon. A breeze blew in through the window, carrying a touch of coolness that felt pleasant against my face. I knew she made a habit of going for a walk after dinner every day.

I finished washing the dishes, dried my hands, and walked out of the kitchen. She had already changed her shoes and was wearing a thin jacket, standing by the door with her hand on the knob, as if about to push it open.

"Mom," I started, my voice steadier than I had expected. "How about... I join you for a walk?" After saying this, I stood there waiting for her reaction.

Her fingers tightened on the doorknob for a moment. She didn't answer immediately, nor did she turn to look at me. Her gaze remained fixed on the door she was about to open as she fell silent for a few seconds. I noticed her fingers grip the knob a little tighter before relaxing. For those few seconds, the air seemed to freeze.

She didn't turn around, but she spoke.

"Alright," she said.

The two words were spoken lightly, as if it were a casual decision. But I knew it wasn't easy for her. Her hesitation during those few seconds was proof of her struggle. The fact that she ultimately said "alright" meant she was willing to give herself a chance, and me one, too. The weight that had been hanging in my chest lifted halfway the moment I heard those words.

I quickly agreed and went back to my room to swap into a pair of sneakers. She waited by the door, and only after I emerged did she push it open. We stepped out one after the other, her in front, me following behind. The motion-sensor light in the hallway flickered on; its dim, yellow glow fell upon her, and her silhouette looked quiet amidst the shadows.

As we stepped out of the building, the sky outside had not yet turned completely dark. A patch of deep orange sunset remained in the west, like a broad ribbon of color brushed across the horizon. The air held the distinct scent of a summer evening—a mixture of the smell of grass from below, the aroma of cooking wafting from someone's kitchen in the distance, and the faint scent of dust. A few sparrows chirped in the elm trees by the roadside, as if having their final conversation of the day.

She didn't say a word, strolling slowly along the concrete path of the residential complex. I followed beside her, maintaining a distance of about one step. Neither of us spoke; there was only the sound of our footsteps on the concrete, one after the other, one light and one heavy, as if we were performing a simple duet.

The complex was small, consisting of only a few buildings with a short tree-lined path running through the middle, flanked by poplars and a few lilac bushes. In summer, the shade was dense, and walking beneath it felt cool and refreshing. Cars were parked along the sides of the road, and an orange cat sat on the seat of a tricycle, licking its paws. Seeing us pass, it lifted its head to cast a wary glance our way before lowering it again to continue grooming.

By the time we finished one lap, her pace slowed slightly. I noticed a change in her rhythm; she no longer walked with that slightly hurried gait from when we first stepped out—the posture of someone trying to get a task over with—but had become more relaxed, her strides shorter. She walked ahead, and I followed, less than a meter behind. Her silhouette in the streetlight appeared very quiet. I looked down at our shadows on the ground and suddenly felt that if this road could just go on like this forever, that would be quite nice.

On the second lap, she slowed her steps even further. She turned her head, glanced at the flower bed by the roadside, and remarked, "The flowers didn't bloom well this year." Her voice was soft, as if she were talking to herself or perhaps to me.

I followed her gaze to the Chinese roses planted in the bed; their leaves were spotted with yellow, and the blossoms were smaller than in previous years. I said, "Maybe it's because we've had so little rain." She gave a soft "hmm" and said nothing more.

We walked in silence for a while. I tried to make conversation: "The shop wasn't too busy today. Just two banquets at noon and a few walk-in customers in the evening; it wasn't too tiring." She hummed again, not picking up the thread.

I tried again: "My legs are a bit sore after standing all day, but you get used to it." She hummed once more, still offering nothing else.

Although her responses were brief, I didn't feel discouraged. I knew this was just how she was—not one to initiate conversation. The fact that she was willing to come out for a walk with me was, in itself, a gesture.

We walked three laps that evening, taking about thirty minutes. It wasn't long, but it was the first time we had intentionally completed an activity together. It wasn't about her cooking and me eating, or her leaving me dinner before I headed home; it was simply walking together.

There was no ulterior motive to this; it wasn't meant to solve any problem. It was just a summer evening, a mother and a son, walking side by side in the evening breeze.

On the way home, she walked ahead of me, steadying herself on the railing as she climbed the stairs slowly. I followed behind, matching her pace, unhurried. When we reached our door, she took out her keys to open it, then stepped aside to let me enter first. After changing my shoes, I looked back at her. She was bending over to take off the cloth shoes she wore for our walks and placing them back on the rack; her movements were calm, lacking the hurried, evasive air she used to have.

That night, the atmosphere between us seemed a little lighter. It wasn't a dramatic shift, but rather like a dusty mirror that had been gently wiped with a sleeve—though most of it remained clouded, the spot that had been cleared was now beginning to faintly reflect our images.

From that day on, I would offer to take her for a walk every evening after dinner, and she never once refused.

I tried my best to find topics to talk about during our walks—sometimes interesting things that happened at the shop, sometimes new things we saw along the way, and sometimes memories from my childhood. Most of the time, she just listened, occasionally offering an "mm" or a brief response. But at the very least, she didn't show any annoyance, nor did she interrupt me. I just kept talking, filling the silence between us with words, as if to tell her in this way—I am here, and I am trying.

I noticed that the expression on her face was also undergoing subtle changes during those days. Before, at home, her face always carried a certain tension, as if she were constantly bracing for something bad to happen. Her brows were habitually slightly furrowed, her lips pressed downward, and her whole demeanor was like a taut rubber band. Now, that tension had vanished, replaced by a relaxed and peaceful look. She smiled more often—not the forced, polite kind of smile, but a genuine curving of the lips when she found something interesting or happy. When she smiled, the corners of her eyes would soften, there was a light in her eyes, and she looked years younger.

One weekend, I was off and spent the whole day at home. In the morning, she took off all the bedsheets and pillowcases that had piled up and tossed them into the washing machine. As the machine hummed and whirred, she sat on the living room sofa, idly flipping through a magazine. When the machine beeped, she got up to open the lid. I quickly followed her and said, "Mom, let me hang them up." She glanced at me and didn't say anything, which I took as consent. I pulled the washed sheets from the machine, draped them over my arms, and walked to the balcony. She followed and leaned against the door frame, watching me work. I shook out a sheet and struggled to drape it over the drying rack; it was large and heavy with water, making it quite difficult to handle. After watching for a moment, she finally couldn't help but speak up: "Look at how you've hung that—all wrinkled. It’ll be full of creases when it dries." I hurriedly took the sheet down, gave it a vigorous shake, and hung it back up, trying my best to smooth out the wrinkles. She watched from the side and gave a small smile. It wasn't a forced smile, but one that appeared on her face quite naturally. In that smile, I saw a woman entirely different from the one I had known. There was no hatred, no resentment, and no defensiveness in her eyes—only a simple, peaceful happiness.

That smile made me feel that everything I had done was worth it.

Once, while we were out for a walk, we passed that newly opened bubble tea shop. She slowed her pace, took a couple of glances, and remarked, "This is what young people love to drink these days." Her words struck a chord with me. The next day at work, I asked a female colleague which of their teas were good with less sugar. After getting off work, I made a special detour to the shop and bought two cups of their signature tea with reduced sugar—one for her and one for myself.

Back at home, I set the milk tea on the coffee table. She took one look at it and said, "Why did you buy this? It's awfully expensive." I replied, "It's reduced sugar, not too sweet. Give it a try." She didn't refuse again, picked up the cup, inserted the straw, and took a sip. Then she frowned and remarked, "Still a bit sweet." I said, "I'll tell the staff to make it 'light sugar' next time." She didn't answer, just took another sip. She then left the cup on the table and, while watching TV, slowly finished it. When I came out after my shower, I saw the empty cup on the table; she had pulled out the straw and thrown it in the trash. An empty cup, finished by someone who had just asked "Why buy this?"—this small detail made me secretly happy for quite a while.

Another time, while we were out for a walk, I brought up something that had happened at the restaurant: "There’s a new guy at the restaurant who brings out the food. On his first day, he delivered a dish to the wrong table—he served the groom's side instead of the bride's family, and the two mothers almost got into an argument." She heard this, the corners of her mouth curved up slightly, and she asked, "Didn't the boss dock his pay?" I said, "He did, fifty yuan." She shook her head and said, "He’s young and just starting out in the world; it’s normal to make a few mistakes. Why dock so much?" I agreed, "Exactly, I thought it was a bit harsh too." We spent a good while just going back and forth like that. I can’t say exactly which sentence it started with, but our conversation became seamless. That sense of deliberate, cautious testing—like walking on thin ice—had vanished, I don’t know when. We were just two normal people, chatting naturally about the trivialities of life, without any awkward pauses or tension.

By mid-August, one night, we were walking back as usual. I walked beside her, shoulder to shoulder, not intentionally keeping a distance, nor intentionally closing it. There was about a fist's width between our arms, and occasionally we would accidentally brush against each other as we walked, but I didn't pull away, and neither did she. That contact was no longer a startling jolt, but had become a natural, ordinary closeness that neither of us would overinterpret.

Back at the front door, she took out her keys to unlock it. I stood behind her, waiting. The door opened, and she walked in, changed her shoes, and placed the keys in the small tray on the shoe cabinet—the same spot she had used for over a decade. I followed her inside and bent down to untie my own laces. She had already walked a few steps toward the living room. I straightened up and watched her figure move toward the sofa, a sense of contentment welling up inside me.

One evening, just before the new school term began, we came back from a walk under a beautiful moon. I sat in the living room, thinking about that one thing. With the money I’d earned from my summer job and my previous savings, I had scraped together over three thousand yuan. I had planned it all out before the summer even started: I was going to use that money to buy her a new phone. I had spent a long time researching online, comparing several models, and finally settled on a white HTC smartphone. The package had arrived days ago, and I’d kept it in my room, waiting for the right moment to give it to her. That evening, I felt the time was right.

I took the box from my room and walked over to her.

She was leaning against the sofa, watching TV. When she saw the box in my hands, she paused, taken aback.

I placed the box on the coffee table in front of her and said, "Mom, I bought this for you." She looked at me, then at the box, but didn't open it immediately.

"Why did you spend your money on this?" she asked. There was a hint of surprise in her voice, along with an emotion I couldn't quite decipher. "I have a phone already." I replied, "Yours is too old; it's time for an upgrade. This one is newer and works better." She was silent for a few seconds. Then, she reached out, picked up the box, and slowly unwrapped it. Her movements were deliberate—her fingers hesitated on the edge of the cardboard, as if she were wavering, before she continued. As she lifted the lid and the white phone was revealed, her expression shifted. Her eyes brightened, as if she were seeing something unexpected that she truly liked. She picked up the phone, turned it over in her hands, and gently traced her fingertips across the smooth screen before flipping it over to examine the white casing on the back. Her movements remained slow, as if she were carefully feeling the weight and texture of the object.

She didn’t say much, just kept her head down looking at the phone in her hands before glancing up at me. There was an indescribable emotion in that look. It wasn’t surprise, nor was it being moved; it was something more complex—as if she had suddenly realized that the son standing before her—the one she had once hated, feared, and struggled to face—had transformed into someone she needed to view with fresh eyes. She held the phone tightly, remained silent for a moment, and then said, "Thank you." The "thank you" was soft, yet it carried a genuine, heavy weight.

On the evening before the start of the semester, we went for one last walk together. The sunset that day was exceptionally beautiful, stretching from the residential wall and setting the entire tree-lined path ablaze in a warm orange-red. She didn't walk fast, and I paced myself slowly to match her. We still didn't say much; I would occasionally say a few words, and she would occasionally offer an "mm," but the silence was comfortable, requiring no words to fill the gaps.

As we finished our third lap, she paused at the building entrance. Without turning around, she simply looked at the partially open door and said in a very calm tone, "Take a couple of extra warm clothes when you leave tomorrow. Autumn comes quickly; don't catch a cold." I replied, "I know." That night, she prepared an unusually lavish dinner for me: braised pork ribs, pickled cabbage with pork belly, cucumber salad, and potatoes stewed with green beans—all my favorite dishes. She didn't talk much while eating, just ate quietly, occasionally glancing up at me with a peaceful look in her eyes. She didn't say anything extra, nor did she put food in my bowl; she treated me like an ordinary guest who didn't require special care. But I knew that this meal itself was her way of expressing herself.

The next morning, when I woke up, I found that my luggage had already been neatly packed. My change of clothes was folded into perfect squares, and the thick pieces were packed separately in a bag, placed right at the top of my backpack. My toiletries were sorted into small pouches, and even my charger was neatly bundled with a rubber band and tucked into the side pocket. I zipped up the backpack, put it on, and walked to the door, preparing to bend down to change my shoes.

Just then, she walked out too. She followed me to the entryway, wearing only a thin, casual shirt instead of a coat, and stood there watching me tie my shoelaces. She didn't give me any long-winded lectures, didn't urge me to "study hard at school" or "stop staying up so late." She simply said to me, as if mentioning something perfectly ordinary, "Message me when you get there." Her tone was calm, devoid of much emotion, as natural as saying, "The weather is nice today." But I knew exactly what lay behind those five words. It was no longer a perfunctory response, no longer a cold command, but a warm, heartfelt request. From "Mm" to "Got it," from "Got it" to "Okay," and from "Okay" to "Message me when you get there"—we had traveled this path for a year, and finally, we had arrived.

I nodded heavily, pulled the door open, and stepped out.

Sitting in the taxi, I glanced back at the familiar third-floor window. The curtains were drawn back, and I could vaguely see a figure standing by the glass. She wasn't waving or beckoning; she was just standing there, like a silent guardian.

The train slowly pulled away, and the scenery outside began to blur as it retreated. I sat by the window, watching my hometown grow smaller and smaller, a strange, warm feeling surging within me.

I made a decision.

I took a deep breath, opened QQ, and found that avatar I knew so well. My heart began to pound. I tapped "Add Friend," and in the verification field, I typed out, one character at a time: "Mom, it's me." The moment I hit send, I immediately flipped the phone face down on my lap, afraid to look. Seconds ticked by. Outside the window, fields and villages streaked past, and my heart hung suspended in the air.

I don't know how much time passed—maybe three minutes, maybe five—when I felt my phone vibrate heavily in my palm.

My fingers trembling, I flipped the phone over.

A system notification popped up on the screen.

I widened my eyes and read it over and over again.

"The recipient has accepted your friend request." In an instant, a massive, indescribable warmth, like a bursting levee, swept away the last line of defense in my heart. I gripped the phone tightly, staring at the newly created chat box. My eyes stung fiercely, yet the corners of my mouth curled upward uncontrollably, and I couldn't stop them. Outside the window, sunlight bathed the vast plains, and the sky was a clear, brilliant blue.

In that moment, I knew that the wall of ice between us had finally, at the tail end of this summer, completely melted away.

I asked my mother later when exactly she had forgiven me. I asked her after one of our intense sexual encounters, in the large apartment she had bought for me in Tianjin to serve as my marital home. The lights in the master bedroom were dimmed to an intimate, warm yellow; the room was in disarray, and the air still lingered with the scent of sweat and bodily fluids. Our naked, sweaty bodies were piled together, our heavy breathing gradually subsiding.

With one hand, I played with her soft, smooth breast. The sensation still obsessed me—like the finest silk wrapped around warm, living water, flowing and shifting between my fingers. I propped my head up with my other hand and turned to look at her. I seemed to have developed a habit: I loved asking her such questions after we made love, at the moment when her mind was most relaxed and her defenses at their weakest, as if to verify her truest thoughts during our most intimate moments.

As I kneaded her, she shifted slightly, letting out a faint, lingering moan of satisfaction, like a lazy cat stretching. She kept her eyes closed, remaining silent for so long that I thought she had fallen asleep. Then, she slowly opened her eyes. Her gaze didn't settle on me, but instead fixed on an empty point on the ceiling, as if she were searching through long-buried memories. After some thought, she said in a calm, definitive tone, "It was at my grandmother’s funeral, when you protected me." She paused, then added, "Right then and there, I stopped hating you." My fingers stilled, and a complex surge of warmth washed over me. I lowered my head and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. There was no lust in that kiss, only the precious feeling of having regained something lost. My hand then began to slide down, tracing the path from her flat, smooth belly all the way down to between her legs. That area was a muddy mess—the evidence of her recent climax, a warm, slick mixture of her arousal and my semen. My fingers slid in without resistance, as if dipping into a warm spring. I pressed two fingers together and pushed them slowly and deeply into her tight, wet passage, feeling the rhythmic pulsing and gripping of her inner muscles. I asked her again, my voice taking on a teasing, almost petulant tone: "So, when did you fall in love with me? When did you stop looking at me like a son?" A low, stifled moan escaped her throat, and her body writhed slightly with the movement of my fingers—a motion that felt more like an invitation than resistance. Her breathing grew shallow, and the flush on her cheeks deepened once more. She fell silent. I could feel the silent, internal debate she was grappling with.

A long time passed before she said, "I have always loved you." I shook my head, my tone carrying a stubbornness that left no room for evasion: "I mean, love me as a woman loves a man." Upon hearing this, her body went visibly rigid. I felt her vagina contract in response, tightly clenching my fingers. This body language was more honest than silence. She remained silent for even longer, while the moonlight outside the window cast a pale blue halo on the floor through the sheer curtains. I could feel her thinking earnestly, searching through the blurred nodes of her memory to give herself a definitive answer. Finally, her voice came with an uncertain, hesitant tone: "I don't know... If I had to name a time, maybe... it was after I had appendicitis and you took care of me every day... Ever since then, I... I stopped looking at you as my son." Hearing her words, the movement of my hand between her legs stopped; my fingers remained inside her, no longer stroking. The air in the room seemed to solidify for a moment. I was puzzled, and with a sense of pure, uncomprehending surprise, I asked, "Why then? At that time... I thought I was still a sinner." My sudden pause abruptly cut off the pleasure that had just been stirred within her. Her brow furrowed imperceptibly—an instinctive protest from her body at the sudden loss of stimulation. But hearing my question, she took a deep breath, as if to inhale those shameful memories into her lungs, then slowly let them out, trying to keep her voice as steady as possible. She began: "Because... at that time, you had seen me entirely. You helped me pull up my pants, helped me unfasten my bra... these were things a son shouldn't do for his mother. That sense of shame... made me feel that something between us had changed completely. I feel... perhaps that is when I stopped seeing you entirely as a son." I was quite stunned by her explanation. What a sincere, humble, and penitent heart I had carried back then. I had never imagined that the care I provided out of guilt and instinct would, in her eyes, be the beginning of a qualitative change in our relationship. This realization shook me. I slowly withdrew my fingers from her, drawing out a trace of glistening fluid. I wore a look of genuine, startled surprise as I watched her and said, "Back then, I was still holding onto a sincere heart, just wanting to seek your forgiveness. I never dared to think in that direction." I don't know if it was my words or the sudden withdrawal of my fingers that caused the sense of emptiness in her body to intensify sharply. She finally frowned, an expression mixed with confusion and dissatisfaction, and then she huffed, saying in a tone that was half-questioning and half-mocking: "So that’s why you sent me an apology text message on the Dragon Boat Festival?" Her words made me feel somewhat embarrassed, as if I had been caught doing something foolish. To ease the awkwardness and to reignite the passion in her body, I lowered my head and lightly pecked her lips; the sensation was soft and warm. I mumbled, "Yeah... how come you didn't reply to me back then?" Having said that, my mouth was no longer satisfied with her lips; it began to wander down her long, slightly damp neck like a snake crawling across fertile land. At the same time, my hand climbed back onto her soft breast, gripping one of them and feeling its heavy weight.

"Mmm..." my mother let out a soft murmur, a sound tinged with both helplessness and the pleasure of being touched. She answered thoughtfully, "How was I supposed to respond to you? Forgive you? At the time, I didn't even know myself. Scold you again? I didn't know how to face you either. So... I chose not to reply." By this time, I had taken the tip of her other breast into my mouth, using the tip of my tongue to trace slow, circular patterns around the nipple, which had already quietly hardened like a small cherry. This precise, direct stimulation made her body tense up, and she let out another suppressed, trembling moan.

I looked up, my gaze falling on her face, which was hazy with arousal, and said sincerely, "I thought you were planning to ignore me again, or that nothing I did would matter anymore." With that, I leaned back down, took the nipple into my mouth once more, and soothed my recent anxiety with a deeper suck.

My mother's voice, with a hint of gasping and emotional trembling, echoed intermittently above my head: “So... you offered to work during the summer vacation... use the money you earned to buy me a cell phone, give me small gifts every day, and take walks with me...”

 I stopped moving my mouth and rolled over to lie flat on my back, allowing myself to lie side by side with her, looking at the ceiling. I'm honest:“Well, I see you're going out to work, obviously trying to avoid me. I thought, since you don't want to see me, I won't make things difficult for you. I

 I don't want you to go out and suffer, so I might as well go out myself.” My mother leaned over, like a little animal that had found a nest, and snuggled up to my chest. Her fingers began to circle my abs restlessly, then followed the line all the way down,

 Finally it skimmed gently across my belly button and came to the sparse hair area. She looked up at me, with that posture and expression, with a hint of shyness and temptation that she had never had before and only belonged to a little girl in love:“I don't know how to face you... or do I want to

 It's best not to meet. So, I just wanted to go out to work and not be home.” With that, her hand stopped hesitating and took hold of my chicken, which was standing up slowly again and still carrying her body fluids. Her fingers expertly wrapped around it and began to move up and down

 Shake. The movement was slow, but with clear teasing and control. She continued as she moved: “However, when you offered to work, I was moved. Later, when you gave me small gifts every day and walked with me, I felt very

 Reassured... That's when I truly admitted in my heart that I forgave you.” As soon as she finished speaking, she didn't wait for me to respond, so she lowered her head and unconcernedly stained my chicken, which was hard again and covered with the lewd liquid that had just flowed out during sex, with

 In the mouth.

 The warm, moist, and firm feeling instantly enveloped me, and I couldn't help but make a soothing snort. I held the back of her head with one hand, guiding her to maintain a speed that was most comfortable for me, while the other hand rubbed her snow-white fat

 , an amazingly touching butt, fingers deep into the elastic rump, kneading and answering her:“I can also feel that you are accepting my things, and I can also feel that you are willing to let me take a walk with you, but I am not sure. I thought I was buying it for you

 Only after that phone did you forgive me.” She heard me, stopped the movement in her mouth again, and raised her face to look at me, with a hint of bright liquid hanging from the corner of her mouth. She asked puzzledly:“Why do you think so? Why do you think it's because I bought it for you

 I only forgave you after I got my phone? Am I greedy for money?” Her pause again instantly interrupted my completely ignited desire and made me feel irritable and empty. I frowned and pressed her head hard again, urging her with unquestionable force

 She: “Don't stop, keep going.” She obediently lowered her head again, taking my cock back into her mouth and continuing her unfinished throughput.

While enjoying the pleasure of reconnecting after breaking, I answered her: “Because... after I bought you a mobile phone, you cooked for me and added my QQ back before I left for school. Since then, you have re-acknowledged me,

 Admitted that I was your son. So I think it was that incident that changed your mind.” She listened to me and did not answer immediately. She sucked hard a few times, then pressed the tip of her tongue against the glans and slowly, like peeling off the last layer of sugar paper, she

 Spit it out. The saliva-stained penis, shimmering in the light, bounced on my lower abdomen.

Instead of talking, she held up the sheets, rolled over and sat up, straddling my waist and hips. Her full, clotted breasts swayed gently across her chest as she moved. She held my shoulder with one hand and reached under her with the other, leading

 I directed my angry cock at her still-moving, damp, hot vaginal opening.

She didn't sit down immediately; instead, she leaned over, her heavy breasts pressing almost entirely against my chest. Looking at me, she said in an unusually earnest tone, "Then what do you think it was that summer that finally moved me and made me willing to take the initiative to talk to you?" I was stumped by her sudden question. I reached out and gently cupped one of her breasts, feeling its heavy, warm weight in my palm, my thumb unconsciously stroking the already erect nipple. I thought for a moment, then said uncertainly, "Was it... the little things I gave you? Or the walks we took together?" She shook her head, the movement causing her breasts to sway gently, brushing against my fingers. Her voice held a hint of nostalgic tenderness: "Actually, it wasn't any one thing in particular. It was all the little day-to-day details; I could see your heart in them." As she spoke, a soft light flickered in her eyes—not one of desire, but of a pure, touching sense of being carefully cherished. "It was those things, accumulating day by day, that made me feel so warm inside." A jolt went through me, followed by a surge of emotion that was both moving and slightly shameful. So, it was never any grand gesture that had won her over, but those trivial, everyday moments I had almost forgotten. I looked at her face just inches from mine, devoid of makeup and appearing soft and authentic in the dim, intimate light. I whispered, "Is that so... I thought I was being clumsy, and I wasn't even sure if it mattered." She didn't say anything more; instead, she lowered her waist slowly, with a deliberate, almost ritualistic slowness, until I was buried deep within her.

The moment our bodies fully joined, we both let out a sigh of satisfaction, mingled with a low moan. Those sighs intertwined and echoed through the quiet room. My hands gripped the soft, yet incredibly sexy, roll of flesh at her waist, savoring its smooth, warm texture. She pressed her hands against my firm abdominals, using them as a pivot to begin moving her hips slowly, rocking back and forth from shallow to deep.

As she swayed her hips, she started a new round of conversation, her voice breathless and intermittent. "So... do you even know... how I viewed... those things you did back then?" Her question interrupted the pleasure I had just begun to sink into. I looked up at her; she was straddling me, and the moonlight filtering through the gap in the curtains cast a silver silhouette over her snow-white body. "How did you view them?" I asked, somewhat bewildered. She stopped swaying her hips and simply sat there atop me. Our bodies were joined, her inner walls gripping me and tightening slightly with the rhythm of her breathing. She looked at me with a complex, scrutinizing gaze, as if we had returned to that summer evening, and she was once again sizing up the son who brought her strawberries every day. "Sometimes," she said slowly, "I felt like you were trying to atone, like you wanted to become your old self again—to be that good son." She paused, a flicker of subtle doubt crossing her eyes. "But at other times... I felt like you still had some ulterior motive. Everything you did, every gift you gave me, felt carefully calculated. I don’t know what lay behind those calculations, but I knew it wasn't just a son’s simple kindness toward his mother." Hearing this, I felt as if something had struck my heart hard. It turned out that throughout that whole summer, while I thought I was carefully repairing a fractured relationship, every action of mine had been placed under a microscope in her eyes, repeatedly examined, interpreted, and doubted. I couldn't find the words; I simply arched my back and thrust deeper into her, as if to prove my sincerity through this most primal act.

Her breath hitched in a stifled moan from my thrust. She didn't continue the conversation, instead bracing her hands on my abdominals and beginning to rise and fall with more vigor and wider range. Her breasts swayed before my eyes with the violent motion, like two lively white doves illuminated by the moonlight. Lying beneath her, I moved my hands from her waist, reaching up to seize that pair of bobbing breasts, deeply savoring their slick, smooth texture and the intimacy that transcended all ethics—an intimacy that belonged solely to the two of us.

I closed my eyes, savoring the pleasure of this forbidden transgression while letting my thoughts drift back to that summer filled with regret, tentative testing, and cautious approaches. She was right—every move I made back then had a clear objective: I wanted her to forgive me, I wanted her to accept me again. But could that objective ever be the calculated, guarded "agenda" she described? It was nothing more than the instinct of a child who had made a mistake, yearning to return to his mother’s side.

She continued to move above me, her pace quickening, her breath growing shorter and more labored. My hands slid from her breasts to her waist, feeling the tremor of her muscles with every thrust and the warmth of her soft skin. Moonlight cast a faint, dewy sheen across her smooth back. Her moans were no longer restrained; they rang out, clear and stirring, in the quiet room.

I kept my eyes closed, surrendering myself to this primal pleasure and to the memories of that summer. I recalled the sweetness of that bowl of mung bean soup, the tartness of strawberries melting on my tongue, and the quiet shadow her silhouette cast under the streetlights as we walked down the tree-lined path together. The daily moments I had once treated as mere "tactics" and "strategies" were, in her heart, the most genuine and moving things of all.

Her breathing grew ragged and feverish, each movement imbued with a sense of desperate, reckless resolve. She seemed moved by those same memories; in her accelerating rhythm, there was a fierce, cathartic intensity, as if she were determined to crush every hesitation, guess, and uncertainty from that summer into dust with every collision.

And I, beneath her—in the midst of that summer I had both destroyed and mended with my own hands—finally found my way home.
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Chapter 13

For a woman, care and companionship are the best gifts... In September 2010, long after the start of the semester, although we had added each other back on QQ, our relationship did not immediately return to what it once was as I had imagined. Her avatar was always grey, and she rarely took the initiative to send me messages. Between us, there remained a silence separated by screens. I sent her messages every day. I didn't report to her every morning and night like I did when I first started my freshman year; instead, I kept in touch with her at a more peaceful, more daily rhythm.

Since we resumed chatting, we both seemed to be maintaining a tacit balance, carefully avoiding any topics that might break it, especially that incident during the Dragon Boat Festival last year. We both tacitly steered clear of that wound, as if it had never existed. But I knew in my heart that this landmine had to be cleared sooner or later. That incident was like a ticking time bomb hanging over our heads; if we didn't face it directly, our relationship could only ever be a castle in the air built upon false harmony.

Finally, one night, she brought it up herself. It was already very late; the lights in the dorm had been turned off, and I was lying in bed, hiding under the covers to chat with her. After talking about this and that, she suddenly sent a message: "Why did you... do that that day?" The light from the phone screen reflected on my face, somewhat blinding. My heart tightened abruptly. I knew she was referring to the Dragon Boat Festival incident. I held the phone, my fingertips growing cold, and I could even feel a thin layer of cold sweat breaking out on my forehead. I remained silent for a long time, the light from the phone screen blurring in my eyes. I realized that this might be the last chance for us. If I continued to evade it, we might forever be separated by a paper-thin barrier that could never be broken.

Faced with her question, I suddenly didn’t know how to respond. At that time, what I did to her was largely driven by desire. Yet, I also understood deep down that once it was over, endless guilt would follow. Caught in that tug-of-war between desire and shame, I came to a realization: I really did like my mother; I had fallen in love with her. That was why I embarked on that long path of atonement. However, as we spent more time together over the summer, I discovered that beyond just seeking redemption, a more intense protective instinct had taken root within me. I slowly forgot my initial, dirty thoughts, and only one idea remained in my mind: I had to protect my mother, take care of her, and look after her. As for those other, inappropriate thoughts, I pushed them to the back of my mind. For over a year now, I have grown accustomed to this way of life, and I only want to maintain this hard-won, pure relationship.

I don’t know what she is thinking. We have never spoken about that incident face-to-face, so I have no idea how she truly feels about me now. But the fact that she suddenly brought it up on QQ today suggests she must have been thinking about it for a long time. She couldn’t bring herself to ask me in person; only online, in this virtual space behind a screen, did she find the courage to face me.

Seeing her question, I felt something I had deliberately suppressed in the depths of my heart awaken. Do I want to go back to being just a son to my mother, or should I stand by the truth that I love her? I hesitated. I knew that if I just told her I was wrong, that I had been blinded by the moment, and apologized to her again, she would certainly forgive me—I could tell as much from how she had been treating me lately. From then on, we could continue as mother and son. But if I told her that I did those things because I loved her, the result might be getting blocked again, never to be forgiven.

However, this hesitation lasted only a moment. I quickly made my choice. I love my mother; that is beyond doubt. No matter how I atoned or suppressed it before, I love her. Everything I did previously was merely to redeem my own tormented soul, subconsciously swapping the concepts of "filial love" and "romantic love." I knew I had to let her see into my heart, whether she could accept it or not. I could not lie to myself, and even less could I lie to her.

I took a deep breath, as if summoning all my strength, typed out a line, and hit send.

"Mom, I love you. I love you the way a man loves a woman. I know I have hurt you, and as your son, I deserve death a thousand times over. But as a man, I have no regrets. Liu Hongyu, I love you." After sending the message, I felt completely drained. I threw my phone onto the pillow, afraid to look at the screen again. My heart was drumming wildly in my chest, making my eardrums hum. I could feel my blood surging rapidly, and my temples were throbbing. I was waiting for a verdict—perhaps anger, perhaps a rebuke, or perhaps eternal silence.

A long time passed before the phone screen lit up. Her reply had arrived.

"We are mother and son. It cannot be this way." Looking at those words, a dull ache surged in my heart. But I did not shrink back. I picked up the phone and replied with the firmest resolve I had ever mustered: "I know we are mother and son. But I am a man, and you are a woman. There is nothing wrong with a man loving a woman." This time, she was silent for even longer. So long that I almost thought she would never reply again. Just as I was about to give up, her message arrived in fragments: "Can't we just... be like friends? Why does it have to be like this..." I replied immediately: "No. I used to think what I felt was wrong, too... I asked myself many times. But I am certain: I love you." After the message was sent, the world fell silent once more. I stared at the ceiling, feeling as though time had stretched into infinity.

After quite a while, her next message appeared on the screen: "You love me? Is this how you love me? Loving me means hurting me, means doing those things to me?" Every word felt weighted, slamming into my heart.

My heart tightened, and my fingertips began to tremble. I quickly typed my reply: "I promise I will never hurt you again. I swear it. Every day since then, I’ve been filled with regret; I could kill myself for it. But my feelings for you are real. I’m not lying to you, and I’m not lying to myself." She went silent again. After a long while, her message finally lit up the screen, but her tone was weary and helpless: "You’ll be fine once you find someone you like. When you meet the right girl, you’ll forget all these messy thoughts." Seeing those words, my eyes suddenly stung. Almost instinctively, I typed: "I won’t look for a girlfriend. The person I like is you. No matter what you think, it’s impossible for me to like anyone else." She replied quickly: "Are you trying to destroy this family? Do you know how I’ve been getting through this time? Your father knows nothing. I’ve been carrying all of this on my own—acting like everything is fine during the day, while lying in bed all night, unable to sleep. When you tell me you love me, do you have any idea how much that hurts me?" Her words felt like a knife, carving away at my heart, piece by piece. My hand holding the phone was shaking, and I didn't even realize when the tears began to fall, landing on the screen. I wiped my face hard and typed, one word at a time: "I know. I know everything. I know it all. That’s why I’ve been trying so hard to change, to be good to you, to earn your forgiveness. You don't have to accept me, but I won’t change my heart. This is the one thing I cannot lie to you about." She replied: "How have you changed? Aren't you still being stubborn? Aren't you still saying you love me? How do you expect me to believe you’ve changed?" I said: "I’m trying to get you to forgive me. You don't have to accept my feelings, but please, accept my changes. I’m learning to cook, to do chores, to take care of you, to protect you. I just want you to see that I’m not that animal who only knows how to hurt you anymore. You don't have to see me that way, but you can't stop me from continuing to be good to you." A long time passed before her reply came, consisting of only one line: "Are you trying to drive me to my death?" My heart felt like it was being squeezed in a tight grip, the pain making it nearly impossible to breathe. I took a deep breath and typed the most sincere words I had ever written in my life: "I won’t force you. I just want to watch over you silently, stay by your side, and protect you. As long as I’m allowed to be near you, that’s enough. I ask for nothing, I’ll do nothing, I just want to stay by your side, watch you smile, see you doing well, and never, ever hurt you again." She remained silent for a very, very long time—so long that I thought she wouldn't reply at all. I stared at the phone screen, my vision blurred by tears.

Finally, her message lit up: "Can you really do what you say?" I replied almost instantly: "I can. I swear, I will love you as a son would, until you accept me." A long time passed again, so long that the sky outside the window began to turn a faint, grayish-white, before my phone screen finally lit up once more.

The screen displayed only a short line: "Suit yourself." I stared at those two words, stunned for a moment. My heart surged with wild joy, yet it was also filled with doubt. What did she mean by that? Was she tacitly allowing me to love her? Or was she just fed up and didn’t want to deal with me anymore, using those words to brush me off? I chewed over the phrase repeatedly, trying to discern a hint of her true thoughts. But regardless, she hadn’t blocked me, and to me, that was already an immense gift.

Since that night, we fell into a long period of silence. I didn't know what to say to her. After pouring out my heart, it felt as though I had exhausted all my strength; I was completely drained and listless. She didn't block me, nor did she reach out, as if that conversation had never happened at all.

It was only after many more days that we began to exchange an occasional word or two. But we seemed like strangers; our tone had become polite and distant. Every conversation felt like walking on thin ice, cautiously probing, afraid to say even one word too many.

Sometimes I look back at our chat history, staring at those short, dry exchanges, and it feels like a heavy stone is pressing on my heart. But I don't know how to break this deadlock. The words I once mustered the courage to say have now become a wall standing between us. I don't know what she’s thinking, nor do I know if we can ever go back to the way things were. I only know that this National Day holiday will be an unknown test.

On the afternoon of October 1st, after a six-hour train ride, I pushed open the door to our home with a heavy heart, only to immediately realize something was wrong. The air in the house was suffocatingly heavy. The entire atmosphere of the home had changed; the usual warmth of daily life was gone, replaced by a gloom that hung over everything.

My mother was sitting on the sofa in the living room. The television was on, airing some midday news program, the host’s voice droning on in a flat monotone, but her gaze was not on it at all. She was wearing a faded, washed-out old T-shirt with a drab, dusty-looking house coat thrown carelessly over it. Her hair was pulled back loosely with a rubber band, with several messy strands hanging by her ears, looking as if she hadn't properly groomed herself in days. She was curled up in the corner of the sofa, her hands clasped together on her lap, staring blankly at a spot on the coffee table as if there were something there worth studying. Her complexion was poor, a sickly, sallow yellow; there were dark circles under her eyes, and her lips were cracked. She looked visibly haggard and dejected.

She was a completely different person from the spirited, healthy woman I had left behind when I went away for summer vacation. My heart sank. I left my suitcase in the entryway, changed my shoes, and called out tentatively, "Mom, I'm home." She looked up with a start, as if jolted awake from a deep sleep. There was a brief moment of confusion in her eyes before they slowly focused and recognized me. Her gaze flickered away, a flash of awkwardness passing through them, followed immediately by a hint of joy, though it was quickly smothered by sorrow. In the end, it just turned into a dry, "You're back." The words were weak, as if squeezed from her throat, laden with an unconcealable exhaustion.

I walked over and sat on the other end of the sofa, not too close to her, maintaining a polite, son-like distance. I placed my backpack at my feet and, looking at her, felt a tug at my heart. I was silent for a few seconds, not knowing how to begin. She didn't speak either; she just lowered her head again, her gaze returning to that void on the coffee table, her fingers unconsciously twisting the hem of her jacket, wringing that small patch of fabric over and over again.

"Mom," I finally said, keeping my voice as gentle as possible, "is there... something on your mind?" She didn't answer; her fingers merely paused their tugging at the hem for a moment before continuing once more.

"I'm worried about you," I said again. "Did you and Dad have a fight?" She remained silent for a long time. The only sound in the living room was the hollow drone of the television host, while the occasional laughter of children chasing each other drifted in from the street below. Those sounds seemed to be filtering through a thick pane of glass—muffled and distant. She sat there, as if encased in a heavy, hardened shell that sealed her off from the world. I almost thought she wouldn't answer at all.

But then, she suddenly spoke. Her voice was raspy, thick with a stifled, exhausted sob, as if she had been holding back for far too long and could no longer contain it. "Your dad... he's been chatting with another woman on his phone..." She choked on the words, as if something had suddenly blocked her throat. She paused for a few seconds, took a deep breath, and continued, though her voice had begun to tremble. The suppressed sobbing grew heavier, like a string that had been pulled too tight for too long and was finally beginning to snap. "The things he said... they weren't right... things like 'I miss you'..." She stopped abruptly, raising her hand to quickly wipe her eyes with the back of it. I noticed her eyes were already red, and tears were welling up, but she fought them back with everything she had, refusing to let them fall. She turned her head away to look out the window, her shoulders trembling slightly, her lips pressed into a thin, tight line. Her entire face was taut, as if she were using every ounce of her strength to keep from breaking down.

My heart sank. I hadn't expected this. Looking at my mother struggling to hold back her tears—she had always been strong and authoritative in front of me; when had I ever seen her like this? The sense of grievance and hurt in her voice made my heart ache. In my eyes, my mother had always been an incredibly tough woman who kept everything under her control, but in this moment, she looked like a woman who had been wronged and had nowhere to turn. And I knew she couldn't tell anyone else—she cared so much about appearances and had been proud her entire life; how could she tell relatives or friends that her husband was flirting with another woman online? To her, that would be a humiliation, a slap in the face. In this entire family, I was the only person she could turn to.

I remained silent for a moment, a whirlwind of complex emotions churning inside me. On one hand, seeing her like this was heartbreaking. On the other, as a man, I understood all too well what was going on in my father’s head—he had been driving long-haul for so many years, spending barely a few days at home throughout the year, facing nothing but the steering wheel and endless roads every single day. Such a monotonous and lonely existence makes it easy for a person to seek a bit of emotional solace in the virtual world. I figured my father was probably just exchanging a few flirtatious messages online to find a bit of mental stimulation; it was unlikely there was anything truly substantive going on. To be honest, managing to limit it to emotional infidelity under those circumstances could almost be considered having a moral bottom line. But there was no way I could say that to her—to her, it would sound like I was making excuses for him.

I pulled two tissues from the box on the coffee table and handed them to her. She took them but didn’t wipe her eyes, instead clutching them tightly in her palm until her knuckles turned white.

I spoke, keeping my voice as steady as possible: "Mom, don't get angry just yet. Let me ask you, was the content you saw just things like 'I miss you'? Was there anything worse?" She didn't answer, just kept her head down, repeatedly folding and unfolding the tissues between her fingers, turning them into a small square, then flattening them out, then folding them again.

I asked, "After you argued with Dad, what did he say?" She was silent for a long time before answering in a muffled, nasal voice: "He said it was just a woman he met online, that they’d never met in person, and that he just said a few inappropriate things while chatting. He said he was wrong and that it would never happen again." As she spoke, a hint of irrepressible grievance crept into her voice. "He makes it sound so easy, like it’s all over just because he said a few words. But after reading those messages, my heart..." She couldn't go on. She abruptly raised her hand to cover her mouth with the back of her hand, her shoulders heaving violently as she took a few deep breaths to suppress the sob that was about to break through. She didn't actually cry out, but her eyes were incredibly red, tears welling up and shimmering on her lashes.

I sat beside her, looking at her profile, watching her struggle to hold back her tears. A complex mix of emotions surged within me—pity, but also a subtle, indefinable feeling, as if I had finally grasped some sort of opportunity. But that feeling was fleeting, and I didn't let myself dwell on it any further.

"Mom," I said, trying to make my voice sound sincere and steady, "please don't jump to the worst conclusion. You know what Dad is like; he’s never been one to beat around the bush. If something were really going on, I doubt he’d be able to hide it. Since he told you he was just chatting online, I think he’s probably just bored from being out on the road all the time and said a few things he shouldn't have. He’s been driving for so many years, rarely home for more than a few days a year; it hasn’t been easy for him. I doubt he actually meant anything by it—he just doesn't know when to keep his mouth shut." I paused, then added, "You’ve been with him for so many years; you know better than anyone what kind of person he is." She didn't say anything, but she smoothed out the crumpled tissue in her hand a little. She kept her head down, staring at the tissue, her fingertips slowly flattening the wrinkles she had made. After a long while, she spoke in a soft, wavering voice that still carried a hint of residual anger: "That’s still not right... no matter what, that’s just not right..." "Yes, he was definitely in the wrong," I quickly agreed. "He messed up, there's no defending that. Don't be so angry; it's not worth making yourself sick over." I looked at her. "Have you even been eating properly these past couple of days?" She didn't answer, but her silence was an answer in itself.

I stood up, didn't press her further, and walked straight into the kitchen. I opened the fridge to find some greens, eggs, and a pack of dried noodles. I took out two eggs and a handful of greens, grabbed the noodles from the cupboard, turned on the stove, and set a pot of water to boil. Once the water was boiling, I added the noodles and stirred them with chopsticks to keep them from sticking. When the noodles were about eighty percent cooked, I blanched the greens, cracked in two poached eggs, added a pinch of salt, and finished it with a few drops of sesame oil. I didn't say a word throughout the process; the only sounds in the kitchen were the hiss of the gas flame and the bubbling of the boiling water.

Once the noodles were done, I ladled them into a large bowl, the broth just covering the noodles, the poached eggs nestled on top, and the vibrant green vegetables laid to the side. The aroma of the sesame oil drifted up with the steam. I carried the bowl to the living room, placed it on the coffee table in front of her, and set the chopsticks on the edge of the bowl.

"Mom, eat your noodles first," I said. "You'll feel a bit better after you've had something." She looked down at the bowl for several seconds. Steam rose up, brushing against her face, and the faint, undried traces of tears still clung to her eyelashes. She didn't speak, nor did she look up at me; she simply reached out slowly and picked up the chopsticks. She lifted a mouthful of noodles, blew on them to cool them down, and put them in her mouth, chewing slowly before swallowing. Then came the second bite. She ate very slowly, pausing between each mouthful as if she were savoring not just the noodles, but the unspoken emotions weighing on her heart. Yet, she didn't stop. She ate bite after bite until she had finished the entire bowl, noodles and broth, leaving only a tiny bit of soup at the bottom.

She set the bowl and chopsticks on the coffee table and leaned back into the sofa, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She still didn't say anything, but the fact that she had finished the meal carried more weight than any words could have.

I cleared the dishes and went to the kitchen to wash them. By the time I had finished and dried my hands, she had stood up from the sofa and was standing by the window, gazing at the gray sky outside. Her silhouette looked somewhat fragile in the evening light, but at least she was no longer curled up into a ball as she had been when she first walked through the door.

I stood behind her for a moment and then said, "Mom, shall we go for a walk after this?" She didn't answer immediately, still looking out the window. After a few seconds, she turned around, nodded, and said, "Alright." I changed my shoes, and she swapped into a pair of flat cloth shoes and threw on a light jacket before we headed out together.

On an evening in early October, the sky darkened earlier than it had in summer. As we stepped outside, a streak of dark orange twilight still lingered on the western horizon, but the streetlights had already flickered to life, casting dim, golden halos among the leaves that were beginning to turn. The air held that distinct autumn chill, mixed with the scent of fallen leaves, dust, and the aroma of cooking drifting from someone’s kitchen in the distance. The ginkgo trees in the residential complex had started to turn yellow, their leaves glowing with a golden luster under the streetlights.

We walked slowly along the concrete path of the complex. When we finished one lap, I slowed my pace beside a ginkgo tree and glanced over at her. Her steps slowed in time with mine.

"These trees are actually quite pretty once autumn arrives," I said, pointing up at the canopy glowing gold under the streetlights. "I never noticed them before; they seem to have turned yellow especially early this year." She looked up, following the direction of my finger to take in the tree.

She didn't answer right away. After watching for a moment, she said in a flat tone, "There hasn't been much rain this year, so the leaves dry out quickly." "True," I said. "It really didn't rain much during the summer break." We walked on a bit further. As we passed the small convenience store by the complex entrance, warm yellow light spilled out from its glass windows. I glanced over and remarked casually, "This shop has been here for over ten years, hasn't it? I remember buying popsicles here when I was in elementary school." My mother’s steps faltered, as if my words had stirred up a memory. She glanced at the shop's storefront and said, "That’s for sure. When you were little, you’d pester me for money to buy popsicles every summer. Five cents a pop, and you’d eat several a day." As she said this, her tone carried a faint, nostalgic warmth, no longer as heavy as before. I followed her lead: "Those popsicles were cheap back then, and delicious, too. You can’t find those old-fashioned ones anymore; it’s all fancy, overpriced ice cream now." "You can say that again," she replied.

And so, we went back and forth, chatting about trivial, inconsequential things—about the popsicles from my childhood, about the ginkgo trees in the complex, and about how the old man who repaired shoes downstairs hadn't set up his stall this year. They were all small, insignificant matters, but in the midst of this idle chatter, her voice gradually relaxed. It was no longer that oppressive, muffled tone, but was slowly returning to a natural, everyday rhythm.

When we finished our third lap and arrived back at the building entrance, she stood by the door to fish out her keys. A night breeze blew against us, stirring the loose strands of hair on her forehead. She tucked them behind her ear and turned to look at me. The streetlight caught her face; her expression had softened significantly since I first arrived home that evening. Though the redness around her eyes hadn't fully faded, the tense, brittle fragility that suggested she might collapse at any moment had largely dissipated.

"Let’s go, let's head upstairs," she said, her voice carrying a trace of that subtle, characteristic composure and certainty that was uniquely her own.

I followed her upstairs. The voice-activated light in the hallway flickered on, casting a dim, yellowish glow over her back. Her pace was steady, neither fast nor slow, as she stepped firmly onto each stair. Watching her, I felt that this first step had finally been taken.

The next morning, I woke up to the sound of movement in the kitchen. I walked out to find my mother at the stove, porridge simmering in the pot. She had changed into clean clothes and re-combed her hair. Though she still looked a bit pale, she didn't seem as though she might crumble at any moment, as she had the day before. Seeing me, she didn't say much, only remarking, "The porridge is almost ready." I gave a quiet nod and headed to the bathroom to wash up.

After breakfast, I offered to go with her to the market. She hesitated for a moment but didn't refuse; she simply picked up the worn cloth bag that had been sitting on the shoe cabinet for years and changed into her walking shoes. I followed her out the door.

The morning passed quietly. We wandered through the market, picking up some spinach, potatoes, and a small piece of pork belly. On the way back, she remained quiet, but she no longer seemed to mind me chatting away about this and that. She walked ahead while I followed behind, carrying the cloth bag. The autumn sun filtered through the gaps in the leaves, dappling her as she walked; her stride was steadier than it had been yesterday.

In the afternoon, I sat in the living room reading, while she sat at the other end of the sofa, aimlessly scrolling through her phone. I didn't disturb her, just kept to my book. The only sounds in the room were the rustling of pages and the faint creak of the sofa whenever she shifted her position.

By evening, I accompanied her for another walk. This time, we stayed out longer, circling the grounds four times. The sun had already dipped below the horizon, leaving behind a dark red glow that stretched across the western sky like a wide ribbon. As the streetlights flickered on, the ginkgo leaves shimmered with a golden luster. We walked slowly along the concrete path of the complex, her pace steady and measured as she walked beside me.

"Mom, let me tell you something funny," I started, keeping my tone as light as possible. "There's a guy in my dorm from the Northeast who loves to brag. On the first day of school, he told us he’d once taken on four guys by himself back home. We found out later that it was actually four guys who had taken on him." My mother’s mouth twitched at the corners. She didn't laugh out loud, but that slight curve was already much more relaxed than the tense expression she’d worn yesterday evening.

I continued, "There’s something even funnier. A classmate from the South saw *guobaorou* (sweet and sour pork) in the cafeteria for the first time and asked me, 'Is this deep-fried mantou?' I told him to just try it. He took one bite, loved it, and now, whenever we go out to eat, he insists on ordering *guobaorou*." This time, my mom couldn't hold back; the curve of her lips widened into a faint smile. She didn't say anything, but the smile itself was a response.

We walked a little further, and I said, "Oh, there’s a stray cat near our school—yellow and white, really chubby. We call him 'Class Monitor' because he sits by the entrance of the teaching building every day, even more punctual than our counselor. One time, when our counselor was late, the cat actually meowed at him, as if to say, 'What took you so long?' We all joke that the cat is better at the job than the counselor." Hearing this, my mom finally spoke up: "That cat must be a spirit in disguise." Her voice held a hint of a smile.

"Tell me about it," I said.

We walked and chatted like that. She still didn't say much; most of the time I was talking and she was listening. But her expression had relaxed significantly compared to when we first stepped out. That taut, fragile look, as if she were about to snap, was gradually fading away. Occasionally, she would ask a question like, "What does the cat eat?" or "Did that classmate end up liking other Northeastern dishes?" Though they were just a few short words, I knew that her willingness to engage with the topic was a positive change in itself. Her pace had also become lighter, no longer feeling as heavy and unsteady as it had yesterday.

After walking four laps, we returned to the entrance of our building. As she stood at the door reaching for her keys, I noticed that the corner of her mouth still held a lingering hint of a smile—a natural, unconscious trace of warmth. She probably didn't even realize she was smiling.

That evening, the air between us felt much lighter. That heavy, suffocating pressure was slowly, bit by bit, beginning to dissipate.

On the morning of the third day, my dad came back.

I was sitting in the living room reading when I heard familiar footsteps in the hallway, followed by the sound of a key turning in the lock. As the door pushed open, I looked up—my dad stood in the doorway, wearing a dusty gray jacket. His face bore the weariness of a long journey, yet he managed to force a smile the moment he stepped inside.

“Xuyang is back?” He paused, surprised to see me, and then his smile widened slightly. “When did you arrive?” “The day before yesterday,” I replied.

He nodded, changed his shoes, and swept his gaze across the living room. My mom was sitting on the sofa with the remote in her hand, her eyes fixed on the television screen, as if she hadn't even noticed anyone come in. My dad’s gaze lingered on her for a moment; his lips parted as if he wanted to say something, but seeing me there, he swallowed his words. He stood in the entryway for a while, placed his car keys on the shoe cabinet, and then walked into the living room to sit in the armchair opposite my mom.

He said nothing, and neither did she. The air in the living room seemed to solidify, leaving only the empty sound of commercials blaring from the TV. I sat in a chair nearby, clearly sensing that thick, heavy, glue-like atmosphere permeating the room. My dad sat there with his hands on his knees, glancing toward my mom every now and then, his lips moving as if he were on the verge of speaking. My mom, however, kept her eyes locked on the screen, not even blinking.

This silence lasted for about ten minutes. My dad finally couldn't take it anymore. He cleared his throat and said, “Hongyu, about the other day... I want to explain.” My mom didn't respond. She kept staring at the TV, pressing a button on the remote to change the channel.

My dad opened his mouth again, but seeing me there, he swallowed his words once more. He probably felt it was embarrassing to explain such things to his wife in front of his son. He leaned back into the sofa and stopped talking, his gaze drifting restlessly until he finally gave up and leaned his head back against the cushion, closing his eyes. He looked just like a child who had done something wrong and didn't know how to bring it up, so he simply feigned sleep to muddle through.

My mother sat there, clutching the remote control, her lips pressed tightly together. I could feel the anger she’d been suppressing for two days starting to rise—the same anger I’d managed to help her calm down with such difficulty. Seeing my father’s "play dead" attitude now, her sense of grievance and fury was becoming impossible to contain. Her breathing grew rapid, and her knuckles turned white as she gripped the remote.

I knew that if I didn't do something, this silence would sooner or later erupt into an argument. My father’s "go ahead and yell, I'm listening" attitude would only infuriate her further—she didn't want him lying there with his eyes closed pretending to sleep; she wanted a sincere admission of guilt, an apology, and a promise. But my father is the type of man for whom admitting he's wrong is harder than driving two thousand kilometers.

I put down my book, stood up, and broke the silence in as light a tone as I could manage: "Mom, don't worry about lunch. Let me take you out for something good." My mother’s grip on the remote loosened slightly. Her gaze shifted from the TV screen to me. She looked at me for a few seconds, then glanced at the man on the opposite sofa still pretending to sleep. Her lips moved as if she wanted to say something, but she swallowed it back. Then, she set the remote down and stood up.

As she rose, she didn't look at my father or say a word to him. She walked straight toward the bedroom to change into her outdoor clothes. My father, lying on the sofa, heard her get up and cracked his eyes open just enough to look at me. His expression held embarrassment, gratitude, and the relief of someone who felt like, "You saved my life, kid." He gave me a slight nod before closing his eyes again.

When my mother came out, I was already by the door with my coat on. She had changed into a dark blue knit cardigan over a light-colored crew-neck T-shirt. She had brushed her hair again, tucking a few stray strands behind her ear. She didn't glance at my father, walking straight to the entryway to change her shoes. I followed her out and pulled the door shut behind us.

Once we were out of the residential complex, I asked, "Mom, what do you want to eat?" She shook her head and said, "You decide. I don't really know what I want." I thought for a moment and said, "Then let me take you to try some fast food." She didn't object, simply walking along beside me.

I took her to a fast-food restaurant on the busiest street in the county seat. Pushing open the glass door, we were met with a wave of warm air, a mix of the scent of fried food and the sweetness of milkshakes. The warm yellow lights inside illuminated the plastic tables and chairs and the polished floor, where a few middle school students in uniforms sat around a table, chatting and laughing while eating fries.

My mother stood at the entrance, looking at the completely unfamiliar fast-food environment with an expression that was a mix of curiosity and slight bewilderment. She had almost never stepped foot in a place like this in her life. In her mind, "having a meal" meant sitting down in a proper restaurant, ordering a few dishes, and having a bowl of rice—that was what counted as dining. This way of carrying your own tray to the counter to order and having food served in paper bags and boxes was entirely new to her.

I took her by the arm and gently guided her to the counter.

"Mom, what would you like to eat? They have burgers, fries, fried chicken, as well as milkshakes and cola." She tilted her head, looking at the colorful menu pictures, her gaze drifting between the options before finally settling on the image of a milkshake.

"What... is that?" she asked, pointing at the picture of the milkshake, her tone filled with curiosity.

"That's a milkshake. It's a drink made by blending milk and ice cream; it’s sweet and cold," I explained. "Do you want to try one?" She hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

I ordered a burger combo for her, which included a beef burger, a medium order of fries, and a cola, and I added a strawberry milkshake on the side. After I placed the order, the server put the food on a tray and handed it to me. I carried the tray to a two-person table by the window, set it down, and arranged the burger, fries, and the strawberry milkshake in front of her one by one.

She sat on the plastic chair, looking at the food wrapped in paper and tucked into cardboard boxes before her with a look of novelty and slight bewilderment. She first picked up the strawberry milkshake, peered through the clear cup at the thick, pale pink liquid inside, then cautiously inserted the straw and took a sip. The moment the straw touched her lips, her eyes widened slightly—an expression of surprise and delight. Though she quickly regained her composure, I had already caught that fleeting moment. She took another sip, then set the cup down; she didn't comment, but she didn't frown either.

Next, she picked up the paper-wrapped burger, turning it over in her hands, unsure of how to take a bite. I picked up my own burger and unwrapped it to show her. "Look, it's like this. Just peel back the paper, open your mouth wide, and take a bite." Following my lead, she clumsily peeled back the wrapper, revealing the bun stuffed with a beef patty, lettuce, and cheese. She opened her mouth and tried to take a bite—it was a bit too large, and the bread and lettuce bunched up at the corners of her mouth. She chewed a few times, looking a little flustered, before finally managing to swallow. She looked down at the bitten burger in her hand and said in a tone of surprise and reluctant approval, "Hmm, it's alright. Not bad." I couldn't help but chuckle, quickly ducking my head to take a bite of my own burger to hide my smile.

She ate a few more bites of the burger, then began to try the fries. She pinched a fry, dipped it in ketchup, and chewed it. Then she took another, this time dipping it in even more ketchup. She didn't say anything, but judging by the way she kept reaching for one fry after another, she didn't seem to mind them at all.

As we ate this food that she considered "inauthentic," we chatted idly. I told her some more funny stories from school—like how a classmate in our dorm kept a hamster, and one night it escaped, climbed onto another guy's bed, and scared him so badly that he jumped right out of bed, thinking it was a giant rat. My mother couldn't help but let the corners of her mouth curl up at the story; although she didn't laugh out loud, the curve was clearly visible.

After we finished our fast food, I noticed her mood had clearly improved since we left the house—her brows were no longer perpetually furrowed, and there was a relaxed curve to the corners of her mouth. She leaned back in her chair, slowly sipping the strawberry milkshake in her hand, her expression one of relaxation and contentment.

"Mom, I think there’s a new movie playing at the cinema nearby. Want to go see it?" She put down her milkshake, looked at me, and hesitated for a moment. "See a movie? Now?" "Yeah, I don’t have anything else to do this afternoon anyway," I said casually. "After the movie, I’ll take you out for something good to eat." She was silent for a few seconds, then set down her cup, stood up, and said in a tone she tried to keep indifferent, "Alright then, let’s go see it." The cinema was on the fourth floor of the mall. Because it was the National Day holiday, the lobby was crowded with young couples and parents with their children. I picked up our tickets at the self-service kiosk and went to the counter to buy a large bucket of popcorn and two sodas. She stood nearby, watching me bustle about, her eyes filled with a look of novelty I had never seen before.

The movie was a domestic comedy with a clever plot and plenty of laughs. Sitting next to her, I watched her reactions out of the corner of my eye. At first, she was a bit reserved, sitting up straight with her hands resting on her knees. But it wasn't long before the first genuinely funny joke was delivered, and she couldn't help but let out a laugh—it was light and short, as if it had slipped out of her throat by accident, and she immediately stifled it. I pretended not to notice and kept my eyes on the screen. A while later, as the plot became even funnier and the theater erupted in laughter, she finally let go and joined in. Her laughter was no longer suppressed; it was natural and heartfelt, and her shoulders relaxed as she laughed.

When the movie ended, we walked out of the mall. The sky outside had begun to darken, and the streetlights were flickering on. The night breeze hit our faces with a hint of chill, feeling incredibly refreshing against our warm skin after the movie. She walked beside me with a light, brisk step, her expression relaxed and satisfied. A trace of a smile still lingered at the corners of her mouth, and her entire face seemed to soften, the fine lines around her eyes smoothing out with the warmth of her expression. She looked years younger than she had yesterday.

"Mom, are you hungry?" I asked her.

She turned her head to look at me. "Eating again? Didn't you have a burger this afternoon?" "That stuff doesn't keep you full," I said. "My stomach's been empty for a while now. I'm taking you to have something good; I guarantee you'll like it." She didn't refuse and followed me as I turned onto another street.

I took her to a malatang shop on the street outside my old high school. It was the place I frequented most during my high school years—a small storefront tucked away on the ground floor of a row of old apartment buildings. Pushing the door open, a rich aroma of chili, Sichuan peppercorns, and bone broth hit us. The heating inside was turned up high, creating a sharp contrast to the chill outside. The shop was small, with seven or eight tables, most of which were occupied by diners hunched over steaming bowls of malatang, sweating as they ate.

My mom stood at the entrance, sniffed the air, and looked a bit surprised. "It actually smells quite good." "Of course it does," I said. "I've been coming here since high school. The owner even knows me." The owner was busy behind the counter, but she looked up, saw me, and greeted me with a smile: "Oh, the kid is back? Bringing a friend to try something new?" I said, "I'm bringing my mom to have a taste." The owner took a second look at my mom and laughed, "Then you'd better make sure to add extra bean thread noodles for your mom; the noodles here are delicious." The malatang at this shop was sold by the portion, at four yuan and fifty cents each. The freezer was stocked with various ingredients—leafy greens, tofu skin, kelp, lotus root slices, potato slices, bean thread noodles, fish balls, and crab sticks. You chose what you wanted, told the server, and they would scoop them up and boil them into a bowl for you. My mom stood in front of the freezer, looking at the neatly organized ingredients with a sense of novelty and interest. She pointed to the tofu skin and said, "Let's have some of that." She then pointed to the lotus root slices and said, "I want that, too." She added some greens and noodles as well. The server skillfully gathered the ingredients, the owner took them and dumped them into a pot of boiling broth, and before long, two large, steaming bowls of malatang were brought to our table.

A layer of chili oil and sesame seeds floated on the bright red broth, and the swirling steam carried the spicy, numbing aroma straight into our noses. White lotus root slices and green vegetables bobbed in the red soup. My mother looked down at the bowl of malatang in front of her, a hint of surprise on her face. She picked up her chopsticks, plucked a slice of lotus root, blew on it to cool it down, and popped it into her mouth to chew. She paused for a moment mid-chew, then slowly swallowed.

"How is it?" I asked.

She didn't answer right away, choosing instead to pick up a piece of bean curd skin and eat it before setting her chopsticks down. She took a sip of water from the glass beside her and said, "Mm, it's quite good, just a little spicy." "Well, it's malatang," I said with a smile. "It wouldn't be malatang if it weren't spicy. You'll get used to it after a few more bites." She took a few more bites, and a thin layer of sweat began to bead on her forehead. She pulled out a tissue to wipe it away, but her chopsticks didn't stop moving. She ate with focus, one bite after another, finishing most of the lotus root and bean curd skin, then slurping up the glass noodles. The woman hunched over her bowl was a far cry from the stern person in my memory who would pick apart my cooking at the dinner table, complaining that I’d "cut the potato shreds too thick." By the end, she even lifted the bowl to take a couple of sips of the remaining broth, then set it down and let out a sigh of pure satisfaction.

When we stepped out of the shop, the night breeze hit us. Having just finished a piping hot bowl of malatang, her face was flushed, a faint sheen of sweat still lingering on her brow, and her lips looked plump and red from the chili. She looked radiant, a completely different person from the gloomy, listless woman who had left the house that morning. Her steps were light, her shoulders were relaxed, and a natural, contented smile graced her face—not a forced one, but the genuine comfort and joy that comes from the heart after a warm, filling meal.

We walked slowly toward home along the sidewalk illuminated by streetlights. She walked to my right, her pace neither too fast nor too slow, occasionally glancing down at the shadows stretched long by the lights. After a short walk, she suddenly asked, "Did you come here often when you were in high school?" "Yeah," I said. "Back then, after evening study sessions, I’d often come over with a few buddies for a bowl. It was four-fifty a serving, and we’d add extra vermicelli. We’d go back to bed feeling completely satisfied." She listened without saying anything, though a faint curve appeared at the corners of her mouth. After a while, she asked again, "The lady who owns the place, she seems very kind." "She is. She’s a good person. Back then, if we were short on money, she’d sometimes throw in an extra handful of vermicelli for us." She gave another "hmm" and didn't ask anything else. But her pace became a little lighter than before, and she radiated a relaxed, contented aura. It didn't feel like a deliberate attempt to repair a relationship; it felt more like two ordinary people—mother and son—chatting casually while taking a walk after a good meal. Without us even realizing it, that natural, comfortable dynamic between mother and son had quietly returned.

When we got back home, the living room light was still on. My dad was sitting on the sofa with the TV on, though he clearly wasn't watching it. Seeing us push the door open, he sat up straight, his gaze resting on my mother for a moment. After changing her shoes, she didn't look at him, but headed straight to the kitchen to pour a glass of water. Yet her expression was calm—not the calm of deliberate indifference, but a genuine, relaxed tranquility. Her gait was unhurried, and her face still held a slight, tipsy-looking flush.

My dad’s eyes followed her back, then shifted to me with a questioning look. I gave him a slight nod, not saying much. He likely read something into that nod; his tense shoulders relaxed, he leaned back into the sofa, reached for the remote, and changed the channel. As he did, his fingers pressed the remote twice before hitting the right button—a small detail that made me realize he actually cared, he just didn't know how to express it.

That night, lying in bed, I thought back over the whole day. I could feel that a thin shell of ice was cracking and falling away from her. It wasn't a sudden, crumbling collapse, but an incredibly slow, almost imperceptible thaw.

On the fourth morning, I woke up to the sound of activity in the kitchen. I walked out to find my mother at the stove, frying eggs. Without turning her head, she said, "The porridge is in the pot; help yourself." The tone was completely ordinary, yet it made me feel as though this home was slowly—at an incredibly gradual pace—recovering the warmth it was meant to have.

After breakfast, I noticed her sitting on the sofa, picking up her phone, scrolling, and putting it back down, only to pick it up again—she looked utterly bored. My father sat on the other side of the living room with a newspaper in his hands, though he wasn't really reading it. A whole living room’s distance lay between them, and neither spoke a word. The cold war was still ongoing, but she no longer seemed submerged in the anger and resentment that had consumed her the past couple of days; it was more like a weariness and numbness, as if she were simply too tired to argue anymore.

Seeing how bored she was, I sidled over and sat down next to her. I took out my own phone and said, with a touch of mystery in my voice, "Mom, let me show you something fun." She lifted her eyelids to glance at me, a hint of casual curiosity in her tone: "What fun thing?" I didn't answer directly, but instead held my phone screen out toward her. I opened the QQ Zone app, navigated to my personal page, and pointed to the decorations and posts. "Look, this is QQ Zone. You can write status updates to record your daily moods, upload photos, decorate your profile, or change the background music." She leaned in, gazing at my screen, and the flicker of casualness in her eyes slowly gave way to focus and curiosity.

I exited my profile and tapped on QQ Farm: "This one is even more fun; it’s called QQ Farm. You can plant vegetables, harvest them, and even sneak into your friends' farms to steal theirs." As I spoke, I demonstrated the process—buying a few seeds from the shop, planting them in the soil, watering them, and fertilizing them. Then, pointing to the timer in the top right corner, I said, "See, the vegetables will be ready in a few hours, and that’s when you can harvest them. If you don't, your friends can come and steal them." As she watched me finish the demonstration, her expression shifted from initial curiosity to an intrigued focus. She handed me her phone and said, "Can you set it up for me?" I took her phone, helped her activate her QQ Zone, and then set up her QQ Farm. When she saw her own little, empty patch of virtual land, her expression was like that of a child who had just received a new toy—filled with impatient curiosity and excitement. I bought her the most basic seeds, planted them, and watered them for her.

"Is that it?" she asked, her tone laced with a hint of uncertainty, as if it were all too simple.

"That's it. Wait a few hours, and when the vegetables are ripe, you can harvest them." She nodded, took the phone back, and opened the farm interface to look at the newly planted patch, her face showing a mix of skepticism and anticipation.

Then, she began exploring QQ Zone. She navigated to her homepage, looked at the plain default layout, opened the decoration store, and started browsing through the various theme backgrounds. Her finger slid across the screen, a sparkle in her eyes as if she had discovered a new world. She asked me how to use this and how much that cost, and I answered her questions one by one.

That morning, she spent almost all her time staring at the phone screen. She first tinkered with her QQ Zone's decor, switching through several themes and changing the background music to an old song she loved from her younger days. Then, she uploaded a photo to her zone—a picture of the clivia in a pot on the balcony that she had been tending for years. She wrote the first status update of her life: "Learned how to use QQ Zone today; it’s quite fun." I was lying on the sofa nearby, and when I saw the post pop up on my phone, I couldn't help but smile and give it a like. She heard the notification sound, glanced down, and upon seeing the like, the corners of her mouth curved upward.

In the afternoon, she checked her QQ Farm almost every half hour. The little sprouts on that virtual plot of land were growing at a pace visible to the naked eye—first emerging from the soil as tender green shoots, then slowly growing taller and sprouting leaves. She watched the virtual plant grow bit by bit under her "care," a serious and focused expression on her face. By evening, the greens were finally ripe; the entire plot was a lush, vibrant green, with every plant plump and fresh, waiting to be harvested.

"They're ready, they're ready!" she exclaimed, her voice filled with irrepressible excitement. Her fingers tapped rapidly across the screen, harvesting all the greens into her warehouse. Once finished, she immediately bought new seeds, planted them, watered them, and fertilized them—all in one smooth sequence. Then, she began studying her friend list and asked me, "Can I go check out your farm?" I told her she could, and showed her how to add friends and visit their farms. She entered mine, took a look around, and asked, "When will your crops be ready?" I said in about two hours. She nodded without saying anything, but I knew she was already calculating the time.

That night, she lay in bed, phone in hand, still studying how to weed and remove pests from her garden well past eleven o'clock. As I passed her bedroom door, I saw the faint glow of her phone screen spilling through the crack in the door and heard the soft, occasional sound of her tapping on the screen.

The fifth and sixth days passed quite normally—the kind of mundane, trivial routine that nevertheless carried a strange, reassuring sense of comfort.

She was truly hooked on QQ Farm. The first thing she did every morning upon waking was open her phone to harvest her crops, then take a tour of her friends' farms to see if there was anything to steal. She quickly learned to set timers, too—she would arrange her daily schedule around the countdowns of her ripening vegetables. As soon as one harvest was done, she’d plant the next, calculating the exact time of the next maturity, almost never missing a beat. If she discovered someone had stolen her crops, she would complain in a mock-angry tone, "Someone stole my crops again! These people are really..." But there was no real annoyance in her grumbling; rather, it carried the unspoken understanding that "I steal from others all the time, too."

She started coming to me frequently with her phone, asking all sorts of questions. Sometimes it was first thing in the morning when I had just woken up; she would thrust her phone in front of me, pointing at the tiny interface on the screen and asking, "Look, how do I use this pesticide? I bought it but don't know how to click it." Other times, it was in the afternoon while I was reading; she would walk over, sit beside me, lean in, and point at my screen to ask, "How did you change your background? I can't seem to find that option." When she asked these questions, her body would naturally lean toward me, her shoulder pressing against mine, her hair brushing against my arm. That familiar scent, a mix of laundry detergent and her body heat, would drift into my nostrils once again.

When I taught her how to use the pesticide, she would lean in close to watch my screen, her breath—warm and steady—brushing against the back of my hand. When I helped her set her profile background, she sat beside me, leaning forward slightly, one hand propping her up on the sofa while the other pointed at an icon on the screen to ask, "What's this?" Her arm pressed against mine; through two thin layers of fabric, I could feel the temperature and slight dampness of the skin on the inside of her forearm. These touches were all unintentional and natural, devoid of any deliberation or suggestion. But to me, every single touch felt like a tiny mark branded onto my skin, stirring an indescribable warmth within me.

On the morning of the sixth day, my father came out of the bedroom already dressed for the road. He was heading out to drive today. As he stood in the entryway putting on his shoes, he looked back at me, then glanced toward the living room. My mother was sitting on the sofa, phone in hand, busy harvesting her crops. My father hesitated, walked over to me, and lowered his voice: "Xuyang, I'm leaving. While you're at home... try to talk to your mother. What happened the other day was my fault. She's still upset, so please put in a good word for me." I nodded and said, "I understand, Dad. Don't worry, go ahead. Drive safely." He glanced toward my mother once more, opened his mouth as if to speak, but ultimately said nothing. He pulled the door open and left. The sound of the door closing echoed in the hallway for a few seconds before fading into silence. My mother sat on the sofa without looking up, still staring at her phone screen, but the finger she was using to swipe across the display paused the moment the door shut—though it lasted less than a second, I noticed it.

That evening, I went for a walk with my mother again. We circled the residential complex's concrete path three times. The autumn breeze felt cool on my face, and the ginkgo trees along the road had turned even yellower than they were a few days ago, glowing with a soft, golden luster under the streetlights. She still didn't say much, but she had started to initiate conversation—she mentioned that the radishes in her QQ Farm grew faster than the bok choy, that she had stolen three heads of cabbage from my cousin's farm today, and that her profile's visitor count was higher than yesterday's. As she spoke, there was a childlike, slight sense of pride in her tone.

After finishing our third lap and returning to the entrance of our building, her hand, reaching for her keys, paused in mid-air. Without turning back, she asked in a very flat tone, "You're leaving early tomorrow morning, right?" "Yeah, the seven o'clock train." She didn't respond, simply continuing to pull out her keys to unlock the door. I followed her upstairs. The motion-sensor lights in the stairwell turned on and off, then on again. Her silhouette was ahead of me, her pace steady, neither fast nor slow.

That night, after showering, I returned to my room and packed my luggage for the trip back to school. Once finished, I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling with the lights off. The streetlight filtering in from outside cast a blurred glow overhead, and the only sound left was the ticking of the quartz clock on the wall—tick, tick—as if it were racing against the rhythm of my own heartbeat.

I turned over, preparing to sleep. Just as my consciousness began to drift, I habitually paused, pricking up my ears to catch any movement from the end of the hallway.

Usually, at this time, after the brief sound of footsteps and a closing door, there would be a distinct "click"—the sound of her bedroom door lock springing open and falling back into place. That sound had been etched into my memory for over a year, like an invisible rail separating my world from hers. I had long grown accustomed to waiting for that sound before closing my eyes, allowing the tight string in my heart to finally loosen.

But tonight, I waited for one minute, then another.

The end of the hallway was silent. Aside from the dull thud of her closing the door earlier, there was nothing else. Nothing. That definitive "click," which represented a safe distance, had vanished into the dead of night.

My heart skipped a beat. Almost reflexively, I held my breath, sharpening my hearing to its limit, even tilting my head slightly to try and catch even the faintest whisper of a sound in the air. Nothing.

That silence wasn't empty; it was a warm, heavy silence, like a door that had been kept tightly shut and was now, quietly and soundlessly, left ajar.

I felt as if my heart had been gently squeezed by an invisible hand, and then it began to race. Blood rushed to my head, making my face, buried in the pillow, feel hot. My first reaction wasn't relief, but a massive, almost unbelievable surge of excitement. After the silence, the blocking, the avoidance, and the long, careful maintenance of balance since that night at the hotel, I had assumed that "click" would last for a very long time—long enough that I had almost accepted my fate. But tonight, she hadn't locked the door.

She had just... lowered her defenses.

This realization felt like a warm current of electricity, surging from my spine to the top of my head, making me tremble slightly. I pressed my face into the pillow, my breathing quickening, gripped by a powerful urge to rush to the other end of the hallway. But I didn't move. Because I was soon overwhelmed by another emotion—a hesitation, deeper than excitement, laced with confusion.

I lay in bed, eyes wide open, staring blankly into the darkness at the blurred patterns of light on the ceiling, my mind churning with thoughts.

Did she really believe me? Did she believe what I said on QQ, that I swore "I won't hurt you again," that I only love her as a son should? Or was it simply because I’d spent these few days of the National Day holiday walking with her, acting as a buffer between them, and taking her to eat things she’d never tried before—that she felt I had returned to being a "good son," no longer a dangerous presence, and therefore the defenses could be lowered?

Or perhaps, it had nothing to do with me at all.

The image of her holding her phone, mesmerized by the game of stealing vegetables over these past few days, surfaced in my mind—a look of ease and contentment, as if she had briefly forgotten her troubles to focus on something simple. Did that have anything to do with me? Or had she simply grown tired of this lifestyle of locking herself in every night, living in a constant state of defense? Was she, too, feeling exhausted by this silent standoff, looking for an outlet for herself and for our relationship?

This simple, silent gesture replayed in my mind over and over, turning into countless possibilities. It was too light—so light I hardly dared to believe it—yet too heavy, so heavy I dared not easily define it.

I turned over, lying on my side, facing the direction of her bedroom. Separated by a hallway and a door, I couldn't see anything, but I stubbornly stared that way. Excitement burned in my chest like glowing embers, making my whole body feel warm, while confusion acted like cold water, dousing me from time to time to keep me calm and prevent me from acting rashly.

It was a contradictory feeling. It was like standing before a door that had always been locked, only to suddenly discover it was just left ajar. You want to push it open immediately to see the world beyond, but you fear that too bold a movement might startle the person inside and scare away this faint glimmer of possibility.

I didn't fall asleep for a long time that night. It wasn't because of wandering thoughts, but because the mixture of intense excitement and profound confusion left my nerves in a state of high agitation. Lying in bed, feeling the faint light filtering in from outside the window, I knew that what I had been striving for over the past year might have changed tonight. But I was equally aware that from this moment on, our relationship had entered waters that were even more unfamiliar and harder to navigate.

The wall was no longer bolted shut—but was this a leash she was handing to me, or was she finally planning to cross that wall with me to see what lay on the other side? I couldn't say. I only knew that the sound of the door not clicking shut held more weight than any words could, and it had changed this night forever.

On the morning of the seventh day, I woke up before the sky had fully brightened. Outside the window, a gray-blue dawn lingered; the streetlights were still on, looking dim and weary against the whitening sky. I climbed out of bed on tiptoe, dressed, and zipped up my suitcase. After washing up, I went to the kitchen to see if there was anything for breakfast, only to find a bowl of porridge, a boiled egg, and a small dish of pickles waiting on the stove, kept warm under an inverted plate.

I stood before the stove, staring at the bowl of porridge for several seconds. It was still warm—neither hot nor cold, just right to eat. I sat down and slowly finished the porridge and the egg. Once done, I washed the bowl, placed it back in the rack, dragged my suitcase to the entryway, and bent down to change my shoes.

Just as I finished tying my laces and stood up, the door to my mother’s bedroom opened. She stood in the doorway, wearing casual loungewear, her hair loose, her face still softened by the drowsiness of sleep. She glanced at me without a word, walked over to the coffee table in the living room, picked up a plastic bag, and handed it to me.

"Take this for the road," she said. Her voice was raspy from just waking up, but her tone was flat, as if she were mentioning the most ordinary thing in the world.

I took the bag and glanced inside—it held a few washed apples and two bottles of water.

"Got it, thanks, Mom," I said. She didn't say much else, just stood in the living room, watching me pull my suitcase to the door. I opened the door and looked back at her. The morning light streamed through the window, washing over her; standing there in that pale golden glow, she looked soft and serene.

"Mom, I'm going now." "Mhm," she replied. She paused for a moment, then added, "Send me a message when you get there." The words were spoken lightly, naturally, as if she were talking about something entirely mundane. It wasn't a perfunctory instruction or a cold command, but a warm urging—the most ordinary and genuine expression of a mother's concern for her son.

I nodded and stepped out, pulling the door shut behind me.

Sitting on the train back to school, I watched the fields and villages rushing past outside the window. The images of the past seven days played over and over in my mind, like a silent film flickering frame by frame.

Over these seven days, our relationship underwent a transformation I had once thought would take much longer to achieve. The fields outside the window were vast and hazy, with sunlight tracing a bright silhouette along the distant ridges. I leaned against the train window, closed my eyes, and felt the rhythmic swaying of the carriage, my heart filled with an unprecedented sense of peace.

That nightmare, which began on the night of the Dragon Boat Festival, had finally been laid to rest this National Day, after a full year of effort—delivering meals, offering companionship, providing care, and ensuring protection. And upon that sin I had buried with my own hands, something entirely new and untainted was beginning to grow. I cannot name it, but I know it is purer than desire and warmer than atonement.

It is a brand-new beginning, one that has never existed before, belonging solely to her and me.
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Chapter 14

Distance doesn't just make the heart grow fonder; it can also create... something else.

After returning to school, I messaged my mother right away to let her know I had arrived safely. She replied quickly: "As long as you're there, get some good rest." I stared at those words for a long time. The literal meaning was plain, but I couldn't help but feel a subtle shift in her tone. I don't know if she really changed, or if my own mindset had shifted.

I recalled those seven days of the National Day holiday. The scent of her warmth when she leaned over to look at my phone screen; the focus in her eyes as she studied QQ Farm; her taking the initiative while we walked to say, "That ginkgo tree turned yellow so early this year"; and that night, when I waited for a very, very long time, but never heard that familiar sound of the door locking. All those details strung together, forming a warm thread in my heart. After these seven days, the things I had worried about—whether she would still hate me or avoid me—now seemed like unnecessary anxiety. Knowing how I felt about her, she hadn't distanced herself from me. Although she still maintained a restrained distance, the bond of communication that had been severed for a year had been reconnected.

I feel very peaceful now. I know clearly that getting a mother to accept her son's romantic advances is a monumental challenge. But I have realized that to enter her heart, it doesn't come from impulse, but from long-term companionship and protection—becoming her pillar of support. This is a long process, but at the very least, for now, I am willing to walk this path.

Back at school, I chat with my mom occasionally. When she reaches out to me, it's mostly to ask questions about QQ Space and QQ Farm. She’s obsessed with both now, and without fail, she comes to my farm every single day to steal crops. Her questions are always very specific, and I reply to each one, teaching her how to use them. Her responses remain brief, but I don't feel disappointed—at least when she encounters a problem, the first person she thinks of is me.

As for me, when I reach out to chat, I talk about trivial, everyday things—what I ate today, the temperature dropping in Harbin, the stray cat downstairs having kittens. I ramble on, sharing my life with her as if she were an ordinary friend. She replies, too, though not with many words. We chat like this, on and off. I don't pester her; I deliberately keep a safe distance so she doesn't feel pressured. I don't want to make things difficult for her, and I don't want to use my eagerness to push her into an even more distant corner. I don't know what the future holds, but at the very least, I can handle the present.

Before long, I found a part-time job as a food delivery driver at a restaurant near campus. On weekdays, I earned about fifty yuan a day, and on weekends, eighty to a hundred, plus the boss provided one meal. I was able to save over 1,500 yuan a month, stashing it all away without spending a single cent. I calculated that from mid-October until I went home for winter break, I could save nearly 5,000 yuan. I was working so hard because I wanted to buy my mother a gift for Valentine's Day—using money I had earned myself, to let her know how much I cared.

Days went by. I stopped checking in with her morning and night and stopped feeling anxious, instead sending just one or two messages a day about everyday trifles. This strategy of intentionally keeping my distance really did win back her trust.

The ice was finally broken when I taught her how to play "Parking Wars." She became even more obsessed with it than with her virtual farm, frequently messaging me on QQ to ask how to upgrade her car or how to snag parking spots. I replied to every single one, and she learned quickly; before long, she was outwitting me—setting alarms in the middle of the night to steal my spots or using low-end cars to block them. Seeing her car parked in my space often made me laugh out loud. I never imagined that one day, my communication with her would turn into playing games and sparring like friends of the same age.

My mother was much more talkative and lively online than in reality. She used emojis, sent cute pictures, and even cracked jokes. Her tone lost the seriousness and formality of real life, replaced by a sense of relaxation and playfulness. We started with the game and branched out into daily interactions. Through these trivial conversations, the sense of distance that had once stood between us vanished without us even realizing it.

I noticed a significant change in her attitude toward me. Her tone carried a certain nuance unique to a woman—not that of a mother to a son, but of a woman toward a man she felt close to. Her words were tinged with a gentleness that, though faint, I caught. Later, our topics expanded, and she began to initiate conversations about her daily life. Whenever she reached out, I would drop everything to reply immediately. I carefully maintained this hard-won balance, like someone walking a tightrope.

As time passed, her guard slowly dropped. She became more and more relaxed when chatting with me, complaining about household chores, mentioning that my father was away on business and she had no one to eat with, or saying how bored she was at home alone. It felt as if we had returned to the way we were when we first started talking.

My life became very routine: attending classes, eating, working, occasionally playing video games, chatting with her at night, and sleeping. I no longer suffered from insomnia; I was no longer living in a daze. I started to take each day seriously because I knew I was preparing for a long-term goal.

Soon, the semester ended. In early January 2011, I boarded the train home with five thousand yuan I had saved over three months. As the train started moving, I watched the platform receding outside the window, feeling an indescribable sense of stability. During the six-hour journey, I looked at the snow-covered plains outside; I didn't feel an urgent rush to see her, only a calm, peaceful anticipation.

I arrived at the station in the evening, and my father’s car was parked by the square. He was leaning against the door, and when he saw me come out, he waved. "You're back?" he said, a smile in his voice. I shoved my suitcase into the trunk and sat in the passenger seat. The car was well-heated, a stark contrast to the cold outside. He didn't say much along the way; there was a tacit silence between father and son.

The car turned into the residential complex and stopped downstairs. Pushing open the door to our home, the familiar aroma of a home-cooked meal greeted me. I changed into my slippers at the entryway and walked into the kitchen.

The kitchen door was ajar, with warm yellow light spilling out. My mother was standing at the stove, her back to me, holding a spatula and stirring something. She was wearing tight thermal underwear, the pale pink cotton fabric clinging to the curves of her body. Her shoulders were rounded and her waist was slender; from her waist down, her body widened into her fullest part, the two plump cheeks of her buttocks tracing a beautiful arc under the tight fabric.

I stood at the doorway, my heart skipping a beat. Since the incident last year, this was the first time I had examined her body so closely. But I didn't let that feeling take control. I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. I wasn't the animal who couldn't control himself from last year anymore; I couldn't let all that effort go to waste.

"You're back?" she asked suddenly, without turning around, her voice calm.

"Yeah."

"Go wash your hands, dinner is almost ready," she said, her tone indifferent.

I walked into the bathroom and turned on the tap. The icy water hitting my hands eased the slight heat rising on my skin. I looked at myself in the mirror and said silently to the person reflecting back: stay steady.

After washing my hands, I came out to find my father already sitting at the dining table with the TV on. My mother brought the last dish—braised pork ribs—to the table. Three other dishes were already laid out.

She wiped her hands on her apron and sat down opposite me. "Eat." The three of us sat around the dining table, the atmosphere unusually harmonious. She seemed very happy today; her movements while picking up food were lighter than usual, and a faint smile played on her lips as she chewed. I told her some funny stories from school, and she would occasionally laugh. It wasn't a loud laugh, but it was genuine. When she smiled, the corners of her eyes curved slightly, making her look exceptionally soft.

After the meal, I took the initiative to clear the dishes. She followed me into the kitchen to take over, but I told her it wasn't necessary. She looked at me for a few seconds, didn't insist, and turned to leave. As I leaned over to wash the dishes, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that she paused at the doorway and looked back at me.

When I finished and came out, she was already on the sofa, changing channels. I said I was going to my room to tidy up, and she replied with an "mm-hmm" without even turning her head.

I walked into my room, closed the door, sat on the edge of the bed, and let out a long sigh. Touching the five thousand yuan in my inner pocket, a sense of reassurance welled up inside me. One month left—one month to make her let her guard down completely, one month to complete the little ritual I had been planning for so long.

The next morning, I went out to look for work. I found a job as a stocker at a supermarket: nine to five, lunch included, one day off a week, and a salary of twelve hundred a month. The work was simple but physically demanding. Why did I want to work? First, to save more money; second, I had decided to stay out of the house during the day for the entire winter break. After thinking it over this semester, I truly understood my mother’s personality—if I pushed her too hard, she would feel suffocated; if I kept my distance, she would quietly move closer to me. I wanted her to feel that I wasn't someone who spent every waking moment revolving around her.

Life went on quite normally. I woke up at 7:30 every morning, left the house at 8:45, and walked fifteen minutes to the supermarket to begin my day's work. I finished at five and would stop by a small shop on the way home—sometimes buying a pound of the mandarin oranges she liked, sometimes a piece of honey bread, or sometimes two skewers of candied hawthorn. These things weren't expensive, but I knew she would like them.

I’d get home by six. The house would be warm, and the scent of dinner would greet me. She would already have dinner ready and be sitting on the sofa waiting for me. She would look up, say "You're back?" in a flat tone. I would reply and place the little gifts I’d brought on the coffee table. She would glance at them, sometimes giving an "mm-hmm." But the mandarin oranges I bought were always gone by the next day.

Dinner was already set—one dish and a soup. She sat across from me, and I kept my head down as I ate, occasionally chatting about things that had happened at the supermarket. She would listen, offering a few brief responses or a small smile now and then. Once finished, I took the initiative to wash the dishes. She would be in the living room watching TV, occasionally glancing down at her phone. By the time I finished the dishes and came out, she would already have her shoes on, waiting for me by the door—a silent understanding we had developed; every day after dinner, I would accompany her for a walk.

Sometimes we walked along the tree-lined paths of the residential complex, other times we went to a nearby park. She didn't walk fast, so I matched her pace, side by side, maintaining a distance of about a fist’s width between us. When she was in a good mood, she would volunteer details about household trifles; when she didn't feel like talking, I wouldn't push, simply walking with her, lap after lap, in silence.

It was the fourth day of the twelfth lunar month, and the sky hadn't yet fully brightened. Today marked the first anniversary of my grandmother’s passing, a day to burn offerings. As I rolled out of bed, I heard footsteps in the living room. My mother was already dressed and sitting on the sofa, wearing a black down jacket and a dark gray scarf. She held a cup of hot water but wasn't drinking it; her gaze was fixed outside the window.

My father emerged from the bedroom, glanced out at the sky, and remarked, "It's cold enough out there." He picked up the car keys and headed for the door.

"Dad," I called out to stop him, "let me drive today." My father paused for a moment, then grinned. "Sure. You've had your license for over a year now; it’s time you got some practice." He tossed the keys to me and headed for the passenger seat.

My mother heard this, looked up at me for a second, but said nothing. She stood up, grabbed her handbag, and followed us out.

I adjusted the seat and rearview mirror and turned the ignition. The engine groaned twice in the cold before catching. My father settled into the passenger seat, buckled his belt, and closed his eyes as if to catch up on sleep. I glanced into the rearview mirror—my mother was sitting by the window in the back, her scarf pulled up to the bridge of her nose, revealing only her eyes as she watched the streets retreating behind us.

Once the car left the city, the fields on either side of the road stretched out, vast and blanketed in a thin layer of snow. There weren't many cars on the road, and I drove slowly, occasionally checking on her in the mirror. She kept her eyes fixed on the window, her fingers gripping the strap of her handbag so tightly her knuckles had turned white.

When we reached the cemetery gates, I parked the car. The cemetery was deathly quiet, save for the whistling of the wind through the withered branches. A thin layer of snow had settled on the gravestone, casting a cold, pale light.

My mother pushed open the car door, wrapped her down jacket tightly around her, and carried the offerings into the cemetery. I followed behind her, with my father trailing at the very end, quieter than usual.

We reached my grandmother’s gravestone. My mother knelt, used her gloved hands to brush away the snow, and arranged the offerings one by one. She did it slowly, with great care. Once finished, she struck a match to light the spirit money. The flames danced in the cold wind, and ash was swept up into the air. 

She crouched before the fire, head bowed, neither crying nor speaking, just staring silently at the flickering flames. The firelight played across her face, casting shifting shadows. I noticed the knuckles on the hand holding the matchbox were white.

I knelt beside her, adding the spirit money to the fire sheet by sheet. We burned the paper in silence.

As the fire began to die down, the sound of car engines reached us from the cemetery gate, followed by the sound of doors opening and closing. I turned my head to see two black sedans parked outside. My eldest uncle and my younger uncle’s families stepped out. They were wearing dark winter coats, carrying spirit money and offerings in their hands.

They took a few steps and spotted us. My eldest uncle paused, and my younger uncle stopped behind him. Their expressions were complex—a mix of awkwardness and distance. Ever since the argument at my grandmother’s funeral last year, the two families had barely spoken.

My eldest uncle opened his mouth as if to greet us, but swallowed the words. My younger uncle’s gaze swept over us and finally rested on me for a moment. He likely remembered how I had stood in front of my mother at the funeral hall last year, shouting at him.

My mother saw them, too. Her hands froze for a split second, but she then continued placing the last of the spirit money into the fire, her expression unchanged. Still, her shoulders stiffened slightly.

I stood up, brushed the dust from my knees, and took a half-step forward, positioning myself between her and my uncles. I said nothing and didn't look at them; I simply stood there, angling my body slightly to shield my mother behind me.

My eldest uncle’s eyes lingered on me, his lips moved, but in the end, he said nothing. He lowered his head, carried his offerings, and walked past us toward a nearby grave. My younger uncle followed, walking quickly. Both families stopped a few meters away to begin burning their own paper, neither side glancing our way again.

My mother crouched behind me, still silent. But I felt her shoulders, previously tense, relax slightly at that moment.

The paper money had burned away. She stayed crouched there, staring at the heap of cooling ashes for a long time. Then, softly and almost inaudibly, she spoke: "Mom, I've come to see you." The four words were light, nearly swallowed by the wind, yet we both heard them. There was no sobbing, no tremor in her voice—only a deep, heavy sense of longing.

She stood up slowly. Having crouched for so long, her legs were numb, and she swayed as she rose. I quickly reached out to steady her arm.

"I'm fine," she said. "Let's go." We turned to leave. When we passed my uncle and his family, she didn't stop at all. She didn't walk fast, but her steps were steady, her gaze fixed straight ahead. I walked beside her, positioning myself on the side closer to them to shield her.

As we walked out of the cemetery gate, fine snowflakes began to drift down—not heavy, just a dense, delicate dusting. They landed on her hair and shoulders, but she made no move to brush them off.

Once in the car, I started the engine, and the heater began to blow gently. My father sat in the passenger seat; instead of closing his eyes to nap as he had on the way here, he stared ahead. After a moment of silence, he said quietly, "Your uncle and the others... they didn't say a word just now." My mother, sitting in the back, didn't respond. She leaned against the window, watching the falling snow with a calm expression. It wasn't until a long while later that she spoke, her voice low, as if to me or perhaps to herself: "Having you by my side is nice." The seven words were spoken softly, but I heard them, each one landing clearly in my ears. I gripped the steering wheel without turning to look at her, but I could feel that her entire being had finally let go.

The car pulled slowly out of the cemetery and onto the road back to the city. The snow grew heavier, turning the world into a vast expanse of white. I glanced into the rearview mirror—she was still leaning against the window. Snowflakes hit the glass and quickly melted into tiny beads of water; her gaze was fixed on those droplets, and a faint, subtle trace of something—whether peace or relief, it was hard to tell—touched the corners of her mouth.

January 16th, the thirteenth day of the twelfth lunar month—the supermarket’s second day off. I had been planning for it days in advance. That morning, I intentionally slept in. After washing up, I walked into the living room to find her sitting on the sofa, flipping through the channels.

I sat down beside her and said in a casual tone, "Mom, I’m off today. Let me take you to a movie, and then we can find a place to grab a bite afterward." As I had expected, her first reaction was to refuse: "What movie? Tickets are so expensive. It’s better to just stay home; why waste money going out?" "Money is meant to be spent," I said with a smile, keeping my tone light. "I’ve been working at the supermarket for so long, it’s time to treat myself, and treat you too. If you don't go, there's no point in me earning this money." She paused, the remote control in her hand stilling as she stopped flipping through the channels. After a few seconds of silence, she didn't push back again. Though she muttered something under her breath, the tone was no longer one of refusal. She stood up and headed to her bedroom to change.

When she came back out, I saw she had put on a new sweater, restyled her hair, and even seemed to have applied a touch of lipstick. She stood in the living room, looked at me, and asked, "Shall we go?" Her tone was plain, but I could see a faint, irrepressible curve of satisfaction at the corners of her mouth.

The afternoon passed quickly. The movie was a lighthearted comedy; I caught glimpses of her in the dark, watching intently and laughing out loud several times. By the time we left the theater, the sky had already begun to darken. She instinctively pulled her collar up against the chill. Walking beside her, I asked what she wanted for dinner. She thought for a moment and said, "Let’s go to that Malatang place." I nodded immediately and agreed.

The Malatang shop was filled with steam. We found a seat in the corner. She held her cup and took a sip, her gaze sweeping across the shop. Most of the people around us were young couples.

After watching for a while, she withdrew her gaze, looked down at her water, and asked as if it were just a casual question, "At school... have you found a girlfriend?" I was taken aback; I hadn't expected her to ask that out of the blue. I kept my head down, staring at the bowl of Malatang in front of me that I hadn't touched yet, the steam rising against my face. I don't know where I found the courage, but I said, "There's someone in my heart." Her fingers, wrapped around the water glass, froze.

Then, she looked up at me. The glance was brief, but I clearly saw surprise and a complex scrutiny in her eyes. Her lips moved as if she wanted to say something, but she swallowed it back. After a long while, she lowered her head again, looked at the water glass in her hands, and said in a voice so light it was almost a whisper to herself, "That person... isn't right for you." Those four words were spoken so softly they were nearly drowned out by the noise in the shop, but I heard them. I didn't respond, and she said nothing more. When the malatang was served, we buried our heads in our food, neither of us mentioning the subject again. But I kept ruminating on her words.

A few nights later, we were walking in the residential complex. After a lap, we sat down on a bench to rest. The weather was lovely that night; although it was winter, there was no wind, and the pale moonlight spilled onto the ground. She tilted her head slightly, looking at the crescent moon above, appearing very quiet. I turned my head to the side and saw her profile illuminated by the moonlight. At that moment, an impulse suddenly welled up within me: "It’s such a joy to go for a walk with you." I was taken aback by my own words the moment they left my lips. I hadn't planned to say it; it had simply emerged naturally from the bottom of my heart.

She heard me. Her eyelashes trembled slightly. But she didn't turn her head to look at me, nor did she speak. Her expression remained unchanged. Yet, her fingers, gripping her phone, paused—the pause was incredibly brief, less than a second, but I knew she had heard. She simply didn't know how to respond, so she chose to pretend she hadn't.

January 23rd, the 20th day of the twelfth lunar month, my third day off.

I had a get-together with classmates at noon and told her as I was leaving that I wouldn't be back for lunch. She didn't say anything, but as I headed out, she was sitting on the sofa, clicking the remote control incessantly, flipping through channel after channel. I knew she wasn't happy.

When the gathering broke up after three, I declined the invitation to continue the party and walked quickly home along the street. When I pushed the door open, she was sitting on the sofa watching TV, wearing a light gray sweater, her hair freshly brushed, a black hairpin tucked behind her ear. Her expression, however, was far from pleasant, her lips pressed slightly together.

"You're back?" She glanced up at me, her tone indifferent, carrying a hint of feigned unconcern. "Did you have a good time eating with your classmates?" "Yeah, I'm done eating." I changed into my slippers, walked over to her, and leaned in close. "Mom, how about I take you out for dinner tonight, and then we can catch a movie, okay?" She looked up, a flicker of surprise flashing in her eyes before she suppressed it, retorting, "Going out again? You just spent money at lunch, and now you want to spend more? Are you made of money?" "My classmate treated me, so now it's only fair that I treat you," I said, intentionally using a lighthearted tone. "Come on, let's go. I'll take you for some rice noodles, and then we'll see a comedy—I guarantee it'll make you laugh." She hesitated for a few seconds, and finally, the tightness around her mouth softened. She set down the remote and stood up, a faint curve appearing at the corners of her lips—I caught it, and felt a sense of relief.

I took her to that new rice noodle shop by the pedestrian street. The place wasn't big, but the decor was clean. The air was filled with the rich aroma of bone broth. She stood in front of the counter, looking up at the menu on the wall, her eyes finally settling on a picture: a bowl of red and white rice noodles, the broth thick and milky, topped with a few red dates and goji berries, green vegetables laid along the edge, and a poached egg resting in the center.

"What kind of rice noodles are these?" she asked, pointing at the picture.

"Scholar's Rice Noodles—it's their signature dish." I turned to the server and said, "Two orders of the Scholar's Rice Noodles, please; one mild, one non-spicy." We sat at a table by the window. Outside, people bustled along the pedestrian street. The winter sun was already sinking, casting a slanted, warm glow across our table. Sitting opposite me, she held her cup of hot water with both hands, took a sip, and then looked out at the crowds, her expression much more relaxed.

The rice noodles arrived, steaming hot. She looked down at the large bowl in front of her, picked up her chopsticks, and took a mouthful of noodles, blowing on them to cool them down before eating. She chewed, swallowed, and said, "Mm, it's good." After that, she took another bite, then some bean curd sheets, and then a sip of the broth. She didn't say anything more, just kept her head down, eating one bite at a time until a thin sheen of sweat broke out on her forehead. Sitting across from her, I ate my own spicy bowl, keeping an eye on her. By the time she finished, she even lifted the bowl to drink a few sips of the remaining broth, then set it down and leaned back in her chair, wiping her brow with the back of her hand.

When we stepped out of the rice noodle shop, the sky had begun to darken. Streetlights flickered on one after another. I walked beside her and asked, "Mom, it's still early—want to catch a movie?" She turned her head to look at me, her gaze showing no sign of refusal. She simply asked, "Is there anything good playing?" "Let's see when we get there. If there's something good, we'll watch it." She didn't decline again, and we walked together into the cinema at the end of the pedestrian street. A domestic comedy was showing that day. She sat beside me, sitting bolt upright at first, but less than twenty minutes in, when the first punchline landed, she couldn't help but let out a laugh. From then on, she completely relaxed, laughing along with the plot and growing tense at the suspense, fully immersed in the film.

As the theater cleared out, we walked out into the cold night air. She shrank her neck, pulling her scarf up to cover half her face, with only her eyes peering out above the fabric, still bright with the lingering excitement of the movie.

"Was it good?" I asked her.

"It was alright," she said, but immediately added, "That guy playing the security guard was pretty funny." When we left the cinema, light snow was falling. The flakes were small and dense, fluttering like tiny insects in the glow of the streetlights. A thin layer of snow had already gathered on the street. She stood at the theater entrance, watching the falling snow, and exhaled, her breath forming a cloud of white mist in the air.

"It's snowing," she said.

"Yeah," I replied, standing beside her, also watching the falling flakes.

She didn't say anything more and stepped out into the snow. I followed, and we walked side by side. We walked very slowly, our footsteps leaving two parallel sets of prints in the snow. The street was quiet, and the light from the lamps looked somewhat hazy amidst the falling snow.

After walking for a while, she spoke up, her voice quiet, as if talking to herself: "This snow is actually quite pretty." "Yeah, it is, but the road's a bit slippery—take it slow." She didn't respond, but she slowed her pace. I saw a patch of ice on the road ahead, shimmering coldly under the streetlights, so I instinctively reached out and gently took her arm to steady her.

She didn't pull away; instead, she let her other hand rest on my forearm as she carefully stepped over it. After we cleared the ice, she didn't let go immediately. She hesitated for a moment, then gently slipped her hand through the crook of my arm, linking it with mine. The movement was faint, almost tentative, but she didn't withdraw; she just kept holding my arm as we continued to walk.

I looked down at our shadows merged together on the ground, a surge of indescribable warmth rising in my chest. Her hand, pressing against my arm through the thick layers of our down jackets, offered a warmth so subtle yet so real that it made my heart race.

I turned my head toward her and said, "I'm really happy being with you." She didn't answer and just kept walking. But there was a subtle change in her posture—her shoulders seemed to relax, and her stride became a little lighter. I knew it—she had heard me. She hadn't responded, but she had heard.

She barely reacted when I said things like that. It wasn't anger, nor was it joy; it felt more like silent consent. She consented to me speaking to her in a tone bordering on romantic, and she consented to our relationship remaining in this vague, undefined, ambiguous zone. At the very least, she didn't pull away. She was still willing to go for walks with me, eat together, watch movies, and walk through the snow. That was enough.

From then on, whenever the weather was bad or the roads were slippery, she would naturally link her arm with mine. At first, it was only on snowy days, but later, whenever she felt the path was difficult, or even just during our casual walks, she would reach out and take my arm. The gesture became increasingly practiced and natural.

On the twenty-fourth day of the twelfth lunar month—my last day off before the New Year—the sun was shining brightly. I finished washing up and stepped out of my bedroom to find my mother sitting on the living room sofa, cradling a cup of hot water.

"Mom," I said, walking over to sit beside her. "I've got nothing on today, so let me take you shopping. Let's get you a new outfit for the New Year." Her immediate reaction, as always, was to refuse. "What do I need new clothes for? I have plenty already. Why waste the money?" "It's the New Year," I replied, leaving her little room to protest. "Besides, isn't the money I earn from my job meant for treating you? If you won't let me spend it, then working feels meaningless." She paused, her hand holding the cup still. She looked at me, as if wanting to say something, but in the end, she just rolled her eyes, set the cup down, and stood up to head toward her bedroom. "You wait there, let me change." I sat on the sofa, listening to the sound of her rummaging through the wardrobe in the bedroom, and I couldn't help but smile.

We went to the largest shopping mall in the county. With the holiday approaching, the mall was bustling, decorated with red lanterns and promotional posters everywhere, while festive New Year songs played on a loop over the speakers. She walked beside me, her pace noticeably lighter than usual, a hint of irrepressible excitement on her face.

We visited several shops, and she tried on a few items, but she didn't quite like any of them. It wasn't until we walked into a women's clothing store that her eyes were drawn to a coat on a mannequin.

It was a light camel-colored wool coat with a simple, elegant cut, and the fabric looked soft and warm. She walked over and reached out to touch the sleeve, her movements gentle, filled with a cautious, quiet fondness.

"Why don't you try it on?" I suggested from the side.

She hesitated for a moment, then took it down and headed into the fitting room.

Not long after, the curtain pulled back and she stepped out. I looked up and was momentarily speechless.

The coat looked even better on her than it did on the rack. The light camel color made her fair skin look even more radiant, and the tailoring at the waist perfectly accentuated her slender figure. She stood before the mirror, turning sideways and then back again, adjusting the lapels and smoothing out the collar, examining herself carefully in the reflection.

"How does it look?" She tilted her head to look at me, her tone carrying a touch of uncertainty, as if seeking reassurance.

I watched her standing before the mirror. I knew she loved the coat, but I didn't just tell her the coat was nice.

"It’s beautiful," I said. When those words left my lips, I wasn't looking at the coat; I was looking at her face, at her eyes.

She heard me. She gave a little hum of acknowledgement before turning back to look at herself in the mirror. But in that moment she turned, I saw it—a tiny, fleeting curve at the corner of her mouth. That curve didn't belong to a mother, nor to an elder. It belonged to a woman who had been genuinely complimented, the ripple of pleasure that secretly spreads in the heart upon hearing a sincere word of praise.

She walked toward the checkout counter, and I followed, paying with the money I had prepared in advance. She opened her mouth to stop me, but I was a step faster and handed the money over.

She stood by the counter, watching me pay. The cashier gave back the change and then handed me the bag with the coat inside. She didn't offer any more protests; she simply took the bag, looked down at it, and the curve at the corner of her mouth remained.

I took the bag from the cashier, turned around, and was just about to say, "Let's go," when our eyes met in the air.

That moment was brief—so brief that I couldn't even be sure it had truly happened. Yet, in that instant, our gazes locked. I saw the lights in her eyes, the warm, yellow glow of the mall, and something else I couldn't quite define—it wasn't surprise, nor was it agitation, but a deeper sense of bewilderment, as if she had been gently struck by something. Her gaze rested on my face—perhaps for only half a second. Then, she quickly looked away, lowering her head to pretend she was examining the shopping bag in her hands.

The movement was quick and natural, but I saw it. I saw that look in her eyes, and there was something in it, something I had never seen there before. It was too fleeting, so brief that I could barely be certain it had really occurred. But that look was like a seed that had fallen into the softest part of my heart.

I knew clearly in that moment: something between us had quietly changed. It wasn't a world-shaking transformation, but rather like the water beginning to flow beneath a frozen river in winter. The current was still thin and slow, but it existed, and I knew it would not stop.

Later, I realized that my mother had no resistance left toward my actions. That feeling didn't appear suddenly; it was one day in the twelfth lunar month when I realized it—she was finally able to accept my closeness and company with complete ease.

This realization filled me with a profound sense of stability and peace. Since the holiday began, she had stopped locking her door. That "click" had vanished without a trace. In the evenings, as I passed by her bedroom, the door was always left ajar, a sliver of dim, warm light spilling out from the gap. Lying in bed, facing the direction of her room, I felt the immense shift brought about by that unlocked door. The physical barrier that had stood for nearly two years had been quietly dismantled with her silent consent. It filled me with a tranquil joy and strengthened my resolve: I had to protect this hard-won trust.

Even my father had grown accustomed to our dynamic. For instance, when I told him my mother and I were going to see a movie and grabbing dinner afterward, I was already at the door putting on my shoes, waiting for her. My father was sitting on the sofa, picking his teeth. He glanced up at us, then turned his gaze back to the television screen and mumbled vaguely, "Going out again?" "Yeah, we'll be back after the movie," I replied.

He didn't ask further, just waved his hand.

My mother emerged from the bedroom, heard his comment, and rolled her eyes at him.

My father chuckled, making no retort.

My mother and I exchanged a look and headed out. Once the door clicked shut, the sound of my father’s snoring drifted from the living room. He didn't mind at all that she and I were going out alone. In his eyes, it was perfectly normal—a son accompanying his mother to shop or watch a movie was only natural. He had fully accepted the intimacy between us, even actively providing his silent approval and convenience. His unguarded trust made me feel both at ease and conflicted—at ease because I no longer had to act in front of him; conflicted because he trusted me so completely, while I harbored such illicit feelings for his wife.

I noticed that my mother had changed in her daily life as well. The cautious, cold, and rigid shell that had covered her since that incident last year had, at some point, completely fallen away. Now, she would barge into my room when I was sleeping in, rip off my covers, and shout, "What time is it? The sun is already hitting your backside!" Her voice had returned to that piercing, authoritative tone—and hearing it, I felt a long-lost sense of warmth.

She would boss me around without the slightest hesitation, her tone brimming with that matter-of-fact sense of entitlement. I would obediently take out the trash, run out to buy vinegar, or wash my socks, all while she watched from the sidelines, occasionally offering a word or two of guidance.

She had reclaimed every one of her roles in the house. When cooking, she stood alone at the stove, an apron tied around her waist, her spatula flying across the pan. Whenever I tried to go in and help, she would push me out without even looking back. As her palm pressed against my arm, that warmth seeped through the thin fabric of my loungewear—a touch that was undeniably forceful, yet possessed that casual ease found only between those closest to one another.

On the morning of the twenty-eighth day of the twelfth lunar month, before the sky had fully brightened, I was startled awake by a clatter of noise in the living room. I rolled over and pulled the quilt over my head, trying to shut out the sound. But my mother’s voice pierced straight through the bedroom door: "Fang Xuyang! What time do you think it is? Don't you know today is for deep cleaning? Look at this place—it's filthy, like a pigsty!" That shout shook me wide awake. Lying in bed, listening to those familiar sounds outside, an indescribable feeling welled up in me. It wasn't annoyance—strangely enough, there was no annoyance at all. In the past, hearing her rapid-fire scolding would have surely stirred up a sense of defiance in me. But now, as I listened to her movements—the sound of chairs being pulled out and pushed back, the items on the coffee table being rearranged, and her endless stream of nagging—those sounds were filled with her signature, brisk efficiency and an unquestionable authority. I lingered in bed for less than a minute before propping myself up, sliding into my slippers, and heading out of the bedroom.

The living room was already a hive of activity. She had stripped all the cushions off the sofa and piled them in the corner to be washed. She had cleared the items on the coffee table to one side and given the surface a thorough wipe. She was currently crouching in front of the TV stand, bent over to scrub the bottom shelf. She was wearing loose loungewear, her hair tied back neatly, and her sleeves rolled up above her elbows, revealing a glimpse of her fair, slender forearms.

Hearing me come out, she didn't even turn her head, but immediately began to grumble, "Look at this room of yours—the quilt is unmade, the windows are closed, can't you smell that stale air? I told you yesterday we were doing a deep clean today, and here you are, sleeping until the sun is high in the sky." Standing in the middle of the living room, listening to her rapid-fire nagging and watching her busily hunched over on the floor, I felt a strange sense of warmth. It was a feeling both foreign and familiar. I used to find it annoying, but now, listening to her chatter on about these trivialities, I felt a grounded sense of peace. It was because she had finally stopped walking on eggshells around me.

I changed into my slippers and went to the balcony to grab the mop. I soaked and wrung it out, then started mopping from the far end of the hallway. As I rinsed the mop at the bathroom doorway, the water splashed loudly. I thought back over the entire winter, the days since she was discharged from the hospital, and the way she had begun to criticize, order me around, and scold me again—she was completely relaxed in my presence, no longer weighing her words or carefully gauging her tone. This change was like the slow unfurling of a flower bud; one day you suddenly realize it has bloomed.

I wrung out the mop and left it on the balcony. When I walked back into the living room, she was on her tiptoes, reaching for the top hooks of the curtains—she was taking them down to wash. As she stretched upward, the hem of her top lifted, revealing a sliver of pale, delicate waist. The moment the curtain came down, dust swirled in the sunlight. She squinted, dodging the motes, and muttered, "Look at all this dust; you never take them down to wash all year round." I walked over, stood beside her, and reached out to take the heavy fabric from her hands. "Let me handle this; you go take a break." She shot me a glare, her tone still retaining that sharp edge: "Break? What break? The work isn't finished yet. Don't just think about slacking off; go wipe down those windows!" I mumbled an acknowledgment and turned to grab a rag. She continued bustling about the living room. When she leaned over to wipe the coffee table, her collar gaped slightly. I happened to glance over, then quickly looked away. In that same instant, she seemed to sense my gaze—her movements faltered for a second, then she straightened up in an incredibly natural motion, gathered her collar with her hand, and went back to wiping the edge of the table. The pause was so brief that if I hadn't been watching her out of the corner of my eye, I never would have noticed.

I knew she had noticed that glance. But she chose to handle it in the way least likely to cause friction. No anger, no questioning, no evasion; she simply used a small gesture to remind me, then went back to what she was doing. This had become a silent understanding between us—she knew I was looking at her, but she no longer bristled with defenses as she once had. She just gave me a gentle, subtle nudge, and let the matter slide.

I took the rag and went to clean the windows. The water was cold, the chill spreading from my fingertips to my wrists. I stood before the window, scrubbing away the grime that had accumulated over the winter. A thin layer of condensation had formed on the glass, and as I wiped it clean, the light from outside flooded in, making the whole room feel much brighter.

She was standing by the window adjusting the curtain hooks. Sunlight streamed in from outside, gilding her silhouette in a soft, golden glow. She stood straight, her posture relaxed, with the faintest curve at the corners of her mouth—a curve so subtle that, had I not been standing at that exact angle, I never would have noticed it. But I knew that expression; it was the one she only wore when she was in a good mood.

I suddenly realized something important: she no longer saw me as that dangerous, unpredictable person she had to constantly guard against. She had begun to see me as her son again—a son she could boss around, scold, and criticize at will. In her heart, I had finally shifted from someone who terrified her back into someone who brought her peace of mind.

I buried my head in wiping the dust from the windowsill, feeling a complex, indescribable emotion. There was warmth, because she was finally no longer afraid of me. There was satisfaction, because over a year of effort had finally earned me her complete trust. But beneath that warmth and satisfaction hid a faint, unspoken feeling: she saw me as a son, not a man. This realization brought a momentary flicker of disappointment, but it was so light, brushing against my heart like a feather before dissolving in the warm sunlight. I told myself there was no rush; take it slow.

I cast my gaze back out the window. The sunlight was lovely. I took a deep breath, turned around, and asked, "Mom, is there anything else that needs doing?" Standing on the ladder to secure the curtains, she didn't even turn her head, tossing a reply over her shoulder: "Replace all the rags in the kitchen, and did you wipe the dust off the top of the refrigerator?" I acknowledged her with a nod and headed into the bathroom. At that moment, I couldn't suppress a smile—her nagging was back. That familiar, impatient, matter-of-fact nagging—Liu Hongyu’s signature style—had returned. And in that nagging, I felt a long-lost, grounding sense of warmth.

On the afternoon of New Year's Eve, before the sky had fully darkened, the kitchen was already buzzing with activity. Steam rose from the pots, shrouding the glass kitchen door in a hazy mist. The counter was covered with an array of ingredients. The air was filled with a mix of scents—that unique aroma of the day before the New Year that makes one feel truly at peace from the bottom of their heart.

My mother stood at the stove, wearing that old apron of hers, her sleeves rolled up above her elbows, revealing skin flushed slightly red from the steam. She leaned over, turning the pork ribs in the pan with a spatula. Her movements were practiced, carrying the calm and confidence that comes with decades of experience.

I stood nearby, helping out. We moved back and forth in the kitchen, our shoulders brushing occasionally, our arms bumping—all unintentional, all natural. She didn't pull away, and I didn't make a conscious effort to get closer.

When the fish hit the pan, the oil sizzled loudly. She turned her head and said to me, "Hand me the vinegar." I took the bottle from the spice rack, but instead of taking it, she turned slightly, showing me her back. "Untie my apron for me; it’s hurting my neck. I tied it too tight." I paused for a moment, then set the vinegar down and stepped behind her. She stood facing the stove, her back to me, still holding the spatula. I reached out, grabbed both ends of the bow tied at her waist, and gave a firm tug; the knot came undone.

"There," I said quietly.

She didn't turn around, just gave a soft "Mm," her hands never stopping their work. Only after finishing that task did she straighten up, reach back to remove the apron from her neck, fold it, and drape it over the back of a chair. She glanced back at me—it was a fleeting look, just a casual glance, but I saw her eyes linger on my face for less than a second. There was no guardedness in that look, no wariness, just a faint, indescribable warmth. Then, she turned back to continue chopping the green onions.

As the New Year's Eve dinner was nearing completion, she leaned against the cabinet, rubbing her temples with her hand, her brows slightly furrowed. I set down the plate I was holding and walked over to her. "Mom, sit down and take a break. Let me massage your head." She looked up at me, her eyes filled with a hint of weariness and surprise. Her lips moved as if to decline, but the words stopped before she could speak. After hesitating for a second or two, she lowered her hands and said softly, "All right then, just for a moment." She sat down on a small stool nearby, resting her back against the cabinet, and bowed her head slightly. I stepped behind her, reached out, and pressed my fingers gently against her temples. I could feel the warmth of her skin beneath my fingertips.

I began to rub her temples in slow, gentle circles. I tried to keep my movements soft and rhythmic. Her breathing gradually became steady and deep beneath my fingers, and her entire frame began to relax, inch by inch, from its tense state.

She kept her eyes closed, saying nothing. The kitchen was quiet; the stove flame had been turned down low, leaving only the sound of the soup simmering in the pot. Her face looked soft in the light.

I massaged for about five or six minutes until her breathing was completely calm. She slowly opened her eyes and tapped my fingers, which were still resting near her temples, with the back of her hand. "That's enough, it doesn't hurt anymore. Go set the table; your father should be home soon." I pulled my hands away. She stood up and tied on a clean apron, her movements much lighter than before, and the traces of fatigue were gone from her face. She glanced at me—it was a brief look, but in her eyes, I saw a faint, yet very genuine curve. That expression did not belong to a mother looking at her son, nor was it any look she usually maintained; it was more like a softness that welled up from within, born from the simple act of being treated with tenderness.

I carried the dishes to the table one by one, and she followed behind, carrying a plate of braised pork ribs. She stood by the table, wiped the grease from her hands with her apron, looked at the table full of food, and said, "There, that’s everything." I looked at her back—her hair still carried a faint scent of cooking smoke, and her shoulders were slightly stiff. Yet, the expression on her face as she looked at the table was one of satisfaction, perhaps even a hint of pride she wasn't entirely aware of. She leaned over to shift the plates, arranging them just so. That insignificant adjustment struck me right in the heart.

In that moment, standing behind her, a surge of gentle, grounded emotion welled up within me. I didn't speak; I just stood there quietly, watching her turn back toward the kitchen to bring out the final soup. Her apron strings dangled behind her—she hadn't tied them back up after I had untied them earlier. I watched her walk into the kitchen, that loose apron trailing behind her, her silhouette slightly hunched before the stove in the warm, yellow glow of the kitchen lights.

That New Year's Eve became, at that very moment, the most tender holiday in my memory.

After the New Year, on the afternoon of the third day, she and I were leaning against the sofa watching TV. Outside, the sky had already darkened, but inside, the heating was running strong, filling the room with a cozy warmth. A variety show was playing on TV, and the audience was erupting in waves of laughter. She laughed along, too, but in a completely relaxed way—leaning back against the sofa cushions, her feet tucked up onto the edge of the seat, her whole body curled into a comfortable ball.

I sat at the other end of the sofa, a person's width away from her. I looked at the TV screen, but my attention wasn't entirely on it. In my peripheral vision, I could sense her presence—she was right there at the other end, so close to me. The air was filled with the scent of her.

After about half an hour, she began to shift her position. She unfolded her legs, stretching her feet out naturally. Then, slowly and silently, her foot came to rest near my leg—not as a deliberate move, but because space was limited, and as she stretched, her toes happened to brush against the side of my thigh. The contact was light, barely a weight through the two layers of fabric, yet I felt it distinctly—the warmth of her toes seeping through to me.

I didn’t react at all. I kept watching the television, my face betraying no change. Yet, inside, it felt as if something had lightly plucked a string within me, causing my heart to skip a beat—and then I forced myself to calm down.

She didn't react either. Her expression remained relaxed and natural, occasionally chuckling along with the show. But I noticed a subtle shift in her features—her expression had softened even more than before. Her foot rested beside my leg, neither pulling away nor pushing any further, just lingering there, maintaining a contact that felt almost ethereal.

I sat there, my entire focus concentrated on that tiny point of contact by my leg. It was an incredibly minute touch, so minor that any outsider wouldn't have thought a thing of it. But I knew that such a touch had rarely occurred before today. Ever since what happened last year, she had instinctively kept her distance even when sitting next to me.

But now, she was just leaning there, her foot resting naturally against my leg. It was an infinitesimal change, but to me, its weight was so profound that a strong, indescribable warmth surged through my heart—she was completely at ease beside me.

I quietly, and with extreme slowness, adjusted my sitting position, shifting my body just a fraction toward her. The movement was so slight that she likely wouldn't notice it at all. Yet, once I had shifted, I could feel more of her toes pressing against my leg. I didn't move again, just sat there quietly, feeling that gentle, steady pressure. It felt as if a quilt, thoroughly warmed by the sun, had been draped over my heart—cozy, heavy, and reassuring. I suddenly wished that this variety show would never end, and that this night would never turn to dawn.

Once the seventh day of the Lunar New Year had passed, the festive atmosphere began to fade. The red lanterns still hung in the streets, but the sound of firecrackers had completely ceased. After the holiday, I stopped working at the supermarket and stayed home every day; the pace of life suddenly slowed down.

From the twelfth lunar month until now, over this past month or so, my mother's attitude has undergone a significant shift. This change didn't happen suddenly; it was as gradual as a frozen river thawing. But when you look back, you realize that some things have changed completely. When I first came home for winter break, she was still somewhat reserved, choosing her words carefully and maintaining a hint of distance in her manner. But after the New Year, that distance almost entirely vanished—she returned to her most natural state in front of me.

Now, every morning, she walks around the living room in that loose loungewear without a second thought. All through last summer, she had kept herself wrapped up tight whenever she was at home. But now, that deliberate sense of caution has disappeared, I don't know when. She no longer feels the need to keep herself completely covered up at all times.

I understand that she is wearing these clothes again not for any other reason than that she no longer sees me as a threat. In her heart, I have reverted to being that "son" she can interact with comfortably, without needing to be on guard. This realization makes me feel both warm and a little lost—warm because she is finally no longer afraid of me; lost because, in her eyes, I am, after all, just a son. But this sense of loss is shallow, very shallow, and it quickly drifts away with the current.

She has resumed all her roles in the house—cooking, doing laundry, tidying up—pushing me from the role of her caretaker back into the position of being cared for. When she criticizes me, her tone has recovered that long-lost, matter-of-fact authority. When she stands in the middle of the living room with her hands on her hips scolding me, her eyes round and her brows slightly furrowed—that is her most natural, most authentic expression.

Standing opposite her, listening to her rapid-fire scolding, I feel an indescribable sense of stability. A person only dares to criticize you without reservation when they feel completely safe. Her criticism, her nagging, her bossiness—these prove that she has completely let down her guard with me.

Yet, I am not sure what this state of total relaxation really means. I am not sure if she has simply reverted to the role of a mother, or if she has completed a shift in her heart, silently allowing someone who is pursuing her to keep drawing closer. Those uncertainties are like a thin mist, shrouding the relationship between us. I can see her silhouette and feel her warmth, but I cannot clearly see her true expression.

Yet, strangely, I no longer feel the anxiety I did last year. I have learned to be content with what is right in front of me—that she can be her true self around me, that she can vent to me or be critical of me without reservation, and that she can move comfortably about the living room in that thin T-shirt. All of this is more than enough to satisfy me.

This thought is like a beam of light piercing through the mist. I no longer obsess over whether the look in her eyes reflects the soul of a mother or a woman, nor do I fret over the blurred boundary between us. I simply want to keep moving forward, in the slowest and most secure way possible. As for what the future holds, I will neither dwell on it nor try to guess.

I am walking with her through this warm, everyday life, like two rivers flowing in parallel that, after a long winter, have finally, at some unremarkable moment in spring, quietly converged.
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Chapter 15

Happiness always arrives when you least expect it... By the seventh day of the Lunar New Year, the streets were becoming crowded again, shops were opening one after another, and those returning to work had already left. My father had been running out since the fourth day; every day he was either drinking or playing cards, and sometimes, even when there was nothing to do, he would still wander outside until midnight before coming home. He seemed unable to stay put at home and always had to find something to do out there. My mother would occasionally nag him—"You're never home all day long; is this place a hotel to you?"—my father wouldn't argue back, just chuckled, and the next day he'd run out just the same. My mother eventually stopped bothering to say anything, as if she had grown accustomed to this routine.

And so, after the seventh day, most of the time, only my mother and I were left at home.

In this early spring, the relationship between my mother and me entered a state I had never anticipated. It is hard to describe that state accurately in words—it was neither the traditional, distant mode of interaction between mother and son, nor was it the explicit, ambiguous state of lovers—it was more like a warm stretch of water suspended between those two states, where both she and I drifted, neither of us in any hurry to reach either shore.

Ever since that afternoon on the third day of the Lunar New Year, when we were leaning on the sofa watching TV and made accidental contact.

I noticed that natural physical contact between my mother and me began to happen more and more often. It wasn't the intentional, suggestive kind of touching, but the kind of physical contact most casual in daily life, perhaps even one she wasn't aware of herself.

On the afternoon of the eleventh day of the Lunar New Year, the sun was bright. I was sitting on the living room sofa reading when she walked past me to tidy up the fruit platter on the coffee table. As she passed, her hand naturally rested on my shoulder as if to steady herself, pressing down lightly before moving on. The gesture was brief, lasting less than two seconds, but the warmth of her palm through my T-shirt lingered on my skin for a long time.

Another time, as we were sitting next to each other watching TV, her knee rested lightly against mine. It wasn’t intentional; the sofa was cramped, and it was inevitable that our knees would touch. Before, she would have instinctively pulled away, but now, she didn’t. Her knee stayed there, resting gently against mine, and even through the two layers of fabric, I could feel the faint, lingering contact and the warmth of her skin.

In the way we interacted, that cautious, deliberate sense of distance that used to exist was fading away bit by bit. In its place was a natural, effortless intimacy. She would wear that old T-shirt with the stretched-out neckline in front of me without a second thought; when she bent down to reach for something under the coffee table, the neckline would dip, revealing a patch of fair skin on her collarbone and chest. She would let down the hair she’d kept tied up all day right in front of me, shaking it out and running her fingers through the strands that still bore the creases of the hair tie. She did these things with an expression of such ease and relaxation—a complete lack of self-consciousness that one usually only sees in the privacy of one’s own home or in front of one’s own son. That openness left me feeling both satisfied and something else, a complexity I couldn't quite put into words.

On the evening of the twelfth day of the first lunar month, the weather was quite cold. My mother came out of the shower with her hair still damp, draped over her shoulders, and a faint scent of body wash drifted from her. She was wearing a loose white T-shirt and light gray cotton shorts—the neckline of the white shirt was wide, exposing a large area of her fair collarbone and chest. Her hair was soaking wet, with water droplets falling from the ends onto her collarbone and sliding down her skin into the neckline.

Looking at her wet hair, a sudden thought occurred to me. I stood up, went into the bathroom to grab a dry towel, and sat back down beside her.

"Mom, your hair is still wet," I said. "Let me dry it for you so you don't catch a cold." She was taken aback, likely not expecting me to say that. She turned her head to look at me, a flicker of surprise in her eyes, which was then replaced by an indescribable softness.

"No need, it'll dry on its own in a bit," she said, though her tone held no real refusal.

"It’ll dry faster this way." Not waiting for her to refuse again, I reached out and gently wrapped her damp hair ends in the towel, beginning to wipe them with care.

She sat there, her body stiffening slightly for a moment before quickly relaxing. She didn't push me away, instead tacitly allowing my actions, even tilting her head down slightly to make it easier for me to dry her hair. I sat beside her, turned toward her, holding the towel in both hands as I carefully blotted her wet hair. Her strands were fine and soft, carrying the faint scent of shower gel as they slipped between my fingers.

I wiped slowly and meticulously, starting from the ends and working my way up bit by bit. Her hair was long, cascading down almost to her waist. I divided it into sections, gently gripping them with the towel and smoothing down from root to tip to let the fabric soak up the excess moisture. My fingers occasionally brushed against the skin of her nape—it was warm, smooth, and felt slightly damp from her recent bath. Every time my fingertips grazed her skin, I could feel her body give a tiny quiver—a movement so subtle it was almost imperceptible, yet I felt it nonetheless.

She didn't say a word, just sat there quietly with her head slightly bowed, letting me tend to her hair. The living room was still, save for the soft rustle of the towel against her hair and the occasional call of a night bird from outside the window.

Once I had finished, her hair no longer dripped, though it remained slightly damp. I set the towel aside, my fingers lingering for a moment on the tips of her hair. In that instant, an impulse surged within me—I wanted to place my hand on her head, to run my fingers through her locks and feel that softness slide between them. But I didn't. I suppressed the urge and pulled my hand back.

"There," I said. "Once it dries naturally in a little while, your head won't ache anymore." She slowly raised her head and turned to look at me. We were so close that I could see the tiny glimmers in her eyes. The scrutiny and guardedness I had grown accustomed to were gone, replaced by a soft, indefinable emotion. It wasn't gratitude, nor was it being moved; it was more like the reaction one has when a tender touch brushes against a soft spot in the heart.

"When did you become so good at taking care of people?" she asked. Her tone was light, as if she were talking to herself or perhaps asking me. Yet there was no teasing or sarcasm in it—only a faint, warm trace of wonder.

"I only know how to take care of you," I replied.

She paused, stunned. Then, the corners of her mouth slowly curved upward—a small arc, but one that was genuine and heartfelt. She said nothing more, turning back to watch the television. But as she leaned back against the sofa, her body tilted ever so slightly toward me. It was a subtle shift, one I wouldn't have noticed had I not been watching her out of the corner of my eye.

It was the sixteenth day of the first lunar month. Since everyone was still on holiday, we slept in, and it was nearly noon by the time we finished eating. My father lounged on the sofa watching TV, aimlessly flipping through channels with the remote. Without turning his head, he remarked, "I won't be home for dinner tonight; I'm going out to drink with Old Zhang and the others." Then, he casually asked, "What are you doing today?" I set down my chopsticks, trying to keep my tone nonchalant. "It's Valentine's Day. I'm taking Mom out for dinner and a movie." My father let out a scoff, his eyes still glued to the screen. "Valentine's Day? That's a foreign holiday. All these holidays are just schemes for businesses to swindle money out of people. What's the point of celebrating?" My mother was walking out of the kitchen with half a glass of water when she heard this; her footsteps faltered. She set the glass onto the coffee table with a sharp, distinct clatter, her voice laced with clear displeasure. "Fine, don't celebrate it then. But do you even know what romance is? All you know how to do is drink and play cards your whole life; you can't even remember a single holiday." As she spoke, she sat down on the sofa next to me, arms crossed over her chest, her chin slightly raised, her lips pressed into a thin line.

Hearing this, my dad looked a bit sheepish. His lips moved as if he wanted to retort but couldn't find the words. He set down the remote, scratched the back of his head, and muttered, "It’s just a holiday, what’s there to celebrate..." My mom’s face darkened at these words. She turned to look at his profile, her voice rising a notch. "What’s there to celebrate? You tell me, what’s there to celebrate? I’ve been married to you for all these years, how many holidays have you ever celebrated with me? You can’t even remember my birthday! Look at your son; he at least knows to take me out for a movie and dinner. And you? You haven't done a damn thing!" Stunned by this barrage, my dad opened his mouth, but eventually just gave a dry cough and shifted his gaze toward the TV, looking a bit evasive.

Watching the scene unfold, I quickly chimed in, "Dad, if you won't celebrate with her, I will. I’m going to take Mom out today and make sure she has a great time." Hearing this, my mom turned to look at me, and her previously tense expression softened. Her eyes lingered on my face for a moment, and the corners of her mouth twitched into a fleeting smile before she flattened them again. "No need," she said. "Why spend the money? There’s nothing to celebrate." My dad chimed in from the side, "Exactly, what is there to celebrate? It’s a waste of money." My mom shot him a sharp glare. "Look at you! You’re not even as thoughtful as your son! Your son at least offers to take me out, and all you can talk about is wasting money!" After that, she turned back to me. Although her tone still carried a hint of stubbornness, the light in her eyes had softened considerably. "Fine, let’s go then. It’s depressing just sitting at home anyway." She stood up, turned, and headed toward the bedroom. After two steps, she stopped and, without looking back, added, "I’m going to change my clothes," before closing the door behind her.

I sat on the sofa, listening to the sound of rummaging coming from the bedroom—she opened the wardrobe, closed it, and then opened another cupboard. The sound of hangers clinking together came in intermittent bursts. My dad snorted, stood up, and grabbed his jacket. "Fine, you two go celebrate. I'm going out for a drink." He bent down to put on his leather shoes, grabbed the car keys from the coffee table, and walked out without looking back. Once the door clicked shut, the sound of his footsteps faded as he headed down the stairs.

After a long while, the bedroom door finally opened.

My mom walked out.

I looked up, and the moment my eyes landed on her, I completely lost my breath.

She was wearing a black, high-necked, form-fitting base layer. The collar clung to the slender lines of her neck, and the soft fabric molded to her body, outlining every curve of her upper torso—her rounded shoulders, her slender waist, and the two full, firm mounds of her chest, which looked exceptionally voluptuous and uplifted under the black fabric. The hem of the shirt was tucked in, revealing her flat stomach and delicate waistline. On her lower half, she wore a pair of dark gray slim-fit trousers. The slightly elastic fabric tightly hugged every inch of her curves from waist to ankle—her thighs were rounded and firm, the lines behind her knees were smooth and clean, and her calves were straight and well-proportioned. Most striking was the transition from her waist to her hips; the two plump, rounded cheeks of her buttocks stretched the fabric into a perfect arc, swaying slightly from side to side with every step she took. On her feet, she wore a pair of dark brown high-heeled boots that reached just below her knees, further elongating her already long, slender legs.

Her outer layer was a long, deep khaki coat made of a soft yet structured fabric. It reached below her knees, the hem swaying gently with her stride. The coat was left open, showcasing the smooth, fluid lines of her body created by the black shirt and gray trousers. She also wore a light beige cashmere scarf loosely wrapped around her neck, its tasseled ends draped over her chest.

Her hair had been styled—instead of her usual low ponytail, it was worn down, voluminous and glossy, with the ends curled slightly inward to rest just at her shoulders. She had parted her hair to one side, revealing the clean curve of her forehead and brow bone on one side, while the hair on the other side fell naturally, framing her face in a soft arc.

She was wearing makeup. Her eyebrows had been drawn in, with the tails slightly elongated, making her eyes appear more expressive. A fine, clean line of eyeliner made her beautiful peach-blossom eyes look brighter and deeper. Her lips were coated in a soft, dewy, and plump bean-paste-colored lipstick. A light touch of blush on her cheeks gave her complexion an exceptionally radiant, rosy glow.

She stood in the center of the living room, pulling the lapels of her coat together. Then, she looked up at me, her gaze holding a hint of uncertainty and an unmistakable glimmer of anticipation.

“How is it?” she asked, her tone light and probing.

I looked at her, feeling my heart give a sudden jolt in my chest. Wrapped in that black base layer and grey trousers, her curves possessed the effortless, distinctive sensuality of a mature woman. It wasn’t the thin, green beauty of a young girl—but rather a ripeness earned through the passage of time, full where it should be full, and slender where it should be slender. Standing in the afternoon light, she radiated a calm, gentle glow.

“You look great,” I said. My voice was steady, but only I knew how much remained unsaid within those two words. “Really great.” Upon hearing this, the corners of her mouth curled—a smile that held both satisfaction and a trace of shyness. She lowered her head to adjust her scarf and pulled at the hem of her coat, then looked up at me. “Well, let’s go then. Don’t dawdle.” I snapped back to reality, put on my coat, and followed her out the door.

As we walked out of the residential complex, the roadside breeze met us, carrying that distinct, cool, damp scent of early spring. She walked beside me, the hem of her coat swaying with her stride, her boot heels clicking crisply against the concrete. A few strands of her hair were caught by the wind, and she reached up to tuck them behind her ear, glancing at me sideways. “What movie did you book?” “You’ll see when we get there,” I said.

The cinema was on the fourth floor of the mall in the town center. There weren’t many people for the afternoon showing, and the lobby was sparsely populated. I picked up our tickets at the kiosk and went to the counter to buy a bucket of popcorn and two sodas. She stood nearby waiting for me, her coat already off and draped over her arm, revealing the silhouette of her body beneath the black base layer. She folded the coat over her arm and took the soda I handed her with her free hand. She took a sip, then squinted, as if startled by the chill.

The movie was a domestic romance about a middle-aged couple rediscovering each other amidst the trivialities of daily life. She was completely absorbed, leaning slightly forward with her eyes fixed on the screen, sometimes forgetting to chew the popcorn she’d brought to her lips. Several times, when the plot reached a poignant moment, I heard her sniffle softly. I didn’t turn to look at her, but simply sat quietly by her side, sensing her immersion through my peripheral vision.

When the movie ended and the theater lights came up, she leaned back in her seat, still lingering in the film’s emotions, her eyes glistening. She let out a soft sigh, as if releasing the breath she’d been holding, then turned to look at me and said, "That was actually quite good." "Of course it was," I replied. "Would I ever pick a bad movie?" She rolled her eyes at me, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. We followed the crowd out of the theater; she put her coat back on, tied the belt, and followed me downstairs.

By the time we left the mall, the sky had begun to darken. Streetlights flickered on one by one, their dim, golden halos appearing especially warm in the cool air of early spring. I led her along the pedestrian street for about ten minutes before turning into a quiet alley, where we stopped in front of a Western restaurant.

She looked up at the storefront—a dark wooden frame with warm yellow string lights hanging in the windows on either side. Through the glass, I could see tables covered in checkered tablecloths, each set with a candle lamp. She paused, surprised, then turned to me. "A Western restaurant?" "Yeah, I booked it in advance," I said, pushing the door open and stepping aside to let her in first.

The place wasn't large, but it was thoughtfully decorated. Each table was draped in a red-and-white checkered cotton cloth and featured a round candle lamp, its flame dancing quietly inside a glass shade. The walls were adorned with oil paintings, their frames wrapped in tiny strings of lights that cast a warm glow. The air was filled with the scent of toasted bread and butter, with a faint, lingering hint of roses. A soothing jazz piano piece played in the background, the volume low enough to just fill the silence of the room.

The waiter led us to a table for two by the window and handed us the menus. After sitting down, she took off her coat and draped it over the back of her chair, looking around with a sense of curious earnestness. She flipped through the menu for a few pages, then looked up at me and lowered her voice. "This place must be quite expensive, right?" "It's fine," I said. "It's Valentine's Day, after all. Just order whatever you like." She hesitated for a moment before finally ordering a steak, a bowl of cream of mushroom soup, and a glass of red wine. I ordered the same. The dishes arrived one by one, exquisitely plated. When she picked up her knife and fork, her movements were a bit clumsy; as she cut the steak, the blade slipped against the plate, making a harsh, grating sound. She glanced at me, looking a bit embarrassed. I pretended not to notice and kept my head down, cutting my own steak.

After a few bites, she set her knife and fork down, picked up her wine glass for a small sip, and leaned back, her gaze resting on the candlelight. The glow reflected on her face, making her features appear softer than usual. Her eyelashes cast small shadows in the light, and her lips looked fuller and rosier from the wine.

"Mom," I said, putting down my cutlery and looking at her, "you look beautiful today." The hand holding her glass paused. She looked up at me, her expression a mix of surprise and a subtle, fleeting softness, as if something had gently touched her heart. She took another sip of wine, set the glass back on the table, and said in a tone meant to deflect, "Alright, alright, enough with that. You’re always so smooth-talking—where did you learn that?" "It's not smooth talk," I said, my voice turning serious. "I’m telling the truth. In my heart, you have always been the most beautiful. In the past, now, and always." She didn't say anything after hearing this. She lowered her head to look at the half-finished steak in front of her, her fingers tightening slightly around her fork. Then, I saw a faint flush rise to her cheeks—a blush that started at her cheekbones and spread all the way to her ears, appearing remarkably distinct in the candlelight.

She kept her head down in silence for a long while before she finally spoke, her voice a few shades lower than before, carrying an unnatural, deliberate calmness: "What’s gotten into you today... why are you saying all these things?" "Because it’s Valentine’s Day," I said. "I just wanted you to know that, in my heart, you have always been the most important person." She didn’t respond. She picked up her glass, took another sip, and set it back on the table, her fingers unconsciously tracing the rim. Her gaze rested on the flickering candlelight on the table, and there was something in her expression I couldn't quite name—not anger, not resistance, but something softer, more complex, as if something inside her had begun to give way.

She took a small red velvet pouch out of her bag. I looked at the one in my own hand and froze, a flicker of surprise flashing in my eyes under the candlelight.

"What is this?" she asked.

I placed my small pouch on the table and pushed it toward her.

"Open it and see," I said.

She hesitated for a moment, then reached out to take the pouch and untied the drawstring. She poured the contents into her palm—it was a lucky bead, made of gold, its surface polished so smooth that it cast a warm glow in the candlelight. She kept her head lowered, staring at the bead in her palm for a long time. Her fingers gently stroked its smooth surface, moving slowly, as if she were feeling its texture and weight.

"Mom," I said, looking at her. My voice was calm—so calm that even I was a bit surprised. "It’s Valentine’s Day, and I wanted to get you a gift." She didn’t speak, remaining with her head bowed as she looked at the lucky bead, but the rhythm of her breathing had shifted ever so slightly.

"I bought this with the money I earned from my part-time job," I continued. "It’s not an expensive gift, but it represents my heart. I remember you wanted this before, but my dad said you already had plenty of bracelets and wouldn't buy it for you. So I thought, if no one else will buy it for you, I will." She still kept her head bowed, not looking at me. Her hand, clutching the lucky bead, rested on the table, her knuckles turning slightly white. After a long while, she finally spoke, her voice very low: "You..." She stopped after just that one word. After a few more seconds of silence, she continued, her tone forced and unnaturally light: "Why waste your money on this... I already have so many bracelets..." "Those were the ones you bought yourself," I said. "This one is a gift from me." She didn't answer. She remained head-down, staring at the bead in her palm. But her hand didn't loosen; she held it tight, steady and firm.

I took a deep breath and added, "It's for my valentine." Hearing this, she finally looked up at me. Her expression held surprise, embarrassment, and something complex that I couldn't quite name. The flush on her cheeks deepened, glowing softly in the candlelight. She looked at me, her lips moving slightly, and then she said in a tone mixed with shyness and mock reproach, "Who is your valentine... what nonsense are you spouting?" "I'm not talking nonsense," I said, looking her straight in the eyes. "They say that in a past life, a son was his mother’s lover." She froze. She stared at me, her eyes filled with surprise, hesitation, and a kind of indefinable stir, as if something had struck a tender spot within her. She held the lucky bead, her fingers tightening slightly before relaxing again, then she lowered her head to look at the golden bead in her palm, her lips slowly curving into a faint, almost imperceptible smile.

"What twisted logic," she said, her voice low, carrying a hint of helplessness and a touch of surrender.

But she didn't put the bead back on the table. She held it, silent for a long time, then looked up at me and said, "Help me put it on." My heart gave a sudden leap. I stood up, walked around the table, and went to her side. She extended her wrist toward me—fair, slender, and bared before me. I reached out, took the red string attached to the charm, carefully looped it around her wrist, and used my fingers to tie it, securing it with a knot. The golden bead rested quietly against the inner side of her pale wrist, reflecting tiny glints of light in the candlelight.

She looked down at the bead on her wrist, flicked it gently with the fingers of her other hand, and let it spin. Then she looked up at me, and that gaze held so much—shyness, hesitation, a softness I couldn't quite name, and a glimmer that she perhaps wasn't even aware of, the kind unique to a woman who feels cherished.

I felt as if something had filled my heart. I returned to my seat, picked up my wine glass, and took a sip, feeling the warmth of the red wine spread through my mouth. She picked up her glass as well; she didn't clink it against mine, just took a small sip, then set it back on the table. Her fingers unconsciously traced the rim of the glass, her gaze fixed on the candlelight, her expression carrying a complexity I couldn't decipher.

When we left the Western restaurant, the night wind hit us, carrying the crisp chill characteristic of early spring. She walked out of the shop, stood on the steps, and tilted her head back slightly, taking a deep breath as if to exhale all the emotions that had built up inside along with that breath. I followed her out, stood by her side, and glanced at her—the streetlamp light shone on her face; her expression was calm, but the corners of her mouth held a faint, lingering curve.

She walked down the steps, took two paces, and then reached out, naturally slipping her hand through the crook of my arm and linking it with mine.

The motion was light, as natural as if she had done it a thousand times. The sleeve of her coat brushed against the fabric of my jacket, her palm resting on my forearm, warm and soft. She held onto me, not looking at me, just looking ahead, walking forward at an unhurried, steady pace.

I felt her palm pressing lightly against my forearm through my sleeve; the touch was like a feather, yet it held more weight than anything else. I looked down at her hand resting in the crook of my arm—the golden charm on her fair wrist swayed gently with the rhythm of her stride, catching the streetlights and glinting with every movement.

We walked slowly along the illuminated sidewalk. A night breeze blew, stirring a few stray locks of hair across her forehead. She reached up to tuck them behind her ear, then turned to glance at me. "The steak at that place was pretty good, just a bit pricey." "As long as it tasted good, that's all that matters," I said. "I'll take you again next time I'm off." She didn't answer, but her arm, hooked through mine, tightened ever so slightly. She kept walking, her pace a little lighter than before. The heels of her boots clicked crisply and rhythmically against the concrete, each step landing steady and sure.

We walked on for a while longer before she spoke again, her voice low, as if talking to herself: "When did you learn to be such a charmer?" "It's not charm," I replied. "I just want to treat you well. From now on, I want to treat you well, always." She heard me but didn't respond. She walked beside me, arm in arm, her stride remaining unhurried and steady. Yet, the fingers gripping my arm curled inward just a fraction—an incredibly slight movement, barely perceptible, but I felt it.

A surge of indescribable warmth welled up inside me. It moved slowly, like an invisible river flowing gently through my veins. I felt the warmth of her arm, the rhythm of her steps, and the silent, unspoken understanding between us.

Since that night on Valentine's Day, the atmosphere between us had shifted in a subtle way. She no longer just passively accepted my presence and companionship as she once had—she had begun to respond to me, actively and with careful intention.

On the evening of the fourteenth day of the first lunar month, I was sitting in the living room watching television when she walked out from the kitchen with a plate of sliced fruit. She set it on the coffee table and sat down beside me. She didn’t sit at the other end of the sofa, but right next to me—so close that there was barely any space between our arms. After sitting down, she nudged the fruit plate toward me and said, "Eat, it's freshly cut." I picked up a piece of apple and took a bite. She sat beside me, picked up a piece herself, and ate it slowly. We sat there quietly together, watching the program on the screen, neither of us saying a word.

Halfway through the show, I began to tentatively reach out. I didn't reach for her, but instead rested my hand on the back of the sofa, just behind her. She didn't pull away, nor did she turn to see where my hand was; she simply kept watching the television, her expression unchanged. Yet, she didn't shift away either—she stayed right where she was, within easy reach of my hand.

I gathered my courage, moved my hand down from the back of the sofa, and gently, tentatively, placed it on her shoulder. The moment my fingers touched her shoulder, her body stiffened slightly—a reflexive, instinctive reaction. But that tension lasted less than two seconds before it slowly, bit by bit, melted away. She didn't dodge, didn't brush my hand off, and didn't even turn her head to look at me. She just kept watching the TV, as if nothing had happened.

Her hand slowly reached out, picked up the last piece of apple from the plate, took a bite, and then she nudged the plate gently toward me. The movement was subtle, but I knew—it was her response to me. She was telling me that she accepted my closeness, that she accepted my touch.

The fifteenth day of the first lunar month, the Lantern Festival.

During the day, she and I were in the living room watching television. A comedy was playing, and the plot was so hilarious that she was laughing heartily. Seeing her doubled over with laughter, a thought suddenly surged in my heart—I wanted to tease her, to play and be lighthearted with her.

While she was laughing her heart out, I suddenly reached out, pretending to tickle her under the arms. Before my fingers even touched her side, she had already caught on—she let out a shriek, curled into the sofa, and swatted at my hands wildly, laughing until tears were almost streaming down her face. "Fang Xuyang, don't you dare! Just try touching me and see what happens! Hey—stay away! Hahahaha—get off!" I didn't actually tickle her; I just kept waving my hands in front of her, bluffing. She huddled in the corner of the sofa, shaking with laughter, her face flushed crimson, tears of mirth welling in her eyes. I had never seen her laugh so joyfully before—not that polite, perfunctory smile, but a genuine, unreserved, belly-deep laugh. Her laughter echoed through the living room, crisp and resonant, like a string of silver bells chiming in the breeze.

I pulled back my hand and stood by, watching her struggle to catch her breath. She leaned against the back of the sofa, wiping the tears from the corners of her eyes with the back of her hand, her chest still heaving from the exertion. She looked at me and scolded with a smile, "You brat, you think you can tease your mother now, huh?" "You're not my mother," I said, looking at her seriously. "You're my lover." Her expression froze for a second. The blush on her cheeks deepened, spreading from her cheekbones to her ears, even tinting her neck a faint shade of pink. She was stunned for a moment, then suddenly sat upright and slapped my arm—a sharp, crisp sound—as she retorted, "Stop talking nonsense! Who's your lover? I'm your mother!" As she said this, her face turned even redder, and even the tips of her ears felt like they were burning. She stood up as if to escape me and walked quickly toward the kitchen, muttering, "Always acting so unserious, spouting such ridiculous things..." At the kitchen doorway, she turned back to glare at me, but there was no real anger in that look—only an unmistakable hint of shyness and agitation. She turned and walked into the kitchen, pulling the glass door shut behind her. Through the translucent glass, I saw her standing by the stove, pressing the back of her hand against her burning cheeks.

I stood in the living room, watching her silhouette in the kitchen, unable to wipe the smile from my face.

It was the sixteenth day of the first lunar month. Shortly after nine, I slipped out of the house and headed to the best bakery in town. The display window was filled with all sorts of cakes. I pressed my face against the glass for a moment before ordering a two-tier fruit cream cake. The top layer was covered in fresh strawberries and blueberries, and in the center, I had them pipe a line in chocolate: "Happy Birthday to my favorite goddess." I specifically asked the owner to arrange the fruit beautifully and make the writing clear before I paid the deposit and headed home. She hadn't woken up yet when I returned. The living room was quiet, so I carefully tucked the cake box into the bottom shelf of the fridge, closing the door gently while trying to suppress a smile.

In the afternoon, my dad was uncharacteristically home, leaning back on the living room sofa watching TV. He held a teacup, half-heartedly watching some news broadcast. My mom was out on the balcony hanging laundry; the sunlight streaming through the window stretched her shadow long across the floor. I walked to the middle of the living room with a glass of water and raised my voice on purpose: "Mom, it's your birthday today. How do you want to celebrate tonight?" My mom turned back from the balcony, still holding a wet garment. She shook the water off her hands and laughed, "Celebrate what? It’s not exactly a milestone birthday. At my age, there’s no need." I turned to my dad, acting as if I were being casual. "Dad, it’s Mom’s birthday. Why don't we go out for a meal tonight?" My dad’s hand, holding the teacup, paused. His eyes remained fixed on the TV screen as he mumbled, "Birthday? What's there to celebrate? Look at how old she is—why bother with all this nonsense?" My mom’s hands stopped mid-motion. She slammed the wet garment into the basin, sending water splashing out, and stomped across the floor, reaching the coffee table in a few strides. She stood there, looking down at my dad, her chest rising and falling sharply. The smile on her face vanished, replaced by a chilling pallor. Her voice was low, yet it sounded as if it were being squeezed through gritted teeth, every word dripping with suppressed rage: "Fang Zhiyong, you explain this to me right now. How old am I? How old am I this year? Tell me!" Her voice rose with every word, ending with a distinct tremor.

My father was startled by her outburst, his teacup nearly slipping from his hand as a few drops of tea sloshed out onto the back of his hand. He looked up at her, his expression shifting from nonchalant to flustered. His lips moved, and his voice took on a conciliatory tone: "I... I was just saying that off the cuff. Why are you taking it so seriously?" "Off the cuff?" My mother’s voice climbed another octave. She pointed a finger at her own chest, her eyes already rimmed with red. "You tell me, how old am I? Tell me! I’m forty-one this year! Do you think I’m getting old? Huh? Have you been looking at those young girls out there so much that now you think I’m old?" Her voice began to tremble on the final words, and her eyes were so red and watery that it looked as if she might burst into tears at any second.

Dad hurriedly put down his teacup, stood up, and reached out to grab her arm, but she shook him off. Rubbing his hands together, he wore a smile that was clearly desperate to please and riddled with panic. "Hongyu, I was wrong, I really was. That’s not what I meant. You know how clumsy I am with my words; it was just a slip of the tongue, nothing more. You aren't old at all, really! You’re just as beautiful as you were when we first got married, I swear!" My mom’s lips twitched at this; she seemed poised to keep scolding him, but the comment about her looking as beautiful as she did when they first married seemed to stop her in her tracks. She stood there, her chest still heaving and her eyes red, before finally shooting him a sharp glare and turning away. Her voice still carried the nasal tone of lingering anger: "I suppose you still have a shred of conscience." Watching this scene from the side, I felt a mix of amusement and an indescribable, complex emotion. I quickly interjected, "Dad, look, you've made Mom cry! Aren't you going to make it up to her? I’ve already ordered a cake; it’s in the fridge. Let’s invite Grandpa and Grandma over tonight, have a nice family dinner, and properly celebrate Mom’s birthday." Dad took the hint immediately, his voice filled with eagerness: "Yes, yes, let’s invite your grandparents and have a lively family gathering. I’ll call and book a table at that Northeast-style restaurant your mom likes right now!" Hearing this, Mom’s expression finally softened. She pursed her lips, bent down to pick up the wet piece of clothing from the basin, and gave it a shake, muttering, "I suppose you still have a shred of conscience." But as she turned to head back to the balcony, I saw the corners of her mouth twitching into a smile she couldn't quite hide.

That evening, we had dinner at a long-established Dongbei restaurant in the county town. The private room was spacious, with a dark red velvet tablecloth covering the round table. The chandelier overhead cast a warm, yellow glow, bathing the entire room in light. My grandparents sat at the head of the table; my father sat next to my grandfather, and my mother sat beside me. Dish after dish arrived—sweet and sour pork, stir-fried potato, eggplant and pepper, braised pork ribs with green beans, cold mung bean noodles, and large pork bones. The table was filled to the brim with steaming food, and the appetizing aroma permeated the room. For the first time ever, my father didn't drink; instead, he raised his teacup to toast my mother, saying a few polite words: "Hongyu, it's your birthday today. I'm substituting tea for wine to wish you a happy birthday, and may you have many more years of health and happiness. Also... I spoke out of turn this afternoon; please don't take it to heart." Though my mother retorted, "Alright, alright, stop putting on a show," the smile in her eyes was impossible to hide. She clinked her cup against his, took a sip, and couldn't suppress the curve of her lips.

Halfway through the meal, sensing the time was right, I gave the server a nod. She nodded back, turned off the room's main lights, and wheeled in a small cart carrying the cake I had ordered—a two-tiered cream cake topped with a heap of fresh strawberries and blueberries that glistened enticingly in the flickering candlelight. The message written in chocolate stood out clearly in the warm glow: "Happy birthday to my favorite goddess." The flames of over twenty candles burned in unison, casting an orange light on everyone's faces.

The whole family was momentarily stunned, and then I took the lead in singing the birthday song. I intentionally sang off-key and at the top of my lungs, as if trying to tease her. My grandparents were amused and laughed heartily, and my father joined in, his laughter echoing through the room. My mother tried to hold it in at first, but eventually, she couldn't help herself; she doubled over with laughter, her shoulders shaking, tears welling up in her eyes as she wiped the corners of them with the back of her hand.

Once the song finished, I cleared my throat and brought out the bouquet I had prepared beforehand—a bundle of pink carnations and white lilies, wrapped in light-colored paper and tied with a ribbon. I held the flowers out to her; the candlelight danced upon the petals and reflected on her slightly dazed face.

"Mom," I said, my voice ringing out clearly in the quiet private room, "Happy birthday. I love you, Mom." I looked her straight in the eyes as I said those last four words—"I love you." The candlelight flickered in her beautiful, almond-shaped eyes, and I watched her pupils contract slightly, as if those words had landed, with just the right weight, on a soft spot in her heart. Then, I took a step forward and, in front of the whole family—my grandparents and my dad—I leaned down, reached out my arms, and gently wrapped them around her shoulders.

My arms rested just below her collarbone, and my chest pressed against her back. Through her thin sweater, I could feel the warmth of her body and the rhythm of her heartbeat. I rested my chin on her rounded shoulder and pressed my cheek against the side of her head. The ends of her stray hairs tickled my skin, carrying the faint, fresh scent of shampoo. I felt her body tense up for a fleeting moment—that peculiar, bashful stiffness one feels when being hugged in front of so many people. But she didn't pull away, nor did she push me off.

I felt her breathing become slightly uneven against my ear. She stayed quiet in my embrace for two or three seconds, then reached up to gently pat the arm I had wrapped around her. The gesture was light, like a thank you, or perhaps a response. Then, I let her go, stepped back, and looked down at her face.

A distinct flush rose to her cheeks, spreading from her cheekbones to her earlobes, and even her neck was tinged with a faint pink. She kept her head down, staring at the bouquet in her hands, remaining silent for quite a while. I noticed her fingers tightening around the stems, her knuckles turning white. When she finally looked up, I saw her eyes glistening, though she fought hard to keep the tears from falling. She took a deep breath, then smiled and chided, "You child, always pulling these stunts..." Her voice held a trace of an unnatural choke, but she quickly masked it.

My dad gave a dry cough, took a long drink from his teacup, then gave me a thumbs-up and said with a grin, "Good lad, better than your old man!" The waiter turned the lights back on, and as the bright glow flooded the room, the lively atmosphere returned. My mom placed the bouquet on the empty chair beside her, arranged it carefully, and picked up the knife to cut the cake. As she made the first cut, the blade fell right across the words "Happy Birthday to my favorite goddess," slicing the line in two. She looked down at the severed message, the corners of her mouth curling up; she said nothing, but I saw clearly what was hidden in that curve.

She placed the largest piece of cake in front of herself, piled high with strawberries, with the chocolate inscription facing her directly. She took a small bite with her fork, chewed, and swallowed. I noticed that as she ate, her eyes never left the bouquet, and a tiny, irrepressible smile remained on her lips.

The atmosphere at the table soon returned to its previous ease and harmony. For the first time ever, my dad told several jokes; they weren't particularly funny, but everyone laughed along anyway. My grandparents shared anecdotes from my mom’s childhood, talking about how mischievous and headstrong she had been, and how she could go to the town market all by herself by the age of twelve. My mom listened and laughed, occasionally interjecting with a "No, I wasn't," her tone carrying that unique playfulness a daughter has only in front of her parents.

I sat nearby, watching her profile illuminated by the candlelight. She was smiling, her eyes crinkling into crescents, the fine lines at their corners smoothing out as she radiated a soft, gentle glow. At that moment, something inside me felt filled—filled to the point of overflowing. I knew she had enjoyed this birthday, and that was enough.

After the sixteenth day of the lunar new year, life returned to its usual rhythm. My dad started running out again, drinking and playing cards during the day, and often not coming home for dinner at night. Once again, it was just my mom and me in the house.

From that day on, the way we interacted entered a brand-new phase.

On the afternoon of the eighteenth, the sun was beautiful. She was lying on the sofa looking at her phone. I walked over, sat on the edge of the sofa, and then, tentatively and slowly, rested my head on her soft lap.

The moment my head touched her, her body tensed slightly—that same brief, instinctive stiffness. Then she looked down at me and scolded, "Stop acting out. You're too old for this." But she didn't push me away. She looked down at me lying there, then reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair from my forehead to the side. Her fingers lingered on my forehead for less than a second—a completely subconscious, natural gesture, as if she were already accustomed to caring for me this way. Then she looked back down and continued browsing her phone.

I closed my eyes, feeling the softness and warmth of her lap, sensing that faint, familiar scent she carried. That scent brought me a sense of peace I had never known before. The afternoon sun shone in through the window, bathing us both and casting a warm shadow on the floor. Time seemed to freeze at that moment; the whole world went quiet, leaving only the two of us and the gentle touch of her fingers occasionally brushing against my forehead.

After a while, her hand moved away from her phone and rested on my hair. Her fingers gently and slowly combed through my strands, moving from my forehead all the way to the back of my head. The motion was light and slow, as if she were stroking something she cherished. As her fingers wove through my hair, they brought a faint, tingling sensation that traveled from my scalp down my spine, making my entire body go limp.

I closed my eyes and called out to her, "Mom." "Hmm?" "You look really beautiful today." Her hand paused in my hair. Then, she gave my head a light pat: "Don't try that with me." But she didn't pull her hand away. Her fingers continued to wander through my hair, their movements far gentler than the tone she had used to scold me moments before.

On the evening of the twentieth day of the first lunar month, the kitchen light cast a warm, yellow glow, and my mother stood at the stove in her apron, chopping vegetables. Her silhouette was rimmed with a soft, golden light, and a few strands of hair hung loose behind her ears, swaying gently with the rhythm of her chopping. On the cutting board lay a few green peppers and a piece of pork tenderloin. She kept her head down, her knife falling against the board in a steady, rhythmic "thud, thud, thud." The oil in the pan was already hot, rising in a faint, wispy veil of steam.

I pretended to head to the kitchen for a glass of water, walking over slowly. I raised the glass to my lips for a sip but didn't hurry away. I stood there for a moment, then, as if trying to squeeze past her to get something, I brushed sideways behind her. As I passed, the back of my hand, as if by accident, lightly grazed the tip of her hip. Through the thin layer of her cotton loungewear, I could feel that full, soft curve, warm with her body heat and incredibly supple. Even though it was only the slightest touch, the sensation surged through my entire body like an electric current.

The knife in my mother’s hand stopped abruptly against the cutting board. Her body stiffened for a split second before she whipped around, eyes wide, still gripping the kitchen knife that glinted under the lights. She looked at me, her gaze filled with shock, a warning, and a complex emotion I couldn’t quite name. I stood where I was, holding the cup with one hand and keeping the other in my pocket, feigning innocence as I looked at her. "What’s wrong, Mom?" She didn’t answer. She put down the knife and reached me in two strides. Before I could pull my hand from my pocket, she reached out, her fingers pinching the softest patch of flesh on my side with surgical precision—a move as fast and accurate as only years of experience could provide. A piercing pain erupted from my side, feeling like a thousand needles pricking my skin at once. I instinctively pulled away, sucking in a long, sharp breath—"Ssssss!"—and tried to sidestep out of her reach.

But she didn't let go. She twisted the pinched skin half a turn. Tears welled up in my eyes as I scrambled backward, begging for mercy: "Mom! Mom! Ow, ow, ow! I’m sorry! I really am!" Only then did she release me, but before I could catch my breath, she delivered a sharp slap to my arm that echoed crisply through the kitchen. Then, pointing toward the kitchen door, she said, each word punctuated with deliberate force: "Get out." I rubbed the spot she had pinched; it was surely red and burning with pain. I looked at her. She stood before the stove in her apron, her cheeks flushed a faint pink from the outburst, her eyes still fixed on me. But in that gaze—while seemingly filled with anger and warnings—I couldn't help but feel that beneath the surface lay something I couldn't quite grasp. It wasn’t true disgust; it felt more like a stern facade used to cover up the fact that her boundaries had been crossed.

I was kicked out of the kitchen. The glass door of the kitchen was pulled up by her inside, and through the misty glass, I saw her pick up the kitchen knife again and continue cutting the green peppers on the chopping board. She moved a little faster than before, as if releasing

 What emotions. I put the cup on the coffee table and looked down at the place where I was pinched on the side of my waist—— When I lifted my clothes, I saw that there was indeed a purple-red seal the size of a fingernail there, with clear edges, like a small seal. I pressed lightly with my fingers

 After a while, I took another breath of cool air because of the pain. But I sat on the sofa, and a hint of a smile appeared on the corner of my mouth unconsciously. It's not that I'm being mean, it's that ——the way she pinched me is completely different from before.

On the evening of the 22nd day of the first lunar month, she leaned against the sofa to watch TV. There was a variety show on TV, and the host interrupted the screen to make jokes, and the audience burst into laughter. She looked at it very carefully, with a smile on her lips, and was curled up in the sofa

 , the posture is relaxed and soft. She was wearing a white crew neck T-shirt today. The neckline wasn't too big, but because of the way she was leaning against it, the fabric was hanging down slightly, and the scenery in the neckline was faint ——from my perspective, I could see the two collarbones

 The face was covered in tender white skin, and the shallow raised edge under the T-shirt loomed in the shadow of the neckline.

I sat on the couch next to her and pretended to look at my phone, but my eyes couldn't help but drift in that direction. The words on the screen turned into a fuzzy mass of color, and my full attention was concentrated in the picture captured by the afterlight. That image is like

 A magnet, drawing my gaze past bit by bit, irresistibly.

I finally couldn't help it and quietly raised my eyelids. From my angle and height, in the direction of her neckline, I saw ——the two balls of tender, plump white milk, supported by the cup of her underwear, forming a soft

 The arc of and. Her skin was very white, with a delicate sheen under the warm yellow light. The shallow gully in the middle rose and fell slightly with her breathing, as if it were alive.

I was so focused that I forgot to control how long my gaze lingered. It was only a few seconds, but she seemed to suddenly sense something and whipped her head around. Our eyes locked instantly—her gaze landed right where my eyes had been before I could fully look away, and following that line of sight, she immediately understood what I had been looking at.

Her face flushed a deep, thorough red, spreading from her cheekbones all the way to her earlobes. She set down the remote, sat up a bit straighter, reached up to adjust her collar, and then stood up, walked around the sofa, and came to stand before me.

"Fang Xuyang." She said my name, her tone carrying three parts warning, three parts annoyance, and four parts of something I couldn't quite name.

Before I could react, her hand reached out—this time she didn't pinch my waist, but reached directly for the inside of my arm. Her fingers precisely pinched the softest skin there and gave it a hard twist. The pain was sharp and stinging, radiating rapidly from the point of contact like a serpent of fire traveling up my nerves, making me jolt violently and let out a stifled cry.

"Ow, ow, ow! Mom! That hurts!" "You know it hurts?" she said through gritted teeth. "How old are you, and you're still doing things like this? Where are those eyes of yours wandering? Hmm? You brat, you're getting bolder by the day, aren't you?" She gave the skin on the inside of my arm another half-twist, and the pain made my entire arm go numb. I recoiled, begging for mercy, and only then did she let go—but as her fingers pulled away, she gave my arm a sharp, resounding slap.

I rubbed the spot she had pinched; there was likely a purple-red mark there already. I leaned back against the sofa, watching her return to her seat and pick up the remote again. Her posture was much more composed than before, and her collar was pulled tight, leaving no room for any further indiscretion. A faint blush still lingered on her cheeks, and the tips of her ears were still red. She pretended to be focused on the TV, but her fingers were gripping the remote tightly. Though her eyes were fixed on the screen, I knew she wasn't really watching—her peripheral vision was surely still tracking my every move.

I sat there, watching her for a while. Her profile looked soft and vivid in the light, the flush that hadn't quite faded making her look different than usual. A sudden impulse surged within me, a mix of the lingering pain and something much softer. I stood up and walked over to her.

She looked up at me alertly, her eyes still guarded. "What do you want now?" I didn't answer. I leaned down, reaching my arms around her from either side to gently embrace her abdomen. My hands clasped over her flat, soft belly, my fingertips resting against the thin, supple flesh at her waist. Through the fabric of her T-shirt, I could feel the warmth of her body and the rise and fall of her stomach as she breathed. I rested my chin lightly in the curve of her shoulder, my cheek brushing against the side of her neck, and caught that familiar scent—a mix of laundry detergent and her own body heat.

Her entire body tensed in that instant, like a string pulled to its limit. I felt the muscles in her back stiffen against my chest, and her breathing hitched.

But she didn't push me away. She just froze, neither speaking nor moving.

After several seconds, that rigidity began to melt away, bit by bit. Her breathing steadied, and her shoulders dropped ever so slightly. She kept watching the TV, her expression unchanged, but the fingers gripping the remote had reflexively loosened.

The room was very quiet, the laughter from the television playing on.

After a while, she finally spoke, her voice low and tinged with a hint of helplessness and an indescribable softness: "How long do you intend to keep holding me?" I didn't loosen my arms wrapped around her waist. Pressing my lips against her ear, I whispered three words: "A lifetime." Upon hearing them, her body stiffened slightly. Then, she spun around abruptly and pinched my arm hard, making me gasp in pain. She glared at me, a blush spreading from her cheekbones to the tips of her ears. She pressed her lips together repeatedly, as if wanting to say something but unable to find the words. Finally, she turned her face away, her voice carrying a trace of mock reproach and undisguised shyness: "How old are you, anyway? Talking about a lifetime? Do you even know how long a lifetime is? You have no filter, just spouting nonsense all day long..." As she spoke, her gaze darted away, avoiding mine. Yet, the flush on her face deepened, even staining her neck a faint pink. She pulled away from my embrace, stood up, and walked quickly toward the kitchen. After two steps, she stopped and, without looking back, threw over her shoulder, "Clean up the dishes yourself!" Then she ducked into the kitchen as if fleeing, pulling the glass door shut behind her.

I stood where I was, watching her hurried retreat, unable to suppress the smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. Warm yellow light spilled from the kitchen's glass door. Through the translucent pane, I saw her standing by the stove, pressing the back of her hand against her burning cheeks.

The gesture was small and light, yet it sent an inexplicable warmth surging through me. It welled up from the deepest part of my heart, flowing through my veins to every limb, leaving me feeling warm all over, as if I had been thoroughly bathed in the afternoon sun of a winter’s day. I felt a prickle of tears in my eyes, an urge to both cry and laugh—not out of sadness, but because of the overwhelming feeling of being struck by happiness. My heart hammered against my ribs, every beat seeming to say: She is right there, she is right there, she is right there.

I stood there for a long time, motionless, just watching that glass door glowing with warm light, watching her slightly flustered silhouette inside, while a voice echoed repeatedly in my heart: In this life, I don’t think I can ever let her go.
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Chapter 16

Before I could even savor the sweetness of happiness, surprises and challenges followed one after another...

A few days before school started, she and my dad had another argument, again over QQ messaging. She discovered that although my dad had apologized last time and deleted that female netizen on the spot, he had secretly added her back not long after. Though the messages weren't as explicit as before, the underlying sense of ambiguity remained. At this, she was like a lioness whose territory had been invaded; the grievances and anger that had been building up for four months finally burst their banks. She blocked my dad at the bedroom door, her fingernails nearly poking his nose, her voice so shrill that the window glass was buzzing: "Fang Zhiyong! Who do you think I am? You lied to me once, and that wasn't enough, so you had to lie a second time? Do you think I'm that easy to fool? Huh? Save those words of yours to coax someone else; I don't care for them!" The more she spoke, the more agitated she became. Her eyes turned red, but she gritted her teeth, refusing to let the tears fall, only wiping the corners of her eyes quickly with the back of her hand before continuing to point at his nose and berate him. My dad kept his head down, his face flushed red, his lips trembling as he tried to defend himself but couldn't find the words.

By the end of the tirade, she seemed to have exhausted all her strength; her chest heaved violently, and her voice grew hoarse. She pointed at the bedroom door and said with an unquestionable, resolute tone: "Go sleep in the living room. Tonight, don't even think about coming into this room." But my dad stood rooted to the spot, his legs seemingly growing into the floor. He kept his head down, clutching the seams of his trousers with both hands, and muttered, "I'm not going... I'm sleeping in the room." This stubborn, thick-skinned attitude of his was like pouring a barrel of oil onto the fire in her heart. Trembling with rage, she reached out to push him, but his frame was like a wall; no matter how hard she pushed, he didn't budge. Unable to move him, she grew frantic and furious, her cheeks flushed bright red. Finally, she stamped her foot heavily, turned around, grabbed her quilt, and headed for the living room. She threw the quilt onto the sofa, curled herself into the corner of the sofa with her arms wrapped around her knees and her chin resting on them, staring coldly at the floor without saying a word.

But my dad followed her. He stood by the sofa, rubbing his hands together, his voice taking on a fawning, groveling tone: "Hongyu... please don't be like this. Go back to the bedroom and sleep... I was wrong, I really know I was wrong. You can hit me or yell at me, just don't sleep out here..." As he spoke, he reached out to grab her arm. She violently shook off his hand and looked up, her gaze as cold as ice. "Fang Zhiyong, I told you to go to the living room and reflect on your actions. You sleep here tonight, and I’ll sleep in the bedroom—is that okay? Stop following me!" With that, she grabbed the quilt and stood up, heading toward the bedroom. But my dad was like a plaster that wouldn't come off; every step she took, he followed. When she walked faster, he hurried to keep up, all the while muttering incessantly, begging her not to be angry and to go back to the bedroom. When she reached the bedroom door, she turned around to see him still clinging to her heels, his face plastered with that fawning, greasy smile. Finally, she had reached her limit. She stood in the doorway, clutching the quilt, her whole body trembling slightly with rage. She took a deep breath, as if summoning the last of her strength to suppress the fury about to erupt, then whirled around and strode toward my room, quilt in her arms.

I was sitting at my desk, wearing headphones and pretending to read, though in reality, every word from outside had poured into my ears. The door was shoved open, and she stormed in, clutching the quilt. Her cheeks were flushed with an unnatural red from anger, and her lips were pressed into a tight, thin line. She threw the quilt onto my bed with a defiant force, then plopped down on the edge of the mattress, arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead, and her chest heaved violently; she looked like a volcano on the verge of eruption.

She was wearing a light pink silk camisole nightgown, its thin straps resting on her shoulders, revealing a expanse of fair skin across her chest and a hint of cleavage. Her hair was slightly disheveled, with a few stray strands clinging to her cheeks. Having just been crying, her eyes were red and swollen, and the tip of her nose was flushed, making her look both fragile and alluring. The curves of her body were fully defined beneath the thin fabric; her full breasts rose and fell slightly with each breath, her waist was slender, and the arch from her waist to her hips was lush and rounded. Through the sheer silk, I could even make out the silhouette of her protruding nipples.

I took off my headphones and stood up, feeling as if something had struck me hard in the chest—a mix of heartache and a secret, forbidden tremor of desire. I walked over and sat down beside her, hesitated for a moment, then reached out and gently placed my hand on her tightly crossed arms. I could feel the muscles in her arms tensed as hard as stone from anger.

"Mom..." I said softly, my voice filled with coaxing tenderness, "don't make yourself sick with anger. You know how Dad is; he's just tongue-tied and stubborn. He still cares about you, he just goes about it the wrong way. If you really give him the silent treatment, aren't you just playing right into someone else's hands?" She didn't say a word, only bit her lower lip, her gaze still fixed ahead, though the heaving of her chest slowly began to steady.

I continued in a soft voice, "Look, you’re so kind and beautiful; if I were your husband, I’d stay home with you every single day and never go anywhere. My dad just doesn't know how lucky he is. Once he comes to his senses, he’ll naturally come begging for your forgiveness. If you make yourself sick with anger now, wouldn't that just be a waste?" As I spoke, I gently patted the back of her hand. Her tense arm finally relaxed a little. She turned her head and glanced at me; although her eyes still held traces of lingering anger, the icy, keep-your-distance coldness was gone. "You just know how to say nice things to coax me," she said. I smiled, leaned in closer intentionally, and said in a tone half-playful and half-earnest, "I’m not like my dad. I truly care about you, and I can't stand to see you wronged. Look, whenever you get upset like this, it feels like I’m being pricked by needles. If I could, I’d really want to shield you from all those unhappy things." Hearing this, the corners of her mouth finally couldn't help but curl up. She reached out and gave my forehead a light poke, chiding, "You're the only one who knows how to talk. Alright, alright, stop teasing me." I finally let out a sigh of relief, and my smile became a bit more sincere. "Then... why don't you sleep here tonight? I’ll take the sofa." She shook her head and whispered, "No need, just lie down here. If you go out, your dad will just come looking for me." Her tone had completely softened, carrying a hint of exhaustion and resignation.

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. She turned off the lights and lay down on my bed, and I lay on the other side. The room was very quiet; I could only hear her steady breathing and the faint rustling of the bedding. My heart was pounding violently in my chest—she was right beside me, in my own bed. This thought was like a flame, burning in my chest, making my whole body heat up and my palms break into a light sweat. I turned my head to look at her blurred silhouette in the dim moonlight, and an indescribable excitement surged within me—she had come to find me of her own accord. When my dad broke her heart, she chose me. This feeling of being needed and relied upon gave me an unprecedented sense of satisfaction and happiness, even more intense than when she returned my gift that Valentine's Day. In the darkness, I could feel the warmth radiating from her body and that familiar scent, a blend of body wash and her own subtle fragrance, wrapping around me like invisible threads.

I tossed and turned, unable to sleep, the desire within me burning like a flame. Finally, I couldn't help myself; I reached out, quietly lifted her quilt, and pressed against her from behind. My arms wrapped around her waist, my fingers brushing the soft skin at her side—it felt warm and smooth. Her body jolted, as if struck by an electric shock, and she stiffened. Then, she bolted upright and turned to face me. I couldn't see her expression in the dark, but her voice carried a warning and a hint of nervousness: "Fang Xuyang, don't you dare go too far!" I froze for a moment, panic rising in my chest, but I stubbornly held my ground. "What's so wrong with a couple doing this..." I said. She fell silent at my words. A few seconds later, I heard her sniffle, her voice raspy: "Are you trying to bully me too?" My heart sank. I quickly grabbed her arm, apologizing repeatedly, telling her I was being impulsive and promising I wouldn't touch her again. I coaxed her for a long time, insisting I truly knew I was wrong, begging her to just let me hold her while we slept, promising not to do anything else, just to have pity on me. She remained silent for a long time, then finally sighed, lay back down, but wrapped the quilt tightly around herself and turned her back to me.

I lay beside her, watching a mature, full-figured woman within arm's reach—her body curves were faintly discernible in the moonlight. I could see her shoulders and arms exposed outside the quilt, her skin fair and smooth, glowing with a soft luster in the moonlight. I could smell the fragrance of shampoo drifting from her hair, mingled with the scent of a woman emanating from her body heat. My lower body stirred again, painfully hard, but I fought desperately to restrain myself, telling myself over and over: Don't move, don't let her down.

I couldn't help but inch closer to her again, reaching out to tentatively rest my hand on the quilt at her waist. She immediately reached over and pinched the back of my hand hard, making me almost cry out in pain. I quickly pulled my hand back. A while later, I pretended to turn over and slid my leg into her quilt, brushing against her calf. Her leg was smooth, warm, and soft. Without a word, she pinched my thigh with all her might. This time, she really went for it; the pain made me gasp, and I barely managed to stifle a scream. She lowered her voice and said, "If you do that again, I’m really leaving." Her two pinches were enough to make me completely behave, and I didn't dare move again. I had to just endure it, lying there, smelling her scent and feeling the torture of having her so close yet untouchable. Yet, even so, I felt an unprecedented sense of satisfaction and happiness because she was right there beside me, in my bed. Listening to her breathing gradually even out, I slowly closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

When I woke up the next morning, I found my arm wrapped tightly around her waist, and my lower body pressing firmly against the curve of her ample buttocks through my pajama pants. She was still asleep, her breathing steady, her chest rising and falling with each breath. Her camisole nightgown had shifted during the night; the left strap had slipped down, leaving half of her breast almost entirely exposed. The edge of her areola was faintly visible, and that fair, tender flesh glowed with a delicate luster in the morning light. Pretending I was still asleep, I deliberately thrust my hips slightly, rubbing my lower body against her. She woke up instantly. Sensing the movement behind her, she didn't turn around right away but reached back and pinched my thigh, saying, "Stop pretending." There was no real anger in her tone, just a hint of helpless indulgence. She sat up, adjusted her strap, got out of bed, and walked barefoot out of my room toward the bathroom.

That evening, my mother came into my room again. This time she had wised up, wearing long-sleeved, long-legged pajamas that covered her completely. Before going to sleep, she lay on the other side of the bed with a cold expression, wrapping herself tightly in the quilt and saying, "I have to protect myself." I gave an awkward laugh and asked, "Mom, is that really necessary?" She ignored me, turned over, faced away from me, and turned off the light.

Lying there in the dark, I felt restless again. After a while, I couldn't help but quietly reach out, trying to slide my hand under the quilt. The moment my hand touched her waist, she immediately slapped the back of my hand, making a crisp sound. I pulled back, but tried again a moment later, only for her to pinch me this time. After repeating this a few times, her patience was finally exhausted. She sat up abruptly, turned to look at me, and said with clear impatience, "Fang Xuyang, are you going to sleep or not? Do I need to give you a piece of my mind?" Knowing she was genuinely angry, I didn't dare push it further. I withdrew my hand, lay obediently on my own side, and tried hard to suppress my desires. I closed my eyes, forcing myself not to think about the person lying next to me, but that familiar scent kept drifting into my nose. I tossed and turned for a long time until, at some point, I finally drifted off to sleep. When I woke up the next morning, the space beside me was empty; I touched the sheets, and they were cold. I walked out of the bedroom and saw her busy in the kitchen, the range hood humming and eggs sizzling in the pan. Seeing me come out, she didn't mention last night, simply saying, "Go wash up and come eat." Her tone was flat, as if nothing had happened.

My mom stayed in my room for only two days before my dad came to apologize. This time, his attitude was incredibly sincere. In front of my mom, he opened his phone, completely deleted that female netizen from his QQ, cleared the chat history, and held his phone up for my mom to see, swearing that such a thing would never happen again. He said many kind things, acknowledging all my mom had done for this family over the past twenty years, admitting he hadn't known how to cherish her, and promising to change. He even went out and bought a gold necklace for her.

At the same time, my dad pulled me aside privately, stuffed five hundred yuan into my hand, and asked me to play the peacemaker and help talk to my mom. He said, "Your mom loves you the most, and you two have been so close lately; she’ll listen to what you have to say." To be honest, I felt conflicted. On one hand, deep down, I was actually happy that my mom had turned to me because she was angry about my dad’s affair. Those few days she slept in my room, although the situation was agonizing, I could feel a special sense of reliance from her. But on the other hand, I felt guilty toward my dad. Growing up, he had always been incredibly good to me—he never hit or scolded me, and he basically met every request I had. After I started college, he would frequently deposit money into my account, afraid that I might be struggling away from home. He is just a simple, honest Northern man who spent his whole life on the road in transport to earn money to support the family. His only pastime was drinking with friends; he had almost never lived for himself. And here I was, harboring feelings for his wife, for the woman who had spent twenty years with him. Every time I thought about that, it felt like I was being pricked by needles.

I weighed things for a long time before finally deciding to help him. I went to my mom’s room and chatted with her, telling her that Dad truly knew he was wrong this time, had deleted that woman’s contact in front of everyone, and had even bought a gold necklace to apologize, so she should forgive him just this once. My mom sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing the gold necklace my dad had given her. After a moment of silence, she sighed and said, "Since you’re speaking up for him, what else can I say?" Just like that, combined with my dad’s apologies and his gift-giving offensive, she finally stopped being angry.

After my mom forgave him, my dad was overjoyed. He took her out for a fancy dinner—the two of them alone, without me—though he did give me another five hundred yuan as a reward.

I suddenly realized that I still didn't really understand my dad. I had always thought of him as a rough, unrefined man who only knew how to make money, couldn't care for others, and didn't have a romantic bone in his body. Growing up, I rarely saw him give my mom gifts, nor did I ever hear him say anything sweet. I couldn't even fathom why my mom had married him in the first place. My mom was beautiful and had a bubbly personality—there must have been plenty of people chasing her. Why did she choose a man as taciturn and uninteresting as my dad?

But after this apology, I seemed to understand a little better. It turns out that beneath my father’s rugged exterior lies a sensitive side. He knows when to apologize, knows how to make amends, and knows how to set aside a man’s pride at a critical moment to win back the woman he loves.

It’s not that he doesn’t understand romance or care; it’s just that he and my mother have been together for so long—so long that he started to take many things for granted, so long that he became unwilling to put effort into what he considered "mere formalities." But the moment he realized he was truly about to lose her, he became capable of everything.

Seeing my mother reconcile with my father, a wave of bitterness washed over me, and I even felt a hint of regret. I feared that by growing close to him again, my mother would distance herself from me.

Sure enough, after they made up, I noticed my mother’s attention shifting back to him. She would ask what he wanted to eat, iron his shirts, and cook his favorite dishes. The time we spent alone together dropped significantly, and she stopped popping into my room at every turn like she had in the days prior.

What I regretted most was the day after my father took my mother out to dinner. She was radiant, glowing with energy from the moment she woke up, looking completely different from her usual self. She hummed an old song from the eighties, flitting between the kitchen and the living room with a lightness in her step that made her seem ten years younger. Even when dishwater splashed onto her arms, she just shook it off with a laugh, never uttering a single complaint as she usually would. My father was equally happy, looking completely at ease as he sat on the sofa, legs crossed, watching the morning news. From time to time, he would even hum along, a look of lazy, satisfied contentment on his face—an expression I had never seen on him before.

Throughout the day, I felt they were acting strangely. There was an indefinable, cloying sweetness in the air, as if separated by a transparent film that I, an outsider, could never pierce. That night, lying in bed with heavy metal blasting through my headphones and the glow of the game flickering across my face, I controlled my character mechanically while my mind uncontrollably replayed their unusual behavior—my mother’s overly bright smile, my father’s posture of effortless relief, as if a thousand-pound burden had been lifted. I took off my headphones; the gunfire and roaring from the game cut off instantly, and the world plunged into a silence that made my heart race.

In that sudden silence, I froze. A thought struck me like a bolt of lightning, exploding in my mind without warning. I recalled how, after they returned from dinner last night, they both showered; I could hear the water running in the bathroom for a long time. Later, before bed, my dad did something unprecedented: he pushed open my bedroom door, poked his head in to look at me, and said in a tone softer than I had ever heard, "Get to sleep early, don't stay up too late." I had my headphones on, so I just gave a vague grunt, my eyes never leaving the screen. Vaguely, I remembered hearing my mom get up to use the bathroom in the middle of the night—the sound of her slippers on the floor was muffled and distant—but because I was wearing my headset and busy with a raid, I hadn't paid it any mind.

Now, as I pieced these scattered fragments together, a naked truth sank into my heart like a blunt, rusted knife: they had been intimate last night.

This realization hit me like a bucket of ice water, freezing me in place as if my very blood had turned to slush. A bone-chilling cold crept up my spine to the back of my head, and then, a torrent of overwhelming regret and fury erupted from my chest like magma, threatening to incinerate my sanity. I clenched my fists so hard my nails dug into my palms, my body trembling uncontrollably from the agitation. What the hell had I done? Why had I played the fool, speaking up for him, acting as that pathetic peacemaker? Had I personally pushed the woman who, wounded and open-hearted, had sought comfort in my arms, back to a man who didn't know how to cherish her?

I was furious at my father, at his smug, hypocritical face; but I was even angrier at myself, wanting nothing more than to slap myself twice. I was a total loser, having personally buried a rare opportunity to become the person she could completely rely on.

I lay motionless on the bed, staring blankly at the ceiling. The indistinct silhouettes in the darkness seemed to turn into mocking, ghostly faces. I felt a hollowness inside, as if a piece of me had been gouged out, leaving only the cold wind whistling through. I tossed and turned, unable to sleep; the bed frame creaked beneath me with every movement, each roll like flipping a pancake, each second stretching out like a century.

I closed my eyes, but I couldn't stop those images and sensory memories from flooding back uncontrollably. I relived the feeling of her sleeping beside me those two nights over and over—that warmth, that softness, that touch scented with her body—now like red-hot branding irons, searing deep into my skin. I remembered the sound of her quiet breathing, the tickle of her hair brushing against my arm, the radiant warmth she radiated through the quilt, and the thrill of knowing that in the darkness, she was within reach if I just stretched out my hand. Those memories were so vivid, so alive, as if they had happened just a second ago, yet reality coldly reminded me: she was currently lying in another man's arms.

I buried my face in the pillow, letting out a stifled, animal-like growl. The agitation and regret were lodged in my chest, neither rising nor falling, leaving me gasping for air. I knew I had missed a golden opportunity, and the door that had once been left ajar for me had likely been locked once again.

As it turned out, I had overthought things. On the morning I was to leave for school, my mom went downstairs early to start the car and load my luggage into the trunk. I put on my backpack and stood by the door, changing my shoes, feeling an indescribable sense of loss and sorrow. I thought about the closeness we had shared over the past few days, and then realized I would soon be heading back to school, not knowing when I’d see her again; a hollow feeling settled in my heart.

My mother noticed my mood. She walked over, said nothing, and simply pulled me into a hug.

She was wearing a tight-fitting grey tank top with a thin cardigan over it, no coat. The tank top hugged her body closely, outlining the curves of her upper torso, and the firm mounds of her breasts pressed against my chest through the thin fabric. I could clearly feel that soft, full sensation—warm and resilient. Her body pressed against mine, bringing with it her unique warmth and the scent that haunted my dreams, instantly enveloping me.

She whispered in my ear, "Send me a text when you get to school." Her voice was light and gentle, carrying an indescribable emotion—part instruction, part reluctance to let go, and something more, a connection that defied definition and transcended our mother-son relationship.

I caught the scent of her hair and felt the warmth and softness of her body, lost in a daze for a moment, even forgetting to respond. She pulled away, stepped back, smiled at me, and reached up to adjust my collar, saying, "Go on now, don't keep your father waiting." I nodded, not daring to look into her eyes again, and turned to head downstairs.

Since the period between last year's National Day and the winter break of 2010, our relationship had entered an entirely new phase. It wasn't until the summer of 2015, while my mother and I were traveling in Yesanpo, that I truly learned from her own lips what her real thoughts had been at the time.

That August was exceptionally muggy; Tianjin felt like a giant steamer, with even the air we breathed thick with sticky moisture. I had taken some annual leave and driven my mother away from the urban heat. After a two-hour drive, we checked into a standalone guesthouse at the foot of the mountains in Yesanpo. The guesthouse was a wooden structure, and the second-floor room with an en-suite bathroom faced a rushing river. The water was clear and swift, gurgling as it surged along, while the lush trees on the mountain opposite shimmered in varying shades of green under the sun. Occasionally, the crisp, distant call of birds drifted from the depths of the forest.

The cool air from the AC made the afternoon feel lazy and comfortable. My mother and I were curled up on the chaise longue by the window—a large sofa covered with a woven bamboo mat. She leaned against the headrest, her upper body twisted as she peered out the window at the scenery. She was wearing a red and white floral dress, the hem of which was tucked under my head, revealing a stretch of fair, supple thigh. I rested my head on her snow-white lap, a notebook and pen in hand, busy organizing the timeline of our story. Outside the window, the river flowed on, the mountain opposite remained verdant, and a breeze occasionally drifted in, bringing with it the chill of the river and the fresh scent of grass and trees.

"It’s much cooler in the mountains, and the scenery is lovely," my mother sighed as she looked out the window, her tone filled with a rare sense of relaxation and ease.

"It really is," I replied, savoring this world of just the two of us. Over the past year or more, work had been so busy that opportunities to be with her quietly like this were far too rare. I had brought my notebook along specifically to use this trip as a chance to reminisce about the little details of those years with her.

Seeing me busy scribbling away, she tilted her head to take a look and asked, "How far have you gotten with your notes?" I handed the notebook over for her to read for herself. She took it, flipped through a few pages, and as she spent some time reading, she shifted her position—she pulled a throw pillow from the side to place behind her back and leaned back. Once she lay down, I could no longer rest my head on her, so I simply got up and leaned against the window to look at the scenery outside. Seeing me move, my mother shifted to get more comfortable, lifting both her legs onto the sofa—one leg extended in front of my stomach, while the other rested on my shoulder. Because her legs were raised high, her skirt slid up to her waist, revealing the nude-colored underwear beneath. The thin fabric clung to her full, rounded buttocks, tracing a voluptuous curve.

The view outside was lovely, but my mind was already elsewhere.

After a while, my mother nudged me gently with the leg resting on my shoulder and asked, "I noticed you left quite a few blank lines for the period between the 2010 National Day holiday and the end of winter break. Why is that?" I turned back, my eyes catching sight of the pink underwear beneath her skirt—my heart skipped a beat for a split second. But I quickly averted my gaze to her face and said, "I left those blank for you." With that, I turned around, sat on the sofa, and placed one of her feet on my lap.

"For me?" She looked at me, her eyes filled with confusion.

I didn't answer immediately. My hand gently lifted her thigh on that side, while my other hand slid up along her other leg, reaching toward the space between them. As I touched the swell hidden beneath the thin fabric of her underwear, I could feel its warmth and softness. My mother shuddered at my sudden movement and instinctively tried to press her legs together, but my fingers were already pressed firmly against that spot.

"Yeah," I said, stroking the warm crevice beneath her underwear, "you changed so much during that time, it was almost unbelievable. I never knew what you were thinking back then, so I wanted to find a moment to ask. That's why I specifically brought the notebook today." By the time I finished speaking, my fingers were firmly pressed against the core of the mound between her legs. Through the thin layer of fabric, I could clearly feel the outline of her slit—warm and soft. The material dipped slightly under the pressure of my touch, as if silently accepting it.

My mother let out a soft moan as I pressed down. She moved the notebook away from her face, looked at me, and pouted, "You're so annoying..." Her voice was thick with a husky, aroused tone, mixed with the bashfulness of someone whose true feelings had been laid bare. She took a deep breath and continued, "What else could I have been thinking? I'd already been tricked by you." "How did I trick you?" I asked, while my fingers, still resting on her thigh, inched further inward, gently pressing against the dampening area through her underwear.

"Mmm-hunh..." My mother bit her lip, letting out a stifled gasp as her body twisted involuntarily.

She panted, her voice fragmented: "If that's... not tricking me, then what is? First you... took me to the... movies, then you... treated me to dinner, mm... then you gave me... gifts, and... you kept... saying sweet things, mm... one step at a time, you made me... fall for... your trap..." Because my fingers were gently kneading her most sensitive spot, her speech became broken. Every word seemed squeezed from the depths of her throat, accompanied by suppressed gasps and involuntary moans. I could feel the fabric of her underwear becoming damp, the area beneath my fingers growing hotter and slicker.

I pulled my hand back from her underwear and, looking into her hazy eyes, asked, "So tell me, how did you fall for my trap step by step?" As I spoke, I lowered my head to kiss the leg I was holding. My lips pressed against the skin of her inner calf, warm and smooth, carrying a faint scent. I kissed my way up her leg, past the back of her knee, and toward her inner thigh. Her thighs were fair and delicate, the skin trembling slightly under my lips, breaking out in tiny goosebumps.

“That tickles…” My mother squirmed slightly from my kisses. She held her notebook against her chest, let out a long breath, and stared at the ceiling with a hazy, unfocused gaze, as if she were lost in memories of a distant time.

She remained silent for a moment before continuing, “Around National Day, when your dad was dealing with that business with his online friend, you stayed by my side every day. I had already forgiven you by then, hadn’t I? So, during that time, I felt incredibly happy. I felt that with you there, I finally had someone to lean on.” “And then?” I asked, continuing to kiss my way further up her thigh, my lips nearly brushing the softest skin at the very top. “After I went back to school, I slowly started to feel that you were willing to talk to me, that you weren’t resisting me anymore.” She thought for a moment, her voice growing calmer, “Actually, I hadn’t been resisting you for a long time, but I didn’t know how to communicate with you. I wanted to talk to you, but I felt so awkward.” By now, I had reached the deepest part of her inner thigh. Because the twisted position was uncomfortable, I adjusted myself—sprawling out on the sofa with my head buried between her legs and my own legs dangling off the edge. This position allowed me to get even closer to the most intimate parts of her body. I looked up, tracing the smooth line of her inner thigh upward. The area covered by her nude-colored panties was right before my eyes; a small patch of the fabric had been dampened by her arousal, glistening with moisture in the light from the window.

“You felt awkward,” I said again, “so why did you ask me online before National Day why I had done that to you during the Dragon Boat Festival?” My mother’s expression shifted at the question; clearly, that memory still weighed heavily on her. She reached out and pinched my arm hard, making me yelp in pain.

“You have the nerve to ask!” she said through gritted teeth as she pinched me. “If you hadn't been so shameless and done that back then, would I have suffered so much?” She pinched me again, and only then did she seem to feel a sense of relief. She continued, “I haven't asked you, but this has always been a thorn in my side—how did you suddenly become like that? What kind of son does that to his own mother? But I was too embarrassed to ask you to your face. It just so happened that you added me back on QQ, so I accepted, and then I just asked you.” Having been pinched twice in a row, I winced in pain. My mother’s pinching technique was absolutely master-level; it could make you feel pain deep within your bones without actually causing you any harm. I looked at her with a twisted expression, then couldn't help but laugh. “So, after you heard my explanation, why did you end up saying ‘suit yourself’? What did that mean? I thought you were going to delete me again.” To retaliate for her pinching me, I hiked her skirt all the way up to her waist. Her nude-colored panties were completely exposed in the afternoon light—the thin cotton fabric clung tightly to her buttocks, outlining their full, rounded curves, with the fabric wedged slightly into the crevice between them, forming a tantalizing groove. The area in the center of the fabric had already been dampened by her arousal, making it a shade darker than the rest and clinging to her skin, revealing the outline of the mysterious region beneath.

I lowered my head and ran my tongue lightly over the inside of her thigh. It was one of the most sensitive parts of a woman’s body, the skin as delicate as silk and carrying the unique scent exhaled by her body heat. As my tongue slid over that smooth skin, I could feel a slight shiver run through her.

Sure enough, Mom went limp under my touch, her body twisting as her voice filled with irrepressible laughter and breathless gasps. "You call that an explanation? You kept saying you loved me like a man would—is that something a son should say to his mother? I thought you were crazy at the time; I almost blocked you again." "Then why didn't you?" I asked, my voice muffled as I licked her a few more times. "And why say 'suit yourself'?" "Oh, stop it! Don't lick me like a dog." Mom finally couldn't help but laughingly scold me, pressing her hand against my head to try and push me away from between her legs. When she couldn't budge me, she let out a sigh of resignation and dropped her hand, forced to endure the ticklish sensation as she panted out an answer: "I didn't block you because your words really did move me. After everything that had happened—the way you protected and cared for me—I had long stopped hating you. Hearing you say that... it touched my heart." She paused, as if gathering her thoughts, and continued after a long moment: "I said 'suit yourself' because I didn't know what else to do. Back then, I wasn't sure if I could accept your love—after all, I'm your mother, and I didn't even dare to imagine us together. But I also loved the feeling of being pampered by you. I was so conflicted that, in the end, I just let it be." She finished with a helpless sigh, as if she were still trapped in the turmoil of those days. I could feel how difficult it must have been for her—torn between the ethical boundaries of motherhood and the longing to be cherished. That struggle must have caused her so much pain for such a long time.

I lifted my head, looked at her sincerely, and whispered, "Mom, thank you." With that, I lowered my head and kissed her underwear. My lips pressed against the area of her mons pubis through the fabric, which was already damp with her arousal. I could feel the warmth and softness beneath, the cloth carrying her unique scent—a mix of the faint fragrance of body wash and the salty, intoxicating musk of her desire. I stuck out my tongue and began to gently lick that area through the damp fabric.

My mother was startled by my sudden movement and reflexively clamped her legs shut, her hands pressing down on my head as she stammered, "It’s... it’s not clean yet..." I ignored her protest and continued licking through the fabric. I could feel her body tense up initially, but that tension quickly dissolved under my persistent attention. Her breathing grew ragged, and her tightly pressed legs gradually began to part.

After licking for a while, I felt that the fabric was getting in the way. I grabbed the edge of her panties with both hands and gave a gentle tug, pulling the thin material down. Her full mound was completely exposed before my eyes—that area lay bare in the afternoon light. The pubic hair was not particularly thick, curling neatly over her pubic bone like a meadow dampened by spring rain. Her labia majora were plump and lush, a healthy, fleshy pink with delicate, well-defined edges, resembling two slightly closed clam shells. The slit between them was already damp, glistening with a crystalline sheen like a drop of morning dew clinging to the edge of a petal.

My own body was throbbing painfully inside my pants, but I didn't rush to take things further. I bowed my head and, without hesitation, took her mound into my mouth.

My mother’s mound had a slightly salty, musky scent—a unique aroma blended from sweat, arousal, and her own body heat; it was unfamiliar, yet it utterly captivated me. My tongue probed into that wet crevice, slowly tracing the contours of her labia, savoring the tender, supple texture. She began to secrete more and more fluid, which flowed along my tongue and soon covered my face—my chin, the tip of my nose, my lips, all smeared with the glistening liquid from her body, shimmering in the light.

My mother bit her lip, eyes squeezed shut, brows slightly furrowed, her hands pressing firmly against my head. Her legs shifted restlessly, her body taut like a bowstring pulled to its limit. Finally, a long, suppressed moan escaped from deep within her throat—the sound echoing through the quiet room against the backdrop of rustling clothes and the wind, like an invisible hand gently plucking at my most sensitive nerves.

"Ah—..." I continued to lick, her nectar gushing forth like a spring, coating my tongue and lips. I felt her body grow softer and hotter under my ministrations, as if she were melting into the lazy, lethargic afternoon.

Finally, neither of us could endure the torment of this foreplay any longer.

I stood up and quickly shed my clothes. As I undressed, she tacitly slipped off her panties. Once bare, I stood with one foot on the floor and the other kneeling on the sofa. She had already parted her legs, her wet, pink entrance completely open before me like a blooming flower waiting to be plucked, pulsing slightly as if beckoning me in silence.

I grasped her outer thigh with one hand while guiding my own throbbing, rock-hard cock with the other, aligning the head with her warm, honeyed crevice. I could feel the moist heat radiating from within and the softness of her petals parting slightly at the touch of my glans.

With a thrust of my hips, I drove myself in to the hilt.

In that instant, we both let out a long, satisfied sigh. The warmth and tightness of her vaginal walls instantly engulfed me—an indescribable pleasure, as layers of tender flesh sucked at every inch of my skin like countless tiny mouths. The wet, scorching, tight sensation and the pressure closing in from all sides made me almost lose my sanity the moment I entered.

I began to move. Holding my breath, I thrust my hips with force, rocking back and forth, driving all the way in each time until my glans struck the very depths of her core. The collision of our bodies produced wet, suggestive, slapping sounds that echoed with startling clarity through the quiet room.

Her body swayed in rhythm with my movements. The skirt around her waist bunched up at the point of our union, the fabric rubbing against my lower abdomen and making me feel a bit awkward. I paused for a moment to pull her skirt up. She understood immediately, took hold of the garment, pulled it over her head, and tossed it carelessly onto the sofa. Underneath, she wore a nude-colored bra that matched her panties; it was a wireless style, the thin fabric clinging to her full breasts and tracing two firm, rising curves, with the outlines of her nipples clearly visible beneath the material.

Once the skirt was gone, I resumed my thrusting immediately. I reached out with my right hand, pushed aside her bra strap, and slid the cup up—her firm breasts sprang free, pale and supple like two white doves released from a cage, glowing with a soft luster in the afternoon light. I gripped one of them; the warm flesh felt full and elastic in my palm, like a living, heated mass of water flowing between my fingers. I closed my hand around it and began to knead, savoring the delicate texture and the vibration of her heartbeat.

Holding one of her legs and cupping one of her breasts, my body moved rhythmically with every thrust. Her other breast, left free, bobbed up and down, tracing elegant arcs in the air like a swinging bell. The flash of pale skin was enough to leave me dazed and spellbound.

After going at it for a good while, I felt the sensation of climax drawing near, so I slowed my pace, shifting to deep, powerful thrusts. I pushed in slowly each time until I reached the very depths, pausing for a moment to feel the writhing and constriction of her internal muscles before slowly withdrawing.

My mother was getting tired too. She let out a long breath, her voice tinged with the soreness of overstimulation. "You could be a little gentler... it's starting to hurt." I chuckled and said, "Isn't this just a case of wood meeting fire?" She scoffed and rolled her eyes at me. "You’re the firewood; I’m certainly not the flame." Hearing this, I thrust into her with extra force and, with a tone of jealousy I didn't even realize I possessed, said, "Oh, aren't you? You still have my dad, after all." "Ah—!" My mother cried out at that sudden thrust, her brow furrowing as she swatted my arm. "Stop talking such nonsense all day long!" Feeling that this position was becoming tiring, I took the opportunity to withdraw from her. As my cock slid out of her wet vagina, it pulled out a trail of glistening fluid mixed with her juices, which trickled down her thigh.

"Mom, get over here." I pointed toward the windowsill.

She didn't hesitate, rising to kneel on the sofa, turning her snow-white, rounded bottom toward me. At the same time, she reached behind her back, expertly unhooking her bra and tossing it onto the sofa. She then leaned forward slightly, bracing her hands against the edge of the windowsill, her bottom held high.

Her silhouette in the afternoon light was breathtaking. The sun shone through the window, casting a soft, golden halo over her fair skin. Her buttocks were large, round, and firm, like two ripe peaches, spread wide before me. From my vantage point looking down, I could see the lush, full curve flowing smoothly from her waist, rising sharply at the hips to form a perfect arc. The cleft between her cheeks was clearly visible, and the honeyed slit, slick with arousal, pulsed slightly like a silent, inviting mouth. Her waist was slender, creating a striking contrast with her full hips and forming a graceful, hourglass curve. She turned her head slightly, her damp hair clinging to her cheeks. She gazed out the window with hazy eyes, her face flushed with desire, her lips slightly parted. The entire sight of her radiated a mature, effortless sexiness.

Watching her look so mature and alluring, even though I had seen it countless times before, I couldn't help but swallow hard.

I stood behind her, one hand resting on her full, rounded buttocks, feeling the warmth and elasticity of that soft flesh against my palm. The sensation was like the finest silk wrapped around a pool of warm, living water; my fingers sank in instinctively, feeling the firm muscle beneath that soft layer of skin. With my other hand, I guided my already erect cock, pointing the head toward her wet, honeyed entrance.

I began by gently rubbing the head against her opening—the sensation was slick and warm, coated in the glistening, translucent nectar flowing from within her, shimmering in the light. Then, I pushed in slowly, inch by inch, feeling the sensation of her tight vaginal walls gradually enveloping me.

Once my cock was fully buried within her, I pressed myself against her back, resting my chin on her smooth shoulder and inhaling the scent of her hair. The fragrance, a blend of fresh shampoo and the intoxicating, warm musk of her own body, brought me a strange sense of contentment and peace. My hand slid from her hip to her chest, cupping one of her dangling breasts and beginning to knead it gently.

Just then, a memory from that winter break suddenly surfaced—the time my dad apologized and took her out to dinner, and the next day, I discovered they had slept together. A wave of bitterness washed over me, and I whispered into her ear, "Mom, do you remember that winter break when Dad apologized and took you to dinner?" She let out a soft, contented hum, her voice thick with the languor of arousal: "I remember. Why do you ask?" A mischievous smirk played on my lips as I pressed, "So, did you two have sex that night?" My question caught her off guard. She glanced back and shot me a glare: "Are you ever going to let that go?" I didn't answer, instead starting to thrust slowly, moving in and out of her with a gentle, ingratiating rhythm, as if to appease her: "Mom, did you?" Her body trembled slightly under my touch, and she sighed in resignation, "Yes." But then, she asked curiously, "How did you know?" Hearing her confirm that she had indeed slept with my dad that night stirred a complex mix of emotions in me—jealousy, heartache, and a lingering, indescribable sense of possessiveness. I intensified my thrusts as I replied, "I noticed you both looked radiant the next morning, so I guessed right away. It made me so angry, especially since you had already agreed to be my lover by then." At that thought, the surge of bitterness and jealousy made me stop involuntarily, my movements frozen in mid-air.

My mother immediately sensed my pause. She squirmed with dissatisfaction, rubbing her hips against my lower abdomen as if urging me to continue. Breathless, she said, "You were quite the guesser, weren't you? Thinking about these things all day back then? Besides, I never agreed to be your lover; that was all in your head." "How could you say you didn't?" I resumed my rhythm, picking up the pace slightly. "You accepted my gift on Valentine's Day. By the way, Mom, what were you thinking back then? I honestly didn't think you'd accept it." The spot where we were joined made soft, wet, and suggestive slapping sounds with every collision of our bodies.

My mom gripped the windowsill tightly, her body swaying back and forth with my thrusts. Her voice was intermittent, broken by gasps: "I was... of course... very torn... back then... deep down... even though I had long since stopped thinking of you as just my son... I... never dared to admit it... I knew what you meant... when you gave it to me... I was so excited... but... I couldn't show it... I don't even know... what I was thinking at the time... my mind was a mess... I just... muddled through... and accepted it..." As I listened, I quickened my pace. My hips moved like a motor, and each collision sent a wave of white flesh rippling across her buttocks. As I picked up speed, her entire body shook with the force of my thrusts, her full breasts swinging like pendulums, tracing graceful arcs in the afternoon light.

By the time she finished, that familiar urge to climax returned. This time, I didn't hold back. I gripped her firm buttocks, and before I started my final sprint, I asked another question: "During my winter break, when I brought you little gifts every day, walked with you, took you shopping, and out to dinner and movies—what were you thinking?" As I finished, I held my breath and began to thrust with everything I had.

My movements were fast and relentless, each strike delivered with full force, my glans driving deep into the core of her body, slamming against her softest point. The sounds of our bodies colliding grew rapid and loud, echoing through the room—*slap, slap, slap*—mingled with her stifled moans and heavy breathing, weaving together into a primal, vibrant melody.

My mother’s voice trembled under the intensity of my pace, every word shattered into fragments by my thrusts: "I... just told myself... what’s the harm... in pretending to be your girlfriend... anyway... I wasn't... losing anything... so I... just accepted it... with a clear conscience..." After she said this, neither of us spoke again. The room was filled only with the sound of our colliding bodies, heavy gasps, and suppressed moans. My hands locked tightly onto her full buttocks, my knuckles sinking deep into the soft flesh, each thrust pushed to the limit. Her body rocked violently back and forth, her hair disheveled and dancing to the rhythm.

I could feel the semen surging within me, the impending climax making my scalp tingle. For the final few strokes, I thrust frantically on pure instinct; her body trembled beneath me, meeting my pace, while her vaginal walls began to constrict violently, tightly gripping my cock.

Finally, amidst a flurry of rapid thrusts and collisions, we both reached our peak.

I gave a sudden, powerful lunge, pressing my waist firmly against her buttocks, burying my glans deep within her. A gush of scalding semen erupted, forcefully striking her inner walls. She could feel the warm liquid spreading inside her, which pushed her over the edge—her body went rigid, her vagina pulsed intensely, and wave after wave of her own juices surged from deep within, mingling with my ejaculate.

We both let out a long, exquisitely satisfying moan that echoed and lingered in the quiet room.

After finishing, I collapsed onto her back, gasping for air as sweat dripped from my cheeks onto her smooth skin. I could feel our hearts pounding in sync, the warmth and rhythm of our bodies pulsing through our skin.

After a while, I slowly withdrew. As I pulled out, a mixture of her juices and my semen trickled from her slightly parted folds, sliding down her thighs. She let out a soft cry, quickly covering herself with her hands to keep it from staining the sofa, murmuring, "You shot so much..." Seeing this, I quickly grabbed a few tissues from the nightstand and handed them to her. She took them, pressed them between her legs, and got up to head to the bathroom. Soon, the sound of rushing water filled the room.

Moments later, my mom walked out wrapped in a bath towel, wiping the water from her skin as she said, "You should go rinse off, too." I acknowledged her and walked into the bathroom. I took a quick shower and splashed my face with cold water, trying to calm myself down from the intense state of arousal.

By the time I came out, she was already lying on the bed, covered by a thin quilt, looking at her phone. I gave my body a quick, messy wipe, opened a bottle of mineral water to take a few sips, and then crawled under the covers, lying down beside her full body. I picked up my phone as well and started replying to WeChat messages—I was on leave to come here, but even when I wasn't, I usually had plenty of messages to attend to.

I ended up replying for over an hour. By the time I finished, it was already past 4:30 PM. I turned my head and noticed that my mother had fallen asleep at some point; her phone had slipped onto the pillow beside her, and her breathing was steady and deep. She looked so peaceful in her sleep, her eyelashes casting a small shadow in the light, her lips slightly parted, and her whole being radiating an aura of relaxation and complete vulnerability.

Watching her sleeping face, an indescribable wave of tenderness welled up in my heart. I was feeling a bit sleepy myself, so I put down my phone, closed my eyes, and quickly drifted off to sleep.

When I woke up, it was already getting dark outside. It gets dark early in the mountains, and outside the window was a blur of twilight, with the room plunged into complete darkness. I reached out to find my phone and checked the time—it was past 7:00 PM. My mother wasn't beside me.

I rubbed my eyes and called out, "Mom?" There was no response. I picked up my phone again; I had set it to silent before sleeping, and it was piled with unread messages. I lay in bed, replying to them one by one.

After about ten minutes, the bedroom door was pushed open. My mother walked in and flicked on the light—the sudden brightness made it hard for me to keep my eyes open.

"Still not up? I ordered some food; it'll be here in a bit," my mother said, standing at the doorway.

Only then did I get a good look at her—she had changed into a short-sleeved top and long pants, her hair neatly tied back, looking fresh and composed. She was a completely different person from the woman who had been moaning in desire beneath me just a while ago.

"Getting up in a second, just finishing a few more messages," I replied lazily.

I lounged in bed for a while longer before ducking into the bathroom to wash up. When I came out, the food had already been delivered and was neatly laid out on the coffee table.

My mom had ordered three dishes and a soup—wild mushroom stewed chicken, stir-fried mountain vegetables, farmhouse-style stir-fried pork, and a bowl of tomato and egg soup; they were all local specialties. Having slept all afternoon, we were both hungry and quickly polished off the meal.

Once we were full, my mom suggested we go for a stroll. She linked her arm through mine, and we wandered along the path in front of the guesthouse, chatting as we walked by the river. It was a bit chilly in the mountains at night; my mom had thrown on a light jacket before leaving, but I found the cool air refreshing and stayed in just my short-sleeved shirt.

"Mom, it's been so long since we've walked together like this," I remarked with a sigh. So much had happened over the past year or so that we rarely had time to spend alone together.

"You're right. We've both just been busy with nothing in particular," my mom lamented.

I thought back to the winter break when she used to hold my arm while we walked, and the corners of my mouth curled up involuntarily. Seeing me smile, my mom asked, "What are you laughing at?" I said sweetly, "I was thinking about how you used to hold my arm during winter break. Ever since we had that spicy hot pot that day, you've always held onto me. Do you remember asking me why I wasn't dating, and I told you there was already someone in my heart?" "How could I forget?" A flicker of tenderness crossed her eyes. "Of course I knew you were talking about me. You kept saying things like that back then; it made me so happy, yet I felt incredibly conflicted. You’re the son I raised from a little boy, and the thought of seeing you as a man made me feel ashamed. But I couldn't help but feel happy, so I just instinctively held onto you." We continued to walk slowly along the river, the sound of the flowing water exceptionally clear in the night air. Not far ahead, we saw a few people launching sky lanterns. As we got closer, we realized it was a group of young people celebrating a girl's birthday. One boy shouted "I love you" to the girl as he released a lantern; she burst into tears of excitement, and the two of them embraced tightly.

Watching them so happy, I said to my mother, "Do you remember when it was your birthday that year, and I told you 'I love you'?" My mother, also moved by the young people, had a gentle glint in her eyes: "How could I forget? You said it in front of the whole family, and I was nervous to death. But I was so happy inside; I knew you meant it. I was deeply touched at the time, and I had already accepted you in my heart, I just didn't dare to express it." Her words sent a warm surge through me. Unable to help myself, I leaned down and kissed her lips. They were soft and warm, carrying the chill of the evening and that familiar scent that belonged only to her. I kissed her for a long time, then whispered in her ear, "Liu Hongyu, I love you." She responded to my kiss with excitement, the corners of her eyes seemingly moist. We held each other like that, watching the sky lantern rise slowly in the night breeze, turning into a tiny, flickering speck on the horizon before finally vanishing into the deep blue night sky.

It was already nine-thirty by the time my mother and I returned to the guesthouse. We had wandered around for a while and were both in high spirits. On the way back, we bought a bunch of snacks at a small roadside shop—sunflower seeds, potato chips, cola, and the jelly she loved. My mother suggested finding a movie to watch, then went off to take a shower.

While she was showering, I found a comedy on my phone and cast it to the TV, getting everything ready for us to watch together when she came out.

The sound of water in the bathroom stopped. A moment later, the door pushed open, and a wave of warm, steamy air mixed with the fresh scent of body wash drifted out.

My mother stepped out.

She wasn't wearing any clothes; she walked straight to the bedside, completely bare. The dim, warm light of the guesthouse fell upon her, coating her from head to toe in a soft, gentle glow. At that moment, I almost forgot to breathe.

Her figure was incredibly well-maintained—so much so that she didn’t look like a woman of forty-five at all. Her skin remained fair, not with the porcelain paleness of a young girl, but with the warm, mellow radiance of maturity, polished by the passage of time, shimmering with a soft, ivory luster under the light. There wasn't an ounce of excess fat on her; her waist was slender and firm. The fluid, tapered line from her ribs to her hips was a testament to years of household management and disciplined self-care. Her abdomen was flat, with a small, indented navel, and a few faint stretch marks radiated from either side—not at all unsightly, but rather marks left by time that added a unique, mature charm to her presence as a mother.

Her breasts showed no signs of aging; they remained firm and lifted. They weren't particularly large—only a bit bigger than an adult man's fist—but they were beautifully full and round, like two inverted jade bowls, glowing softly under the lamp. Her nipples were a delicate, pale pink, like two freshly peeled lotus seeds set against that expanse of snowy white. As she moved, the soft mounds swayed ever so slightly, carrying an air of effortless temptation.

Her hips were the most striking part of her physique. Her hip bones were wider than her shoulders, and the curve flared out dramatically from her slender waist, forming a full, shapely arc. The rounded, firm cheeks of her buttocks swayed naturally with her stride, and under the light, the fluid curves tightened and relaxed with every step, as if they possessed a life of their own. The skin there was smooth and taut, without a trace of sagging—a silhouette many young women would envy.

Her legs were long and shapely, not thin like bamboo sticks, but possessing just the right amount of softness. Her thighs were round and firm, and her calves tapered into elegant, straight lines. Her ankles were slender and well-defined, connecting to the graceful arc of her lower legs, giving her an overall sense of lithe, agile grace that defied her age.

She casually wiped her damp hair with a towel, though the tips were still dripping. A few droplets slid down her fair neck, tracing the hollow of her collarbone and continuing downward, gliding over the curve of her chest before finally soaking into the cleavage between those two soft mounds, glistening with a faint, fragmented light under the glow of the lamps. Her hair hung loose and wet, clinging to her shoulders, with a few strands draping over her chest to partially veil her white, tender breasts—a tease that only added to her allure.

Her face held the rosy flush of a fresh bath, her skin appearing exceptionally delicate from the steam, with a natural, soft pink tint on her cheekbones. Though fine crow's feet traced the corners of her eyes, they did not make her look old; instead, they gave her smile a certain charm, like gentle imprints left by time. Her lips were plump and red from the hot water, slightly parted in a look of languid satisfaction.

She walked to the bed, pulled back the covers, and slipped in naked, wrapping the quilt around herself so that only a rounded shoulder and her collarbone remained visible. She turned her head to look at me, her eyes filled with the relaxation and lethargy that follows a shower, a faint, subtle smile playing on her lips as she said, "Go on, it's your turn." Seeing her wrapped in the quilt, with only her flushed face and half a pale shoulder exposed, my heart skipped a beat. At that moment, she didn't look like a forty-five-year-old mother; she looked more like a young lover, fresh from her bath, lazily snuggled in bed waiting for her man to return.

I took a quick rinse and came out. She was lying prone at the foot of the bed, naked, snacking while watching a movie, her wet hair cascading over her shoulders. In the dim light of the bedside lamp, her body possessed a soft, almost painterly texture—the fluid curve from her shoulders to her waist and hips resembled the perfect silhouette of a cello, rising and falling in the interplay of light and shadow. As she lay there, the full rounds of her buttocks peeked out from the edge of the quilt, glowing with a warm, smooth luster in the light, the enticing crevice between them appearing and disappearing from view.

With my cock already stirring, I walked to the foot of the bed and said to her with a smile, "Eat this first." She glanced at me and laughed, "You never have a quiet moment, do you?" After rinsing her mouth with a sip of water, she lowered her head and took my semi-erect cock into her mouth. Her lips were warm and moist, and her tongue danced nimbly, first circling the corona slowly, then gently licking the slit. Even with my cock in her mouth, her eyes remained fixed on the TV screen, watching with apparent interest—that casual, languid demeanor was somehow even more provocative than if she had been fully focused.

My desire was now completely ignited. I reached out, pressed my hand against the back of her head, and said, "Mom, watch it later." She rolled her eyes at me, grabbed the remote to pause the movie, and then lowered her head in earnest to perform oral sex. Her hand gripped the base of my cock, her head bobbing rhythmically, while a muffled, humming sound escaped her throat. I looked down at her—she was kneeling at the foot of the bed, her body glowing softly under the light, those full, rounded cheeks of her buttocks swaying gently with the motion of her head, like two warm, living mounds of soft jade. I could see her waist dipping slightly from her kneeling position, forming an alluring arc; the curve from her lower back to her hips flowed in the light like a river illuminated by moonlight.

My hands weren't idle either. One hand kneaded the pair of soft breasts at her chest, feeling the warm flesh deform within my palm—the sensation was like the finest silk wrapped around a warm, fluid mass, shifting, changing shape, and spilling through my fingers. My other hand stroked her back, sliding slowly down the line of her spine, feeling the contours of the bones beneath her smooth skin and that thin, supple layer of muscle.

"Mom, ever since my birthday, I've been taking liberties with you from time to time, and you don't seem to get angry anymore," I asked suddenly.

She pulled away, gripping my cock with her hand and stroking it up and down as she replied, "I don't know what's gotten into me. I just can't bring myself to be angry at these things you do, even though I still feel embarrassed." With that, she lowered her head once more, taking my glans into her mouth and teasing the most sensitive spot with the tip of her tongue.

The wet, warm stimulation forced a comfortable moan from my lips. I leaned back onto the bed as she gripped my cock, lowering her head to lick my testicles. She would take an entire one into her mouth, flicking it gently with the tip of her tongue, before pulling back to tease it with her lips. Her hands and tongue worked in perfect harmony; the rhythm of her stroking and licking was impeccable, leaving me completely immersed in pleasure.

The sensation of being stimulated by her warm mouth and nimble tongue made my scalp tingle. While enjoying her service, I continued to ask, "You even started wearing your old clothes at home again, and you don't seem to mind showing a little skin anymore." As I said this, my hand slid between her legs, and I inserted two fingers. She was already wet down there—my persistent teasing had thoroughly aroused her. My fingers slid in without resistance, probing into her tight, warm vagina, feeling the rhythmic pulsing and gripping of the inner walls. The delicate, layered folds felt alive, contracting gently around my fingers as if countless tiny mouths were sucking on my fingertips. I could feel the heat and moisture inside her—the most honest reaction of her body, more convincing than any words could ever be.

She was holding my cock and licking my balls, and when she heard my question, she looked up and licked her lips and said:“I thought at that time, you are my son, I have seen it all before. Plus you're so nice to me, I don't care.” I

 The fingers slowly moved in and out of her body, causing her to hum uncontrollably ——the voice was suppressed and trembling, as if it was squeezed out from the back of her throat. I smiled and patted her plump ass lightly, making a crisp sound:“ Then you

 Before school starts, my father quarreled and slept in my house. Does that mean he treats me like a son? Not afraid I won't be able to hold it?” I filmed her snorting again, with a hint of tenderness and laziness in her voice:“Hate... I didn't think I could have anything to do with you later at that time

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. Because of your previous assurances, coupled with your recent reckless behavior, I suddenly want to see if you can do it.” She said, sat up, and adjusted her loose hair. In the dim light, her full breasts lightened with her movements

 It shakes gently and has a soft luster in the light. There was a complex, indescribable emotion in her eyes ——challenges, shyness, probing, and an almost imperceptible anticipation.

She straddled between my legs, one hand on my shoulder and the other under her, guiding my cock, which was standing up again, towards her wet entrance.

“If I still treat you like a son, ”she looked at me and said seriously,“ she would never forgive you.” With that, she slowly sank down her waist and took my cock into her body inch by inch.

The moment our bodies were completely united, we both let out a sigh of satisfaction at the same time. She rested her hands on my firm abs and began to wriggle her waist back and forth, from slow to fast, from shallow to deep. Her breasts swayed up and down with her movements

 Move, like two lively white doves flying in the moonlight. I also held her slender waist and moved upward in line with her rhythm.

The room soon filled with the sounds of love ——the snapping of flesh colliding, the heavy gasping, the suppressed groaning, intertwined and drifting away in the night wind.

Outside the window, the mountains stood in silent vigil against the night, and the river continued its quiet, steady flow. All those words we could never bring ourselves to say and all the hurdles we couldn't overcome had, in that summer night at the guesthouse, dissolved into the warmth of our bodies and our intertwined breath.

Sitting on the train back to school, the noisy chatter of the carriage and the scenery rushing past the window failed to register in my mind. I was completely immersed in the memory of that embrace, replaying the image of her holding me that morning over and over again. That unique scent of hers, a blend of fresh laundry detergent and the evocative fragrance of a woman rising from her warmth, seemed to linger on my clothes and my skin. I lowered my head to sniff my collar, and the corners of my mouth curled upward uncontrollably, a smile spreading across my face.

An older woman sitting across from me looked at me with curiosity, puzzled by my inexplicable smile. I ignored her gaze, simply leaning back in my seat and turning my face toward the window. As my hometown gradually blurred into the distance, my heart was filled with anticipation.

The winter break was over, but I knew that something had changed forever.
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Chapter 17

When the time is right, things naturally fall into place...

March 2011, I began the second semester of my junior year.

After returning to school, my mother and I resumed our online chats. But this time, unlike the awkward probing of my freshman year, our conversations were permeated with a tacit, knowing familiarity. After spending the entire winter break in intimate proximity, those cautious masks had been completely stripped away. I grew increasingly accustomed to recounting those intimate little episodes to her in my messages, using raw, explicit language to trace the warmth and contours of my fingertips touching her body.

I would bring up those "accidental" touches from the winter break—my fingertips brushing against the softness of her chest, or accidentally grazing the curve of her full hips, and the wretched look on my face as she pinched me in retaliation. I deliberately described that pain with exaggerated flair, as if showing off a unique badge of honor. "You pinched me so hard, half my body went numb," I typed, the corners of my mouth curling up involuntarily. "I still have the marks on my arm." Her reply came quickly, accompanied by an eye-rolling emoji: "You touched me on purpose, did you think I didn't know? Your little intentions were written all over your face." Through the screen, I could imagine her slightly furrowed brows in mock anger, and the hidden smile in those beautiful peach-blossom eyes.

"I can't take all the blame for that," I typed back rapidly, my heart racing slightly. "Who told you to dress so casually at home? Your neckline was so low that I saw everything the moment I looked down. Rather than letting some stranger get a free show, I might as well enjoy the view myself as your son. Wouldn't you agree?" She immediately sent back a 'hitting' emoji, followed by a string of voice messages. When I played them, I heard her teasing, laughter-filled scolding: "Fang Xuyang, you little brat, you're getting more and more insolent! You keep staring at me like that, and I'll gouge your eyes out!" Hearing the playful "threats" hidden within her soft, sweet voice didn't make me back down at all; instead, it acted like a catalyst, fueling an even hotter fire deep within me. I deliberately ignored her warning and continued typing: "I can't help it. You’re just so gorgeous, beautiful as a goddess. My eyes don't listen to me; they just drift toward you on their own." There was a silence of a few seconds on the other end, and then she sent a text: "Smooth talker, talking complete nonsense!" followed by a "haughty" emoji. But I knew her too well; there wasn't a hint of real anger in those five words, only the feigned reticence of someone who was secretly thrilled by the flattery. I could imagine her right now—propped up on the sofa with her phone, unable to suppress the curve of her lips, her cheeks surely flushed with a lovely, rosy glow.

I struck while the iron was hot, shifting the topic to those nights we shared a bed during winter break. "Mom," I typed, my fingertips burning, "sleeping next to you those few nights was so comfortable. You smell so good, so warm and cozy. Every time I breathed it in, I’d fall into such a deep sleep." She was silent for even longer this time, and it took a while before she replied: "You were never still when you slept, just like when you were a kid. You’re a grown man now, but you’d still keep pushing toward me in your sleep, almost shoving me right out of the bed." This topic felt like it had inadvertently pried open a dust-covered door; the air between us suddenly turned subtle. Somehow, she shifted the conversation to a childhood memory: "You had a bad habit when you were little—you couldn't fall asleep unless you were touching my chest. That habit lasted until you were six, and it only stopped once we started having you sleep in your own bed." I froze. I had no clear mental image of this, only a vague, hazy notion. Subconsciously, I typed: "I don't remember that." Then, almost reflexively, I followed up with: "I still want to touch it now." The moment I sent it, I could feel the air on the other side of the screen instantly turn frigid. After a long pause, her reply finally trickled in, just two words: "Get lost. Have you no shame?" I played it thick-skinned, replying in a tone that was half-teasing, half-earnest: "How am I shameless? You're my lover, after all—you accepted my flowers with your own hands on Valentine's Day. Isn't it only natural for lovers to do these things?" She was clearly choked up by my words, immediately trying to brush off the Valentine's Day incident, claiming it was just a joke and telling me not to take it seriously. I stood my ground, insisting that she was my lover, trying to wear her down with this muddled, tangled logic. She seemed annoyed by my badgering, or perhaps some corner of her heart had been gently stirred. Finally, as if to make me shut up, she typed a line that made my heart stop: "If you behave yourself and stop making me angry, I might consider it." At that moment, a massive surge of euphoria coursed through my body like an electric current. I switched into my most obedient mode, my fingers dancing across the screen as I used every sweet word I could think of to flatter her. I told her I would behave, that I would listen to her and be her most obedient son. I could feel her attitude softening bit by bit under my assault. Her feigned coldness began to reveal a hint of irrepressible joy. I redoubled my efforts to make her happy, like a devoted believer who, after a long wait, had finally caught a glimpse of the sliver of light promised by a deity.

A few days before the Qingming Festival break, my mom asked me over the phone, "Are you coming home?" I deliberately told her, "The break is too short and the travel is too exhausting, so I'm not coming back; I'll just stay at school." She merely said "Oh" on the other end. I couldn't detect any emotion in her tone; she just told me to take care of myself.

Yet, on the very evening the Qingming break began, I boarded an overnight train to my hometown. I had checked in advance—my dad wasn't home. For our family, Qingming is a day set in stone for visiting ancestral graves. As the only son, my dad goes back to the village in the countryside every year with my grandfather to burn incense and paper offerings for my great-grandparents' graves; he never misses it, not even for a day.

The train arrived in the early hours of the morning. Before dawn, the county town was shrouded in the morning mist and chill. I caught a night-shift taxi home, and by the time I stood at the front door, the horizon was just beginning to turn a pale, fish-belly white. I reached out and knocked. The house remained silent for a moment, then her sleepy voice drifted out, asking, "Who is it?" I answered. Footsteps approached from within, and the door was opened from the inside.

She stood in the doorway wearing a white cotton nightgown—the kind of plain nightgown with lace trim at the collar that only reached mid-thigh. Her hair was somewhat disheveled, spilling over her shoulders with a few strands clinging to her cheeks. She froze for a moment upon seeing me, her eyes still clouded with the daze of having just woken up. She hadn't expected me to return. I told her, "I missed you, so I came back." Hearing this, a faint flush bloomed on her cheeks, as if brushed by the morning light. She lowered her head and pressed her lips together involuntarily, wearing a bashful expression. She didn't say much else, simply stepping aside to let me in.

I stepped inside and set down my luggage. After she closed the door, she walked toward me, and I couldn't help but step forward and pull her into my arms. I was still chilled from the early morning air, my clothes cold to the touch, and the suddenness of my movement startled her. Her body stiffened instantly, and she blurted out, "Fang Xuyang, let me go!" There was panic in her voice. I didn't let go; instead, I took the opportunity to slide my hand down her back, resting it on her full, soft bottom wrapped in her nightgown. She gave a violent jolt in my arms, her expression changing immediately as she slapped my shoulder hard and scolded, "Are you sick or what!" Her tone was filled with genuine irritation. I gave an awkward smile and released her.

I took a step back and pulled a small, wrapped box from my bag. It was something I had bought for her back at school—a light-colored silk scarf. It wasn't anything expensive, but I thought she would look beautiful in it. She took it, unwrapped it, and when she saw the scarf, a flicker of delight crossed her eyes, and most of the annoyance on her face vanished. She complained, "You're so disobedient, insisting on rushing back like this," but there wasn't a hint of blame in her tone; instead, it was laced with an irrepressible, pleasant surprise.

The sky hadn't fully brightened yet, and she asked, "Are you hungry?" I replied, "A little." She turned and headed to the kitchen, where she cooked me a bowl of instant noodles, topped with two poached eggs. I sat at the dining table, burying my head in the bowl and finishing every last bit. Once I had eaten, sleepiness set in. I went to my room, collapsed onto the bed, and fell into a deep sleep. In my half-conscious state, I could vaguely hear her moving about the house, tidying up—sweeping, mopping, and wiping the table. Those familiar sounds brought me a sense of peace.

When I woke up, it was already past three in the afternoon. The curtains were drawn, but the evening light still managed to filter through. I walked out of the bedroom and found the house filled with the aroma of food. She had already prepared a meal, featuring all my favorites—stewed ribs, braised fish, and freshly fried spring rolls, all laid out on the dining table, steaming hot. She was wearing an apron, putting the finishing touches on things in the kitchen. Seeing that I was awake, she told me, "Go wash your hands, it's time to eat." After we finished, she took a shower and changed into that light-colored house dress she wears at home, and we curled up together on the living room sofa to watch TV. Feeling guilty, I intentionally sat down right next to her. I pretended to be engrossed in the show while shifting my body inch by inch toward her, until the outer side of my arm brushed against her warm upper arm. She didn't pull away; her gaze remained fixed on the TV screen, but I could feel her body tense up.

I didn't take in a single thing of what was playing on TV. My entire focus was on her, on the curves of her body visible beneath the thin fabric of her sleepwear. After hesitating for a moment, I finally gathered the courage to ask, as nonchalantly as I could, "How have I been doing lately?" She turned her head to look at me, paused for two seconds, and replied, "You're alright, I suppose," her tone completely flat. Feeling a bit anxious, I pressed further: "So, can I touch you now?" She understood immediately what I meant; a flush of red rushed to her cheeks, and she glared at me, scolding, "Shameless!" I grew desperate and argued, "You're going back on your word! You clearly said it would be okay if I behaved!" She turned her head back to the TV and said, "I was just teasing you; I didn't think you'd actually take it seriously." A wave of disappointment washed over me, mixed with a stubborn sense of reluctance.

A surge of raw impulse rushed to my head. Instead of arguing further, I reached out with a reckless sense of desperation, quickly darting my hand toward her chest. The moment my fingertips brushed the soft, rounded edge through her nightgown, she recoiled violently like a startled rabbit. She scrambled to the other side of the sofa, swatting my hand hard and then pinching my bare arm with all her might. It really hurt, and I couldn't help but gasp. I saw her sitting at the other end of the sofa with an expression I had never seen before. It wasn't pure anger, but a mixture of shyness, alarm, and a near-desperate panic.

Her face was flushed with an unnatural heat, her breathing had become rapid, and her chest was heaving. Looking at me, her voice trembled with agitation as she shouted, "If you do that again, I’ll really be mad—I won't talk to you anymore!" Those words hit me like a bucket of cold water, dousing my burning desire. I froze, staring at her face. There was no trace of coy hesitation there, only genuine panic and resistance. My heart sank as I realized I had crossed the line again. I immediately stopped, and all my impulses cooled in an instant. I quickly sat up straight and reached out to pull her arm, but she flinched away.

I lowered my posture and apologized, saying, "I didn't mean it; I was just joking with you and couldn't help myself for a second." I pleaded with her humbly, "If you don't forgive me, I won't be able to sleep at all tonight." I don't know if my apology worked or if she had simply recovered from the shock on her own. After a long while, her tense body slowly began to relax. She turned her head and shot me a glance, her eyes still holding a trace of lingering resentment and reproach, but the piercing coldness from moments ago was gone. She whispered, "Don't let it happen again." I stayed at home for two days. Because I had upset my mother, even though I managed to coax her into a better mood, that light, ambiguous, and teasingly intimate atmosphere had completely vanished. She didn't give me the cold shoulder, but that was only because she wasn't angry anymore. Her tone when speaking to me had returned to that flat, indifferent state, as if she were talking to an unfamiliar guest. I tried to joke with her and make her laugh like I used to, but she only responded politely, her smiles faint and distant. After dinner, she cleared the dishes to wash them in the kitchen. When I offered to help, she said, "No need." I sat alone in the living room, listening to the sound of water rushing from the kitchen faucet, feeling an indescribable sense of suffocation.

The next day, my father returned. He walked through the door on the afternoon of the Qingming Festival. He was quite puzzled to see me and asked, "Why are you back?" I replied, "Something came up suddenly, so I came back." He didn't ask further and went to wash up for dinner. That evening, the dinner table returned to the scene of three people eating together. My mother was much as usual, chatting with my father about visiting the graves in the countryside and discussing minor household trifles. I sat to the side, silently shoveling rice into my mouth, unable to interject. Watching her serve him food and hearing them talk back and forth, I felt like an outsider.

On the morning of my third day back, I bought a ticket to return to school. My mother didn't get up to see me off. When I left, her bedroom door was shut. I stood in the living room, staring at that closed door, feeling an indescribable mix of emotions. I knew that although we had made up on the surface, my reckless actions had been like a stone thrown into a calm lake, completely shattering the delicate balance we had just begun to build.

Back at school, I felt a bit down. Although I still took the initiative to text my mom to let her know I had arrived, she replied quickly, simply telling me to get some rest. However, in the following days, our conversations were clearly not as lively as before. I would send a message, and it might take her a long time to respond; her replies were much shorter, sometimes just an emoji. I felt stifled and frustrated, dying to have a clear talk with her and ask what she really meant. But I didn't dare, fearing that if I said the wrong thing, she might shut me out completely. I could only struggle with myself, tossing and turning as I replayed every detail of those two days at home during the Qingming Festival, repeatedly ruminating on my mistakes. I knew I had been too impatient, too hasty. I thought that after that winter break, we were close enough to take things further, but I was wrong.

My mom probably sensed I was unhappy, so she started reaching out to chat. She knew what I was upset about. Without beating around the bush, she said to me, "You're so petty. What kind of son, at your age, still touches his mother's breasts?" I replied, "You promised me you would." She said, "That was just a joke." Seeing those words, it felt like a bucket of ice water had been dumped over me. I remained unhappy, the tension inside me pulled tight. Seeing me like this, my mom seemed to get a bit angry herself and simply stopped responding.

I panicked, and all my frustration and stubbornness vanished in an instant. Afraid that she might truly ignore me, I rushed to coax her, taking the initiative to chat, finding other topics, telling her about interesting things at school, and asking if the flowers at home had bloomed. I stopped bringing up that incident, carefully maintaining a surface-level calm. Seeing that I had dropped the subject, she slowly relaxed, and her attitude softened. We returned to our daily routine of chatting—talking about cafeteria food, things I’d seen at school, and the flowers she grew. Everything was back on track, but we both knew that even though some things hadn't been explicitly stated, they had been said, heard, and understood.

Soon, the May Day Golden Week arrived. Before the holiday, I called her and asked, "Should I come home?" She said, "Your dad is home too, come back." When she mentioned my dad was home, her tone was flat, but I could tell it was both a reminder and a warning—a reminder that he was there, and a warning for me to behave. When I got home, sure enough, my dad hadn't gone anywhere for the holiday; he stayed right at home.

Business has become increasingly difficult these days. He used to spend more than half of every month traveling for work, but now, if he manages ten days or so, it’s considered a good month. He stays home all day, watching TV and drinking tea, occasionally heading out to grab a drink with a few old friends. He looks much more relaxed than he used to, but also older. Because he’s home, my mother and I no longer dare to be as clingy as we were during winter break. When we eat, the three of us sit at the same table; she puts food in my father's bowl, and then in mine, but there is almost no eye contact between us. After watching TV at night, my father goes back to the master bedroom to sleep, and my mother follows him. I sit in the living room for a while before heading to my own room.

Everything seems so normal and harmonious, just like any ordinary, peaceful family of three. The only time we can be alone together is during that window after dinner each day. She goes for a walk in the residential complex, and I follow behind her, keeping a distance that is neither too close nor too far. She wears casual loungewear, walking at a steady, unhurried pace, occasionally stopping to look at the newly bloomed flowers by the roadside. We don't have much to say, but this sense of peace, walking side by side, makes me feel grounded.

On May 6th, we had to attend a wedding. It was for the child of one of my mother’s cousins—a relative from her side of the family living some distance away in Qiqihar. The wedding was set for May 7th, so my mother and I left a day early. On the morning of May 6th, we boarded a train to Qiqihar. My father didn’t go; he said, "I don't know those relatives well, and I don't want to join in the commotion." He has never been one for visiting relatives, finding it both troublesome and stifling. We took the earliest train, and the carriage was quiet and sparsely occupied, with only the rhythmic clatter of the train and the occasional station announcement breaking the silence.

As the train pulled away, I watched the fields and villages zip past outside the window. Green wheat fields stretched on, one after another, with the occasional farmhouse with red tiles and white walls flashing by. I could feel a sense of ease beginning to permeate the space between us. Away from home, away from that familiar environment—and especially away from my father’s watchful eye—my mother seemed like a completely different person. She wasn't as tense as she was at home; she became more talkative, as if she had shed some kind of burden. She talked to me about the wedding we were heading to, mentioning that she had met her cousin’s child when the girl was little. She remembered her following me around, wearing two little pigtails with her round cheeks, and now she was getting married—how time flies. She went on to share funny stories about her and this cousin when they were young, saying they had been the closest of friends, going to school together, playing together, wearing the same dresses, and sleeping in the same bed. It was only after they got married and had their own families and children that they gradually drifted apart. Listening to her, I could sense the nostalgia and emotion in her voice. Her gaze turned distant, as if she were looking back into the past.

She also asked me about school, chatting casually and comfortably. "How are your roommates? Is your coursework stressful?" she asked. She leaned back against the window, sunlight dancing across her face, casting dappled light and shadows on her fair skin. With her eyes slightly narrowed and a faint smile playing on her lips, she looked several years younger, like a young girl out on an excursion. I was infected by her relaxed mood, too, and joined in the conversation, telling her about the books I had been reading and funny things happening at school. Because of this easygoing chatter, the journey no longer felt long, and time slipped away without us even noticing.

It was still cold in the Northeast in early May, and she was dressed quite casually today. Underneath, she wore a pink, form-fitting thermal shirt with the neckline resting just at her collarbone. Over it, she had on a thin, dark gray zip-up jacket, left partially unzipped to reveal a glimpse of the thermal shirt’s collar and a small patch of fair skin. On her lower half, she wore light blue slim-fit jeans that tapered at the ankles, exposing a sliver of fair skin above her white sneakers. Her hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, showing off her smooth forehead and slender neck, with a few stray wisps framing her ears. She also wore subtle makeup—neatly defined eyebrows, mascara, and a light pink lipstick. She looked clean, sharp, and full of vitality. Watching her sit in the seat across from me, a thought suddenly crossed my mind: she didn’t look like a woman in her forties at all, but rather like a youthful, beautiful student. The mature charm that radiated from her very bones, combined with this outfit, created a strange and captivating beauty.

By the time we arrived in Qiqihar, it was already afternoon. My great-aunt’s family was incredibly welcoming. My great-uncle and great-aunt were waiting for us at the exit, and as soon as they saw us, they hurried over with beaming smiles. For dinner, they had arranged a grand banquet at a nearby restaurant, booking a large private room with three or four tables. Many relatives from my mother’s side of the family came that night; I was meeting many of them for the first time, and I hadn't even heard some of their names before. My mother kept introducing them to me—telling me to call this one "Great-Uncle" and that one "Great-Aunt," explaining that this person was from my second aunt’s family and that one was from my third uncle’s. I had to greet them one by one, keeping a polite smile plastered on my face. Everyone was very warm, especially the elders, who held my hands and showered me with questions, saying, "I remember seeing you when you were little. In the blink of an eye, you've grown up so much! A college student now—you’ve done well for yourself, and you’re sure to have a bright future." Surrounded by these enthusiastic relatives, I kept smiling, handling the situation with ease, exchanging pleasantries, and answering all their questions.

At the banquet, the relatives were very enthusiastic, constantly offering toasts, clinking glasses, and creating a lively atmosphere. My mother found it difficult to refuse, so she ended up having a few drinks herself. She didn’t have a high tolerance for alcohol; after a few beers, a flush spread across her face like a layer of rouge, her eyes grew a bit unfocused, and her voice became louder than usual. Sitting next to her, I saw she had had enough, so I stepped in to intercept a few drinks for her, saying she still had to look after me and couldn't drink any more. Seeing me protecting my mother like that, the relatives all laughed and said, "This child is so filial; he knows how to take care of his mother." After we had our fill, the relatives, who had already arranged our accommodations, booked us into a nearby hotel. My cousin’s husband handed the room card to my mother and said quite naturally, "I’ve put you two in a standard room to save money; there are two beds, so you two can just make do for the night." As she took the card, I could feel her body stiffen for a split second. She glanced at me, her eyes filled with hesitation, unease, and a complex emotion I couldn't quite decipher. In the end, she didn't refuse and simply gave a quiet acknowledgment. I understood that after what happened during the Dragon Boat Festival, this kind of arrangement made her feel nervous and guarded, like a bird startled by the mere twang of a bowstring. Yet, she couldn't find a reason to decline; everything seemed so natural that refusing would only have seemed strange.

We took our luggage to the room. It was on the third floor, with two single beds side-by-side separated by a nightstand. The room was clean, the white sheets and duvet covers were tidy, and there was a faint scent of disinfectant in the air. Once inside, she went to shower first. She took her change of clothes out of her bag and, with her back to me, began to undress. She took off her thin outer jacket, revealing the white, tight-fitting long-sleeved shirt underneath, which clung to her curvaceous upper body, outlining her waist and the full contours of her chest. She unbuttoned her jeans and bent over to slide them off, exposing her fair, slender legs and her full, rounded hips wrapped in light-colored underwear, which looked especially alluring under the lights. She sensed my gaze, turned back, and shot me a glare—a look that held both a warning and a trace of shyness. I didn't dare look again and lowered my head, pretending to check my phone, though I didn't take in a single word. Clutching her pajamas, she turned and walked into the bathroom, closing the door and locking it behind her.

The sound of rushing water drifted from the bathroom. I sat on the edge of the bed, listening to it, my mind spiraling uncontrollably. My heart hammered against my ribs, and my palms began to sweat. The water ran for about twenty minutes, each one feeling like an eternity of torment. The bathroom door opened, and a warm, humid mist scented with body wash washed over me. She stepped out. Her hair had been blow-dried and hung loosely over her shoulders, the tips still slightly damp. She had changed into a light gray, long-sleeved cotton pajama set—a conservative style, buttoned all the way to the top. Yet, the loose fabric couldn't completely conceal the curves of her mature figure. Standing there in the hazy mist, she possessed a kind of ethereal beauty. She glanced at me, her eyes weary and guarded, and told me to go wash up and get some rest, reminding me that we still had the wedding tomorrow.

I murmured an acknowledgment and headed in. I walked into the bathroom, turned on the faucet, and deliberately set the water to cold. The icy spray poured from the showerhead, hitting me and making me shiver violently. Gritting my teeth, I stood under the freezing stream, letting the numbing cold wash over my body. I wanted to extinguish the fire burning inside me and force myself to calm down. I stood in the cold water for a long time until my body began to go numb, then turned off the faucet, dried myself, and walked out.

When I emerged, I had intentionally left myself wearing only my underwear, my upper body bare and still glistening with water droplets. She was already lying in bed, playing a game on her phone, busy harvesting crops on QQ Farm. Hearing me, she looked up, caught sight of my bare chest, and muttered, "Aren't you cold?" "I'm fine," I replied, then slipped under my own covers. The main light in the room was still on, casting a bright glare that made everything perfectly, painfully clear.

I lay in my bed, turning on my side to watch her. My mother had been drinking tonight; there was still a faint flush on her face, and she seemed to be in high spirits. I cleared my throat and started chatting with her: "Mom, those relatives were really enthusiastic tonight. They kept pulling me aside to drink." She gave a soft hum and said, "Yes, it’s been many years. Everyone is just happy to see each other." I added, "I noticed you’d had enough, so I stepped in to cover for you a few times so they wouldn't keep pouring drinks for you." Hearing this, a faint smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. "Hmm, you did well today," she said. My heart skipped a beat, and I quickly seized the opening: "So, I did well?" She answered offhandedly, "You did." But as soon as the words left her lips, she seemed to suddenly realize what I was really asking. The hand she was using to browse her phone paused, and the smile on her face faded slightly.

"Enough talk, time to sleep," she said immediately, then turned over and lay with her back to me.

Seeing that she was going to sleep, I felt a surge of anxiety. I waited a few seconds, but finally couldn't help myself, my voice laced with pleading: "Mom... you can't go back on your word. You just admitted I did well." She didn't respond. I pressed on: "You promised me before... you said if I did well, you’d consider it..." My voice grew lower, sounding truly desperate now.

After a moment of silence, she finally turned back around. Seeing me looking so pathetic, she couldn't help but laugh and scold, "You're hopeless. How old are you, still wanting to touch breasts?" Realizing she wasn't actually angry, I felt a jolt of joy. Summoning my courage, I scrambled out of my covers and ran over to her bed in a few strides. As soon as I lifted her quilt and slid in, she tensed up instantly, her body going rigid. "Fang Xuyang, what do you think you're doing!" she demanded sharply. I said, "I want my reward. Just a touch, just one." As I spoke, I reached my hand toward her chest.

She reacted quickly, grabbing my hand and pinching it hard. Her nails dug into my skin, and the piercing pain made me gasp. But she let go, and I didn't give up; I reached out again. This time, she struck the back of my hand with force, her tone even harsher: "Fang Xuyang, are you ever going to quit!" I didn't answer, stubbornly reaching toward the quilt she was wrapped in. She grabbed my hand, and we began to struggle.

Between the alcohol I’d consumed and the burning desire in my heart, I felt the lust that had been dampened by the cold water begin to surge again. My strength grew, and my breathing became heavier. I could feel myself hardening, creating an obvious bulge against my underwear. She saw my reaction—I don’t know what she was thinking at that moment, but I could feel the grip she had on my hand suddenly loosen.

She hesitated. Flushed with drink, her face looked exceptionally alluring under the lights. Her eyes were filled with complex emotions: hesitation, struggle, shame, and something else I couldn't quite decipher. After a moment of silence, she suddenly said, "You can only touch me once." Hearing this, I was overcome with joy and blurted out, "Just once, I promise!" I reached for her, but she quickly pulled away and said, "Turn off the lights." I immediately got out of bed, reached over to switch off the main light, and the room plunged into darkness. She glanced at me and added, "Put your clothes on." I scrambled back to my bed, pulled on my thermal underwear, and returned to hers.

She was already lying down, wrapped tightly in her quilt. She took a deep breath and whispered, "Go ahead." I lay outside her quilt, carefully sliding my hand underneath it and then inside her clothes. My fingers brushed against the fabric of her pajamas, then her waist, and finally, I rested my hand upon the soft, warm curve of her breast. The moment my palm made contact with that soft flesh, her body jolted as if struck by an electric shock.

It felt incredibly soft—a sensation beyond words, warm and supple, like a piece of freshly steamed tofu gently yielding against my palm. I could feel the silkiness of her skin, the way her breast rose and fell with her breath beneath my hand, and her heartbeat, rapid and frantic, pulsing against my fingertips through the thin fabric. The sensation was completely different from the tense, stifling atmosphere of the Dragon Boat Festival; this time, she was letting me touch her of her own volition. Though she was clearly filled with great reluctance and shame, she didn't push me away, didn't scream, and didn't shy away. That soft flesh felt extraordinarily real and warm in my palm, like a reward meant only for me.

I was lost in the sensation, and my fingers grew restless, no longer satisfied with just resting there. I used two fingers to gently pinch the already firming peak, rolling it slightly. Her body shuddered violently, and she reached out to pinch me, her voice tinged with suppressed irritation: "That’s enough." I didn't listen and kept on. Her voice suddenly rose, sharp with genuine anger: "Fang Xuyang, don't push your luck!" Realizing she was truly annoyed, I quickly withdrew my hand, feeling a sense of reluctance as I muttered, "Stingy." She snapped, "Go back to bed." With a sigh, I climbed off her bed and lay back down on my own.

But I still couldn't let it go. After lying there for a while, I tentatively asked, "Mom, do you want me to sleep with you? Just like we did back home, I promise I won't do anything." She didn't respond, acting as if she hadn't heard me. I waited a few seconds, and seeing she remained silent, I climbed out of bed, crept over to hers, and reached out to lift her quilt.

This time she truly lost her temper, bolting upright and snapping, "Fang Xuyang, I said don't push your luck! Get back to bed!" Her voice was filled with genuine fury, sounding particularly harsh in the dim room.

Seeing she was genuinely angry, I felt a jolt of fear, and my desire vanished instantly. I quickly humbled myself and apologized, "Mom, I’m sorry, don't be mad. I’m going back to bed right now." She didn't acknowledge me, simply turning over and lying down with her back to me, saying nothing more.

I returned to my bed gray and lay under the covers. I was a little nervous, and I didn't know if she was really angry. But on second thought——my mom wouldn't really be mad, it was her consent for me to touch it, and I didn't do anything else excessive. And she

 The way I was angry just now was not the desperate rage I felt last time, but like a helpless anger, like the kind of irritation that I couldn't do anything about. Thinking about it this way, I feel a little more at ease. I listened to her even breathing in the dark, slowly

 Closed my eyes.

My mom and I always like to chat before and after sex. It is the lubricant of our sex, and the most we talk about is what happened to us back then. We were traveling in Zhangjiajie at the beginning of 2016. I had just come out of the bathroom after taking a shower and my hair was still wet

 With the scent of shower gel on his body. She lay in bed wrapped in a quilt, having just taken a shower, now wearing a light-colored slip nightdress with her collarbone and shoulders exposed, her skin glowing softly under the dim bedside lamp. She's looking at her phone, looking at the corner of her mouth

 There was a smile, and it was very gentle, as if I was moved by something.

I asked her what she looked at, and she said she looked at her cousins' grandchildren, who were all so old and very cute. I said which cousin, and she said it was the one who went to Qiqihar to attend the wedding that year. As she spoke, she pointed her mobile phone at me and asked me to look at her. She

 After saying that, I immediately thought of this chest touching incident——That year in Qiqihar's hotel, I touched her chest for the first time with her consent, and the warm touch seemed to still be on my fingertips.

 I took my phone and took a look. The photo showed a very cute little boy about 4 years old, with a round face and eyes bent into crescent moon with a smile. I boasted: “So cute.” My mother sighed. The sigh was very light, but she said

 Meaning of not giving up. She said: “Look, everyone has grandchildren, and you don't have a partner. If your partner gets married, you won't have to think about me all day.” By this time I had gotten under the covers and my body was against hers. Her body was warm and soft, freshly washed

 The tide after the shower and the scent of body wash. I turned sideways, pulled open her nightgown, lowered my head to take one of her nipples and began to suck gently. The tip of my tongue swirls around the little bump that has become slightly stiff, feeling it gradually firm up between my lips and teeth

 Hard. At the same time, my hand held her other breast and began to knead it ——the ball of milk was warm and elastic in my palm, like a living thing, changing shape with my movements. My fingers gather, feeling the full arc, feeling the softness

 Soft milk spilled between my fingers. I gently rubbed the nipple with my thumb and felt it stand up under my fingertips.

I said vaguely: “You are my lover, and I am thinking of you.” After saying that, I took a gentle bite on her nipple, very softly and with a hint of teasing. My mother ate in pain, snorted softly, her body trembled slightly, and said: “Go to you

 Oh, shameless, who thinks about his mother all the time like you.” There was a hint of anger in her voice, but there was also an unconcealable charm. The tone was soft, as if she was acting coquettishly.

I chuckled, propped myself up, and planted a deep kiss on her lips. My tongue slipped into her mouth, tangling with hers, savoring the taste of her. Her lips were soft and warm, carrying a faint, sweet flavor. After kissing for a long while, I pulled back, pressing my forehead against hers, and said, "Who told you to be so charming and sexy? No one else has this kind of luck." With that, I began to trail kisses downward from her lips. My lips first landed on her chin; her sharp jawline was beautiful, and as I kissed it lightly, I could feel the tension in her skin as she tilted her head slightly. I then moved to her neck, where the skin was fair and delicate; as I pressed my lips against it, I could feel her pulse thrumming against them, beat after beat. I continued downward, kissing her collarbone, its bony outline standing out clearly under the light. My tongue traced the line of her collarbone, catching the lingering scent of her body wash on her skin. My lips and tongue left a warm, damp trail across her body, finally coming to rest at her chest.

I lowered my head and took her nipple into my mouth once more, this time with a firmer suction. My tongue flicked rapidly around her nipple before I drew it in, pulling the entire nipple and a small portion of the areola into my mouth. Meanwhile, my hand continued to knead her other breast, my fingers tracing circles over the soft flesh, relishing the delicate texture and the warmth of her body. Her breast shifted shape under my touch, and a faint flush began to bloom on her fair skin.

My mother was already aroused; her breathing had become quick and ragged, her chest rising and falling sharply with every breath. She pressed her hands against my head, her fingers digging into my still-damp hair, pulling gently. A soft moan escaped her lips—suppressed yet sexy, as if forced from the depths of her throat. Her eyes were half-lidded and hazy, glistening with desire as she murmured, "You and your smooth talk—'charming,' I'm nearly fifty." Her voice was slightly husky, heavy with the languor and sensuality of her arousal.

I kissed my way downward, my lips grazing her warm skin as I slowly descended. I first kissed her chest, where the skin was soft and heated, the rhythmic vibration of her heartbeat pulsing against my lips. Then, my mouth moved to her ribs; I could clearly feel the contours of the bone, rising and falling gently with each breath, the skin smooth and taut. I continued over her abdomen—flat and firm, without a trace of excess, her skin so fair it was almost translucent, glowing with a soft luster in the dim light. I traced circles around her navel with the tip of my tongue, feeling her body tremble slightly beneath my touch. "You’re infinitely charming," I said, my lips pressed against her stomach, my breath ghosting over her skin. "You look like you're in your thirties, with a waist this slim." She squirmed, caught between the tickle and the pleasure of it.

My mother was melting under my kisses, her voice coming in fragmented gasps. "If you get married, I could still help you raise your children... but in a few years, I'll be too old to manage..." Her voice held a maternal tenderness that felt uniquely, jarringly taboo in this setting.

I had reached her most intimate place. Her hair was sparse, a small, thin patch trailing down from the pubic bone. Her entrance was already slick, glistening under the light. I gently parted the soft petals with my fingers and extended my tongue, probing inside. She was warm and wet, carrying the distinct scent of her body—a heady, aphrodisiac blend of sweat, soap, and the juices of her arousal. I stirred my tongue inside, feeling the ridged texture and the heat of her inner walls, soft and delicate as the finest petals. Her vaginal walls tightened slightly in response to my tongue, as if answering my movements. I explored within, occasionally thrusting gently, sweeping side to side, or swirling in circles. Her moisture spilled out, dampening my chin.

Her body trembled violently under my touch, and she let out irrepressible moans—long, syrupy sounds that rang out with piercing clarity in the quiet room. Her legs clamped together instinctively, only to part a second later, as if welcoming my movements. As I licked, I mumbled, "Still talking about kids... who would I even marry? Why don't you just marry me?" My mother squirmed, tickled by my actions, and at my words, she couldn't help but laugh—a laugh thick with the huskiness and languor of passion. "Marry you... and I'd have to bear your children, wouldn't I..." Her voice came in fragmented gasps; she was clearly losing her senses under my ministrations.

I lifted my head from between her legs, the sheen of her nectar still glistening on my lips, and fixed my gaze on her. Her eyes were unfocused, her cheeks flushed, and her lips parted, her entire being submerged in an ocean of desire. I said, "Why not? Give me one right now." I sat up, grabbed her ankles, and pulled them apart, hoisting her legs onto my shoulders. Her body was folded, exposing her lower half completely—she was thoroughly drenched, her petals slightly parted as if waiting for me to enter. I pressed my rock-hard cock against her wet opening, nudging gently at first to savor the warmth and moisture of the entryway. She looked down at where we were about to join, her eyes filled with anticipation and nerves.

Then, with a thrust of my hips, I buried myself inside her in one go.

In that instant, her body arched sharply, and she let out a long, stifled moan that sounded like a mix of pain and ultimate pleasure. Her hands gripped the sheets tightly, her knuckles turning white. My cock was enveloped by her warm, wet vagina—an indescribable sensation of tightness, heat, and moisture, with countless folds rubbing against me like a thousand tiny mouths sucking at my skin. I began to thrust rapidly, pulling back almost entirely each time before plunging back in to strike deep against her core. Her moans grew louder with every movement, her body rising and falling to my rhythm, her breasts swaying violently.

After thrusting for a while, I adjusted my position, taking her legs off my shoulders and wrapping them around my waist. Then, I leaned down, resting one of her legs on my arm while keeping the other hooked around my waist, which allowed me to thrust even deeper. I began to drive into her with force, each stroke fast and fierce, the sound of our bodies slapping against each other echoing through the room. She kept sliding upward from the impact of my thrusts, forcing me to wrap one arm around her waist to hold her in place. Her hands gripped my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin as she moaned, "Slower... slow down..." Her voice was so seductive and soft that it felt less like a request and more like another form of teasing.

I slowed my pace, switching to long, deep thrusts. I would enter slowly until I reached the very bottom, pausing for a moment to let her body adjust to me and feel me, before slowly pulling back. This slower rhythm made the pleasure feel more lingering and profound. I lay over her, continuing the slow rhythm while leaning down to kiss her lips. My tongue explored her mouth, tangling with hers as she softly responded. Our lips and tongues entwined, exchanging saliva, our breaths mingling together. She held me tight, her legs wrapped firmly around my waist, her fingers lightly scratching my back, leaving trails of red marks.

Her eyes were completely unfocused, shimmering with desire, her cheeks flushed, and her lips parted as she sank into the peak of passion. She whispered into my ear, "Come inside me... let me have your baby..." Her voice was soft yet firm, sounding like a promise, or perhaps a permission.

Hearing those words, I could no longer control myself. I thrust into her frantically, putting every ounce of strength into each movement as her body jolted with every impact. I could feel my seed churning within me, the impending explosion of pleasure making my scalp tingle. For the final few strokes, I moved almost entirely on instinct, and then, in a surge of intense ecstasy, I thrust my hips forward one last time, emptying myself deep inside her. I could feel my seed gushing into her, warm and scalding; at the moment of my release, her body suddenly tensed, her vagina contracting violently as if trying to drain every last drop of me. She let out a long, sultry moan before going limp against me.

Afterward, we lay together, our bodies still pressed close, our sweat mingling. I rested in her arms, my head pillowed on her chest, listening to her heartbeat as it slowly returned to normal. My hand remained on her breast, gently caressing it, my fingertips tracing circles around her areola, savoring the delicate texture of her skin. She didn't push my hand away, allowing me to continue.

A while later, I asked her, "Back in Qiqihar, why did you agree to let me touch your breasts, and why did you get angry later?" She was silent for a moment, her fingers gently combing through my hair, before she replied, "In the state you were in, I was afraid that if I didn't let you, you might do something like you did during the Dragon Boat Festival. Besides, you were breastfed by me; you grew up touching my chest to fall asleep, so it wasn't a big deal to let you touch me." She paused, then added, "The main thing was that, by then, I wasn't as resistant to you touching my body—I don't even know why myself. Perhaps ever since winter break, I had slowly grown accustomed to your touch..." Her voice grew softer, tinged with a complex emotion. She continued, "As for getting angry, that was just a normal reaction for a mother. What mother wouldn't be at least a little angry if her son touched her like that?" Hearing her say this, an indescribable feeling welled up inside me. She didn't speak again, just closed her eyes as her breathing gradually steadied. Looking at her face, which appeared exceptionally soft in the dim, amber light, a sudden impulse to possess her again stirred within me—not a rough possession, but a gentle, affirming one that felt uniquely mine.

I slowly reached out and covered one of her breasts; the soft flesh felt warm and substantial in my palm. My fingers curled gently, beginning to knead, feeling that delicate texture and familiar curve. She didn't open her eyes or push me away; a slight twitch of her lips seemed to signal her silent consent. I placed my other hand on her as well, kneading both breasts simultaneously, sometimes gently squeezing and teasing, other times using my thumbs to flick at her already firming nipples. Under my touch, her breathing grew slightly erratic, and her chest began to rise and fall more rhythmically, yet she never opened her eyes or spoke to stop me, simply letting my hands linger against her chest.

Regarding this breast touching incident, I think it was the beginning of physical contact between us, and it was the first time she let me touch her voluntarily. From that time on, the invisible membrane between us was like a hole being torn open, and no longer

 Couldn't close it completely.

A few years after the breast touching incident, my mother and I have completely broken through the shackles of ethics, and my mother's plump and perky breasts have completely become my toys.

One time, I came home from get off work and she was cooking in the kitchen. I put down my bag, walked over, and hugged her waist from behind. My hands climbed up her chest very naturally, and through the thin layer of house clothes, I could clearly feel the softness

 Soft profile. She had no underwear inside, and the touch was direct and warm, like two pieces of warm tofu that had just come out of the pot, slightly deformed in my palm. My fingers gathered naturally and kneaded through the fabric, feeling the soft meat spilling between my fingers

 Full touch. As I rubbed, I rested my chin on her shoulder and asked her: “What are you eating tonight?” She was still stir-frying the food in the pot in her hand, and she said softly without looking back: “You won't watch it.” Her body twisted slightly, trying to hide

 Open my hand and let me stop messing around in my mouth and not delay her cooking. I didn't listen to her, and my hands continued to knead on her chest, feeling the soft touch of the two balls changing shape under my palm. Her body gradually softened, and I rubbed it lightly in my arms

 With a light twist, the spatula's stir-frying motion slowed down. I couldn't wait for her to finish cooking, so I couldn't help but lift her clothes and lower my head to hold her nipples. The warm touch spread on the tip of my tongue, with the unique scent of her body and a hint of sweat

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. I rubbed her breasts with one hand and slid the other down her ass, kneading the full arc through her pants. At this time, she finally got angry and scolded me loudly: “Fang Xuyang, you're so angry again, my dish isn't ready yet, be careful if it gets hot!” She cursed

 With it, the gas in my hand had been turned off, and I was allowed to bury myself in her chest and rotate the sucking of her breasts. I said vaguely: “Then I can just eat both of them.” She slapped my back with her hand, with little strength, more of a symbolic resistance.

There was another time, while we were sleeping at night. She was lying on her side with her back to me, already drifting off to sleep. I pressed up against her from behind, my body flush against her back, feeling the curve of her form. I reached my hand around her waist, slipped it under her pajamas, and firmly cupped one of her breasts. It felt warm and soft, heavy in my palm like a ripe piece of fruit. I whispered to her, "I want to relive how it felt to sleep when we were kids." Then, my fingers began to gently knead, feeling the soft flesh shift between them. The movement woke her, and she shifted slightly. I could feel her body softening under my touch, but she was so exhausted that she gave my hand a helpless pinch. "If you're going to touch me, just touch me properly," she said, sounding both annoyed and bashful. "Don't squeeze, I'm dying for sleep." I didn't listen; I kept kneading and squeezing, varying the rhythm and pressure as if to rouse her completely. My ministrations made her breathing increasingly erratic, and she began to squirm against her will. Finally, I truly irritated her, and she snapped at me, "Fang Xuyang, are you annoying or what? Get lost!" With that, she kicked me, her foot landing squarely on my calf. I had no choice but to behave, not daring to move a muscle, and just held her breast as we slept. Her hand rested on the back of mine without pulling it away, as if to confirm that I was just holding her and wouldn't start anything else. I fell asleep just like that, holding that warm, soft weight, feeling it rise and fall in my palm with her steady breathing.

Another time, during our sex foreplay, I held her and made a request in her ear. I said to her: “Mom, give me titjob.” She asked me: “What is titjob?” She didn't quite understand that word. I told her: “It is used

 My breasts clamped around my cock and rubbed it up and down.” She listened to me, her eyes widened, and she asked, “Where did you learn this?” I laughed and told her: “Watched it online.” She said, “You just know to look at that mess.” On her mouth

 Saying this, the body has moved. She sat up, held her breasts in her hands, squeezed them from both sides, and clamped my already hard cock between the two soft balls of milk. Her breasts aren't particularly big and don't completely cover my cock

 Wrapped, she could only hold her two breasts firmly, clamp my cock hard, and then start rubbing it up and down. I could feel those two balls of warm, soft milk wrapped around my cock, and as she rubbed them up and down, it gave me a

 Totally different from the bizarre pleasure of vaginal intercourse. I also followed her movements and gently lifted my waist. It didn't take long for her to become proficient, moving faster and faster, and the two soft balls of milk rubbed against my cock with a slight sound.

 Her stimulation made my ejaculation feel more and more intense. I couldn't hold it in for a moment. The moment her breasts were clamped and rubbed again, a stream of scalding semen spurted out suddenly, all spraying on her face. The sudden ejaculation startled her and she was stunned

 Instantly, then he scolded me repeatedly: “Fang Xuyang, you are sick, don't say a word when you ejaculate, it makes all the hair on my face!” As she spoke, she pinched me with her hands, making me scream and dodge back and forth on the bed.

 Another time, I was sitting on the sofa watching TV. She gathered chores nearby, sweeping the floor, wiping the table, and tidying up the clutter on the coffee table. She never wore underwear at home. Under the loose-fitting house clothes, the two breasts on her chest bent and straightened with her

 The movement swayed back and forth, and two faint protrusions could be seen swaying through the fabric, and the outline was clearly visible. There was a scene on TV where a woman was breastfeeding a child. The child was lying in the woman's arms, holding her nipples, and drinking gurgling

 The person looked down at the child in his arms with a satisfied smile on his face. I looked at the TV picture, then turned my head to look at the outline of her bending over to wipe the shaking of her chest, and suddenly an impulse surged in my heart. I said to her, “I want milk too.” She hears me

 , was stunned for a moment, straightened up and looked at me. Then a bad laugh came out of the corner of her mouth. Instead of scolding me or getting angry, she put down the rag in her hand and walked up to me. She sat astride my thighs, facing me, her hands lifting her clothes,

 Show those two plump, white breasts. She leaned over slightly, handed the nipple of one of the breasts to my mouth, and said in a gentle voice full of motherhood that I had never heard before: “Son, eat your mother's milk.” The way she looked at me

 , full of tenderness and water, that maternal light gave me great stimulation. I lowered my head and opened my mouth to take her nipples in. The warm touch spread on the tip of my tongue, with the unique scent of her body and a hint of sweat. My hands at the same time

 Climbed up her other breast and began to knead it. As I sucked on the hard nipple in my mouth and kneaded another ball of soft milk with my hands, I said vaguely in my mouth: “It's delicious.” Her body softened, she tilted her head back, and held her hands together

 On my shoulder, I said softly: “Baby feed well.” I couldn't get enough of it for a while, so I grabbed one breast with each hand and started to play with it alternately, sucking this one now and licking that one again, biting her nipple lightly with my teeth, and then

 The tip of the tongue spins on it. She tilted her head back, bit her lips, and squinted her eyes at my movements, with an expression on her face that was both satisfying and painful. Her voice became choppy and she said, “Eat well, eat well.” I buried in her double breast room, like a

 Like a greedy baby, she sucked tirelessly on the warmth that I never really had in those years.

The next morning, while I was still asleep, I felt someone gently nudging my shoulder. I opened my eyes groggily to see her standing by my bed, already fully dressed. She wore a light-colored cropped jacket zipped up to her chest, revealing a white base layer underneath. Below that, she wore a dark, form-fitting skirt that ended just above her knees, accentuating the smooth curves of her waist and hips. Her hair was tied up, and she wore subtle makeup, making her look capable and energetic—a completely different person from the one last night who had been wrapped in the quilt, blushing while letting me touch her.

Seeing me wake up, she said in a casual tone, "You're up? Get up quickly, we have a wedding to attend soon; don't be late." There was nothing unusual in her voice—no averted eyes, no hesitant pauses—as if the episode last night had never happened at all. She didn't even wait for my response before turning to tidy up the items on the nightstand, her movements natural and fluid.

I sat up in bed, watching her nonchalant back, feeling a bit dazed. For a moment, I even wondered—was the scene in the dim room last night, where she bit her lip and told me I could "only touch for a moment," something that actually happened, or just an overly vivid dream? But as she turned around, I caught a glimpse of the faint red blush still lingering on her earlobes, which confirmed to me that it was no dream.

I rubbed my eyes, murmured a response, and got out of bed to wash up. By the time I came out of the bathroom, she had already made the bed. The quilt was folded neatly, the pillows were straightened, and the items on the nightstand were perfectly organized. She stood by the window, patting toner onto her face, and said to me as she did so, "When we get to the wedding venue, just follow my lead. Greet people when you should, and don't be nervous." I said okay, then changed into the casual outfit I had brought—a dark, slim-fit jacket over a light-colored shirt, paired with dark casual trousers.

She looked me up and down, a faint smile playing on her lips, and said, "Hmm, you look sharp." The tone was completely casual, just like any mother praising her son.

I looked her over as well and said, "You look quite lovely yourself." She didn't respond, just rolled her eyes at me—a light, playful gesture, with a hint of barely perceptible feigned annoyance—before turning to grab her small handbag.

The wedding was lively, and she acted completely normal the entire time. She chatted and laughed with relatives, introduced me to this person and that, and occasionally reached out to adjust my collar—a gesture that felt natural and intimate. That intimacy wasn't the kind of desire-fueled touch from the night before; it was pure, maternal care, like a protective layer that tightly masked everything that had crossed the line between us.

It was past two in the afternoon when the wedding ended, and we headed to the train station. We were taking different trains; she was heading back to our hometown, and I was going straight back to my school in Harbin. The waiting hall was crowded, and the loudspeaker blared train announcements incessantly. She stood before me, her expression calm and natural, as if last night’s events were nothing more than the most ordinary display of affection between mother and son—neither worth mentioning, nor worth deliberately avoiding.

Her train was called first. When the announcement began, she looked at me and said, "I'm heading off then." I replied, "Okay, let me know when you get home." She paused for a moment, appearing caught off guard by my specific request. Then, a smile slowly tugged at the corners of her mouth—not a polite, perfunctory smile, but one filled with a touch of surprise, a hint of joy, and a softness that was difficult to define. Her eyes crinkled, and for a fleeting moment, she displayed a rare, almost girlish vibrancy. She nodded and said, "I will." The three words were spoken softly, yet they carried a weight different from a typical mother-son farewell, like the confirmation of some unspoken pact.

She turned toward the platform entrance, swiped her ticket, and the turnstile clicked shut behind her. After a few steps, she looked back at me one last time. It was a brief glance, but her eyes held a trace of a smile—a smile so light and faint, yet it made me feel that, deep down, she was truly happy. She didn't say anything else; she just waved at me, turned, and merged into the crowd heading toward the platform.

I stood outside the ticket gate, watching her figure fade into the crowd, when a sudden, strange feeling washed over me. At that moment, we didn't feel like a mother and son parting at a station; it felt more like a pair of lovers, deeply in love, forced to go their separate ways after a brief reunion. She left carrying my warnings and my worries, while I stayed behind, waiting for word that she had arrived safely. That sense of role reversal left me feeling a mix of bitterness and sweetness, as if something between us had quietly undergone a fundamental change, something that could never go back to the way it was before.

-----------------------------------
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Chapter 18

Only by bravely speaking your mind can you truly become who you want to be... After the May Day holiday ended, I returned to school and discovered that the delicate balance between my mother and me had completely shifted.

This change didn't happen overnight; it was like the river water in spring, melting bit by bit, flowing little by little, until it could never return to its frozen state. Our conversations became more natural and casual, like the barrier-free exchange between two truly intimate people. She would share interesting videos she saw on her QQ Zone with me, tell me what fresh vegetables she had bought at the market that day, and complain that the house drain was clogged again and my dad was too lazy to fix it. I would also tell her about things at school—about a joke a teacher made during class today, how the cafeteria had a new dish that actually tasted pretty good, and how my roommate had argued with his girlfriend and was on the balcony talking on the phone in the middle of the night.

The content of our conversations was incredibly trivial and mundane, but behind this triviality and routine, I could feel the invisible barrier between us thinning bit by bit, eventually becoming like a transparent film—still present, but no longer capable of blocking anything.

Not long after the May Day holiday in 2011, it was Mother's Day. I remember very clearly that Mother's Day that year fell on May 8th. I pre-ordered a large bouquet of carnations at a florist near my school and had the shop deliver them to my home on the morning of Mother's Day. I wrote a message on the card, drafting it several times before finally settling on the wording. It wasn't long, just a few lines: "Happy Mother's Day to my Sister Yu. May you always stay young, beautiful, and happy." After reading it over and over to ensure the tone was affectionate yet not overly so, I felt relieved and handed it to the shop assistant.

On the morning of Mother's Day, I was in my dorm reading when my phone buzzed. It was a message from my mom on QQ. I opened it to find a photo: she was holding the bouquet of carnations, standing in front of the coffee table in the living room with a smile on her face. It was a beautiful smile—one filled with surprise and contentment, her eyes shining bright. She was wearing light-colored loungewear with her hair tied loosely behind her head, looking completely relaxed and energetic. I could picture the scene when she received the flowers that morning—the courier knocking on the door, her taking the large, beautifully wrapped bouquet with a puzzled look, and the expression on her face when she read "Sister Yu" on the card. It must have been a complex look, a mix of surprise, delight, and a touch of shyness.

She sent another message saying she had received the flowers, that they were beautiful, and that she loved them, followed by words of thanks. Just as I was about to reply, I saw that she had posted a new status on her QQ Zone. I clicked on it and saw a photo of the flowers. The caption was simple, just a few words: "A gift from my son, so happy." Looking at her post, a wave of satisfaction washed over me. It was a wonderful feeling, like having accomplished something truly meaningful and receiving the perfect response. I could imagine her holding her phone, refreshing the page again and again, waiting for her friends to like and comment. That’s just who my mom is; she likes being envied, she likes being complimented, and she loves the feeling of being the center of attention. This side of her has always been clear, but while I used to see it as vanity and a desire to show off, I now find it rather endearing—a kind of charm unique to a woman of her age, tinged with a little bit of innocence and vanity.

In the evening, as our idle chatter wound down, she suddenly switched topics. Her tone carried an irrepressible sense of glee, like a cat that had just stolen a bit of honey. She spoke of the gift she received today—that bouquet of pink carnations, their petals large and full, still tipped with morning dew. She mentioned placing them in the celadon vase in the living room, filling the entire house with their fragrance; even my father had paused to take a second whiff when he got home. Her messages popped up one after another, and even through the screen, I could picture her holding her phone, unable to keep the corners of her mouth from curling upward. She excitedly told me that her latest post on Qzone had blown up. Many of her friends had liked it, and the comments were filled with people envious of her having such a good son. She replied to every single one, and as she told me this, the faint sense of pride and contentment seemed to spill right out from the screen. She loved this feeling of being envied; she loved being seen in her happiness.

I seized the moment, my heart hammering against my ribs. I took a deep breath, my fingertips hovering over the screen for a heartbeat, and then I typed those two words: "Sister Yu." The moment the message sent, the world seemed to stand still. I stared fixedly at the screen, not daring to take a full breath. This was the first time I had called her that since the incident during the Dragon Boat Festival. I was terrified she would scold me as she had before, calling me "disrespectful" or telling me to "call me Mom."

The chat box fell silent. Time ticked away, second by second, each one feeling as long as an eternity. I could almost imagine the stunned expression on her face as she looked at those two words; I could feel the hesitation and struggle within her. After a long while, her reply finally arrived: "I’m over forty now, I’m getting old—calling me Sister Yu doesn't seem right." Her message carried a soft, evasive tone; it was less of a rejection and more of a shy, modest hesitation, as if she were testing the waters to see if such a relationship could be allowed.

My taut nerves relaxed halfway in an instant, and a surge of wild joy welled up from the bottom of my heart. She hadn't refused! She hadn't told me to take it back! I immediately typed out a line, my speed so fast it was as if I feared she might change her mind: "You aren't old at all! Your skin is so fair, your figure is so good, and you dress so youthfully. If we walked down the street together, people would definitely think we were a couple; who would ever guess we were mother and son!" As I said these words, I felt a bit cheesy myself, but I typed them with complete sincerity. I knew that deep down, she needed these compliments; she needed them to confirm her own charm and worth—a side of her that had always been missing and that she longed to have seen.

She was indeed tickled by me, sending a shy emoji followed by a line of text: "A couple, really... wouldn't people just think you'd found such an old girlfriend? How embarrassing." I immediately seized the opportunity, my heart pounding like a drum: "If I had a girlfriend as beautiful as you, people would only be envious!" This sentence was no longer just a compliment; it was blatant flirting. I paused, took a deep breath, and typed out the most critical probe: "How about you be my girlfriend?" After the message was sent, I held my breath, my palms slick with sweat, clutching my phone tightly like a prisoner awaiting a verdict. She fell into a long silence once again. The chat box was deathly quiet; I could even hear the sound of my own blood rushing. I began to regret it, regretting my impatience, and fearing that the breakthrough I had worked so hard to achieve was about to be sealed off by my own hand.

Just as I was on the verge of despair, the screen lit up. Her reply was only one line: "You're talking nonsense again, aren't you?" I froze, staring at those words over and over. It wasn't an angry reprimand, nor was it a cold, decisive blocking. It was a "nonsense" laced with playful reproach. My heart raced, and that wave of immense joy nearly overwhelmed me. I immediately followed her lead, my tone more serious and firm than ever before: "I'm not talking nonsense. Yu Jie, I’ve told you I love you. I truly love you." This time, the silence in the chat box lasted even longer. I could feel that on the other side of the screen, she was experiencing a fierce internal storm. She could tell that this "I love you" was completely different from the spoiled, sweet nothings I usually whispered; this was the truth, pulled straight from the depths of my heart.

I waited a long time—so long that I thought she wouldn't reply—before a message finally lit up the screen: "You're at it again, aren't you? Stop talking nonsense." But this time, her tone lacked any real resistance; it held only a sense of helpless, struggling compromise.

I had no way back. I pressed on: "I'm not talking nonsense. Everything I said is the truth." Another long silence followed. Then, her message appeared, as if she had used every ounce of her strength just to type it: "Do you think this is even possible? I’m your mother."

　　I stared at those words, imagining the turmoil she must have felt while typing them—the frustration of wanting to refuse, yet being unable to let go completely. I took a deep breath and decided to lay all my sincerity out before her: "I know you're my mother. It’s precisely because you're my mother that I like you, and that I want you to be my girlfriend." My fingers flew across the keyboard, pouring out the words I had kept bottled up for so long: "Sister Yu, don't you like me even a little bit? Is there not even a tiny shred of feeling for me, the way a woman feels for a man?" After I sent that, she fell completely silent. I knew I had touched the deepest corner of her heart—the one she didn't dare to face or even admit to herself. Looking at her profile picture, which had stopped pulsating, my heart felt like it was being squeezed tight. I knew that pressing any further would only make her want to run away.

I shifted my strategy, trying to make my tone sound less aggressive: "I don't mean a girlfriend in the real sense. I mean online... on QQ, I want you to be my girlfriend. Just between the two of us, okay?" I paused, giving her time to process the request. "From now on, I'll call you Sister Yu online, and you can't talk to me the way you talk to your son anymore. In the digital world, we’re a couple." This time, her silence lasted longer than ever before. I stared at the phone screen, feeling as though my heartbeat had nearly stopped; my palms were slick with sweat. I didn't know what was waiting for me—a door slammed shut, or a crack of light leading to something more.

I don't know how much time passed, but it was long enough for my palms to turn cold before the screen finally lit up.

Her reply was just one word: "Okay." That single word was like a bolt of lightning, instantly illuminating every dark corner of my heart. I stared fixedly at that "Okay," reading it over and over to make sure I hadn't misread it. In that moment, an overwhelming surge of euphoria flooded over me; I nearly jumped off the bed, my heart drumming wildly against my ribs. Holding my phone, my fingers trembling, I typed out countless excited sentences only to delete them all. In the end, I simply sent an emoji that looked like it was about to cry with joy, along with a shaky confirmation: "You actually agreed?!" Her reply followed quickly, accompanied by an emoji that looked both resigned and indulgent: "I agreed, alright? Don't get too cocky." Holding my phone, I felt as if I could see her through the screen—that look of being both helpless against me and a hint of shyness and sweetness as she typed those words.

From that day on, my relationship with my mom entered a completely new phase. I still called her Yu Jie, and she still spoke to me in the same tone as before, but the dynamic had shifted. Our conversations didn't change in any substantive way, yet the simple act of addressing her as "Yu Jie" instead of "Mom" felt like unlocking a brand-new door to our relationship. I felt like I had truly entered her inner world—no longer the little son who needed her care and discipline, but an intimate partner who could stand on equal footing with her and share in our emotions.

As the days went by, I gradually noticed that my mom seemed to have truly integrated herself into the role of "my girlfriend." Her changes weren't sudden, but emerged bit by bit through the details of our daily chats. We began frequently sending each other emojis—hugs, kisses—the kind she never would have sent before. She also started proactively sending me selfies; she used to only send photos of food, taking pictures of whatever dish she had made that day to show me. Now, she would send photos of herself—sometimes a selfie before heading out, asking if her outfit looked good; other times, a makeup-free photo with her hair draped over her shoulders fresh out of the shower, her skin looking delicate under the lights. Every time I received a selfie, I would earnestly compliment her, telling her that my girlfriend was the most beautiful woman of all.

Once, she sent me a photo before heading out, wearing a new floral dress. The hem hit just above her knees, revealing a glimpse of her fair calves, and her hair was tied in a high ponytail, making her look fresh and youthful. I stared at that photo for a long time, clearly sensing the subtle mix of anticipation and nervousness she felt at that moment. I replied that my girlfriend looked truly beautiful today and that the dress suited her perfectly. She sent back a shy emoji, asking if she looked too young—she wasn't sure if that kind of dress was appropriate for her age. I told her it wasn't too young at all; she looked just like a fresh college graduate, and if she went out, people would surely think she was my little sister. She laughed at my teasing, saying I only knew how to flatter her. I told her I was speaking the truth.

These interactions became more frequent and more natural. I could feel that she had slowly accepted the fact that "I am her boyfriend" in her heart. Although she never explicitly admitted it in words, her behavior and attitude said it all; she had already completed that role transition internally. She began sharing her life, moods, and troubles with me like a girlfriend would, and she also started caring about what I ate, how I felt, and whether I slept well, just as a girlfriend would. The boundaries between us were blurring bit by bit, shifting from a clear mother-son relationship into a complex bond that encompassed both familial affection and romantic love.

Time quickly moved into June, and the Dragon Boat Festival was approaching. One evening, my mom asked me on QQ if I was coming home for the holiday. I asked her intentionally, "If you want me to, I'll come back." She took a while to reply, saying, "Suit yourself." There was a feigned indifference in her tone. I could sense she was deliberately using those words to hide her anticipation and anxiety regarding the answer. In that moment of "denial," I could feel that she sensed her reliance on me—her "son"—had already transcended a normal mother-son relationship, but she was too embarrassed to admit it directly.

Seeing the message, I shook my head with a smile, having already made up my mind. The day before the Dragon Boat Festival, I boarded a train back to my hometown. I hadn't told her I was coming; I planned to give her a surprise—a surprise that made even me nervous. I wanted to break through that thin layer of paper between us during this visit. I decided to confess my feelings to her officially and make her my girlfriend in truth. I knew this was a gamble; the outcome could either be her fully accepting me or me completely destroying the intimate relationship we had worked so hard to build. But I had no way back. I had already traveled too far down this road; it was impossible to return to how things were at the beginning.

I have thought about this for a long time; it is definitely not a split-second decision. This time is different from any previous rash or impulsive act. As for where my mother and I stand today, if I don't take the initiative to move forward, she will remain stuck where she is forever. Through long periods of being together and keeping each other company, I am certain and convinced that in her heart, she no longer sees me merely as her son—at the very least, the status of "son" is no longer the most important thing. I have a lot of confidence in myself, so I feel it is worth taking this risk.

The train arrived at the county seat near noon. I didn't go straight home but instead went to a guesthouse I had booked online in advance. It was a room on the fifth floor of a residential complex; the facilities were decent, the sheets and duvet covers were clean, and the window looked out over the garden inside the complex. After settling in, I began to prepare the surprise I had planned for her—creating a romantic scene in the room with heart-shaped candles and rose petals scattered across the floor. I know it sounds a bit cliché and cheesy, but I know she will appreciate the sentiment.

The next morning, I went to a flower shop to buy a bouquet of roses, then stopped by a supermarket for fruit and a cake. I had specifically checked, and my father was home today. I didn't know if she would come to see me with him at home, or if she would accept my confession. Everything was full of unknowns; perhaps she would reject me out of fear of being discovered by my father, or perhaps she would shrink away due to shame and fear. But regardless, I had to try.

In the afternoon, I sent her a message on QQ. I first asked, "Is Dad home?" She replied, "He is." I told her to guess where I was. After a few seconds, she replied, "You're back?" I said, "Yes." Her tone became noticeably joyful, and she asked, "Why aren't you coming home?" I sent her the address of the guesthouse and said, "Come find me." She saw it and said, "Why are you staying there instead of coming home?" I replied, "You'll know when you get here." About half an hour later, my phone vibrated; her message came through: "I'm here." I went downstairs to meet her. At the entrance of the complex, I saw her standing there. She was wearing a slim-fitting pink short-sleeved top and a cinched-waist long skirt. The waist was pulled tight, perfectly outlining her slender waist and the curves of her hips. Her hair was tied in a high ponytail, revealing her smooth, full forehead and fair neck. With a crossbody bag over her shoulder, she looked both young and stylish.

I walked up to her and said, "I have a surprise for you. Come with me." She didn't say a word, simply following behind me. I could sense her curiosity mixed with a hint of unease; she must have guessed that there was something special about me traveling such a long way back today just to have her meet me here.

I opened the door and stepped aside to let her in. She stood at the threshold, stunned by what she saw. On the floor, I had arranged candles into a heart shape, surrounded by scattered red rose petals. The room was filled with the warm glow of candlelight and the fragrance of flowers. On the nightstand sat the bouquet of roses I had bought, along with the cake and fruit I had prepared.

She stood at the doorway, covering her mouth with her hand. I saw her eyes instantly turn red, glistening with tears.

I walked over, gently embraced her, and said, "This is for you, Sister Yu." She leaned into my arms, her body trembling slightly. After a long moment, she lifted her head from my shoulder, looked into my eyes, and said with a choked voice, tears brimming, "Thank you." She added that she never expected me to prepare all of this for her.

I let her go, turned to pick up the bouquet of roses, and knelt on one knee before her. Looking up into her eyes, I said with a sincerity I had never felt before, "I am here to apologize to you." I spoke solemnly, apologizing for what I had done to her previously. I had hurt her, making her feel terrified, aggrieved, and helpless that day, and I promised that I would never hurt her again. By the end, my voice faltered, because these were words from the bottom of my heart.

I held the roses out to her and said, "I hope you can give me a chance to love you properly. Be my girlfriend." She stood there, looking down at me. The candlelight in the room flickered across her face, making her expression shift between light and shadow. I saw a complex array of emotions flash through her eyes—surprise, being moved, hesitation, internal struggle, and something else I couldn't quite identify or name. She remained silent for a long time; it felt as if time itself had frozen in the room. My heart was pounding so hard I thought it might leap out of my chest. I was terrified she would refuse, terrified she would say no, and terrified that she would simply turn and walk away.

But in the end, she smiled. It was a faint smile, glistening with tears, looking exceptionally gentle in the candlelight. She took the bouquet of roses and said, "Okay." At that moment, a wave of overwhelming euphoria surged from the bottom of my heart; I almost burst into tears. I stood up and pulled her tightly into my arms. I smelled that familiar scent in her hair, felt the warmth and softness of her body, and felt her heart beating as fast as my own. I was so overcome with emotion that I wanted to express all my joy and love for her. Without a second thought, I leaned down and kissed her.

My lips met hers. At that moment, I felt her body tense up noticeably; her instinct was to pull away, but her eyes remained closed. Her resistance lasted less than a second—a subconscious, instinctive reaction—and then she went still, letting me kiss her. Her lips were soft, carrying a hint of the salty taste of tears. This was the first time I had truly kissed her—not a furtive, hurried, fear-filled peck, but an open, intentional kiss, laden with love and promise. It lasted a long time. I could feel her lips slowly softening under mine, shifting from their initial rigidity and tension to become supple and yielding.

Finally, she gently pushed me away. Her cheeks were flushed, making her look particularly captivating in the candlelight. She caught her breath, and with a touch of playful reproach in her voice, she said, "That’s enough, you’re taking advantage of me." The way she acted like a shy, girlish sweetheart as she said this warmed my heart; it was a blend of shyness and sweet playfulness I had never seen in her before.

I took her hand and led her to the table, where I cut her a slice of cake and poured her a glass of juice. We ate and chatted, and I told her how I had planned everything, and how long I had worked to save up for this night. She listened quietly, occasionally interjecting with a word or two, her expression so gentle and content.

After eating, I hugged her again. I bowed my head and kissed her, this time she was less nervous, her lips actively responding to me, opening slightly to accept my entry. My tongue dug into her mouth and got tangled with her soft tongue.

 There was also the sweetness of cake in her mouth, mixed with her unique taste, which made me intoxicated. I kissed for so long I couldn't bear to leave her lips.

My hands began to move uncontrollably around her. My fingers first slid slowly down her back through the clothes, feeling the beautiful curve of her back. Then I slowly leaned my hand over her chest and gently covered it through the thin short sleeves

 Got up. I could feel the soft mass slightly deformed in my palm, and the touch was warm and elastic, like cotton freshly pulled out of water.

My mother's body froze slightly at that moment, and I could feel her hesitation and nervousness. She reached out and pulled my hand, her movements very light and without much force. I saw that she didn't pull it apart hard, so she didn't stop and continued to knead it through her clothes

 Come. Her milk took a gentle shape in my hand, and I could clearly feel the soft touch trembling slightly under my palm.

She didn't refuse. She didn't push me away, didn't scold me, didn't pinch me like she used to. She just kept her eyes closed, her lips slightly open, and her breathing became a little rapid. Her heart was beating so fast I could feel it passing through the soft mass of milk on her chest

 Hand it to my palm. For the first time, I wasn't touching her breasts as a son, but as a man —— as her boyfriend. That feeling was completely different from all the touching before, it was a feeling of being allowed, being picked up

 The satisfaction of being desired.

I'm not satisfied with the touch of my clothes. My hand leaned against the hem of her dress, trying to reach in. She immediately opened her eyes, pressed my hand, shook her head, her voice slightly flustered, and said, "No." I see her resistance is real

 , I didn't force it to continue. I pulled my hand away from the hem of her dress and gently stroked her chest again through it, my fingers sliding slowly along the soft arc. After a while, I tested again, and this time my hand did not go up, but straight

 Sliding down on her belly, trying to reach between her legs.

Just as my fingers brushed the hem of her dress, she suddenly reached out and grabbed my wrist with a firm grip. Her voice, laced with a hint of panic and resolve, said, "Behave." Her hold on my wrist was unyielding, leaving no room for negotiation. I knew this was her bottom line. In her mind, some intimate contact between mother and son was acceptable—I could hug her, kiss her, or even touch her chest over her clothes—but going any further was out of the question.

I looked at her and saw tension in her eyes, mixed with an almost pleading look, asking me not to go any further. I withdrew my hand, not insisting any longer. I embraced her again, planted a gentle kiss on her forehead, and said, "I understand. I won’t push it." Her body slowly relaxed in my arms. She leaned against me, head bowed, saying nothing. I could feel the complex emotional struggle she was going through—wondering if what we were doing was right or wrong, and contemplating the consequences of continuing down this path. But at least for this moment, she didn’t push me away or leave. She chose to stay in my arms.

After that, we continued to kiss, but this time it was gentle and restrained, devoid of any ulterior movements. I simply kissed her lips over and over, savoring their softness and warmth. She began to respond, her tongue tentatively reaching out to entwine with mine. It was a long, lingering kiss, as if we were pouring all our emotions into it. When we finished, she looked up at me, her face flushed and her eyes hazy. A complex expression of mingled shyness and satisfaction was clearly etched on her features. She whispered, "Are you satisfied now?" I looked at her and replied earnestly, "You are the one who satisfies me most." Hearing this, her face turned even redder. She lowered her head and, with the shyness of a young girl, playfully tapped me, asking in a coquettish tone where I had learned to be so smooth-tongued. I told her it was all from the heart, not just empty words. She looked up at me once more.

By four in the afternoon, it was time for her to head home. Before we parted, she glanced at the bouquet of roses on the floor. After a moment of hesitation, she decided not to take them, saying, "I'm afraid your father might see them." Watching her hesitate, I felt a complex mix of emotions; I understood her, yet my heart ached for her.

That evening, I asked her on QQ what she had told my dad. "I just said I was going out for a stroll," she replied. Seeing her speak so nonchalantly, I could clearly sense the tension and unease in her heart. She was hiding things, she was lying, and an invisible barrier had been erected between her and my father—a barrier I had built with my own hands.

After that confession, the bond between my mother and me reached a new level. Her online persona had shed its maternal airs, becoming more and more like a woman immersed in love. She began initiating chats with me more frequently, using all sorts of cute stickers and sharing the minutiae of her daily life. Sometimes she would send me funny short videos she’d found, other times she would complain about something my dad had done to annoy her, or she would send me quotes about love she’d seen on her QQ Zone.

However, she also warned me about the day I kissed her and touched her chest. "You are not allowed to kiss or touch me without my permission from now on," she told me. When I asked her when that might be, she replied, "We'll see." I could feel her switching roles constantly. At times, she was my mother, using that familiar, commanding tone to tell me to go to bed early, eat well, and dress warmly. At other times, she was my girlfriend, acting coy, wanting me to coddle her, and sharing her little moods. This shifting of roles was a form of fragmentation for her, but also a way of adapting. She needed time to redefine our relationship.

As the semester neared its end, my classmates started looking for internships. I discussed this with my mother. In that moment, she shifted back into her role as a mother, earnestly advising me to find a good job, settle down in a big city with a partner, and eventually bring her over to enjoy a comfortable life. She spoke with such seriousness and genuine concern—it was the worry and hope of a mother for her son’s future. Hearing her words, I felt a complex mix of emotions. I knew that no matter how she played the role of my girlfriend online or when we were alone, in the deepest part of her heart, I remained her son, and she remained the mother who had raised me from childhood. That maternal love was the most deeply rooted and unshakable emotion in her heart. She could accept me drawing close to her, kissing her, or touching her as a boyfriend at certain moments, but deep down, the position of a mother would never change.

Soon after, I found an internship at a job fair. The position was in Tianjin at a real estate company, and I had applied for a planning role. When my mother heard the news, she was conflicted. On one hand, she was happy that I had secured an internship, feeling that her son was finally stepping out into the world; on the other hand, she felt Tianjin was too far from our hometown and worried that I wouldn't be able to take care of myself there. I told her it was fine, as the internship would be over quickly.

My internship was set to start on August 1st, so I had a month to spend at home. Before I arrived, my mother messaged me on QQ, telling me not to get any ideas and that I wasn't allowed to do anything without her permission. When she wrote that, I could almost see her hesitant and nervous face through the screen—she must have agonized over the wording for a long time before sending it. The anxiety and unease in that line were clear; she was worried about us moving from the distance of the internet to meeting face-to-face in reality. She was afraid I wouldn't be able to control my actions, and even more afraid that she wouldn't be able to control her own heart. I promised her I understood, acknowledging that she was worried because my father would be at home and she was nervous about us transitioning from an online dynamic to meeting in person. She didn't reply, and it was a long time before she finally sent a single "Mm," a character that looked like it had been typed while she was biting her lip.

In early July, I returned home to begin my final stretch of time there before the internship. As I pushed the door open, my mother was sitting on the sofa watching TV. When she saw me, her expression was initially one of clear delight—the corners of her mouth turned up and her eyes brightened—but that joy lasted less than a second before it was replaced by a stiff, awkward indifference. She stood up, mumbled, "You're back," and turned toward the kitchen, as if deliberately avoiding eye contact. My father was also home, lying on the sofa watching TV with her. That evening, our whole family had a reunion dinner together.

The next morning, my father went out to run errands, leaving just the two of us at home. I heard him close the door and waited a few more minutes, confirming he wouldn't turn back, before I stepped out of my room. She was sitting on the sofa, clutching the remote control, flipping through channels one after another, though her eyes were unfocused. I walked over, sat down next to her, and leaned slightly toward her. As soon as my fingers touched the back of her hand resting on her knee, she pulled it away as if burned.

She turned to look at me, her eyes filled with an emotion as thick and muddled as stirred porridge—there was nervousness, a warning, and a trace of panic she likely hadn't even realized was there. She spoke, her voice taut as a violin string: "Do you remember what I said before? You are not to mess around at home. Without my permission, you are not to do anything." Her fingers twisted the hem of her shirt unconsciously, her knuckles turning white.

Watching her treat me like a formidable enemy, I felt a mix of bitterness and amusement. I nodded, my tone carrying an unprecedented seriousness: "Mom, I remember. Without your consent, I will never initiate anything." To put her at ease, I even shifted to the side, widening the ambiguous distance between us.

She was clearly taken aback, as if she hadn't expected me to be so obedient. Her tense shoulders visibly relaxed, and her breathing became much smoother. The sharpness in her eyes faded, replaced by a softness mixed with relief and surprise. Her lips even curved upward slightly as she whispered, "Good boy." That one word carried a hint of approval and a complex, relieved tenderness.

From that day on, we entered a peculiar rhythm. During the day, when my father was home, I was her well-behaved son, helping her prep vegetables and watching TV with her. My mother would order me around, her tone returning to that familiar, matter-of-fact bossiness: "Fang Xuyang, mop the floor!" "Fang Xuyang, go take out the trash!" I would obediently comply, feeling a sweetness in my heart as I worked. Watching me scurry about at her beck and call, a flicker of an imperceptible smile would cross her eyes.

Only in the evenings, when my father went out for drinks or when I accompanied her on a walk downstairs, would that "online girlfriend" briefly emerge. Under the dim streetlights, our shadows stretched long, and she would allow me to take her hand. Her fingers were cold; at first, they rested lightly in my palm, as if ready to pull away at any moment. But after walking a short distance, I would take her hand fully, wrapping it in my palm. She could feel the warmth of my hand, and she didn't pull away, just kept her head down, walking slower and slower.

Occasionally, in the hallway when no one was around, I would quickly press a kiss to her cheek. She would shove me away abruptly, eyes wide, and whisper, "You're crazy! What if the neighbors see?" But there was no real anger in her scolding—only the quickened breath of someone startled, the flush creeping up her ears, and that soft, feigned resistance when I caught her wrist as she raised her hand to strike me.

Caught between her tacit permission and her prohibitions, I carefully explored that invisible boundary, my heart feeling both sweet and sour, like a half-melted hard candy.

One day, as the sun was setting and the summer heat still lingered, I took her out for a stroll. She was wearing a new light blue chiffon dress that swayed gently in the breeze, making her look years younger. As we wandered slowly through the mall, I pointed out a qipao, saying it looked nice, but she dismissed it as too flashy. Later, we went to see a Korean romance movie. The theater was quiet and dimly lit. When the leads on screen finally kissed, I turned to look at her profile, her features softly outlined by the glow from the screen. On an impulse, I leaned in and kissed her cheek.

She didn't pull away. Her body stiffened slightly, like porcelain suddenly touched, then slowly, slowly relaxed. Her eyes remained fixed on the screen, but I saw her eyelashes flutter, and her breathing became uneven. The kiss was light and fleeting, like a feather brushing the water’s surface, yet my heart was thumping wildly. Her hand rested on the armrest; I reached out and covered it with mine, and she didn't draw back.

After leaving the cinema, she said she was hungry, so I told her I’d take her somewhere good. I took her to that malatang place we often frequent. As the steam and savory aroma washed over us, she sat across from me, slurping up glass noodles, fine beads of sweat forming on the tip of her nose, her cheeks flushed from the heat. She kept saying how delicious it was while she ate. I sat across from her, watching, and felt as if the whole world had finally settled into place.

That night when I got home, my dad wasn't back yet. She was in a great mood, sitting on the sofa humming a song, one leg tucked under her, her body swaying slightly. I sat down next to her, and she didn't pull away. I leaned in and kissed her again. The kiss was light and soft, like a feather brushing against her. Her lips were much softer than before, carrying a hint of unintentional surrender. As I felt the warmth of her lips, it was as if my heart were soaking in warm water.

But when I became lost in the kiss and my hand instinctively moved to reach for her chest, her body suddenly stiffened. She quickly reached out and grabbed my wrist through her clothes; the pressure wasn't hard, but her stance was firm. Breathing slightly heavily, she lowered her voice and whispered in my ear, "A promise is a promise." There was no longer any of the tenderness from just a moment ago in her tone, only a reminder laced with tension and annoyance. I felt as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped over my head, and I instantly sobered up. I pulled my hand back and said sheepishly, "I know." She straightened the collar I had wrinkled, shot me a glare, but in that look, besides the warning, there seemed to be a flicker of something indefinable—a sign of softening.

A few days later, taking advantage of another night my dad was out for work, I stayed glued to her side. I had her sit on the sofa while I stood behind her, placing my hands on her shoulders to gently knead them. As my fingertips pressed into her slightly tense neck and shoulder muscles, I could feel her initial resistance tremble through her shoulders, before gradually melting into relaxation under my touch. She tilted her head back slightly and let out a soft, satisfied sigh.

As I massaged her, I quietly leaned close to her ear and whispered, "Sister Yu, does that feel good?" She didn't answer, just let out a vague hum from her throat, which I took as an acknowledgment. I pushed my luck further, peeled a grape, and held it to her lips. She hesitated for half a second before opening her mouth to take it. As the cool fruit touched her warm lips, her fingertips accidentally brushed against my fingers. In that instant, her eyes met mine, then darted away just as quickly, as if trying to hide something. Just like that, while I massaged her shoulders and fed her half a plate of fruit, the air became thick with a lazy, intimate sweetness.

Seeing her in such a good mood, I grew bolder. I moved to the front of the sofa, crouched down before her, and looked up into her eyes. Caught off guard by my sudden head-on gaze, she was about to say something, but I had already leaned in and pressed a kiss to her lips. She didn't pull away. She simply closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. There was no anger in her expression, only a trace of helplessness and a faint, almost imperceptible indulgence.

Intoxicated by this indulgence, I was emboldened. I remembered that night in Qiqihar, when she had allowed me to feel the warmth of her chest. I straightened up and moved closer to her again, one hand wrapping around her waist while the other cautiously covered the softness of her chest through the thin fabric of her loungewear. In that instant, I could feel that familiar, warm shape rising and falling slightly beneath my palm.

However, luck was not on my side this time. Her hand struck like lightning, landing precisely on the back of my hand with a sharp "crack." Immediately after, her fingers pinched the most tender skin on the inside of my arm and gave it a hard twist. The piercing pain made me gasp, and I recoiled instantly.

She stood up abruptly, her chest heaving, her cheeks flushed bright red, and even a glint of moisture in her eyes. She stared at me intensely, her voice trembling with agitation and the fury of someone betrayed: "Fang Xuyang! What did you promise me?! Is your word just empty air?" That "Fang Xuyang" rang out sharp and harsh, striking my heart like a hammer. I opened my mouth to say something, but not a single word would come out, leaving me with nothing but burning shame and regret.

I had assumed she would get over it quickly like she usually did, but she didn't. For the next few days, she truly gave me the cold shoulder. During the day, when my father was home, she only spoke the bare essentials to me—"Dinner's ready," "Wash the dishes"—her tone cold as ice, her gaze never lingering on me for even a second. At night, when my father went out, she would lock herself in her room, ignoring every knock and every apology I sent via text. My heart felt as if it were being repeatedly seared over a fire, consumed by anxiety and regret.

By the fourth day, I couldn't take it anymore. I dug out a silver bracelet I had secretly bought earlier. While she was alone in the kitchen prepping vegetables at noon, I walked over and stood before her. With my head bowed like a child who had done wrong, I held out the small box containing the bracelet. My voice was hoarse as I said, "Mom, I was wrong. I’m a jerk, and I broke my promise. Please don't shut me out. You can scold me or hit me, just don't ignore me." I looked up, my eyes rimmed with red. "I promise, this is the last time, really. In the future, if you don't agree to something, I won't lay a finger on you." Her vegetable prepping paused, the green bean she was holding suspended in mid-air. She remained silent for a long time—so long that I thought she was going to turn and walk away just like she had the past few days. Then, she slowly lifted her head and looked at me, looking at my pathetic, teary-eyed state. She first glanced down at the simple little box in my hand, then back up into my eyes. I caught the frost in her gaze beginning to melt, irrevocably.

She didn't take the box immediately; instead, she reached out and poked the fading bruise on my arm. I winced in pain, but I didn't pull away.

Finally, she spoke, her voice still tinged with lingering anger and helplessness: "If there’s a next time, I really won’t forgive you." With that, she took the small box from my hand, didn't open it, and turned to tuck it into her pocket. But at the moment she turned, I clearly saw the corners of her mouth curve up, just the slightest bit.

Life went on, day by day, in a rhythm of cold wars, tender moments, sweetness, and irritation. I realized that my mom was still the same Liu Hongyu. She would still glare at me if I left dirty socks on the sofa, standing with one hand on her hip and the other pointing at the socks as she roared, "Fang Xuyang! Are you a pig? Even a pig knows how to keep its pen clean!" And I would still intentionally sprawl on the sofa, playing dead when she asked me to peel garlic in the kitchen, saying, "In a minute, in a minute," only to be slapped on the back as she urged, "Hurry up!"

I didn't get angry when she scolded me; in fact, it made me feel at ease. Sometimes, even, watching her busy herself for me and boss me around, I felt that this sense of being managed and needed by her was more comforting and made me happier than any intimate gesture. It was a sense of existence, held firmly in the palm of life.

It was a typical afternoon toward the end of summer break, and I was lying on the sofa playing on my phone. A female classmate from high school suddenly messaged me on QQ, saying she was also in town and had just ordered a milk tea for me. I carelessly mentioned it to my mom, saying, "A classmate bought me a milk tea; I feel kind of bad about it."

At first, she just gave a hum and didn't say anything. But not long after, when she came out for a glass of water, she paused as she passed through the living room, her eyes sweeping over the cup of milk tea in my hand. She stared at it for a few seconds, then asked as if in passing, though her voice sounded slightly strained: "A male classmate or a female classmate?" I looked up at her; her face was expressionless, but the knuckles on the hand holding her glass were turning slightly white. My heart skipped a beat, and I suddenly understood—a complex feeling, a mix of secret joy and guilt, washed over me. I paused on purpose before saying, "A female classmate." "Oh." She replied, then turned and went back to the kitchen, setting her glass on the counter with a sharp, distinct clatter. She didn't speak another word to me that afternoon, wearing a thin, lingering air of coldness.

Feeling both happy and flustered, I quickly tossed my phone aside and darted into the kitchen. She was taking some green peppers out of the fridge, scrubbing them vigorously under the faucet, sending water droplets splashing everywhere. I stood behind her, hesitated for a moment, then reached out and gently wrapped my arms around her waist from behind. I could feel her body stiffen for an instant, but she didn't pull away.

I rested my chin in the hollow of her shoulder and whispered against her ear, "Sister Yu, are you jealous?" She didn't answer, just kept scrubbing the peppers hard, the water rushing loudly.

I tightened my arms, and in a tone of extreme solemnity she had never heard before, I said, "I only love you. To me, every other girl is no different than a telephone pole." I could feel her movements slow down, and the sound of the running water gradually became clear.

After a few seconds of silence, she turned off the faucet. The world suddenly went quiet. She turned around in my arms, looked up at me, and her eyes were bright—like the light finally breaking through after an entire afternoon of gloom. She didn’t answer whether she "loved me or not," but instead asked in a tone that was a mix of playful arrogance and tentative curiosity: "Then what about my bubble tea?" I froze for a moment, then a wave of ecstasy washed over me. She hadn't denied "loving me"; she was simply asking for a cup of tea. I nodded eagerly, "I'll buy it! I'll go buy it for you right now! With double the pearls!" The corners of her mouth finally curled upward, unable to be suppressed—a smile filled with both triumph and bashfulness. She pulled away from my embrace, turned the faucet back on, and with her back to me, said in a light, commanding tone: "Well, what are you waiting for?" I practically skipped as I ran out the door. On the way to get the tea, my mind was filled with the look she had given me—it wasn't the look of a mother at her son, nor a lover at her partner, but something in between, yet undeniably firm, as if she had confirmed a certain kind of bond. In that moment, I was certain that she had finally merged the identities of "I am her son" and "I am her lover" into one. With her own hands, she had carefully and sincerely bridged the two contradictory identities I had been working so hard to reconcile.

At home, my dad would occasionally notice the clingy dynamic between my mother and me in his own uniquely thick-skinned way. He would watch me helping my mom in the kitchen and say with a grin, "Oh, you two are really 'deep in mother-son love' these days, thick as thieves." Or, during those days when my mom and I were giving each other the silent treatment, he would scratch his head and ask me in confusion, "Did you upset your mother again? What's wrong with you two? You're like honey and oil when things are good, and like sworn enemies when they're bad." He could never imagine that the "bad" side that puzzled him wasn't just a mother-son spat, but a son crossing the line; and that the "good" side that brought him relief wasn't just filial piety, but a blend of family affection and forbidden love that he could never comprehend in his lifetime. He was simply happy to see our relationship improve, never suspecting anything more complex.

The night before I left for my internship, I spent the entire day at my grandparents' house, but my heart was racing like a trapped rabbit, and I couldn't sit still. I poked at the rice in my bowl, my ears pricked for the ticking of the wall clock; every second felt like a countdown. I knew this was the last chance for us to be alone—I was leaving early the next morning, and I had no idea when I would return. The train ticket gripped in my hand felt like a cold, heavy stone.

After dinner, on the way home, the night breeze carried the muggy heat of late summer mixed with a faint, elusive chill. The streetlights stretched and then shortened our shadows. I deliberately said to my dad, "Dad, I’m craving those honey buns from the shop in the south of the city, the one with the long lines." My dad, who was driving, didn't think twice. He turned the steering wheel, his tone as cheerful as ever: "Sure, you two get out here. I’ll make a detour to pick them up so you don't have to go through the trouble." The car stopped at our building, the engine still humming. My dad turned around and headed toward the south side; his taillights quickly turned into two small red dots in the night before disappearing around the corner.

My mother and I walked into the hallway side by side. The voice-activated light flickered on, filling the narrow space with a dim, yellowish glow. Our footsteps echoed in the empty stairwell. As soon as we stepped inside, I turned, grabbed her, and held her tightly in my arms. I could feel her flinch, startled by my sudden intensity. But she didn't resist; she stayed quiet against my chest for a second or two. Then, as if finally giving up on something, she let out a soft, deep sigh—a breath drawn from the very depths of her heart, carrying both her warmth and a sort of resigned tenderness. Her hands then slowly, ever so slowly, wrapped around my waist.

We began to kiss under the dim, hazy light of the ceiling lamp in the entryway. Her lips were as soft as ever, carrying the faint, sweet trace of the rice porridge from dinner and the unique scent of her skin. The kiss was urgent, fueled by the anxiety of parting and a deep, aching reluctance to let go. I could feel the slight trembling and tension in her lips. After a while, we pulled apart, gasping for air, and began to change our shoes. She kept her head down, a few strands of hair falling to cover her profile. I couldn't see her expression, only that her movements were slightly unsteady.

I took her hand; her palm was slightly feverish and slick with a thin sheen of sweat. I led her into my bedroom and left the door ajar—a gap just a knuckle-width wide, like a crumbling line of defense, but I couldn't bring myself to care. I gently pressed her down onto the bed and covered her with my body. She was wearing a thin, light-colored short-sleeved shirt and loose, light-gray harem pants for the summer; the soft fabric clung to her, tracing the warm contours of her body beneath.

I lowered my head to kiss her, my lips sliding away from hers, down her delicate jawline and onto her slender neck. I could feel her carotid artery pulsing rapidly beneath my touch. My kisses trailed downward, settling into the hollow of her collarbone, tracing the exquisite structure of her bones. Her breathing grew increasingly ragged against my ear, her warm breath washing over my skin, accompanied by stifled gasps. The rise and fall of her chest became more pronounced, and through the two thin layers of fabric, I could feel the soft curves of her breasts heaving powerfully against my chest.

My hand first rested over her chest, separated by the thin cotton shirt. The sensation was warm and full; I could clearly feel the plump softness beneath my palm, and the tiny, firm point that had quietly risen at the center. I began to knead slowly and tentatively. Through the delicate fabric, the flesh yielded and reshaped itself within my palm, warm and resilient, like a piece of living, heated jade. Her body began to tremble slightly beneath me, and a stifled, sharp moan escaped her throat—a sound pressed from her nose, heavy with shame and an unspeakable pleasure.

This silent acquiescence wasn't enough for me. Gritting my teeth, my heart pounding as if it would burst from my chest, I reached under the hem of her short-sleeved top with a sense of desperate resolve. As my fingertips first made contact with the warm, smooth skin of her waist, she could feel their coolness and hesitation. She snapped her eyes open, her gaze instantly filled with alarm. She reached out to stop me, a low, warning "Don't—" escaping her lips. But my hand didn't stop; with an unquestionable stubbornness, it had already slid up to her chest.

In my palm, that warm, soft, and heavy weight of her breast finally rested without any barrier. Without the obstruction of fabric, the sensation was so direct and overwhelming, like holding a warm, living mass of water. Under the light touch of my fingertips, her nipple hardened visibly, like a small, firm pebble. Her attempt to stop me lacked force; her hand merely rested symbolically on my wrist. She pinched me, hard enough that her nails dug into my skin, leaving a faint red mark, but she didn't push me away.

I knew a silent, fierce battle was raging within her—the reserve of a mother clashing violently with the desires of a woman being loved. The temperature of my palm precisely conveyed my determination and longing. I didn't stop. My palm fully cupped her entire breast, feeling that heavy, full, and intoxicating weight. I began to knead it gently, with infinite tenderness, savoring the silk-like texture and its subtle tremors beneath my hand.

I lowered my head and, through the fabric of her short-sleeved top already dampened by saliva, took her erect nipple into my mouth. My tongue flicked against that hardened point through the cloth, feeling the fabric become translucent as it clung to her skin, soaked in moisture. Her body arched upward sharply, like a drawn bowstring, and she went rigid beneath me for a moment. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, her nails nearly piercing my skin, while from her throat came a few broken, tearful gasps she could no longer suppress.

I continued kissing and licking through her thin shirt, my palms pressed against her, savoring her warmth and softness. My fingertips toyed with her fully erect nipple, feeling it grow harder and hotter between them. Her breathing grew increasingly ragged and hurried, and her grip on my shoulders slackened, her hands shifting to clutch the bedsheets beneath her instead, bunching the fabric into a tight, wrinkled mass.

We kissed like that for a long while, until we were both nearly breathless, before I pulled away, reluctant to let go. Her face was flushed deep red, a crimson glow that spread to her ears and neck. Her eyes were shimmering with moisture, as if brimming with an inexhaustible, lingering passion. Her lips were slightly swollen from the prolonged kissing, making them look all the more full and alluring. She whispered, her voice raspy and languid with the aftershocks of pleasure, "That's enough... your dad will be home soon." The words "your dad" were like an invisible needle, precisely puncturing the warm, intimate bubble in the room. A trace of unconscious panic and embarrassment flickered across her flushed face, and the surging heat in my own blood cooled instantly. I could already imagine the sound of footsteps and keys outside the door—the eternal, insurmountable wall of reality standing between us.

Just then, the lock clicked with a sharp, distinct turn.

My father was home.

In that instant, time seemed to hit fast-forward. My mother bolted upright from the bed, her movements possessing a near-frantic, practiced speed. She hurriedly smoothed the hem of her wrinkled shirt, tidied her disheveled hair, swiped the back of her hand quickly across her reddened lips, and strode out of my bedroom. Her footsteps in the living room sounded hurried and unnatural.

My father pushed the door open, carrying that bag of honey buns still steaming with heat. He poked his head into my room, glanced at my mother, and asked in a casual tone, "Why is your face so red?" Without turning her head, my mother walked straight to the water dispenser. Her voice held a hint of hastily masked hoarseness: "It’s hot... I was helping him pack, and the room was stifling." She turned on the faucet, and the water rushed out, as if trying to wash away every sound and trace of air from the room just moments before. I stood at the bedroom door, gripping the bag of buns in my hand, my heart a complex swirl of emotions.

The next morning, sunlight filtered through the gaps in the curtains, casting two parallel golden bands across the floor. I was about to embark on my internship journey to Tianjin, and my heart was filled with a mix of feelings—anticipation for the unknown future and reluctance to leave this brief moment of warmth behind. My parents went with me to the train station. The platform was bustling with people, suitcase wheels rattled over the ground, and the station speakers played train schedules on a loop. The air was filled with the distinct clamor of departures and a faint, salty tang. I stood beside the green-skinned train that was about to depart, my bulging backpack on my shoulders and the handle of my suitcase clutched in my hand.

My father patted my shoulder with the same heavy force as always, carrying his characteristic, boisterous affection: "Kid, work hard when you get there, and don't embarrass our family!" I nodded, my nose stinging a little. "I know, Dad." My mother stood beside him, holding a bag filled with my favorite snacks and fruits. She looked at me, her eyes holding so many emotions that I wanted to understand but dared not delve too deeply into—pride, reluctance, worry, and a lingering, complicated attachment left over from the warmth of the previous night.

Her lips parted, as if a thousand words were caught in her throat. In the end, she simply stepped forward, closing the distance between us. She reached out and, just as she had done countless times before, straightened my slightly crooked collar. Her fingers were cold, brushing lightly against the skin of my neck and sending a faint shiver through me. Her voice was calm—as calm as a pool of water without a ripple—yet beneath that tranquil surface, I could hear the desperate restraint of a reluctant farewell: "Take care of yourself when you get there. Eat on time, and don't stay up so late." I wanted to kiss her goodbye; I wanted to press a secret, exclusive kiss upon her smooth forehead; I wanted to hug her one last time, tightly and without reservation, pouring all my longing from these past days into that embrace. But my father was standing right there, loudly greeting a station attendant he knew. Sunlight shone on his closely cropped, greying hair. I could only act like an ordinary son, nodding as my throat tightened, and saying, "I will." The piercing broadcast announcing the train’s imminent departure echoed, and the tracks hummed with the dull vibrations of the train preparing to move. I took a deep breath, turned, and stepped toward the train door. The moment my foot touched the boarding step, I felt pulled by some force, and as if possessed, I looked back.

She was still standing there.

The bustling crowd seemed to blur into insignificance, leaving only her figure in sharp focus. She was wearing that light blue dress, and the breeze gently stirred the hem of her skirt and the ends of her hair. She watched me from a few paces away, not waving, not calling out, just standing there quietly. In that instant, as our eyes met, I felt as if I could read the fathomless, lonely depths within her gaze. A powerful impulse, one that nearly shattered my reason, surged within me—I wanted to rush back, hold her regardless of anything else, and whisper in her ear how much I loved her and how hard it was to leave. But in the end, my legs felt like lead, unable to move an inch. I simply smiled at her—a smile tinged with a bitterness I hadn't even realized was there—then waved firmly, turned, and walked into the dimly lit carriage.

Boarding the train to Tianjin, I found a seat by the window. As the train slowly pulled away, the platform, the crowd, and her figure—growing smaller and smaller—began to slide backward. I could finally stop pretending. I turned my face toward the window, watching the scenery outside—fields, villages, overpasses—fleeing past in a blur. My heart was filled with excitement and anticipation for the independent life ahead, but more than that, it was overwhelmed by a deep, tide-like sense of loss.

I knew that for the next few months, I would be starting a new life all alone in an unfamiliar, concrete jungle of a city. We would be separated by hundreds of kilometers, maintaining our connection only through the small, cold screen of a phone. I felt excited about the future, yet at the same time, I felt an indescribable, heavy reluctance at the thought of parting from her.

The train roared, charging toward the distance with unstoppable momentum. Suddenly, the phone in my pocket vibrated against my thigh.

I pulled it out almost immediately, a sense of urgency in my movements that I hadn't even realized was there. The light from the screen was somewhat harsh in the dim carriage. I opened it to find a QQ message from her. It was just a single line, yet it seemed to carry her warmth and presence: "Have a safe trip." Looking at those four simple characters, I could almost picture her standing by the window at home, or sitting on the sofa, head bowed, typing the message out letter by letter with those slender fingers. She must have been suppressing some surging emotion, trying hard to appear calm and natural, but the heavy, profound concern embedded between the lines was something she couldn't hide, no matter how hard she tried.

I replied with one word: "Okay." After sending the message, I put my phone away and looked out the window again. The vast North China Plain stretched out under the sunlight, endless as far as the eye could see. I knew that a new path was unfurling beneath my feet, and that an invisible thread woven from our emotions was being stretched longer and pulled tighter between us by time and distance.
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Chapter 19

The beauty produced by distance can be a catalyst for emotions...

The internship began in August 2011 and lasted until the end of February 2012. This is the Tianjin branch of a state-owned enterprise, headquartered in Beijing. Although it was just an internship, the atmosphere in the unit was very good and my colleagues took good care of me. Salary not

 It's high, 3,500 a month, and I have to rent and eat by myself. After removing the rent and living expenses, there is not much left. I have to ask my father for more than 1,000 to provide assistance every month.

But I don't care about the amount of money. Being able to intern in such a large company is already a valuable experience for me. My daily job is to follow my old colleagues around the sales office, write analysis reports, and participate in discussions on planning plans.

 Although I don't quite understand a lot of professional knowledge yet, I learn it quickly and seriously.

I rented a house in Tianjin, a single one of more than 40 square meters, on the sixth floor, without an elevator, for 1,000 yuan a month. The house is not big, but enough for one person ——one bedroom, a small living room, a toilet, and one that can only stand

 One person's kitchenette. I live near a real estate project. I walk to work every day and arrive in ten minutes.

Every day after get off work, when I go back to my rental house, one of the things I do is turn on my phone and send QQ messages to my mom. Tell her how I am doing at work today, what new things my colleagues taught me, and what progress I went to the construction site to see today. She also

 I will share her daily life with me, tell me what I did today, what dishes I bought, and how my dad messed with her again. The chats we had were no different from those at school, except that the times became more fixed ——every night, after she finished dinner,

 After my dad goes out drinking or watching TV, it's our regular chat time.

At this time, I asked a question I had always wanted to ask, how did she deal with the chat records between her and me. Such chat records were extremely visible to my father. My mom jokes and I know I'm worried about this, she said she always deletes the record after the day

 , and my dad also knew that I was chatting and didn't think much of it. Also, my dad wouldn't look at her phone, so he had no doubts at all.

Colleagues all know I have a girlfriend back home because they often see me messaging on my phone at my workstation and sometimes giggling at the screen. They asked me if I was chatting with my girlfriend, and I vaguely admitted it. No one knows

 Dao, that so-called “girlfriend” is actually my mother.

 As the days go by, the distance draws us away, but it draws our longing deeper and deeper. Every night when I lie in that strange bed, I think of her ——her back standing in front of the stove with her apron on, her wet hair covered after taking a shower

 The way she looked when she came out of the bathroom, she was sitting on the sofa watching TV while peeling oranges. Those images played on a slide in my mind, making my heart feel both warm and sour.

Her tone on QQ has also changed. She used to talk to me with that tone that she took for granted as a mother, asking me if I had eaten, slept, or was tired from work. But slowly, there was a new tone in her voice that I couldn't quite put my finger on

 Xi——The tone was a little softer than before, with a vague attachment, as if he was enduring something. Sometimes we'd chat, and she'd suddenly be silent for a few seconds and send a line: “If only you could come back.” That sentence says

 It was light, but I could see clearly every time.

I could feel her longing for me, which, like my longing for her, was growing and spreading silently from hundreds of kilometers away, wrapping around her heart like a vine.

One night, when we were chatting on QQ, I deliberately led the topic to her. I started with the new photo she posted that day, praising her good looks, and then slowly moved the topic to her pajamas, saying that she looked good in that lavender

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. She returned a shy expression and said what was so good about it.

I kept the conversation going, and somehow, the words just slipped out. I said, "Sister Yu, do you know which two treasures of yours I like the most?" She replied with a question mark, asking, "What treasures?" I said, "The two on your chest, the round and firm ones." She immediately sent a head-knocking emoji and said, "Stop being a creep, get lost." I chuckled and kept typing: "I’m serious, I really love them. I stood on the construction site all day today, so tired I couldn't even stand straight, but just thinking about them makes me feel less exhausted." She sent a disgusted emoji and said, "Are you sick?" I replied, "I am sick—lovesick. Just take pity on me, won't you?" She didn't reply again. I waited for a while and sent another message: "Sister Yu, I want to see them. Just one look." After a while, she replied, "Are you crazy? What kind of son asks his mother for photos like that?" I said, "You already agreed to be my girlfriend, haven't you? What’s wrong with a girlfriend sending her boyfriend a photo?" She replied with an eye-rolling emoji and said, "Who says a girlfriend has to send her boyfriend photos?" I said, "I've already kissed and touched them, why can't you send a photo?" She said, "If you've already kissed and touched them, why do you need a photo? You're sick." I could tell that although her tone was still rejecting me, she wasn't truly angry, so I kept pestering her. I told her how miserable I was alone in Tianjin, with no one to talk to after work, and that I just wanted to see her so I could get a good night's sleep. I made myself sound so pathetic that even I felt sorry for myself, but I didn't care anymore.

She was silent for a long time, then replied, "Wait there." My heart leaped, thinking she had agreed. But a few minutes later, she sent a photo—it was just a regular daily picture she’d taken while shopping at the supermarket a few days ago, wearing a down jacket and a scarf, showing only her face. She said, "Look then, had enough?" I said, "That’s not what I wanted to see." She replied, "That’s all you get, take it or leave it." I pestered her for another two days. Every time we chatted at night, I would steer the conversation in that direction, and she would call me shameless and say I was relentless. I wouldn't give up, saying I just wanted to see them, that I was dying to. Finally, on the third night, worn down by my persistence, she gave in and said, "Alright, alright, you're so annoying. I'll send you one, but delete it as soon as you see it, you hear me?" I said, "I hear you, I hear you."

A while later, she sent a photo.

It was a selfie of her in her underwear. She leaned against the head of the bed, wearing a white cotton underwear, the contours of her breasts appearing full and soft under the underwear, and her cleavage was faint at the neckline. Her hair was scattered on her shoulders and she looked like she had just taken a shower

 , with a damp feeling. The photo was taken a little hastily and the angle was not perfect, but the real beauty that belonged to her made me stare at the screen for a long time without moving my eyes.

She asked me if I had seen enough, and I said I hadn't seen enough yet. My girlfriend is really good. She replied with a look of disgust, said to go to bed quickly, and then added: “Don't forget to delete it after reading it.” I said don't worry, I will definitely delete it.

But how could I possibly delete it. I kept that photo on my phone, in a sealed folder with the previous chats. Every time I think about her thinking about being unable to stand it, I open that photo and look at the screen

 The woman in her white underwear was both content and sour ——satisfied that she was willing to do this for me; sour that we were so far apart that I could only relieve the longing with a photo.

From then on, I started asking her for pictures every now and then. She would always refuse first, saying I didn't want a face, and how embarrassed I was to ask my mother for something like this when I was a son. I will grind softly and make hard bubbles, and say all the good things about how pitiful I am alone in Tianjin

 , I want to see her every day and see that she can get a good night's sleep. She scolded me for my sweet words and for my lack of success, but always gave in to my entanglements in the end ——sometimes I would grind her for two days in a row before she would reluctantly say it “just this once”; sometimes

 I was the one who told her on QQ that I think she panicked. She was silent for a long time and then sent a new photo.

But every time she finished posting, she would earnestly advise: “Delete it after reading it, don't keep it.” I always promise well, say I know, I know. But every photo was saved by me in that encrypted folder ——there was wearing white cotton

 Some were wearing leather underwear, some were wearing light gray sports vests, and some were wearing the lavender slip nightdress she often wears. Each one was taken by her in her bedroom, with the bed and wardrobe, which I knew so well, in the background. She is always a little nervous when taking photos

 There was a hint of shyness and unnaturalness in the love, but it was that shyness and unnaturalness that made those photos seem particularly real and precious.

 I kept wanting more and wanted her to post a more explicit one. But she never refused. Every time I steered the conversation in that direction, she would instantly wake up and then categorically refuse. I once tempted and said, I want to see her without clothes

 Son, she immediately scolded me to get lost, saying that sending you such a photo is because I don't want my face anymore, so don't push yourself too far. I said you were my girlfriend, show me what's wrong. She said she wouldn't post a single one after she started talking nonsense. I quickly shut up and didn't dare mention it again.

On New Year's Day night, we chatted on QQ as usual. When we were talking about almost ten o'clock, she said she was sleepy and wanted to sleep. I said it's still early, stay with me for a while. She chatted with me for a while longer, and the topic turned to New Year's resolutions. She said her

 My New Year's resolution is simple: everyone in my family is safe and I take care of myself outside.

I said my New Year's resolution was simple too——I wanted her to give me a special New Year's gift. She asked what gift. I said I wanted her picture, different.

She was silent for a moment, then returned a head-banging expression and said: “Here we go again, are you done.” I said this time is different, today is New Year's Day, the beginning of a new year, and I want a special and commemorative gift. I beg

 She said that I was celebrating New Year's Eve alone in Tianjin and there was nothing to celebrate, so she wanted her to give me an unforgettable New Year's gift. I said a lot of good things, with a tone that was both sincere and aggrieved.

She was silent for a long time, and I could imagine her sitting on the sofa looking at the screen of her mobile phone, her brow slightly furrowed, her lips pursed, and a fierce struggle in her heart. I waited so long that I thought she wouldn't reply. Then her news came

 Here, just one line: “Wait a minute.” After a while, she sent another one: “I'll send it to you later.” After sending this message, her profile picture went dark. I don't know if she is offline or invisible, I can only hold my phone and wait,

 Both nervous and expectant. I waited about twenty minutes and the screen finally lit up ——she sent a photo.

I clicked on the big picture and was stunned.

 That's a faceless chest photo ——she was supposed to be taken lying on my bed, with the camera looking down from above, only below the collarbone and above the abdomen. Her breasts were completely bare, fair, full, and upright, and her areola was a light pink

 The nipple is slightly raised. Under the light, the two soft balls of milk meat had a warm sheen, like two soft hills.

I was shaking my hands with excitement. My mom actually sent me nude photos. The excitement was a mixture of immense satisfaction and indescribable excitement. My heart was pounding in my chest, blood was rushing to my head, and I felt a little dizzy. I stared

 I looked at that photo for a long, long time, and every detail was deeply engraved in my mind.

I just wanted to type a reply to her, but her message came over again:“After reading it, delete it immediately. Happy New Year, son.” I replied:“Happy New Year, Sister Yu. Thank you for your gift.” I typed a long paragraph and wanted to send it to her, saying how beautiful she was

 How excited I am to say this is the best New Year's gift I have ever received. But I typed and deleted, deleted and typed again, and finally only posted a few simple words. I know that talking too much will make her feel uncomfortable.

But how could I possibly delete it. This photo has been kept in my encrypted folder until today. That was the first and only time she sent me nude photos. Since then, no matter how hard I rubbed and begged her, she wouldn't send it again

 Got it. Every time I bring it up, she'll say “last time was an exception, don't push yourself” or “I've already shown it to you once, what else do you want”. At most, she would only send me pictures in her underwear, and every time, as before, she told me to look

 Delete it when you're done. I promised her every time, but every one of them survived.

I lay in bed that night, tossing and turning and unable to fall asleep. The photo on my phone burned in my mind like a fire, making me hot all over. The body's desires came up like a tide, wave after wave, and it could not be suppressed. I rolled over and

 I rolled over, finally sat up, and checked the time——it was almost eleven o'clock.

 I picked up my phone and sent a message to the female netizen in Tanggu on WeChat:“Happy New Year. Did you sleep?” She replied quickly:“No, it's New Year's Eve alone. What about you?” I said I was alone too. We talked a little more

 Then I asked her if we wanted to celebrate New Year's Eve together. She was silent for a few seconds and returned a word: “line.” I met this female netizen after I came to Tianjin. It was in October 2011. By chance, I met her through WeChat Shake

 She. She was from Qiqihar and lived in Tanggu, Tianjin at that time. She did business in the foreign goods market and sold some imported small commodities. She was born in 1967 and was 44 years old at that time. Her husband died of illness a few years ago, leaving her

 Living with his son. She had a son, two years older than me, who was away at work.

She is very good-looking. Although he is in his forties, he looks very young and looks like he is not even forty years old. He has a particularly good figure and his skin is firm and elastic, without the sagging and fat that is common at that age. Especially her breasts and butt are so big

 The full—— chest is big and firm, and although the butt is not as round and full as my mother's, it is also a plump and fleshy butt. The whole person exudes a style and charm unique to mature women.

We talked for less than a month and then we made an appointment to meet up. The first time we met was at a small restaurant in Tanggu. We had a meal together and chatted very well. She has a very straightforward personality, with the unique boldness of a Northeastern woman, and is very good at speaking and doing things

 Crisp. After dinner, she offered to go sit at her house, and I agreed. She rented an apartment in Tanggu at the time, which was not big but was very clean. That night, we didn't hold back and ended up having sex.

She made me really understand what a woman is. She has a lot of experience in sex, knows how to make a man comfortable, and knows how to guide a young man with little experience. She is also in good physical condition and does not look like a woman in her forties at all.

 We opened rooms frequently during that time, she was particularly good in bed, and I enjoyed having sex with her. I especially like to enter from behind—— Watching her plump buttocks sway back and forth with the impact from behind, holding the two round buttocks firmly in both hands, every time

 Deep down, you can feel the trembling and pandering of her body. That dual stimulation of sight and touch kept me coming back for more.

 It was already half past eleven when I took a taxi to Tanggu. She came to open the door in her pajamas, the TV in the living room still on, replaying the New Year's Eve party. On the coffee table were half a bottle of red wine and two glasses, the contents of which were still unfinished.

She looked at me and smiled: “I ran over most of the night and didn't feel like it was too much trouble.” I didn't say anything and just hugged her. I didn't have a home that night. I was in her double bed, holding her plump body and venting those long-overdue desires.

 Her body is still so plump, her breasts are still big and firm, and on New Year's Eve, I was holding her from behind, banging her and counting down the New Year with her. There was a countdown bell on the TV on the wall, her body trembling with my movements, her mouth

 It shouted "5, 4, 3, 2, 1—— Happy New Year!" That was the most special New Year's Eve I ever remembered.

Then I returned to my hometown after my internship and we lost contact. After a few years, I contacted her again and again. By then, she had returned to her hometown in Qiqihar and married a local. But soon we met again and opened a house. At that time

 She is 50 years old and her figure has not changed much ——her breasts are still so big and firm, her butt is still so plump and round, but the marks of time can be seen on her face, there are more fine lines at the corners of her eyes, and her skin is not as tight as before, but that mature woman

 The charm has not diminished at all.

She and I are still friends with each other. She is 59 years old this year and her figure is still not out of shape. She has a big butt and big breasts. My story with her, I will still tell it alone when I have the chance.

 But I was always uneasy when I was looking for this woman behind my mother's back. I was overwhelmed with a complex mix of emotions, a mixture of betrayal and guilt. I asked myself ——I kept saying I loved my mom while I was outside

 Looking for another woman, what the hell is that. I know this is wrong, and I admit it's a betrayal. Both psychologically and in action, it was a form of infidelity towards her. But desire is a difficult thing to control, especially for men. Do it every time with that woman

 After that, lying in the strange bed, I would stare at the ceiling, and a strong wave of self-loathing would well up in my heart——I felt dirty and unworthy of my mother's sincerity towards me. I swore in my heart that this was the last time and I couldn't do it next time

And so I struggled over and over again with confession over and over again and recidivism over and over again. After every betrayal, I will be better to my mother, gentler on QQ, and stickier to her when chatting ——like I am expressing myself in this way

 Make up for my mistakes. But I know that this atonement is hypocritical because she has no idea of my fault. I was just using this self-deception to assuage my guilt.

Come to think of it, my mom was actually under a lot more pressure than I was. She faced not only the constraints of social ethics, but also moral pressure from within her family. The struggle and pain she felt as she made her choice was far greater than mine. She herself betrayed

 My dad——Even though her feelings for my dad were not fake, she still chose to be with me. I feel like it all comes down to the complexity of human nature and desire. Human feelings and needs are often not so simple and pure

 Pure things, but a mixture of various and sometimes contradictory ingredients.

My love for my mother is very complicated ——there is love, the love and attachment between men and women; there is mother-son affection, the natural and blood bond from childhood to adulthood; there is also family affection, the attachment to this family and the dependence on her

 Lai; and desire, that intense, irresistible pleasure of breaking through ethical taboos.

 My mother's feelings for me are equally complicated. In her heart, there is maternal love ——the deepest and strongest relationship accumulated little by little over more than 20 years; there is family affection—— and the natural care and protection that a mother has for her son; there is also love

 ——The kind of love between a man and a woman that is attracted to me, moved by me, and eventually grows slowly, transcending the mother-son relationship. But with her, the weight of maternal love seemed a little heavier. She can allow me to be close to her as a boyfriend at certain moments, but within her

 Deep down, she was always my mother. This division and struggle of the role was certainly more painful and difficult for her than it was for me.

I didn't go back during the Chinese New Year. The company doesn't have a holiday until the 29th day of the 12th lunar month, and with the travel time, I can't stay at home for more than a few days. I told my mom about the situation, and she was silent on the phone for so long that I thought the signal was out. Then her voice spread

 Come here, with an unconcealable loss, and say, "Then celebrate the New Year there by yourself." When I heard this, my heart ached, but I really couldn't go back. I had to try my best to sound relaxed on the phone and promised her that I would take care of myself

 Buy yourself something delicious.

On the evening of New Year's Eve, I sat alone in my rental house with a few stir-fries and some cooked food on the table, along with a plate of quick-frozen dumplings. The Spring Festival Gala was on the TV, and the voices of the host and actors echoed in the room. Occasionally, a distant voice came from outside the window

 The sound of fireworks everywhere. The whole city was immersed in the festive atmosphere of the New Year, and my cabin alone was a little quiet and deserted. I received a lot of group New Year's greetings messages on my mobile phone. I replied one by one, but my mind was not on these messages.

When it was almost midnight, my phone rang and it was my mother calling. I picked it up, and before I could speak, I heard her crying on the other end of the line. Her voice was crying and she said she missed me intermittently. When I heard her crying, my eyes immediately warmed up

 Then, thousands of miles away, across the phone line, I could feel her strong emotions mixed with care, worry and reluctance. It was a complex feeling that could not be expressed in words ——there was a mother's longing for her son, but there was also a woman who loved her

 The concern of men.

 I said I missed you too. I gently coaxed her, told her that I was doing well in Tianjin, eating and sleeping well, and that my colleagues in the unit were also doing well, and asked her not to worry. She listened to me and her crying gradually subsided. I told her some on the phone

 If she was amused, her emotions would slowly calm down.

After hanging up the phone, I lay alone in bed, watching the lights of thousands of homes outside the window ——those warm lights reflected on the window glass, as if I could feel the warmth of the reunited families behind those windows. My heart is empty, I miss me

 Mom, I miss home. I know my mother must be missing me too. She must be lying in bed at this moment, looking out the window, thinking about her son who is thousands of miles away.

That New Year's Eve, I spent it in a mixed mood. On the one hand, I am full of expectations and visions for my future life. During my internship, I found that this company does have great potential, and central enterprises have retention policies for outstanding interns

 Strategy. I secretly made up my mind that I must perform well and strive to stay after the internship. On the other hand, I also realized that sweet words alone were not enough to maintain the relationship between me and my mother. I know real life requires material things

 With the foundation to support me, I need to work hard to earn money and stand firm in this city so that I can give her a better life and give our relationship a more solid guarantee.

Because I couldn't go back for the Chinese New Year, my mother's mood fluctuated greatly when she was home alone. Every time she talked to me on QQ, she felt obviously depressed. She told me she missed me, more than once. It's just words, but I can feel her

 A complex mix of maternal concerns and women's longing.

She once told me that when she was going grocery shopping, she saw a young girl holding her boyfriend's arm. The two of them were walking down the street talking and laughing. She looked at them and suddenly felt a little envious. My heart ached after hearing this. I told her, wait

 When I go back, I will also take your hand and go shopping, and make others envious. She smiled and said, "You are a big boy. I don't envy you if I walk away with you on my arm." I said let's walk hand in hand then, they must envy you more for having such a young boyfriend. She returned one

 The expression on her head said it was not serious, but I knew she was happy in her heart.

 For Valentine's Day, I sent her a set of makeup and a set of purple lace underwear from Tianjin. I picked it out for a long time, compared it with several stores online, and finally chose a style that I thought she would like ——not the overly revealing kind, but

She took a picture of it and sent it to me, saying the makeup was great and the underwear was beautiful. I said I wanted to see how she looked on. She was embarrassed and said I didn't want a face and that there was no one who always took underwear pictures. I said you are my girlfriend, wear it to me and show me what's wrong

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. She said who your girlfriend is, don't say anything. But I know she is happy in her heart.

That night, I was watching TV in my rental house when the QQ message suddenly rang. I clicked on it and saw it was a message from her. She said, “Did you sleep?” I said no sleep. She said, “Then I'll show you something.” She sent a photo. I point

 Opening a large picture, the whole person was stunned.

That's a full-body photo. She was standing in front of the dressing mirror in her bedroom, wearing the purple lace underwear I gave her. But she covered herself with a thin, almost transparent scarf, draped loosely over her body, hanging from her shoulders to her thighs. Gauze scarf

 The texture is thin, so thin that the outline of her underwear and the curve of her body can be vaguely seen, but it covers some key parts, making the whole picture full of hazy beauty. The light came from the side, casting soft shadows on her body, making her figure stand out

 It should be more bumpy. Her hair was spread over her shoulders, her head was slightly sideways, and the expression on her face was a shy smile.

I stared at that photo for a long time, my heart beating very fast. That's one of the most beautiful images I've ever seen——more beautiful than any photo I've ever seen. That beauty is not simply carnal, but a beauty that mixes shyness, tenderness and love

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. She was willing to put on this underwear for me, to put on a scarf and stand in front of the mirror to take a picture of me, and to send me this photo. I know it takes a lot of courage for a woman her age to do these things.

I sent a suggestive emoji and said, "It's so beautiful, you look like a fairy." She asked, "Is it really that good? Is it a bit too much for me to wear?" I replied, "It's gorgeous. My girlfriend is the most beautiful woman in the world." She sent back a shy emoji and said, "You only know how to say sweet things." I saved the photo to my collection again. Whenever I miss her intensely, I open that folder and look through these pictures. Sometimes, lying in bed at night, I would stare at the photo of her in the purple lingerie, and my hand would instinctively wander downward. As I looked at the woman in the photo draped in a veil, I imagined her mood while taking the picture in front of the mirror, the hesitation and shyness she felt right before pressing the shutter, and the expression she might have had on her face when she sent it to me. Lost in these fantasies, I would reach a climax very quickly.

Each time it was over, I would lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, feeling both satisfied and empty. Satisfied because, in that distant city, I could still feel her presence and her love; empty because there were hundreds of kilometers between us, and I wanted more than just a photo—I wanted her in the flesh, her real warmth, her real scent. I knew that the moment we would finally be truly united would come sooner or later.

The sixteenth day of the first lunar month was my mother’s birthday. I started preparing several days in advance. I carefully selected and ordered a large cake online—a two-tier fruit and cream cake with "Happy Birthday, Sister Yu" written on it. I also ordered a large bouquet of flowers, pink roses mixed with white lilies, wrapped exquisitely, and arranged for the shop to deliver them to the house on the morning of her birthday.

On the morning of her birthday, after my mother received the cake and flowers, she immediately took a photo and sent it to me. In the photo, she had placed the cake on the living room coffee table with the bouquet beside it, and she had even lit the candles. She said the cake was beautiful and the flowers smelled wonderful, adding that the neighbors who stopped by to visit saw them and all told her how lucky she was.

Then she posted another QQ space message. This time it wasn't a picture of flowers, it was a selfie of her standing in front of a cake ——she was wearing a light-colored dress with her hair draped over her shoulders and a smile on her face with an unconcealable joy and satisfaction

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. The caption reads: “Thank you for your son's birthday gift, I'm very happy.” I refreshed it a few times and watched the likes and comments that said it increase bit by bit. A lot of people in the comment section said “your son is so filial”“ I really envy you ”“your son is so close

 Heart” and things like that. My mom replied in the comments section with that indelible smugness and happiness in her tone. I can imagine her sitting on the sofa with her phone in her arms, reading the comments one by one, with a smile on her lips and the feeling of being envied and noticed in her heart

 I think her whole body lit up.

In the evening, we chatted on QQ as usual. Her tone was gentler than usual, with a palpable emotion. She told me that I had a good day, the cake was delicious, the flowers were still in vases, and the whole living room was fragrant. She said very

 Many, rambling, like a person immersed in a sense of happiness surrounded by love, unable to help but share every detail with the person who gave her all this.

As they chatted, she suddenly fell silent for a moment, then sent a line: “If only you could come back.” I saw that sentence and felt sad.

She continued: “If you can come back, it would be the best birthday present for me.” There was a rare frankness in her tone, without the shyness and cover-up she usually had. She then said: “I want you to hug me and kiss me.” I look at the screen

 The words on the curtain froze for a long time. This was the first time she had expressed her desire so directly and so explicitly. In the past, she always dodged, was always embarrassed to admit it, and always used jokes or curses to cover up her true thoughts. But today

 , she didn't hide it. The gifts and attention she received on her birthday softened her inner emotional defenses and she no longer wanted to hide them.

My heart was beating fast, and a mixture of emotions welled up in my heart ——touching, heartache, heartache, and a strong urge to fly back to her immediately.

I told her: “When I go back, I will definitely hug you well, kiss you well, and make up for all the time I owe you.” She returned a shy expression and said nothing.

 I told her again: “You let those two big babies on your chest protect yourself, and when I go back I will have to touch them properly. I miss them all.” She was silent for a few seconds, then replied with something that warmed my heart. She said: “I insured them

 Well protected, I'll wait for you with them.” There is an intimacy and understanding in that sentence that only we can understand. I stared at the line, a vague emotion welling up in my heart——a mixture of sweetness and a longing that bordered on pain. I know

 Dao, she was telling me in this way—— that she was waiting for me, not just as a mother waiting for her son to come home, but also as a woman waiting for the man she loved.

That night, we talked late. After the conversation, I lay alone in bed, staring at the ceiling, my heart full of anticipation for the future. I know that the last line of defense between us is crumbling little by little. Maybe wait

 When I get home from my internship, everything will be different.

During the months of my internship in Tianjin, my mother and I talked about love online. Our feelings for each other have grown rapidly during this time, as if the distance between us has brought our hearts closer. Every night when I get home from get off work, I

 Lying in bed in the rental house, chatting with her late into the night ——from company to home, from today's weather to her cooking, from her new dress to my work worries. Our chats are all-encompassing and with any real couple

 No difference.

I'm excited about the future, and I'm almost certain that by the time we break through that bottom line, we're getting closer. Every day, I go to sleep with hope for the future; every day, I wake up with hope for the happiness to come.

 I know that moment that completely changed our relationship may not be long away.

The first time I saw my mom wear the purple underwear I bought was a year and a half later, in early July 2013.

Because my mother had just returned to Tianjin from her hometown, I took a day off early that day and we went shopping on Binjiang Road in the morning. She tried out a few clothes, and I bought her a light dress and a pair of white low heels. I found a steam sea nearby at noon

 Fresh. After dinner, I said: “Take you somewhere to rest.” She glanced at me, said nothing, and followed me.

 The room was booked in advance by me. It was not an ordinary hotel, but a sex-themed hotel. The moment she pushed open the door, my mother stood there stunned ——the most conspicuous thing in the room was not the big bed, but a chair with a strange shape. That chair

 It is wrapped in crimson leather, the back of the chair is tilted back, and there is a padded armrest on each side. The most special thing is that an upright column extends from the front of the seat, with a soft leather pad on the top. The whole chair looks like a spider with eight legs spread out

 Squat firmly in the middle of the room.

My mother stood at the door, her eyes lingering on the chair for a long time, and the expression on her face changed from confusion to curiosity. She tilted her head and looked at it for half a day, and finally couldn't help but ask me:“What is this thing? Why is there such a chair in the room, it's weird

 of.” I looked at her curious and confused look, and a smile welled up in my heart. I walked over, reached out and patted the backrest of the chair, and said mysteriously: “This, you will know in a moment.” She glared at me with that look

 With a hint of alertness and anger: “God is mysterious and secretive, so it is definitely not a good thing.” The afternoon sun shone through the white gauze curtains, making the whole room warm and the light cast soft shadows on the crimson octopus chair. I took a shower first, I

 While Mom was undressing outside, I saw through the bathroom door that she was wearing that purple lace underwear ——the one I gave her for Valentine's Day 2012. I didn't expect she still had it and came here wearing it today.

When I came out of the shower, she was sitting by the bed, having changed into the hotel's white bathrobe, with a belt around her waist and a slightly open neckline. When she saw me coming out, she quickly walked in to take a shower. When she passed me, I patted her butt. I

 Mom didn't show any weakness. When she returned her hand, she pinched me. She pinched me on the soft flesh around my waist. She didn't put too much force on me, but she had an affectionate anger.

After my mother went in, I lay in bed playing with my phone. When I thought about the purple underwear my mother was wearing just now, I couldn't help but think of those things back then. So I opened my password album and looked through the photos inside. Inside is the earliest white cotton

 The clothes, and later the dozen or so of those pajama underwear, and the only nude photo on New Year's Day.

When my mother came out of the bathroom, she was wearing only that set of purple lingerie. As she pushed the door open, a warm, white mist surged into the room with her, swirling behind her like a thin veil. Barefoot, she walked across the floor to the bedside, not even bothering with her slippers or a towel, and just stood there in front of me.

The purple lace lingerie glowed with a soft, rich luster in the afternoon light—the white trim set against that shade of purple, perfectly cupping her full bosom. Delicate lace spread along the edges of the cups, outlining the silhouette of those two rounded breasts. Her skin looked dazzlingly pale against the purple, and the shallow hollow beneath her collarbone was partially concealed and revealed by the lace. The thin, silk-like straps rested on her rounded shoulders, sliding gently with her every slight movement. Her waist was bare, with a slender curve flowing smoothly from her ribs to her hips, down to the full, firm buttocks encased in matching lace panties—those two rounded cheeks taut against the purple fabric, forming an alluring arc. Her hair was still damp, and droplets from the ends fell onto her shoulders, sliding slowly down into the hollow of her collarbone.

As I looked up at her, I met her gaze. A faint flush stained her cheeks, spreading all the way to her ears and neck. Her lips were pressed slightly together, and her hands hung awkwardly at her sides, her fingertips curling as if she didn't know where to put them. Her eyes darted away for a moment before settling back on my face; the nervousness and shyness were written clearly in her eyes.

I froze. The screen of my phone was still lit, displaying that photo of the purple lingerie from the encrypted album. I glanced instinctively at the screen, then looked back up at her, my heart skipping a beat. She stood before me, the woman in the photo and the woman in front of me merging across a gap of nearly two years—the same woman, the same lingerie, but this time, she was truly standing there, alive, warm, and breathing, no longer just a string of pixels behind a screen.

I set my phone aside and sat up straight. I could hear the sound of my own heartbeat, pulsing against my eardrums and echoing through my mind. I stood up and walked over to her, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her body. The scent, a blend of shower gel and her own natural warmth, filled my nostrils—a scent I had imagined countless times while looking at that photo, now perfectly realized in front of me.

I reached out and lightly brushed my fingertips against her shoulder. The purple lace felt delicate and soft, and through the fabric, I could sense the warmth of her skin and a faint tremor. She didn't pull away or move; she simply looked up at me, her eyes filled with nervousness, anticipation, and a touch of raw, abandoned honesty.

"Mom, you kept this lingerie," I said, my voice sounding raspy, almost like it didn't belong to me. "I don't think I've ever seen you wear it before." She lowered her head and gave a soft, affirmative hum. Then she said, "I brought it specifically for this trip." In that moment, a faint curve appeared at the corners of her mouth—not a forced or polite smile, but one that was genuine, shy, satisfied, and impossible to hide.

I watched her, not rushing to do anything. I picked up the hair dryer, plugged it in, and stood behind her to dry her hair. The warm air hummed as my fingers wove through her damp locks, drying them strand by strand. She sat there quietly, head slightly bowed, like a cat being stroked, her entire posture slowly relaxing from its initial tension. The sound of the hair dryer drowned out everything else in the room, including our own breathing.

When her hair was half-dry, I turned the dryer off, and the room fell into a sudden silence. I set the dryer aside, picked up my phone, and scrolled to the very first photo in that encrypted album—the earliest one in the white cotton lingerie. I held the phone out to her. "Do you remember this one?" She glanced down and froze. Then she looked up at me, her cheeks flushing bright red. "You said you deleted those!" I chuckled and swiped to the next one—the photo in the lavender camisole dress. Her face turned even redder, and she reached out to grab the phone, but I pulled it away.

"I knew you hadn't deleted them," she muttered, her tone playful and feignedly annoyed rather than truly angry. "You promised me you would, you said you'd delete them as soon as you saw them." "I did promise," I said, "but I couldn't bear to." She didn't say anything more. I sat down beside her, set the phone aside, and gently wrapped my arm around her waist. The room was quiet in the afternoon, with only the occasional sound of a car horn drifting in from the street outside.

"I was interning in Tianjin back then," I began slowly. "Every night after we finished talking, I would look through these photos over and over again." She kept her head down in silence, but her body softened against mine.

"Take this first one in the white lingerie—you didn't want to send it at first, and it took me two days of pestering you before you finally gave in. After you sent it, you told me to delete it right away." I chuckled as I spoke. "I promised I would, but I didn't." She stirred slightly in my arms, but didn't push me away.

"And later, on New Year's Eve, you sent me that one..." I paused, choosing not to finish the sentence, and simply tightened my arm around her waist. "That was the first and only time you ever sent me a photo like that. I was so excited I couldn't sleep all night." She remained silent, but I could feel a subtle shift in the rhythm of her breathing.

"Then there was Valentine's Day. I sent you that purple set, and you stood in front of the mirror, took a photo, and sent it to me." I turned my head to look at her. "I never imagined you’d still have that set, and that you’d even be wearing it today." "You gave it to me," she said, her voice soft, carrying a hint of shyness but also conviction. "Of course I kept it." Looking at her slightly flushed cheeks, a wave of gentle warmth washed over me. I leaned down and pressed a light kiss to her lips. It was a fleeting touch, like a feather brushing across the surface of a pond. She closed her eyes, her lips parting slightly to return the kiss. Her lips were soft and warm, carrying the fresh scent of a recent shower.

After kissing for a long while, I slowly pulled back. Her eyelashes fluttered, and the blush on her cheeks deepened. The hand she had been resting on my waist had, at some point, climbed up to my back, resting gently there.

She had answered so naturally, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. I reached out, gently stroking the thin lace fabric, feeling the warm, familiar contours beneath. The skin under the fabric trembled ever so slightly.

“Mom, ”I look at her, her voice is a little hoarse, “What were you thinking when you sent me this photo?” She was stunned for a moment, and the blush on her cheeks deepened. She lowered her head and was silent for a while, her voice was very low:“At that time, she felt..

 …No one shows their son such photos. It's so shameless. But I can't help but want to show it to you again, to make you happy.” My fingers slid slowly along the edge of her underwear, feeling the warm skin beneath the lace.

“That New Year's Day one, ”I paused, “What were you thinking when you sent me that one?” Her breathing became a little unsteady. She lowered her head and her voice became quieter:“That one... I hesitated for a long time. I know you want it, but I feel

 That would be too much. You are celebrating the New Year alone in Tianjin, and I feel sorry for you again. Finally sent it.” I lowered my head and gave her a gentle kiss on her exposed collarbone. Her body trembled slightly.

“After posting, ”I continued to ask, “How do you feel?”“ It felt... ”her voice trembled a little,“ like she was going crazy. I feel like I'm doing something I shouldn't be doing, and I feel... quite sweet. It seems that

 Far away, you can stay with me.” My hand slid down her shoulder, my fingertips gently picking at the straps of her underwear. She didn't stop it, but her breathing became more rapid.

“And that purple underwear one, ”I said, “What were you thinking when you sent it to me and you were standing in front of the mirror wearing it?” She looked up at me, and there was a shyness in her eyes, but also a calm tenderness:“ Thinking... you see

 Will you like it when this photo comes. Thinking if only you could see me in it.” I lowered my head and kissed her lips. The kiss was a little deeper than before, my tongue poking into her mouth and wrapping around her soft tongue

 Start. She also had the minty taste of toothpaste in her mouth, which was fresh and sweet. My hand slid down her back, caressing the thin layer of lace fabric, and finally landed on her plump buttocks, gently kneading through the purple lace. That soft ball

 The rump was warm and springy in my palm, and through the texture of the lace fabric, it felt particularly delicate to the touch.

She snorted softly in my arms and softened.

 “What about you? ” She gasped and whispered in my ear, “What was it like when you received those photos?”“ Feeling... ”My lips slid off her lips, down her chin, kissed her neck, and finally landed on

 On her collarbone, “feeling like someone who had walked in the desert for a long time, finally got her first sip of water.” My fingers went around her back and unbuttoned her underwear. The purple lace fabric slid down her shoulders, her breasts in the afternoon light

 The middle is completely revealed to me——fair, full, and upright, with a light pink areola and slightly raised nipples, exactly as I remembered them, exactly as in the New Year's Day photo.

I lowered my head and took the nipple of one of her breasts. Her body trembled suddenly, and a suppressed grunt came out of her mouth. The tip of my tongue swirled around the already slightly erect nipple, feeling it gradually become harder between my lips and teeth.

 My hand climbed over her other breast and kneaded it gently, the soft mass of milk warm and elastic in my palm.

“I was alone in the rental house at the time, ”I mumbled with her nipples in my mouth“ flipping through the pictures every night. I miss you so much.” Her breathing became faster and faster, and the rise and fall of her chest became larger and larger. Her hands are on

 On the back of my head, I ran my fingers through my hair, which was still a little damp, and grabbed it gently.

“Then why don't you come back and see me? ” Her voice was tinged with grievance.

“I want to come back, ”I said, “but I can't. I have to come back in some way, otherwise I won't be able to see you.” My hand slid down her flat belly and leaned between her legs. It's wet there, through that thin layer of buds

 Silk panties, I could feel the warmth and humidity in that area. My fingers pressed gently against the soft area through the fabric, and her body tensed sharply, then slowly relaxed again.

 “Mom, ”I put my lips to her ear and asked softly, “My dad saw you wearing this underwear and asked you?” She was stunned for a moment, and the blush on her cheeks deepened. She nodded:“ asked... He said when he bought it, I said I wanted to try it

 Try a new style.”“ What was his reaction?” My fingers slid gently through her panties, along her wet gap.

She took a breath:“You men...how else can you react. He just said it was pretty good.” I hooked my fingers around the edge of her panties and slowly pulled them down. She didn't stop her, but just raised her hips slightly to match my movements.

“Then you wear this underwear, ”I took the underwear off her ankles and threw it aside, “did you do that with my dad?” She froze when she heard the question. She didn't answer, but just reached out and pinched my arm ——not much force,

 With a grudge.

“Asking you, ”I smiled and dodged, then leaned back in, “did I do that?” She didn't look away, her voice muffled: “Of course I did.” A mixed emotion welled up in me. I gently pushed her onto the bed, leaned over, and buried her face

 Into between her legs. As my lips pressed against that softest area, her body trembled violently and a short moan came from her mouth. The breath of her body temperature and love fluid rushed into my nasal cavity ——it belonged to her alone

 , a unique smell.

The tip of my tongue licked slowly along the contour of her labia, feeling the soft folds trembling slightly under my tongue. Her love juice flowed down my tongue with a faint saltiness and the characteristic sweetness of her body. Her moans changed

 It had to be faster and faster, more and more undisguised, pouring out from the depths of the throat, one after another.

I searched up her wet crevice and found the tiny lump of flesh hidden at the top of her labia minora. The tip of my tongue gently and tentatively touched the already slightly raised clitoris. Her body arched like it had been hit by an electric shock

 , a short, high-pitched moan came out of his mouth.

 “Ah——!” I was greatly encouraged by this reaction. I slowly circled the sensitive grain of her flesh with the tip of my tongue, fiddling with it at times. Her moans became more and more rapid, and her body kept twisting under my licking

 着. Her hands moved away from the sheets and pressed against the back of my head, ten fingers in my hair.

I looked up between her legs, her lips stained with her crystal love liquid. I straightened up and grabbed my already hot cock, the glans rubbing against her wet entrance. I lowered my head, trying to get right inside her.

At this moment, she suddenly reached out and pressed my lower abdomen, gasping and saying: “Are you... wearing a condom?” I was stunned for a moment, my mind spun quickly, and then blurted out: “I forgot... I won't take it this time, anyway——”“ No

 OK.” She interrupted me, her tone still full of emotional gasps, but her attitude was firm. She lifted her chin in the direction of the TV stand, “Isn't that right?” I followed her gaze—— There was indeed a box of condoms on the TV stand, and the room

 The mineral water and tea bags in it are put together and provided by the hotel. I opened my mouth and wanted to say something more, but she had stopped me with her eyes, which were filled with non-negotiable determination. I knew I couldn't hide it, so I had to take it out of my palm

 Mei had already prepared the condom.

She looked at the sleeve in my hand and was stunned for a moment, then her eyes narrowed and she stared at me for several seconds, and a hint of laughter slowly rose from the corner of her mouth:“Didn't you say you forgot? So what is this? Huh?” I got caught with a face

 I couldn't get it to hang up, so I had to smile hard: “I... I was trying to tease you.” She snorted and gave me a white look, but the white eye rolled lightly and had no lethality. She didn't look away and muttered:“

 Eyes, and lied to me.” But there was no real anger in that tone, but a hint of tenderness. She didn't look away, her ears were red again, and the vague smile at the corner of her mouth did not disappear.

I smiled as I tore open the package, deftly put on the condom, and knelt back down between her legs. Straightening up, I gripped my already throbbing cock, letting the head linger for a moment at her glistening entrance, deliberately holding back from entering. I then asked, "That night, was my dad particularly excited?" She was panting, her voice coming in broken gasps: "Why... why are you asking me that..." I didn't push in right away, instead teasing the entrance with the head of my cock, coating it in the crystal-clear nectar flowing from her body. "I just want to know." She bit her lip, remained silent for a few seconds, and finally whispered, "Yes... even more so than usual..." My heart began to beat faster. I intentionally pressed the head of my cock against her entrance, pushing it in just a fraction before pulling back. "So, am I better, or is my dad?" She reached out and pinched my shoulder hard. "Have you no shame!" I winced at the pinch, but I didn't pull away. Instead, I pushed the head in a little further and held it there, halfway in. "Tell me. Say it, and I'll take good care of you." The friction had left her body limp, her breathing growing heavier and heavier. She turned her head away, her voice small and hurried: "You're better... are you happy now?" Hearing those words, I grew even more aroused. I sank my hips, and with a wet, succulent sound of bodies colliding, I drove my cock in, burying the entire length deep inside her.

"Ah—!" she let out a short, sharp moan of satisfaction and stimulation, her body arching upward abruptly. Her vaginal walls contracted sharply the moment I surged in, the layers of tender flesh wrapping tightly around me. The sensation of that warm, tight, wet embrace sent shivers down my spine. I stayed there, savoring the rhythmic pulsing and contracting within her, feeling that authentic, warm, and uniquely hers embrace.

I began to move slowly. At first, it was hesitant and rhythmic, each thrust pushing deep until my glans pressed against the soft, sensitive core at her very center. I would pause for a moment before withdrawing slowly. She followed my rhythm with low moans, and each deep thrust drew a sigh of satisfaction from her. Her expression was completely lost in desire; her eyes were half-closed, her lashes fluttering gently, and her lips parted as irrepressible moans welled up from deep within her throat. Her hands gripped my shoulders, her fingertips tightening and relaxing in time with my movements, leaving faint crescent-shaped marks on my skin.

Not long after, I began to pick up the pace. The frequency of my thrusts increased, and each impact grew more intense. The sound of our bodies colliding echoed more rapidly through the room—the rhythmic slapping, mingled with her moans and my heavy breathing, wove together into a single symphony. Her body swayed back and forth under my force, her fair, supple breasts swinging like bells, tracing graceful arcs in the afternoon light. Her hands clung to my shoulders, her nails digging gently into my skin. Her gaze had become unfocused, her cheeks flushed, and her lips slightly parted as she surrendered herself entirely to the pleasure of the moment.

"Ah... ah... slower..." she gasped, yet her legs clamped tightly around my waist as if to prevent me from leaving.

I felt myself nearing the edge, that tingling sensation rising from the base of my spine growing more intense. But I didn't want it to end just yet. I took a deep breath, slowed my pace, and drew back from her body.

She opened her eyes, a flicker of confusion and dissatisfaction in her gaze as she panted and looked at me. "Why... did you stop?" I didn't answer, simply leaning down to kiss her forehead before taking her hand and pulling her up from the bed. I led her to the deep red octopus chair in the center of the room. The chair gleamed with a leather sheen in the afternoon light, its peculiar shape heavy with suggestion.

She looked at the chair, her confusion deepening. "What on earth is this thing?" I didn't answer, instead pulling her to stand in front of it. I had her turn her back to the chair, resting her hands on the two soft armrests at the top of the backrest. She hesitated for a moment, but complied. I then gently pressed on her waist, guiding her to bend over slowly. She followed my lead, her upper body leaning forward until her hands were firmly braced against the armrests.

"Spread your legs a little," I whispered into her ear.

She bit her lip, her cheeks burning red, but she did as I asked. Her legs slowly parted, standing on either side of the chair. Her body formed a graceful arc in the afternoon light—her back dipped, her hips tilted high, and those two full, rounded cheeks were laid completely bare before me, the moist crevice between them teasingly visible.

I stood behind her, watching her posture, my breathing growing heavy. My eyes scanned the structure of the octopus chair and I found a crossbar at waist height, perfectly positioned for her hips to rest upon. I held her hip bones, guiding her to adjust her position slightly so that her lower abdomen pressed against the bar. With her waist now supported, she was more stable, and her hips were tilted even higher.

"This chair..." she turned her head back, her voice tinged with nervousness and shyness, "...so this is what it's for?" "Didn't you just ask me what this thing was for?" I murmured close to her ear, lowering my voice. "Do you know now?" She didn't speak, just turned her face back, but I could see that even the base of her ears had turned deep red.

My hands cupped her full, rounded buttocks, the soft, resilient flesh warm and substantial against my palms. I bent my knees slightly to adjust the angle, finding her moist entrance with my glans and pushing in slowly but firmly.

"Mmm—!" She let out a muffled gasp, her body leaning forward slightly.

Entering from this angle felt completely different. Her vagina felt tighter due to her forward-leaning posture, and my cock was gripped firmly by her inner walls; the sensation of tightness was even more intense than it had been on the bed. I pushed in slowly until I was fully buried, then paused.

"Does it feel good?" I leaned down, pressing my lips against the nape of her neck, and whispered.

She didn't answer, only let out a soft moan, a sound clearly filled with satisfaction.

I began to thrust. This position allowed me to penetrate deeper; every time I pushed in, I could feel my head hitting the soft spot at her very core. From this angle, I had a clear view of where we were joined—my cock sliding in and out of her wet entrance, bringing out glistening drops of arousal that trickled slowly down the inside of her thighs. The visual stimulation only fueled my excitement, and my movements became faster and more forceful.

"Ah... ah... too deep..." Her voice trembled, her hands gripping the armrests of the chair so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

I didn't slow down; if anything, I pushed harder. Every collision made her body lurch forward, her full breasts swaying with the motion. From the side, I could see the ripples of her flesh; the purple lace had long since been undone, hanging loosely from her arms, leaving her breasts completely exposed as they traced seductive arcs in the afternoon light.

"Mom, look at the mirror," I said, gasping for breath.

A full-length mirror stood on one side of the room, perfectly reflecting our figures. She lifted her head, her gaze shifting to the glass—she saw a mature woman leaning over a strange chair, her hips arched high, with a young man standing behind her, thrusting into her violently. Her face flushed crimson, yet she didn't look away, remaining transfixed by the scene in the mirror.

"Look," I whispered against her ear, "how beautiful that woman in the mirror is." She bit her lip, saying nothing, but her eyes never left the reflection. I watched as her expression shifted from initial shyness to a hazy, unfocused look, and finally to one of near obsession. She watched her own body sway with my thrusts, watched her breasts dance in the air, and watched the look of complete carnal surrender on her own face.

“You... ”her voice is broken, gasping and groaning, “are you... you've been wanting this for a long time... ”“yes, ”I answer as I bang her hard,“ I've been thinking this since the day you sent me the first picture

 Looks like it.” Her body fluttered violently, and the lining of her vagina contracted sharply. I sensed she was approaching her second orgasm, so I picked up the tempo, each impact harder and deeper. The sound of flesh colliding echoed densely in the room

 , the snapping sound mixed with her moans and my gasps, intertwined into a symphony of lust.

“Ah——! I want to... come again... ”Her voice was crying and her body began to tremble violently.

Instead of stopping, I pushed harder. I held her crotch with one hand and wrapped my other around her, my fingers covering her long-standing clitoris and fiddling with it vigorously. The double stimulation completely broke her down, her body tensed sharply, and her vagina

 The inner wall of the passage spasmed and contracted frantically, and a long, almost out-of-tune groan came from his mouth.

“Ah——!!!” While she was orgasming, I couldn't control myself anymore. The desire that I had been suppressing just now finally burst the embankment ——my waist jerked, the glans went deep into her deepest part, and a stream of hot semen sprayed out

 Thin out. Because of the sleeve, the impact felt accumulated and burst under the rubber film, and the inner wall of her vagina twisted wildly in my ejaculation, as if to squeeze every drop out of my body. My hands clasped her crotch to death,

 Tightened, feeling the wave of pleasure rushing from the tail vertebrae to the top of my head. I looked down at her ——her fingers on the back of the chair were white, her neck was tilted back, a beautiful arc was drawn from her jaw to her collarbone, her lips were slightly parted, and she made a long and

 A trembling sigh.

After the ejaculation was over, we held that position for a long time to gasp. I fell on her back, sweat dripping down my chest onto her back, mixing with her sweat. Her body was still shaking slightly, and the lining of her vagina was still shaking

 It shrinks, as if the afterglow of the climax has not yet completely dissipated.

 After a long time, I slowly withdrew. Her legs gave out and she almost fell to her knees. I quickly supported her, lifted her up from the chair, and half-hugged her back to bed.

We fell on the bed, no one talking, just hugging each other tightly. The afternoon sun, shining through the screen curtains on us, coated the entire room with a soft warm gold color. She rested on my arm, her cheek against my chest

 , listening to my heartbeat. I looked down at her, at the teardrops on her eyelashes that were not yet completely dry, at the empty, satisfying curve at the corner of her mouth.

“Mom.” I called her softly.

“Huh?” She closed her eyes and her voice was lazy and gentle.

“I love you.” She didn't answer, but just buried her face a little deeper into my chest. But I felt her fingers pinch gently in my palm.

We lay there quietly for a while. The sun moved slowly through the room, and a few cars could be heard occasionally from the street outside the window. Her breathing gradually calmed down, and her body completely relaxed from the tightness after orgasm, like a curled-up in my arms

 Cat.

But my body was not so peaceful. Her warm body pressed against my thighs, her soft hair rubbed against my chin, and the smell of her body, a mixture of body wash and sweat, drilled into my nose. The desire I just vented, in her silence

 And in the docile snuggle, he quietly raised his head again.

My breathing became a little unsteady. I turned my head sideways, my lips pressed against the pinna of her ear, and called out to her softly: “Mom.”“ Huh?” Her voice had a lazy nasal sound, and her eyes were not open.

“I... want it again. ” She was stunned for a moment, then slowly opened her eyes and looked up at me. There was a hint of surprise, a hint of helplessness, and a hint of indescribable softness in her eyes. She looked at the undisguised

 The longing was silent for a few seconds, and then I sighed softly.

“You...” She only said these two words, and there was no rejection or blame in her tone, only an indulgent and pampered helplessness.

Her hand slid down from my chest, tracing slowly and gently over my lower abdomen. Her fingers followed the contours of my abs all the way down, finally coming to rest where I had already begun to stir again. Her fingertips brushed against me through my skin, and then she looked up at me. That familiar flush returned to her cheeks, while the corners of her mouth curled into a faint, shy smile.

The afternoon sun filtered through the sheer curtains, bathing us in a soft, warm golden glow that gilded the entire room.
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Chapter 20

No matter the time, you can never truly understand a woman...

On February 25, 2012, my six-month internship in Tianjin officially came to an end. On my last day, the senior colleague who mentored me took me out for a meal, saying I had performed well and that if I wanted to develop my career in Tianjin after graduation, the company would always welcome me. I held my wine glass, offering words of gratitude, but my heart had already flown back home—flown back to the side of the woman I pined for day and night.

During these six months of internship, I chatted with my mother online every day. Our bond hadn't faded due to the distance; on the contrary, it had grown even deeper than when I was at school. The final barrier between us had been completely shattered during our countless late-night chats. Online, she had fully accepted my role as her "boyfriend." She would act coquettishly, tell me she missed me, and send me photos that only the most intimate people would share. My phone was filled with pictures of her wearing the set of purple lace lingerie I had given her; that photo accompanied me through countless lonely nights.

I had intended to head straight home after the internship to see the woman I longed for and fulfill the promise between us. During those months in Tianjin, we had talked countless times online about how we would hold each other tight and kiss when we finally met. She said she missed me, and I said I missed her; the longing between us, spanning hundreds of kilometers, burned ever brighter like a fire. I felt the time was ripe; the final line of defense between us should be completely broken through this spring.

However, plans rarely keep pace with changes. Before I could even buy my train ticket home, I received a call from my university counselor. The counselor informed me that the school required all seniors to return to campus early for a graduation thesis seminar. My thesis topic had been finalized toward the end of the first semester of my senior year, and this seminar was primarily to announce the defense schedule and the arrangements for the entire semester. The counselor emphasized over the phone that this seminar was crucial, as it concerned our graduation, and required that I attend on time.

After hanging up, I sat on the single bed in my rental room, staring at the gray sky outside the window, an indescribable sense of loss welling up inside me. I had planned to go home to see her after my internship, to complete our final union in that familiar small town where I grew up. But now, that plan had been completely thrown into disarray.

I picked up my phone and sent my mom a message, telling her that the school had notified us to return early and I wouldn't be able to go straight home. After sending it, I stared at the screen, waiting for her reply. It took quite a while before she responded. She first asked if I really had to go back now, and if I couldn't go home for a few days before heading to school. I told her the counselor said attendance was mandatory and it concerned my graduation. She was silent for a moment before sending another message. She asked when I would be able to graduate, then said that my studies were more important and that I should go back to school first.

Reading her message, I could sense the complexity of her feelings in those few simple sentences. She must have been disappointed; she had been looking forward to my return all winter break, waiting to see me, only to receive this news instead. But she understood the importance of my education and couldn't let me jeopardize my graduation just to come home. That’s my mom—no matter what, and no matter how she feels, she always puts my future first.

I told her I planned to go home during the Qingming Festival, thinking the seminar wouldn't last more than a few days and I could make it back by then. She replied, "We'll see when the time comes," her tone betraying an unconcealable disappointment. I looked at those words, feeling a pang of bitterness. I knew she had been waiting for this day for a long time; ever since I couldn't make it home for the New Year, she had been counting down the days until my internship ended.

After returning to school, I discovered that the situation was far more complicated than I had imagined. The thesis defense was scheduled for mid-May, and before that, from late April to early May, there were final exams for several major courses, on top of the writing and revisions for my thesis. The entire semester's schedule was packed. My original plan to go home for the Qingming Festival had to be postponed again after the seminar. Since the defense was in mid-May, the Qingming holiday was the critical period for writing my thesis, and our advisor required us to use the break to finish the first draft. There was simply no time to go home.

I told my mom about this. She was silent on the other end of the phone for a long time, then said that it was okay and her studies were urgent. Her tone was calm, but I could hear an undisguised sense of loss in that calmness. She waited for winter vacation and half a

 Semester after semester, what we waited for was postponement after postponement. She must have felt very sad, but she never complained. She always said that school was important and asked me to focus on my own affairs first and not miss home.

During this time, my chances of chatting with my mom have become noticeably less frequent. When I was interning in Tianjin, I had plenty of time to chat with her every night after get off work, sometimes for hours. But now it's not possible. I have to go to class during the day

 When I write papers and prepare for exams, I often have to stay up late to catch up on my progress when I return to the dormitory at night. I am chased by all kinds of things and want to use one day as two days. I am often busy until late at night and then remember that I have not had a good chat with my mother today. I opened my phone to give her

 I sent a message and found that she had sent a goodnight message.

My mother is very understanding of my situation. She told me online not to rush, to take your time, and not to push yourself too hard. She said she knew writing a paper was tiring, so she asked me to pay attention to my body, don't forget to eat, take breaks, and don't tire myself out. She said these

 As she spoke, her tone was full of maternal care and heartache, like a typical loving mother telling her distant son. That tone warmed my heart. Although it was across the screen, I could feel her care and concern.

But sometimes, her tone would suddenly change again, switching from one loving mother to another channel. She would tell me how she thought of me, how she missed me, and how she wanted to see me immediately. When she said these words, she spoke with a touch of arrogance and coquettishness

 The taste is like a woman in love telling her thoughts to her lover. The switch between the two identities became extremely natural for her. Sometimes the first sentence was a loving mother's advice, and the next sentence became a lover's murmur.

I had an extremely busy day in this dual care. Every day was filled with various things, including classes, writing papers, reviewing for exams, and occasionally lying in bed to chat with her when she had free time. Her news became me

 The most anticipated thing of the day, no matter how busy or tired you are, as soon as you see her portrait light up, a warm feeling will well up in your heart.

 One night, I was sitting at my desk in my dorm room revising a first draft of a paper when my phone suddenly jolted. I picked it up and saw it was a message from my mother. She first asked me what I was doing, and I said I was revising my paper. She asked if she was tired, and I said a little tired.

 Then she was silent for a while, and suddenly sent a message saying that I showed you a good thing and I wouldn't be tired after watching it.

Before I knew it, my phone jolted and she sent a picture.

I clicked on the big picture and the whole person was stunned for a moment. It was a selfie of her in her underwear. She leaned against the head of the bed in her bedroom, wearing a light purple lace bra, a bra I had never seen before, which should have been her new purchase. Underwear

 The style is sexy, the texture of the lace is translucent, and the outline of the breasts can be vaguely seen under the fabric. Her breasts appear full and soft under her underwear, and her cleavage is deep, creating an alluring shadow in the light. Her hair is scattered on her shoulders, look

 I got up shortly after taking a shower, and there was still moisture on the ends of my hair. She had a shy smile on her face, and there was a charm in her expression that wanted to say goodbye.

I stared at that photo for a long time, my heart beating fast and blood rushing all over my body to the top of my head. The visual impact made me lose my mind for a moment, my fingers sliding back and forth on the screen, repeatedly zooming in and out to look at every detail of the photo
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Then her message came back. She said it was a reward for me to study hard and write a good paper. She said she hoped that every time I saw the photo, I would be reminded that she was waiting for me and would be motivated to keep going.

I imagined her wearing that new underwear, standing in front of the dressing mirror to adjust the angle, and then picking up her phone to take this photo. She must have hesitated for a long time and struggled in her heart before she mustered up the courage to press the shutter. After she finished filming

 Maybe he was not satisfied, so he deleted the remake and repeated it several times before choosing the best one. Then she held her phone, looked at the photo, and hesitated whether to send it to me. She must have been wondering if this would be too proactive and make me think she was too relaxed

 Switched. But in the end she sent it anyway because she wanted to surprise me and make me feel her presence and her love during my busy studies.

I stared at that photo for a long time before replying, telling her it was beautiful and that I loved it. I promised her I would study hard and finish my thesis, so as not to let her reward go to waste. She sent back a shy emoji, saying that was good and urging me to keep working on my writing.

From then on, her photos became a source of spiritual comfort amidst my hectic studies. Whenever I felt frustrated while writing my thesis, I would pull up the photos she had sent. Seeing her in various types of lingerie or catching a glimpse of her shy smile would fill me with warmth, and my agitation would gradually subside.

She would occasionally send me similar photos—sometimes a selfie in lingerie, sometimes a silhouette in pajamas, and sometimes just a close-up that didn't show her face. Each photo acted like a sedative, allowing me to feel her presence and her love all the way in Harbin. I knew she was thinking of me and longing to see me just as much as I was.

Days passed in this cycle of busyness and longing. By the end of April, the first draft of my thesis was finally finished. My advisor provided some feedback, and I worked overtime to incorporate the revisions. I also passed my graduation exams smoothly, earning decent grades in my major courses. The pressure of the entire semester finally eased, giving me time to catch my breath and chat more with my mother.

On an evening just before the May Day holiday, I was reading in my dorm when my phone suddenly buzzed. I picked it up and saw it was a call from my mother. When I answered, I could hear an unmistakable excitement and joy in her voice. She broke the news that she and my father were planning to come to Harbin around the May Day holiday to visit me, and to pick up the new car my father had bought.

I was stunned for a moment and asked her what was going on. She explained the details: my father had sold his old black Hyundai Elantra, which he’d been driving for years, and had ordered a Honda CR-V in Harbin for over 200,000 yuan. They figured they could pick the car up from the dealership while visiting me. As she told me this, her tone was filled with the same excitement and joy as a child who had received an unexpected gift and couldn't wait to share the news.

My dad has made a lot of money in the past few years. Although business in the transportation industry has not been good in the past two years, he still makes some money through years of accumulation and connections. With the money he saved in previous years, he should have a few hundred thousand. Specific

 How many I don't know, I haven't asked, and I haven't heard from them. But judging from my father's confidence in talking on a daily basis, there should be quite a few. Although he has thick lines, he still has a set of skills in making money.

I beg to differ with what my mother said. I jokingly said you guys came to Harbin to pick up the car and stop by to see me. My mother immediately refuted me on the other end of the phone, saying that your father was going to Harbin to pick up the car and I was going to Harbin to see you. She spoke in a serious tone

 , with an unquestionable firmness. When she said this, I could feel the genuine emotion in her words. The purpose of her coming to Harbin was not to pick up the car, not for anything else, but to come and see me.

I believe what my mother says. She has a very serious problem of motion sickness, which is closely related to her nervous headaches and is not most affected by long-distance buses. The train was better, but the long, bumpy ride in the car was torture for her. So she is usually very

 Go far less, except when you have to. This time she was willing to take a train for more than six hours to Harbin, just to come and see me.

I am very happy that my mother can come to see me. Although my dad will come with us, we certainly can't be as close as we are online with him present, but we can see her in person, see her in person, smell her breath, and feel

 Her temperature is already a huge satisfaction to me. There was no way I could suppress that excitement. I was in a state of excitement.

I asked them when they would come and which 4S store to pick up the car from so that I could arrange it in advance and plan the route. My mother told me that they planned to leave before May Day, so it would be easy to buy tickets while there were few people. A few days later she told me to buy the tickets again, April 28th

 Ticket, arrived in Harbin around 1:30 pm, the same train as when she came for the Dragon Boat Festival. My dad called me to tell me which 4S store to pick up the car from, but my mom said she didn't understand the specific addresses. My dad told me on the phone that the 4S store where the car is picked up is in my

 I searched online for the location near your school. It is not far from the school and a taxi is only a little over 20 minutes away.

Once their arrival time and location were confirmed, I began to get busy. I first checked out the hotels near the school, found one with a pleasant environment, and booked a room in advance. Then, I scouted some nearby restaurants, identified a few with good reputations, and planned to take them there to try the food. I also made a point to arrange my thesis work ahead of time, clearing my schedule for those days so I could spend quality time with them.

Soon, it was April 28th. I attended a class that morning, and as soon as it ended, I hurried back to my dorm, changed into clean clothes, and took a taxi to the train station. I arrived about twenty minutes before their train was due. Standing at the exit, watching the train information on the electronic display, I felt a mix of nervousness and anticipation.

Over the past six months, my mother and I had talked about almost everything online; those late-night chats had bridged the distance between us. But closeness through a screen is different from being face-to-face. I wasn't sure if I could control my emotions when she stood before me, or if I could keep from giving myself away in front of my father. I didn't know how she would react when she saw me—would she be as affectionate as she was online, or would she keep her distance because Dad was there?

I stood at the exit, watching the crowd pour out, a wave of indescribable anticipation rising in my heart. I hadn't seen her for more than half a year. I couldn't go home for the New Year, nor after my internship ended; counting from last summer to now, it had been nearly ten months since I last saw her. I wondered how she had changed in those ten months—had she gained or lost weight? Had her skin become fairer or darker?

When the announcement that the train had arrived echoed through the station, people began to emerge from the exit. I stood in the crowd, craning my neck to peer inside. First came travelers carrying luggage, then a young couple, followed by a woman carrying a child. Finally, I spotted that familiar figure in the crowd.

She was wearing a dark jacket with the zipper left partially open, revealing a form-fitting short-sleeved top underneath. She wore dark harem pants paired with white sneakers. Her hair was tied into a low ponytail, revealing her smooth forehead and fair neck. She looked fresh and sharp, much more energetic and healthier than she had last summer.

Standing next to her was my dad. He was dressed in casual attire, wearing a light-colored jacket paired with dark slacks, looking a bit more portly than before. Although his business hasn't been as easy to run in recent years, he has still been living quite comfortably. He looked a lot rounder, and the wrinkles on his face seemed to have faded somewhat.

I stood on my tiptoes, waved at them, and called out, "Mom!" She spotted me right away, her eyes lighting up instantly as she quickened her pace toward me.

When she reached me, she didn't say a word. Instead, she stepped forward and pulled me into a tight embrace. Her body pressed against mine, her arms wrapped around my waist, and she leaned entirely into me. I could feel the softness of her chest against me through two thin layers of clothing; the sensation was warm and yielding, like two mounds of freshly steamed cotton pressed against my torso. Her hair brushed against my cheek, carrying a familiar scent of shampoo. Her body trembled slightly, and I could feel the surge of excitement and joy within her.

She held me for quite a while before letting go. Then she looked up at me, scanning my face, and remarked that I had lost weight and gotten darker. There was something complex in her gaze—a blend of maternal love and romantic affection woven together, making it hard for me to tell which was more prominent. In those eyes, there was a mother’s heartache for a son who had been away for so long, as well as a woman’s longing and concern for the man she loved.

With my dad standing right there, I just chuckled in response to her words, not saying much else. I didn't dare show too much intimacy in front of him, so I could only communicate with her through my eyes. I looked at her, and she looked back at me; our gazes met in the air, exchanging a look that only we understood.

As I hugged my mom, my dad stood by and watched with a simple, honest smile on his face. He surely interpreted our intimacy as nothing more than the normal reaction of a mother who had long missed her son. In his eyes, she was simply a mother who hadn't seen her son in too long and was overwhelmed with joy at their reunion. He wouldn't think of anything else, nor could he possibly. That’s just who my dad is: simple and honest, never one to overcomplicate things.

I feel a sense of guilt toward my dad. Since I was a child, he has been nothing but good to me. He would satisfy almost every request I had, never once turning me down. He never hit or scolded me; whenever I made a mistake, he was always forgiving and would put in a good word for me with my mom. He would often sneak me extra pocket money behind her back, worried that I wouldn't have enough to spend when I was out. He is a good father, a devoted and responsible man. He has dedicated his entire life to this family, working from dawn till dusk in the transport business to pay for my education and ensure I had a good life. But what about me? I am harboring feelings for his wife, the woman who has been by his side for over twenty years. I have betrayed his love and his sacrifices for this family. I know I have failed him; I know that what I am doing is wrong and immoral. Yet, when faced with the feelings between my mother and me, I have no choice but to betray him ruthlessly. I have no other options; I have traveled too far down this road to ever turn back.

After meeting them, we caught a taxi outside the station and headed straight to a hotel near my school. I had booked it in advance, and it wasn't the same one my mom stayed at when she visited Harbin during the Dragon Boat Festival. I deliberately avoided that place because it held too many unpleasant memories. I didn't want my mom to be reminded of that night, nor did I want her to make any painful associations.

Once we reached the hotel, my dad checked us in at the front desk, and we brought our luggage into the room. I had booked a standard room with two beds, one for each of them. I sat in a chair, watching my mom rest on the bed. She had been on the train for several hours and was still suffering from motion sickness; she looked a bit pale. She lay there with her eyes closed, her brow slightly furrowed. My dad sat on the other bed, asking her if her motion sickness was acting up again and telling her to just lie down for a while if she wasn't feeling well.

My mom rested on the bed for a while, and my dad suddenly asked if this was the same hotel she had stayed at during her last visit. Hearing this, my mom snapped at him, saying it wasn't. There was a clear impatience in her tone, as if she didn't want to bring up what happened last time. I stole a glance at her and noticed that her expression was somewhat unnatural; her eyes darted away, avoiding both my dad and me. I knew she was thinking about that night, and it must have been very unsettling for her. That night was a huge trauma for her, an indelible shadow that would never fade from her heart. Even though our relationship had completely changed, transcending that of mother and son, that night remained a scar in her mind.

My dad was left speechless by her sharp retort; he gave an awkward smile and stopped asking. He was just thick-skinned and spoke without thinking, saying whatever popped into his head. He had probably just asked out of curiosity, never imagining he would touch a nerve.

After lying down for a bit, my mom regained some energy and sat up to drink some water. I suggested we find a restaurant nearby for dinner, and they both agreed. My dad insisted on treating us, saying he hadn't eaten with his son in a long time and that we should have a good drink today. I sat there, forcing a smile, while my thoughts were elsewhere. I knew that with my dad present, there was no chance for any intimate gestures between my mom and me. I could only act like any ordinary son, eating with them, chatting, and keeping them company as we walked around. I didn't dare do anything that would cross the line.

Toward evening, I took them to a restaurant near the school. I had checked it out beforehand; the atmosphere was nice and the food was decent. We got a small private room, ordered a few dishes, and a bottle of beer. My dad lit up when he saw the beer, pouring a glass for himself and then one for me. My mom told him to drink less, but he brushed it off, saying it was fine—it was a rare occasion to eat with his son, and he was happy.

At the table, I asked my dad what his plans were for their trip to Harbin. He said he intended to go to the 4S dealership tomorrow morning to handle the car pickup paperwork, spend the afternoon wandering around if he had free time, do the same the following day, and then drive the car home on the 1st. He told me not to worry about them, saying they could just take a taxi to handle the paperwork themselves, and urged me to focus on my own affairs and not let it interfere with my studies.

I told them I would clear my schedule on the 30th to take them around. My dad replied, "That works."

My mom didn't say a word during our conversation at the table; she just ate quietly, occasionally looking up at me. There seemed to be something weighing on her mind, as if she were holding back something she wanted to say.

After the meal, I went back to my dorm. That night, lying in bed, I tossed and turned, unable to sleep. Knowing that my mom would still be here tomorrow, and the day after, filled me with an indescribable sense of anticipation. Although my dad was there and any intimate contact was impossible, just being able to see her and smell her scent was a tremendous satisfaction for me.

The next morning, my parents went to the dealership to handle the paperwork for the car. I had wanted to go with them, but my mom refused. She said, "Don't you have a thesis to write? Go focus on that, we can manage on our own." I said, "All right, then." In the afternoon, my dad called to say the paperwork was finished and they had picked up the car, though they wouldn't be driving it home until the 30th. He mentioned they were currently shopping at the underground mall and told me not to worry about them.

With nothing to do that afternoon, I headed to the underground mall as well. I spotted my parents in the crowd. My dad was standing in front of a men's clothing store looking at clothes, while my mom was at a women's shop nearby, holding up a dress to examine it. I walked over and called out, "Mom." She turned to see me, and her face immediately lit up with a smile. She asked why I had come, and I told her I just wanted to see them.

My mom had a great time shopping that afternoon. She bought a pile of clothes—dresses, pants, tops—carrying several large bags. My dad complained on the sidelines, asking if she could even wear all of that. My mom rolled her eyes at him and retorted, "Even if I can't wear them all, I can just look at them. None of your business." My dad pursed his lips and didn't dare say another word. Watching them bicker, a complicated feeling suddenly welled up inside me. They looked just like any ordinary married couple: shopping together, buying things, bickering, and complaining to each other. Even though my mom sometimes had a sharp attitude toward my dad, deep down, she really did care about him.

Back at the hotel after dinner, my mom was still buzzing with excitement. She sat on the bed, showing me the clothes she’d bought that day. She pulled them out one by one, holding them up against herself and asking my dad and me if they looked good. My dad gave a perfunctory, "Yeah, they look great," to which my mom rolled her eyes and muttered that he was just humoring her. I watched her closely and told her they really did look nice, and that the color suited her perfectly. A happy smile blossomed on her face at my words.

That night, after I returned to my dorm, my mom sent me a message saying how happy she was—that she hadn't felt this way in a long time. She said that even though my dad could be infuriating at times, it had been nice to go shopping with him today. I replied that as long as she was happy, that was all that mattered. I didn't tell her about the conflict in my heart; seeing her and my dad getting along so well made me feel both happy for her and, deep down, a little bit lost.

The next day was the third day of their trip. I waited for them by the hotel entrance around nine in the morning. When my mom walked out, I was stunned. She was wearing a form-fitting dress with a jacket over it. It was a dark-colored dress made of soft fabric that clung to her curves, perfectly accentuating her full figure. The waist was cinched tight, making her midsection look incredibly slender, while the dress hugged her hips to create a full, graceful silhouette. She had applied light makeup and wore her hair down, looking every bit the charming, mature woman.

My mom noticed me staring and a faint, subtle blush spread across her cheeks. She shot me a look—a mix of warning and shyness—as if to say, "What are you looking at?" I quickly averted my eyes, pretending to watch my dad instead.

We had breakfast together and then headed to Central Street. In early May, the weather in Harbin had started to warm up; the sun was shining, and a gentle breeze brushed against our faces. Central Street was crowded with tourists and locals alike, bustling with energy. The three of us walked along the cobblestone path. My dad was ahead of us, looking around curiously and snapping photos with his phone. My mom walked beside me, linking her arm through mine and leaning her body naturally against me.

This is a very natural action, and in my dad's opinion, it is probably just a normal closeness between mother and son. But for me, the moment her body came on, my heart felt like it had been hit by something and was jumping very fast. Her arms wear

 Through the bend of my arm, the weight of the whole person rested slightly on me, and I could feel the temperature and softness of her body, and feel her plump curves against my arm. The touch made my breathing a little rapid, but I tried to stay calm

 Make yourself look normal.

I took the opportunity to touch her chest through her clothes, and the movements were very light and quick, like an accidental touch. She felt it immediately, turned her head and glared at me with a warning in her eyes. Then she pinched my arm hard, with great force and pain

 I gasped. But she didn't let go of my hand after pinching it, but continued to walk forward with my arm slung over her shoulder.

We spent the morning wandering Central Avenue, visiting attractions such as the Hagia Sophia and the Flood Control Memorial Tower. My dad was new to everything and took pictures everywhere with his phone. My mom would tell my dad from time to time what she was like when she came to Harbin last time

 There weren't that many people here when I came here, so I said that the church was still under renovation when I came last time. She said this in a relaxed tone, not at all affected by the previous incident. She looked so relaxed and happy, like

 Some unpleasant memories were left behind. Seeing her look, I felt relieved. I was worried that when she arrived in Harbin, she would think about what happened that night and affect her mood this time. But now it seems that I was overthinking it. She has already gone from that

 Out of the shadows.

My dad often walked in front of and behind us, looking around and taking pictures. He photographed the old buildings on Central Street, the onion dome of the Hagia Sophia, the scenery by the river, and the pedestrians on the street. He was curious about everything, like a first-time city visitor

 Old farmer. My mother and I followed him, keeping a short distance. My mother had my arm slung over her, her body pressed against mine, and her hand naturally held my arm, occasionally pinching it gently as if to confirm my existence.

 As I walked, I suddenly felt anxious. Tomorrow she will leave and drive back to her hometown with my dad. She has been here for the past two days, but I haven't even had a chance to get close alone. Every time I want to get close to her, there is a person standing around holding a mobile phone

 He who took the photo. I looked at her profile, at her hair, which shone slightly in the sun, at her hand, which was slung over my arm. My eyes stayed on her too long, until I realized I was looking at her with an eyes I shouldn't have ——that

 There is an indestructible lust in God, like a fire, burning my throat dry.

My mom seemed to have noticed something. She glanced at me, and before I could dodge my gaze, she grabbed me straight. She was stunned for a moment, and then a very light arc appeared at the corner of her mouth ——that was not anger, not a warning, and

 It's a teasing, almost mocking smile. That smile was so light that only the two of us could understand it. It was like saying: What little thought do you have, I still don't know?

My cheeks burned from the sight of her, and the roots of my ears burned up. I quickly looked away, pretending to look at the buildings on the street, pretending to look at the pigeons flying in the square, pretending that nothing had happened. But I can feel her eyes still on my face

 He stayed up for a moment with that smile that made me embarrassed and itchy.

After browsing for a while, when we reached the end of Central Avenue near the Songhua River, my mother suddenly stopped, let go of my arm, turned around and asked my father: “I need to go to the toilet, can you go there?” My dad was holding up his phone to the river to take a picture of a parked bar

 The river gull on the pole didn't turn its head back: “No, no, no, go, go.” She looked at me again and said, “Then take me there. I don't know this place well, so I'm afraid I won't be able to find it.” My heart jumped. When she said this, her tone was very casual and her expression was very self-conscious

 But I clearly caught a flash of light in her eyes ——there was slyness, tacit understanding, and a hint of something that only the two of us could understand. I held the corner of my mouth down and tried to make my voice sound normal:“Okay, let's go, I'll take you there.

 ”I walked in front and she followed behind. After taking more than a dozen steps, I looked back ——my dad was still standing by the river, his back to us, holding up his phone and taking pictures with great enthusiasm. He looked so obsessed with taking pictures that he seemed to have completely forgotten that there were two other people behind him.

The moment we turned the corner and were completely out of his sight, I didn't hesitate. I reached out and took her hand. Her palm was warm and soft; it curled slightly against mine before relaxing, as if she had resigned herself to it, letting me hold on. I turned to look at her, and her cheeks were already flushed. She kept her head down, her lips pressed together, looking for all the world like a young girl stealing her first taste of forbidden fruit—nothing like a married woman in her forties.

I pulled her along, quickening my pace as we navigated through a maze of unfamiliar alleys. I didn't know where they led, nor did I care; I just wanted to find somewhere secluded. After the third turn, I spotted a quiet lane lined with old apartment buildings. The afternoon sun slanted in, casting golden patches of light across the ground. The alley was completely empty, silent even of footsteps.

I stopped and turned, pulling my mother into my arms. She was startled by my sudden movement and let out a short, soft gasp, but before she could say a word, I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers.

In that instant, my heart felt like it was going to burst from my chest. This kiss held so much—the restless nights during my six-month internship, the longing as I stared at her photos through a screen in the dead of night, and the yearning and restraint I had endured for nearly a year, from last summer until now. My lips pressed against hers; the sensation was softer than I remembered, warm and moist, carrying the faint scent of her lipstick and her own unique fragrance. She was stunned at first, her body stiffening in my arms for a heartbeat, before slowly, bit by bit, she began to soften.

Her lips parted slightly, responding to mine. At that moment, I felt something within me collapse—the final wall that stood between us. I could feel her hands, which had been hovering in the air, tentatively resting against my waist. Her fingers curled slightly, gripping my clothes. The touch was light—so light I could barely feel it—yet it was real enough to make my blood boil.

I felt the softness of her lips, the temperature of her breath, her body trembling slightly in my arms. I smelled the familiar aroma of shampoo in her hair and felt the temperature I had been thinking about all day and night for nearly a year finally being separated from my thin clothes

 The material really stuck to my chest. My eyes were a little sore and I had this urge to cry ——not from sadness, but from that huge, feeling of being filled with happiness.

The kiss didn't know how long it lasted, but it was probably short and seemed very long. I couldn't bear to leave her lips and taste her over and over again.

My mother's face was red, and the red spread all the way to the base of her ears and neck. She looked around nervously, as if she was afraid someone would suddenly walk in through the alley. Her eyes were flustered and shy, like a child who had stolen sugar and was afraid of being caught by an adult. But her lips

 She didn't dodge, and her body didn't push me away. Instead, it became softer and softer in my arms.

After a long kiss, I slowly and reluctantly let go of her lips. I took her into my arms and hugged her tightly, letting her head be buried in my chest. I could feel her hot cheeks against my chest, I could feel her rapid breathing

 Passed through the clothing. I lowered my head, rested my chin on top of her head, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath from her hair. At that moment I didn't want to do anything, I didn't want to think about anything, I just wanted time to stop at this moment and let me hold her like this.

Her body was warm and soft in my arms, and through the thin fabric of the dress, I could clearly feel the curves of her body —— her slender waist, her plump hips, and the touch of the two soft balls on her chest against my chest. That kind of true

 Real feelings make me both satisfied and greedy.

My hand slid down her back and over her hips, which were tightly wrapped in her skirt. The two plump buttocks were warm and elastic in my palms, and through the fabric of the skirt, I could clearly feel the full arc and soft touch

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. I kneaded it gently, feeling the soft mass of meat deform slightly in my palm.

 She trembled violently in my arms, looked up at me, with warning and shy eyes, lowered her voice and cursed: “You are going to die, this is on the street!” I laughed a little, but didn't stop. My hands continue to knead, feeling

 With that plump touch. She pinched me again ——this time really, and hard, on the most tender piece of meat on my waist, and it hurt so much that I gasped. I quickly let go and didn't dare to move around anymore.

She buried her head back in my chest, as if hiding, as if confirming that this place was hidden enough. We just held it like that and no one spoke. The alley was quiet, with occasional birdsong and the faint sound of cars in the distance. The sun shines obliquely on me

 On them, the shadows of the two of us were pulled into an overlapping, blurred shadow on the ground. I could hear her heartbeat, through that skirt and my chest, intertwined with my heartbeat, like two streams flowing into the same river, finally

 Flowing together without distinction.

After a long moment, she looked up from my arms, the blush on her face still not completely gone. She took care of my messed-up hair, pulled the hem of her skirt, and whispered: “I have to go back quickly, or your father should be in a hurry.” I

 He nodded, but did not let go of her immediately. He gently printed a kiss on her forehead, then let go of his hand and took her hand back from the way she had come.

By the time we got back to Central Avenue, my dad was already a little impatient waiting. He was standing under the tree by the river, still holding his mobile phone in his hand. When he saw us coming over, he frowned and asked:“How did we go that long? It's been almost half an hour, I thought you

 The two are lost.” Before I could even speak, my mother had already taken over, her tone naturally as if she were saying something perfectly normal: “There were too many people, a long line, and it took her turn for half a day.” When she said this, she couldn't see anything different on her face

 Well, her expression was calm and natural, as if the woman whose cheeks were red from the kiss I had just held in my arms in the alley was not her at all.

 My dad listened and didn't say much, just said: “Walk, walk, walk, let's go, find a place to eat.” At noon we found a food stall by the river to sit down. My dad ordered a few beers and a few more dishes. My mother sat next to me, across

 The distance of a chair armrest. While eating, she occasionally picked up a chopstick of vegetables for me and chatted with my father occasionally. Everything seemed no different from usual. Only I know that under the table, her knees rested quietly and gently on

 On my knees. The touch was so light, almost imperceptible, but I could feel the temperature transmitted through the two layers of fabric, like a silent whisper between us.

After eating, we took a break and then started shopping again. The afternoon sun was a little stronger than the morning sun, making people a little sleepy. My mother slung my arm over me again, her body resting naturally on me. Her pace was more relaxed than in the morning

 Some, there was always a very faint smile on the corner of his mouth. The smile was very light, like a speck of dust in the afternoon sun, and he would not notice it at all if he did not look closely. But I saw it. I knew it was mine, mine alone.

As I was passing a mobile phone store, an idea suddenly came to me. I told my mom I was going to buy her a cell phone. She now uses the one she was given before. Although she can also chat about QQ online, it is very inconvenient to use. I want to buy her one

 Taiwan Apple 4S, that phone was very popular at that time. I also bought one when I was interning in Tianjin. It has very powerful functions and can take clear photos.

After the four-month internship, my salary increased to 4,500, and I could also get a commission. By the end of my internship, I had saved more than 6,000 yuan. Although this is not a lot of money, it is still enough to buy an Apple 4S. I want to give my mother

 Buy a good phone so that she can also use a smart phone and experience those trendy features.

 I just said I want to buy a cell phone for my mom, and my dad was right next to me saying what to do with that, how long ago did I buy my current cell phone, what a waste of money. My dad's frugality is engraved in his bones. Although he makes a lot of money, in his opinion, as long as the phone can make calls and send texts,

 That's enough, there's absolutely no need to buy such a good phone. My mother listened to him, glared at him immediately, and said something about what my son bought for me that you mixed up. My father was so blocked by my mother's words that he couldn't speak. He closed his mouth sadly and stopped talking

。

I took my mother into the mobile phone store and asked the clerk to bring out a white iPhone 4S, handing it to her to try. My mother took the phone, turning it over and over in her hands. Her fingers glided gently across the smooth screen, her face filled with an unconcealable delight. She said she had seen others using this model and had heard about it on the news; she had always wanted one but could never bring herself to buy it. As she spoke, her tone carried a tentative sense of anticipation, like a little girl who had just received a long-awaited gift.

I paid for the phone and placed it in her hands. She held it, admiring it endlessly, unable to hide the smile playing on her lips. She immediately posted an update on her QQ Space, complete with a photo of the new phone, saying that her son had bought it for her. Before long, it drew a flurry of envy and likes; the comments were filled with people saying, "Your son is so filial," and "You are so blessed." My mother read through the comments, beaming from ear to ear. That’s just who she is—she loves being envied, loves being praised, and loves being the center of attention. That feeling of being noticed and admired filled her with a sense of complete satisfaction and happiness.

During dinner, I spent the whole time teaching her how to use the new phone. I showed her how to make calls and send texts, how to take photos and record videos, how to get online and use WeChat, and how to download apps and play games. She learned with great focus, like an eager student, taking in everything I said and occasionally asking questions. My father was beside us, sipping his drink, telling us to finish our meal first and save the research for later.

My father mentioned again that he was planning to leave tomorrow, telling my mother to pack up their things later so nothing would be left behind. Tomorrow would be the 30th; he intended to pick up the car in the morning and drive straight back. He said they had seen everything there was to see in Harbin over the past few days, and with the car now secured, it was time to head home. There were still a pile of things waiting to be handled back home, and they couldn't stay away for too long.

When my mother heard this, she fell silent for a moment. Then, she suddenly said something that took us all by surprise: she announced that she wouldn't be driving back with my father tomorrow—she was going to take the train home instead.

My father was stunned for a moment and asked her why she suddenly wanted to take the train when driving was so much more convenient. My mother said she got carsick, and that she could at least lie down on the train, whereas driving back would be even more unbearable. She insisted on taking the train and told my father to drive back alone. Her tone was firm, carrying an air of absolute certainty, as if this decision wasn't a whim, but something she had been planning for a long time.

Hearing this, a surge of immense joy washed over my face. It came so suddenly that I could barely control my expression. But I quickly realized I couldn't be too obvious, so I hurriedly suppressed my delight and tried to keep my face neutral. Still, that momentary lapse left me feeling nervous. I wasn't sure if my father had noticed the change in my expression.

For the past two days, I had been secretly complaining to my mother that I hadn't been able to hug or kiss her since she arrived. Every time, she would say there was nothing she could do and that we should wait until I got home. I knew she didn't dare show any affection while my father was around, and I understood her concerns. But now that she had suddenly decided to stay behind and take the train, it meant my father would leave first, and she would spend an extra day in Harbin. It meant we would finally have a chance to be alone.

My father didn't strongly object to her suggestion. He simply said, "That works too; get a sleeper berth and you'll be home after a good night's sleep." That’s just how he is—he never forces my mother to change her mind. Whatever she wants to do, he never stands in her way. Besides, he probably agreed that taking the train would be more comfortable for her, as her motion sickness made long car rides truly intolerable.

After I returned to my dorm that night, I was in a state of extreme agitation. I lay in bed, tossing and turning, unable to sleep, my mind racing with thoughts of tomorrow. I knew what my mother staying behind for the train meant—it meant my father would be gone, and we would have a whole day to ourselves. I had a premonition that tomorrow, she and I would finally cross that final ethical line.

That thought set my blood boiling. Lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, I kept replaying her image in my mind. The way she looked in that corset dress, the warmth of her body pressed against mine as she linked her arm through mine, the complex emotions in her eyes when she looked at me, the pressure of her fingers when she pinched my arm, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes when she laughed. All these scenes flashed through my mind one by one, like a movie playing on a loop.

-----------------------------------
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Chapter 21

Years of effort had finally come to fruition...

The next morning, I woke up much earlier than usual. In fact, I had barely slept all night, tossing and turning while thinking about what would happen today. Before the sky was fully light, I climbed out of bed, washed up, changed into clean clothes, and headed to the hotel. When I arrived, my parents were already packing. My dad was moving luggage to the car, while my mom was doing a final check in the room to see if anything had been left behind.

In the morning, my parents went together to the 4S dealership to complete the final paperwork for picking up the car. My mom had organized the luggage; some of it was packed into the car to be driven back, and the rest she kept with her to take on the train. I accompanied them to the dealership and watched as my dad finished all the procedures and drove out that brand-new black Honda CR-V. Sitting in the driver's seat, my dad wore a look of satisfied contentment, affectionately stroking the steering wheel.

At noon, the three of us had a meal together. We ate at a restaurant near the school and ordered a few dishes my mom liked. The atmosphere at the table was subtle; perhaps because he knew he had to drive back, my dad didn't drink and ate quietly. My mom didn't say much either, only occasionally picking food for me and my dad. Sitting between them, I kept thinking about what would happen after my dad left, feeling both nervous and expectant.

After the meal, my parents stood at the entrance of the restaurant to say goodbye. My dad sat in the driver's seat, rolled down the window, and looked at my mom and me. He said, "Take good care of your mom, and don't forget to buy her ticket." I nodded and said, "Don't worry." But inside, I was thinking, "I'll take 'good care' of her in bed." When that voice echoed in my mind, even I felt a bit lewd and sleazy. At the same time, that sense of guilt toward my dad welled up again, pricking my heart like a needle.

My dad stepped on the accelerator, and the brand new black Honda CR-V slowly pulled out of the parking lot and merged into the traffic on the street. My mom stood there and watched the car go further and further until it disappeared around the corner of the street. She stood there for a long time, like

 What I was thinking was like simply watching my dad leave. I stood beside her and waited quietly.

After my father's figure completely disappeared, my mother slowly turned back. I reached out and took her hand, and her body trembled slightly and she didn't break free. Her fingers were cold, with a faint, imperceptible tremor. I took her hand and walked towards the hotel

 He followed me with his head down, like a child who had done something wrong, afraid to look at me or at the people around him.

She was particularly embarrassed and wanted to break free from my hand, so she whispered: “Don't be seen.” Her voice was low, with a nervousness and shyness. The tone and expression reminded me of a young girl in love, with a shyness on her face

 The blush. My mother looked at this time, not like a woman in her forties at all, but more like a girl who was secretly in love and was afraid of being discovered.

I clenched her hand, didn't let go, and walked her quickly towards the hotel. I could feel her inner conflicts and struggles, her desire to be close to me and her fear of being seen. She both longed for our relationship to go further and felt a sense of what was about to happen

 to tension and fear.

The moment I entered the room and the door closed, I couldn't control myself anymore. I grabbed her, held her tightly in my arms, and then lowered my head and kissed her. My lips fell on her soft, warm lips and kissed her hard. This kiss

 It carries all the thoughts accumulated over the past six months, all the emotions conveyed through the screen over the past six months, and all my longing and love for her. I want to release all the thoughts I've missed for so long and express all my feelings with this kiss.

 My mother froze in my arms for a moment, but soon she responded enthusiastically. Her arms were wrapped around my neck, and her lips parted slightly under my kiss, accepting the tip of my tongue that leaned in. Our tongues are tangled together, tasting each other

 The taste in the other person's mouth. Her breathing became rapid, and the warm breath brushed against my cheek with a faint sweetness. Her body trembled slightly in my arms, and I could feel the excitement and tension inside her.

I let go of her lips and looked at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes were blurry, and her lips looked extra full and rosy from the kiss she had just given. I said to her with deep affection: “Sister Yu, I love you.” I've said this countless times online. I'm with her

 I said it once when I confessed, and this was the second time I told her to her face. The moment I said it, I could feel the sincerity and affection in my voice. It was not something a son said to his mother, but something a man said to the woman he loved.

My mom also responded: “I miss you too.” Her voice was low and soft, with a husky, emotional quality.

I looked at her and examined her face carefully. She is forty-two years old now, and the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes are a little deeper, and they smell a little more mature than when she was younger. But her skin is still white and tender, her eyes are still sharp and sharp, and her features are still beautiful

 Li. The whole person seems more mature and attractive, a woman at her best age who exudes mature charm and style.

I lowered my head and kissed her on the lips again, this time more passionately and deeply. My tongue dug into her mouth, wrapped around her tongue, and sucked hard, tasting her. There was a faint sweetness in her mouth, as if she had just drunk it

 Water, still has a hint of sweetness left.

I kissed her and brought her to the bed. Her body slowly retreated under my guidance, her calves touching the edge of the bed, and then she fell onto the bed. I pressed myself against her and covered her body, covering her soft body. Her body

 The body was warm and soft under me, carrying my weight like a soft mattress.

My lips slid away from hers, trailing kisses down along her chin and neck. As I kissed her slender neck, I could feel her pulse thrumming beneath her skin, each beat vibrating against my lips. I kissed her delicate collarbone, tracing its graceful silhouette with the tip of my tongue. I kissed the skin on her chest, which was fair and smooth, carrying the faint, lingering scent of body wash.

My hands weren't idle either; they slipped beneath the hem of her shirt, traveling up her smooth abdomen until they finally covered her chest. Through the thin fabric of her bra, I could feel the soft contours, warm and full against my palm. My fingers fumbled along the edge of the bra before slipping in from the side, finally making direct contact with her skin as I cupped that soft, warm flesh.

As my fingers tightened, the soft breast shifted shape in my palm, and the warm, delicate sensation made my breathing grow more ragged. Her nipple hardened instantly under my fingertip, protruding like a tiny pebble. I gently pinched and rolled it between my thumb and index finger, feeling it grow even more erect.

A muffled moan escaped my mother’s lips, a sound that held both pleasure and tension. Her hands, which had been resting on my back, moved slightly upward, but she didn't push me away. She simply held onto my neck, letting my hands knead and play with her breasts.

After kissing and fondling her for a while, I felt unsatisfied. A powerful urge surged within me to see the true form of the breasts I had been dreaming of day and night. With a forceful motion, I lifted her shirt, revealing her white bra. Without undoing the clasp, I simply pulled the bra down, and those two fair, full breasts were completely exposed before my eyes.

Under the soft light of the room, her breasts had a warm sheen, as white as two freshly carved white jades and as two soft hills, with a beautiful and full arc. The nipples are pale pink, small, and slightly erect in the center of the areola

 , like two newly opened buds. The areola is slightly darker in color, like two ripe cherry pits, dotted over the snow-white. Her breasts were slightly spread out to the sides due to her lying position, but they still maintained a straight and full shape, showing

 Produces the richness and beauty that are characteristic of mature women.

I lowered my head and opened my mouth to hold a nipple, and instantly felt the warm and soft touch spread across the tip of my tongue. Her nipple quickly became more erect in my mouth, and I gently fiddled with it with the tip of my tongue, spinning around the little bump and feeling it

 My lick became harder, then I took it in my lips and sucked it gently, like a baby sucking its mother's milk.

My mother's body trembled violently at the stimulation of my movements, and a suppressed moan came out of her mouth. She said something: “Don't.” But the sound was small, with a half-push, half-do, not so much a rejection as another form

 The response of the style. Then she let out another painful snort. It was me who pushed it a little harder, and my teeth gently touched the sensitive skin of my nipples. I immediately lowered the pressure and licked her sensitive top gently with the tip of my tongue.

I'm incredibly excited. I finally got my fucking tits. The thought exploded in my mind, leaving me in a state of extreme euphoria. I think this moment has been on my mind for too long, since the first morning of the fourth year of the lunar year,

 A dream began, and I had been fantasizing about this moment since that night in the hotel. Now I finally took her nipples in, tasted the delicate and soft touch, and smelled the breath that was unique to her.

 I licked and sucked on my mom's chest like crazy. One moment I sucked hard with the left nipple in my mouth, swirling the tip of my tongue around the upright protrusion; the next moment I turned to the right, holding the other nipple and treating it the same way. My hands are not idle either

 , holding one breast in one hand, kneading it gently, feeling the deformation and warmth of the soft meat in my palm. The touch was so real and so beautiful that I couldn't help but feel the satisfaction.

Her breasts were full and soft, like two balls of cotton freshly pulled from the water, warm, delicate and elastic. Whether I knead or grasp them, they quickly return to their original shape as if they were alive. My fingers are in that soft milk

 Sliding up, feeling the delicate touch and warm temperature. Her skin was as smooth as the finest silk, and she felt almost no resistance as her fingers slid by. Her nipples became harder and harder with my constant stimulation, like two small stones

 Standing upright in the center of my areola, I stimulated it alternately with my lips and the tip of my tongue, feeling it constantly changing as I played with it.

My mother was made all over by me, her body was as soft as a pool of water, and she lay there letting me do whatever I wanted. Her hand was about to pull my hand away, but she soon gave up resistance and instead pressed my hand lightly against her chest, as if to confirm

 My presence seemed to tell me that she didn't resist. She whispered to me: “I've protected them well.” Her voice was low, with a husky and softness that was emotional.

I know what she's talking about. She was talking about the two babies on her chest. I had told her online to protect them and to touch them when I came back. When she said this, her tone had a sense of taking credit, and then a

 A shy pride. I took her hard nipples in my mouth and mumbled something: “Extremely well protected.” Then he kissed her on the lips again. My lips were back on her warm lips, and my tongue was once again thrust into her mouth, wrapping around her softness

 Soft tongue.

We kissed for a long, long time, only pulling away when we were nearly breathless. As our lips parted, a thin strand of saliva stretched between them, shimmering brightly in the light. My mother's cheeks were flushed, her eyes hazy, and her lips slightly swollen and red. Immersed in an ocean of desire, she looked like a rose in full bloom.

We lay on the bed, holding each other in silence. With her body pressed against mine, we could feel each other’s heartbeats through the thin fabric of our clothes. The rhythm of those heartbeats was rapid, like that of someone who had just finished a long-distance run, thumping against our chests and sounding exceptionally distinct in the quiet room. Our bodies were pressed closely together, like two puzzle pieces finally joined, perfectly aligned without a single gap.

The way my mother looked at me was filled with tenderness; those beautiful, almond-shaped eyes were like two pools of clear spring water, gazing at me with brimming emotion. Her expression held love, fulfillment, and something indefinable—as if she were looking at me, yet simultaneously looking through me toward something further away. Her eyelashes fluttered slightly, casting a small shadow in the light that made her eyes appear even deeper and more captivating.

I broke the silence first. Looking into her eyes, I said to her quite earnestly, "Sister Yu, you are truly beautiful." I didn't say this to flatter her; I genuinely believed she was beautiful. She was forty-two this year; there were fine lines at the corners of her eyes, spots on her face, and her skin was no longer as firm as a young girl's. But in my eyes, she was the most beautiful. It wasn't the beauty of youth, but a mature beauty refined by the passage of time—a composure and elegance maintained even after experiencing all the bitterness and sweetness of life.

Hearing my words, my mother gave me a coy, playful smile. "You certainly have a sweet tongue," she said. "Are you satisfied now?" Her tone carried a shy sweetness, like a young girl secretly delighted after being complimented by her sweetheart. In that moment, her maternal aura vanished completely, replaced by the bashfulness and sweetness unique to a woman in love.

I smiled and said, "Yeah, it feels just like a dream." That was the truth; I really felt as though all of this were a dream—a dream I had fantasized about countless nights, yet never dared to hope would come true. Ever since my freshman year of high school, since the moment I first harbored those forbidden thoughts about my mother, I had been living in a dream—a dream of possessing her. Now that this dream had finally been realized, I found it hard to believe it was real.

My mother chuckled coquettishly, "Your dream has finally come true this time." As she said this, her eyes held an indescribable emotion, something that seemed both bashful and melancholic.

I looked at her and told her with complete sincerity, "Sister Yu, I’ve missed you so much." This sentence contained all the longing I had accumulated over the past six months—all the nights I spent thinking of her during my internship, and the warmth and desire I felt whenever I looked at her photos during the exhausted breaks while writing my thesis. That longing was real; it was heavy and profound.

She smiled and teasingly asked if I missed her, or if I missed her two "treasures," glancing down at her chest as she spoke. There was a hint of mischief and provocation in her eyes; she knew how many times I had told her online how much I missed her two big treasures. I was a bit embarrassed by her question, but I quickly regained my composure. I said, "I miss them both, but I miss you the most." Then, I kissed her lips again, my hand climbing back up to her breast, my fingers gently curling to hold that warm softness once more.

Before I could continue saving with my mother Wen, the landline phone in the room suddenly rang. The shrill bell rang suddenly in the quiet room and startled me. I let go of my mom's lip and frowned at the old telephone. I stretch

 I picked up the hand and called from the front desk, saying it would be check-out time soon and asking if I wanted to renew the fee. I breathed a sigh of relief and was about to tell the front desk about the renewal when my mom pulled my arm and whispered, "“Change to another one."” I was stunned

 Down, I quickly understood what she meant. She felt that it would be a little unnatural for her and my father to stay here for a few days. My father just left and she and I would continue to stay in this hotel. And there are too many memories of my dad left in this hotel room

 A new family will be much easier for us psychologically. I understood her and told the front desk: “No need to renew, we'll check out now.” After hanging up the phone, my mom and I started packing up. Actually, there's nothing to clean up, most of her

 My father had already brought all the luggage back with him, and he only brought a small bag with him, which contained some personal belongings and a change of clothes. I helped her pack her things, and I didn't have much luggage myself, just a backpack. We checked the room and confirmed that we had not left the position

 He then checked out of the hotel gate.

When I was about to go out, my mother said she needed to go to the bathroom. She went into the bathroom, the door half-covered and not completely closed. I was standing at the door waiting, and then I heard the sound.

That sound is all too familiar to me. The sound of urine hitting the inside wall of the toilet came clearly from the half-covered door crack and echoed in the quiet corridor, reminding me of the previous times in the hotel. I thought about her appendicitis surgery,

 The moment I asked her to lift her pants in the hospital bathroom, I remembered the sound of her water in the bathroom that night in Qiqihar. These memories came flooding back to me like a tide. I stood at the door, and a smile appeared on the corner of my mouth, with an expression of

 A touch of silliness and greed.

When my mother came out of the bathroom and saw me standing at the door grinning like an idiot, she asked, "What are you smirking at?" I looked at her and answered honestly, "I heard you peeing." Her face turned crimson instantly. "You have no shame, listening to someone in the bathroom," she scolded. There was a mix of shyness and annoyance in her voice, but it wasn't real anger; it was more like the feigned indignation of someone whose secret had been exposed.

I chuckled and didn't argue back. I reached out to take her bag and led her out of the hotel by the hand. Her hand felt warm and soft in mine, and she didn't pull away, letting me hold it. We walked side by side down the street, the sunlight bathing us in warmth.

I took my mother to a hotel near the school. It was a business hotel, a step up from the previous one, with more upscale decor. The lobby was spacious and tidy, and a young woman in a professional uniform stood behind the front desk, watching us with a smile. When I went to check in, the receptionist asked, "Would you like a double room or a twin room?" Before I could answer, my mother jumped in: "A twin room, for me and my son." She emphasized the last part, as if afraid of being misunderstood. I understood her thinking; in this society, a middle-aged woman and a young man checking into a hotel together would inevitably invite speculation. She didn't want anyone to misinterpret our relationship, so she made sure to clarify that I was her son.

I turned to look at her; she glared at me and then smiled. There was a shared understanding in that smile, as if to say, "Don't get any funny ideas; I booked a twin room specifically to keep you in check." Seeing that smile, I felt a warmth in my heart and smiled back.

After completing the check-in, we took our room card and headed upstairs. Our room was on the fifth floor, larger and better decorated than the last one. Two single beds were placed side by side with a nightstand in between. The sheets and duvet covers were white, looking clean and neat. The window was large, letting in plenty of light, and the afternoon sun spilled in, making the whole room bright. A flat-screen TV sat in the corner, a significant upgrade from the old-fashioned one at the previous hotel. The bathroom was also clean, featuring a glass partition that gave it a modern look.

My mother walked around the room and remarked, "This place is quite nice." She set her bag on the nightstand, sat down on the bed, and let out a long sigh, as if exhaling all the exhaustion of the day.

It was already three o'clock in the afternoon by the time we were settled. My mother and I made another trip to the train station's ticket agency to buy tickets for our journey home the next morning. By the time we finished, it was past four. After all the running around, my mother said she was tired and wanted to rest for a bit. I had wanted to go upstairs and get intimate with her; the desire in my heart had been stoked by our earlier closeness and was becoming impossible to suppress. But before I could say anything, my phone suddenly rang. I picked it up to see it was my counselor. He told me there was an issue with my thesis defense materials and that I needed to return to school immediately to fix them. I hung up, feeling a surge of irritation. Of all the times for him to call and nag me about my thesis, he had to pick now.

With no other choice, I told my mother to go up and rest first, saying, "I'll come find you tonight," before rushing back to campus.

In the school office, I sat in front of the computer editing my documents. The counselor stood by my side, pointing out which sections needed adjustment and which data points required double-checking. As I worked, I felt anxious; my mind wasn't on my thesis at all, but rather on the woman waiting for me back at the hotel. I imagined her lying alone on the bed, wearing that white lingerie, her hair fanned out across the pillow, eyes closed in rest. I thought about the expression she would have when I returned and the things that might happen between us next. Those thoughts made my blood boil, and I desperately wished I could finish the edits and fly back to the hotel.

By the time I finished my work and returned to the hotel, it was past six in the evening. The sky had grown dark, and the streetlights outside had flickered on, casting a soft, dim glow through the hotel window that painted gentle shadows on the floor. I opened the door with my key card and walked in to find my mother already settled, sitting on the bed watching TV. She had changed into loose loungewear—a light-colored dress—and had let her hair down over her shoulders. The room was filled with the faint scent of body wash; she had already taken a shower. Her hair was still slightly damp, with a few strands clinging to her fair neck, shimmering with a dewy luster under the lights.

Seeing me return, she asked, "Are you finished with the revisions?" "Yes, I'm done," I replied. She stood up from the bed, picked up her jacket, and said, "Then let's go out to eat; I'm starving." "Alright," I said. We left the hotel and found a barbecue place nearby. It was a Northeast-style grill—a small shop, but quite popular, with several tables already occupied. The air was thick with the aroma of roasted meat and the pungent scent of cumin, mingled with the shouts of waiters and the chatter of customers.

We found a seat in the corner. While ordering, my mother flipped through the menu and asked what I wanted. "Just order whatever you like," I said. She smiled and ordered lamb skewers, beef skewers, some cartilage, and kidneys, along with a plate of smashed cucumbers and peanuts. After ordering, she looked up at me and asked, "Do you want some beer?" I met her eyes, and in her gaze was a hint of tenderness and provocation I had never seen before. I nodded and said, "Let's get a few bottles." When the beer arrived, my mother smiled and asked, "Are you trying to get me drunk so you can do something bad?" Her tone was teasing, carrying the knowing air of someone who understood exactly what I was thinking, yet her eyes didn't dart away; there was no nervousness or fear—only a calm, frank, and even slightly expectant look. She had proactively brought up the incident from the Dragon Boat Festival, but her tone was light, as if she were speaking of a long-past event rather than a trauma that weighed on her heart.

I knew she was telling me in her own way that she no longer cared about that incident, and that she had forgiven me. That topic had once been an untouchable scar between us, but now she was able to face it with ease.

After a few beers, our eyes grew a bit hazy. My mother couldn't handle much alcohol; after two glasses, a lovely flush spread across her face, making her look exceptionally alluring under the dim lights of the barbecue stall. There was a smile at the corners of her eyes, and she seemed entirely relaxed and happy, stripped of the tension and shyness she had shown during the day, and devoid of the distant, formal air a mother usually maintains with her son. In this moment, she was simply an ordinary woman, eating, drinking, and chatting with a man she liked.

Once we had eaten and drunk our fill, we returned to the hotel. The lights were on, casting a bright glow throughout the room. After the door clicked shut, my mother and I stood facing each other, neither of us saying a word. A subtle atmosphere filled the room; it felt as if something was fermenting and brewing in the air. I could hear the thumping of my own heart, clear and rhythmic in the quiet space.

I stepped forward and pulled her into my arms. Her body was soft and warm, carrying the faint scent of shower gel. I pressed my lips to hers, kissing her gently. Her lips were soft as well, carrying a hint of the bitterness of beer, which blended with the sweetness of her breath to create a unique taste.

We kissed for a while, but I still felt uneasy. I knew what her decision to stay meant—it meant she had prepared herself and now truly viewed me as her lover. After so much struggle and hesitation, she had finally let down her guard, ready to accept our relationship. This trust was hard-won, and I could not bear to let her down or betray the precious faith she had placed in me.

Because of this, my actions remained restrained. My hands stayed at her chest, never wandering lower or attempting to cross that final line. I touched her breasts, kissed her, and teased her nipples, doing the things we had talked about online, but stopping there. I dared not go any further, fearing to breach that ultimate boundary without her explicit consent.

My mother seemed to sense my restraint. She didn’t speak, responding to my feelings only through her embraces and kisses. Her body felt hot in my arms, a tantalizing warmth seeping through the thin fabric of our clothes onto my skin.

We kissed for a long time, only pulling apart once we were drenched in sweat. Even though the air conditioning was on, our bodies were flushed from the intensity of our kissing, and our clothes were starting to cling to us with moisture. My mother leaned against my chest, eyes closed, panting, her breathing still ragged.

After a while, my mother said, "You should go take a shower first." She mentioned that she had already showered and told me to wash off the smell of the barbecue. I gave a soft reply and walked into the bathroom. I stripped off my clothes and stood under the showerhead, feeling the warm water wash over my body. I felt both nervous and expectant, knowing that once I stepped out after my shower, something would happen tonight that would change our lives forever.

When I came out of the bathroom, my mother was on the phone with my father. She was sitting on the edge of the bed with the phone pressed to her ear, her voice calm and natural. I heard her tell him that she had bought the tickets and that he shouldn't worry. When he asked if she was alone at the hotel, she looked at me and said, "Xuyang is here with me. I'll take the train tomorrow morning and be home by the evening." She asked a few more questions about things back home and asked if the drive back had gone smoothly. My father said he had already arrived home and that the drive had been fine, though he was a bit tired after several hours on the road. My mother said, "Then get some rest soon, don't overexert yourself." They exchanged a few more words before hanging up.

I walked into the room drying my hair, and my mother placed her phone on the nightstand after ending the call. She looked up at me, her eyes filled with an emotion I couldn't quite name—a mix of tenderness, concern, and a faint trace of nervousness.

My mother took her pajamas and went into the bathroom. Soon, the sound of the shower turned on, and the water splashed steadily. I sat on the bed alone, listening to the sound of the water, my heart beating faster and faster. When my mother came out, she had changed into loose-fitting pajamas. It was a light-colored cotton set, quite conservative in style, with the buttons done all the way to the top, wrapping her up completely. Yet, even these loose and modest pajamas couldn't fully conceal the curves of her body—the swell of her chest remained clearly visible, forming two soft arcs beneath the supple fabric. Her waist tapered slightly, and her hips, encased in the pajama pants, still looked full and shapely. Her hair was already dry, draped loosely over her shoulders, shimmering with a brownish luster under the lamplight. As she stood there, amidst the lingering steam, she possessed a hazy, alluring beauty.

I was standing there wearing nothing but my underwear, bare-chested. Droplets of water from my shower still clung to my skin, giving it a dewy sheen. I took a step forward, intending to embrace her. She felt shy and dodged away, then ran to the bed, pulled the quilt over her body, and wrapped herself up tightly.

Lying on the bed, she looked at me with a mix of wariness and shyness in her eyes, a stark contrast to the uninhibited way she had been earlier in the day. She said to me in a warning tone, "Fang Xuyang, no funny business. We had an agreement." She was referring to the pact we made online: that I wouldn't do anything inappropriate without her permission. She was reminding me, but also bracing herself. She knew what might happen tonight; she was both expectant and nervous, and she needed that agreement to prepare herself mentally.

I replied with a cheeky grin, "What 'funny business'?" Then, I lifted the quilt and slid into bed. She didn't stop me, but I could feel her body tensing up beneath the covers.

My body pressed against the quilt over her, and I could feel her warmth radiating through the fabric and her thin pajamas. That heat made my heart race, and my fingers naturally moved to her chest, gently kneading her through the pajamas. That soft silhouette remained clear and warm in my palm, still enough to leave me spellbound. I leaned down to kiss her, my lips brushing against hers, her cheeks, and her neck. As I kissed her, I continued to caress her breasts and suckle on her nipples, my hardened lower body pressing firmly against her. Through the two thin layers of fabric, I could feel the heat of her body.

My hand slid downward uncontrollably, tracing a path down her abdomen toward the place I had longed for. But the moment my hand reached her waist, she sensed my intent, caught my hand, and pulled it back up to her chest. She whispered softly, "This is for you." She meant that I was allowed to touch her breasts, but nothing else.

I didn't push it. I knew she wasn't fully ready yet, and I needed to give her a little more time and a little more patience. I withdrew my hand from its downward trek and let it rest on her chest again. I continued to kiss, touch, and suck on her nipples, moving from her lips to her breasts, and back again.

My mother remained on guard, keeping me from crossing the line. Her hand stayed over mine, and whenever my hand showed any sign of slipping lower, she would immediately stop it. But her resistance wasn't forceful; it was more of a symbolic gesture, a ritual of sorts, as if to mark exactly where her boundaries lay.

Yet, I could feel that she was aroused. When I took her nipples into my mouth, her body would writhe involuntarily, and a faint moan would escape her throat—a sound so repressed and sexy that it was incredibly provocative in the quiet room. Her nipples grew harder in my mouth, standing erect like tiny stones. Her breathing became increasingly rapid, and her chest rose and fell with greater intensity. Her body began to heat up under my touch, and a fine layer of goosebumps rose on her skin; she could feel how honestly her body was responding to my stimulation.

We lingered in each other’s arms for a long while, drenched in sweat before we finally pulled apart. Although the air conditioning was on, our bodies were radiating intense heat from our close contact, and sweat had soaked through our pajamas. A fine mist of perspiration clung to my mother’s forehead, glistening under the light like scattered diamonds against her fair skin. She looked as though she had just been pulled from the water, radiating that distinct, hazy aura that follows an intimate encounter.

My mother lay in bed, catching her breath for a moment, then told me to go take a cold shower. Her tone held a touch of helpless indulgence; she knew how hard I had been struggling and that I wouldn't be able to sleep without cooling off. "Take a cold shower to cool down," she said, "otherwise you won't get a wink of sleep tonight." I listened to her, ducked back into the bathroom, and turned on the cold tap. The freezing water gushed from the showerhead, hitting my burning skin and making me shiver all over. I gritted my teeth and stood there, letting the icy water wash over me to extinguish the scorching fire of desire in my heart. I stood in the cold water for a long time, until my body felt somewhat numb, before I turned off the tap, dried myself, and stepped out.

I returned to bed, where my mother was already lying down, her back turned to me, bundled up in her quilt. Hearing me come out, she said, her voice laced with sleepiness, "Go to sleep." Looking at her back, a wave of reluctance washed over me. I said, "I want to hold you while I sleep." She hesitated for a moment, but eventually agreed.

I turned off the light, and the room plunged into darkness. Only a sliver of moonlight filtered through the gap in the curtains, casting a faint, silvery glow on the floor. I lay behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist. Her body stiffened slightly in my embrace, but she soon relaxed. My chest pressed against her back, and I could feel her body heat radiating through her pajamas; that warmth seeped through the thin fabric onto my skin, warming my heart. Her body was full and soft, with a slender waist and rounded hips, curling up in my arms like a docile cat.

My hand involuntarily climbed up to her breast again, my fingertips covering that soft contour through her pajamas. She didn't say anything, simply letting my hand rest there. I gently cupped the softness, feeling its shape and warmth in my palm; the texture was warm and delicate, like the finest silk wrapped around warm, flowing water, coursing between my fingers.

The desire that had been extinguished by the cold water just moments ago reignited after holding her for a while. My lower body quickly hardened, pressing against the cleft of her buttocks through my trousers; I could feel the warmth radiating from that soft indentation. My mother didn't move or speak, but I could tell she wasn't asleep; the rhythm of her breathing shifted almost imperceptibly for a fleeting moment.

My fingers slid gently downward. They passed over her flat, smooth stomach, where the skin felt warm and supple. I continued lower until my fingertips brushed the edge of her underwear—a thin, cotton pair with a delicate lace trim. I used my finger to gently catch the hem of the fabric, tentatively probing inward. As if sensing my intent, my mother’s body gave a slight shiver, and she reached back to pull my hand away, her touch light and hesitant.

I leaned against my mother’s neck, my lips brushing against the shell of her ear as I gently kissed her soft earlobe, savoring the delicate sensation. At the same time, I whispered a plea: "Sister Yu, give yourself to me, please?" My voice was very low, filled with a mix of supplication and longing, sounding both like a plea and a spoiled request.

Perhaps she was moved by my entreaty, or perhaps she had already prepared herself in her heart.

Her hand loosened.

My hand followed the momentum and slipped inside, my fingers touching a warm, soft center. My mother’s secret place was already wet.

It was warm and moist, like soil drenched by a spring rain. My fingers brushed gently over it, tracing the soft, slightly raised contours. With two fingers pressed together, I slid down along that warm crevice until I reached a heated entrance, wet and soft, pulsing slightly. As my fingertip probed inside, I could feel the warmth and tightness; the muscles of the inner wall gripped my finger the moment they encountered the intruder. She let out a low, stifled moan—a short, sharp sound that seemed to escape her throat inadvertently, carrying a mix of tension and pleasure.

I whispered into her ear, "Sister Yu, I love you." I meant it; there wasn't a hint of falsehood in those words. Since I was fourteen, I had silently repeated this phrase countless times in my heart, and today, I could finally say it out loud. The moment I spoke, a sense of satisfaction and certainty I had never known before surged within me, as if something that had been hanging in the balance for so long had finally settled.

After saying this, I rolled over and pressed my body against hers.

She let out a soft cry: "Xuyang, Xuyang." Her tone was trembling and tense. I felt her arms wrap around my back, her fingers gliding lightly across my skin, their touch cool. It felt like a faint electric current, traveling from the skin of my back straight to my heart, making it beat faster and more violently.

I was all like crazy, kissing all the way down her mouth. My lips passed over her fair neck, feeling the delicate skin and slightly beating pulse there. I kissed her collarbone and followed the beautiful bone line all the way down. Then I

 The raised outline of her chest was contained through her pajamas, and the position of her nipples was gently fiddled with with her lips and the tip of her tongue, feeling it quickly harden in my mouth.

My hands are not idle either. I grabbed her chest and gently kneaded it through my pajamas, feeling the soft, deformed touch in my palms. Then my fingers unbuttoned her pajamas, unbuttoning them one by one, my fingertips moving gently, and soon

 Unraveled several.

Her pajamas opened, revealing her body inside.

My mother has a great body. Although I was born, I inevitably have some small stretch marks on my waist, but they do not affect her overall beauty. Her waist is slender, her belly is flat, and her skin is fair and smooth, with a soft layer under the moonlight

 Luster. Her breasts were full and upright, forming a beautiful arc under the outline of the moonlight, and the tips of her breasts stood slightly upright in the air, like two newly opened buds.

The other hand continued to knead her breast, holding her other nipple in her mouth. The tip of my tongue swirled around the upright tip of my breasts, sometimes sucking gently, sometimes fiddling gently. Her body twisted gently under me as I moved, and out of her throat

 Suppressed moaning.

My mother's nipples were getting harder and harder in my mouth, standing up like a rock. She stimulated alternately with the tip of her tongue and her lips, feeling that the little bump became more sensitive and upright under my play.

I reached out to take my mom's pants off. Her pants are loose-fitting pajama pants with an elastic waistband that comes off easily. She reached over, stopped symbolically, and said, “Don't.” But her voice was light and the strength in her hands was also

 Weak, that blocking is more like a psychological ritual, like telling yourself that she has tried her best to resist. My hands easily untied the elastic on her pants and pulled them down.

I pulled down her pants, revealing her lower body. Moonlight filtered through the gaps in the curtains, casting a soft, ethereal beauty over her fair skin in the darkness. She was wearing simple, light-colored cotton underwear. I hooked my fingers into the elastic waistband and pulled them down as well. The space between her legs was laid completely bare before my eyes—that mysterious triangle, covered in a patch of thick, dark fuzz that shimmered softly in the moonlight. Her legs were curled slightly, the skin on her inner thighs smooth and fair, glowing with a warm, gentle luster in the dim light.

My breathing grew ragged. I steadied her supple waist with one hand and stripped off my own underwear with the other. My cock, aching and fully engorged, sprang free, the head glistening with moisture in the light. Then, I lowered myself onto my mother and leaned down to kiss her.

She lay flat on the bed, her hair fanned out across the pillow, her expression obscured by the shadows and moonlight. Her lips were parted slightly, her breath coming in quick gasps. Her chest rose and fell with each breath, her full breasts catching the soft light.

I nudged her legs with the head of my cock. She was already slick with desire; her nectar had trickled down to the base of her thighs, dampening a small patch of the sheets. The warm, wet sensation sent a jolt of excitement through me, and I thrust my hips, eager to enter her. But in my haste, I couldn't find the opening. My cock slipped against her inner thigh and pubic bone several times, sliding away, unable to find the right spot. Frustration mounted, and beads of sweat broke out on my forehead.

My mother sensed my distress. She reached out and gently took hold of my burning, rigid cock. Her touch was slow and tender, her cool fingertips guiding it toward the warm entrance between her legs. She lifted her hips slightly to accommodate me, parting her thighs just a little wider.

The movement was subtle and discreet, but to me, it meant everything. It was her active cooperation. She was no longer just passively accepting; she was participating. This silent gesture told me that she truly wanted this—not out of obligation, not out of coercion, but from the depths of her heart, she wanted to be one with me.

Guided by her, the head of my penis finally pressed against that moist, soft entrance. She spread her legs slightly, and with a thrust of my hips, the entire length of my cock slid inside in one go. There was no resistance at all; she was already sufficiently wet, and I was completely buried within her tight, warm interior, sinking deep into her body.

We both let out a moan at the same time. The sound echoed through the quiet room, mingled with satisfaction and release. We had finally crossed that final line, finally truly becoming one.

An overwhelming surge of emotion rose within me—a feeling that was not just physical pleasure, but a profound sense of spiritual fulfillment and release. After three years—since that first dream, since that accidental brush against her chest on the stairs, since that pair of pink panties that kept me awake all night—I had finally entered my mother’s body again. But this time, it was not in a dream, not in my fantasies; it was real, vivid, and happening while she was fully conscious and entirely willing.

My mother wrapped her legs around my waist and held my back with her hands, her fingers gently scratching my skin. Her eyes were closed, and her expression was one of pained ecstasy. Perhaps she still felt a bit of shame in her heart, unable to look at me or face the reality that she was making love with her son. She simply kept her eyes shut, letting me move within her, humming softly in rhythm with my thrusts. Her moans were restrained yet provocative, as if escaping from the very depths of her throat.

Holding my mother’s waist, I began to thrust. In and out, deep and shallow; every penetration was as deep as possible, and every withdrawal went almost all the way out, leaving just the head of my penis lodged at the entrance before I plunged back in. The tight, warm sensation and the pleasure of the climax overwhelmed me, leaving me completely immersed in this unprecedented experience.

I was moving too fast, and before long, I felt the urge to ejaculate. My mother also sensed my body tensing up and my breathing quickening. She opened her eyes and looked at me, a hint of concern and tension in her gaze. She said, "Don't finish inside." Hearing her words, I nodded to show I understood.

At the final moment before ejaculation, I reluctantly pulled myself out of her. I sat up, pinning her fair, tender thighs between my arms so that her lower body was facing me. My cock hovered above her, the head aimed at her still-quivering entrance, and I began to stroke myself rapidly.

She lay there, knowing what I was about to do, her eyes squeezed shut, a shy flush blooming on her cheeks.

I stroked faster and faster, each movement charged with the impending surge of pleasure. I felt like a bow pulled to its limit; every muscle in my body trembled and tightened, braced for the final release.

At the very instant of climax, I thrust my hips forward sharply. A stream of scorching semen erupted from my cock, arching through the air to land entirely across her smooth, pale abdomen. As the warmth hit her skin, her body gave a slight shiver, and she let out a faint sigh.

The milky fluid spread slowly across her belly, glistening with a wet sheen under the moonlight.

Once it was over, my mother immediately sat up in bed. Without a word, without even glancing at me, she climbed out of bed and walked briskly toward the bathroom. The door closed, followed by a sharp click as she locked it from the inside.

I lay there, listening to the sound of water running in the bathroom, a surge of incredibly complex emotions washing over me. I could hear the water splashing as she rinsed herself off. I stared at the ceiling, filled with a sense of triumph—I had actually made love to my mother, while she was fully conscious and entirely willing. This wasn't a dream or a fantasy; it had truly happened.

A while later, the sound of water stopped. Then came the sound of the door opening. My mother emerged from the bathroom, already dressed back in her pajamas, having put on all the clothes I had taken off earlier. Her hair was damp from the wash, with a few strands clinging to her cheeks. She didn't look at me, but walked straight to the edge of the other bed and sat down, her head bowed as if lost in thought.

Her expression was complex. It wasn't pure satisfaction, nor was it pure guilt, but a mixture of many emotions—a sense of relief after accomplishing something momentous, an indescribable shyness, and the tension and unease that come with crossing a line.

I knew a fierce struggle was playing out in her heart. For her, what happened today wasn't just a sexual encounter; it was a total breach of the moral values and ethical boundaries she had upheld for over two decades. The shift in identity—from a traditional mother to a woman who had engaged in sex with her own son—was immense, and it would take time for her to accept and process it.

She was silent for a moment, then whispered, "You should go wash up, too." Her voice was low and soft, as if she were afraid of breaking the delicate balance in the room.

I murmured an acknowledgment, climbed out of bed, and walked into the bathroom.

The bathroom still held the steam from her shower. The floor was slightly damp, and the air was thick with a scent that mingled body wash with the lingering musk of our intimacy. I stood under the showerhead, letting the hot water wash over me.

When I came out, I saw she had returned to bed. She was lying with her back to me, curled up under the covers. She wasn't asleep, but she didn't speak. I walked to the bedside, lifted the quilt, and slid in, wrapping my arms around her from behind. My chest pressed against her warm back, and I could feel her heart still beating a little too fast. My arms circled her waist, my fingers resting gently on her flat stomach.

I whispered, "I love you," and leaned down to press a light kiss to the nape of her neck. It was a gentle, tender kiss, devoid of lust and filled only with love.

My mother's body trembled slightly in my arms. She didn't say anything. After a long while—perhaps several agonizing minutes—she asked in a voice barely above a whisper, "Is what we're doing right?" Her tone was low, heavy with an inexplicable sense of confusion and doubt.

I was silent for a moment before replying, "There is no right or wrong; it's right if it feels right to us." My voice was soft but firm. I meant it; it was an answer I had pondered in my heart for years. I knew this relationship defied ethics and was unacceptable to society, but I believed that as long as we weren't hurting anyone and as long as we found love and happiness in this bond, it shouldn't be measured by simple notions of right and wrong.

My mother said nothing more, just lay there in silence. Moonlight filtered through the gap in the curtains, spilling across the floor like a pool of silver water. The room was very quiet, save for the hum of the air conditioner and the occasional sound of a car passing by outside. Neither of us spoke; we just lay there quietly.

I continued to hold her, and she remained curled up in my arms. She rested her hand gently over mine, her fingers grazing the back of my hand as if to confirm my presence. The desire I had felt moments ago was gone; the impulse to possess her had completely vanished. At that moment, I simply wanted to hold her—to hold the woman I loved deeply, to feel her warmth and her breath, and to feel her presence in my life.

A long, long time passed—so long that the moonlight outside grew dimmer, and the sound of cars on the street faded away completely—before we both fell asleep. I drifted off in a state of profound peace, free of distractions or burdens, simply holding the woman I loved most as I slipped quietly into a dream.

When I woke the next morning, the morning light was streaming through the gap in the curtains, casting a bright, pale gold glow across the floor. My mother was already awake. She was lying on her side, eyes open, her gaze fixed on something outside the window as if lost in thought. Her expression was calm, betraying no particular emotion, yet I caught a flicker of something complex in her eyes—a mix of confusion, bewilderment, and an indescribable sense of melancholy.

I turned over and kissed her gently. My lips pressed against her warm ones; she neither pulled away nor responded, simply lying there and letting me kiss her. Her lips were a little dry, perhaps from the exhaustion of the night before.

There was a sense of panic in her eyes—a look I had rarely seen on her. My mother is a strong-willed woman, and growing up, I seldom saw her flustered. But today, she was shaken. She didn't know how to face me or how to process a relationship that had crossed that final threshold. No mother could remain calm after crossing such a boundary with her own son. I knew that words were useless right now; all I could do was be sincere with her and ensure that I did not take her sacrifice for granted.

I looked at her and whispered in her ear, "I love you, Sister Yu." My voice was very low, spoken in a gentle tone in the hope of calming her down. Hearing my voice and realizing I was awake, she turned her gaze toward me. The panic from moments ago had vanished from her eyes, replaced by a maternal tenderness and concern. It was a complex look—one that blended a mother's affection for her son with a woman's attachment to her man. The two emotions intertwined in her eyes, creating a unique gaze I had never seen before.

We cherished each other's presence in bed for a while longer. I didn't touch her again; I just held her quietly. We lay there in silence, neither of us saying a word. Gradually, sunlight flooded the room, casting a warm, golden glow over us. Outside, the street began to bustle with the sounds of cars passing, pedestrians talking, and a broadcast playing in the distance. Everything felt so ordinary, so normal, as if the events of last night were merely a dream.

Approaching eight o'clock, my mother sat up and said, "Time to get up. If we don't, we'll miss the train." Her tone had returned to its usual calm, showing no signs of anything unusual. I replied with a nod and sat up as well. We washed up and got dressed separately.

While washing her face in front of the mirror, she tied her hair back up, revealing her smooth forehead. She tidied herself, looking neat and composed, just like any ordinary middle-aged woman preparing for a trip. Her movements were natural and calm; there was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen.

After packing up, we left the hotel and found a nearby breakfast shop. We each ordered a bowl of tofu pudding and two fried dough sticks, eating our meal in silence along with a small dish of pickles. At the table, she spoke of things to do once we returned: that her flowers needed watering, and that there was still food in the fridge that would spoil if not eaten soon. I chatted with her about my thesis, my graduation, and my plans for finding a job. We talked about everything except what had happened last night, as if we were deliberately avoiding the topic, or as if that night had never occurred at all.

After breakfast, we went to the train station. It was crowded and bustling. I picked up her ticket at the counter and walked her to the entrance of the waiting room. She stood there, holding her ticket and ID card, looking at me.

She seemed calm, devoid of the panic she had felt the moment she woke up that morning. Standing before me, her expression was peaceful and natural, as if nothing special had happened between us last night. Her gaze settled on my face, a faint, almost imperceptible smile playing on her lips, and she said, "I'll let you know when I arrive." I nodded and replied, "You must." We shared a reluctant, lingering hug. When she held me, her arms tightened around my waist, more firmly than usual. As her body pressed against mine, I could feel her warmth radiating through the thin fabric onto my skin. The hug lasted a few seconds longer than normal, as if she were using it to make up for the emotions that words could not express. Then, she pulled away and turned toward the ticket gate.

I stood there, watching her scan her ID at the gate, pass through the turnstile, and walk into the waiting hall corridor. After a few steps, she looked back, gave me a small smile, and then turned to merge into the crowd heading toward the platform. Her figure grew smaller and more blurred in the throng until she finally disappeared completely at the end of the passage.

I stood there, staring in that direction, as an indescribable emotion surged within me. It was a mixture of contentment, happiness, longing, and a hint of indefinable sadness. I knew that the relationship between my mother and me had changed completely after last night. We had crossed that most difficult threshold, stepping from the edge of a taboo into its very center.

From today on, I was no longer just her son, and she was no longer just my mother. A new layer had been added to our relationship—a bond that, in the eyes of the world, was impermissible, unethical, and had to remain in the shadows. But we both knew that this relationship was real to us, meaningful, and worth cherishing and protecting.

Standing in the station hall, watching the bustling crowds, a sudden, powerful drive to strive and succeed welled up inside me. From this moment on, I felt I was no longer a child, but a true man—a man who had to take responsibility for the one he loved. I would work hard to graduate, find a job, and earn money to give her a better life. I would prove my love through concrete actions, not just words and desire.

I turned and walked out of the station. The sunlight hit my face, feeling warm.
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Chapter 22

When faced with a choice, it is truly difficult to make a decision...

On the way back to school from the train station, I was completely immersed in a sense of unreality. The sunlight felt warm on my skin, and pedestrians and vehicles bustled along the streets; everything looked the same as it did yesterday, yet inside me, it felt as though I had undergone a cataclysmic change. Sitting in the backseat of the taxi, watching the streetscape recede rapidly outside the window, I replayed every detail of last night in my mind—the complex expression on her face when she was beneath me, the stiffness and trembling of her body when I penetrated her, the way she rushed into the bathroom to wash up immediately after her climax, and her figure curled up in the blankets with her back to me. Those images played in my mind like a movie on a loop, every frame clear enough to make my heart race.

I had never imagined that this scene, which I had looked forward to for countless days and nights, would become reality on such an ordinary night, in such an ordinary hotel room. I had envisioned this scenario countless times, had united with her in my dreams countless times, but when it actually happened, the feeling was completely different from what I had imagined. It wasn't just physical pleasure; it was, to a greater extent, a massive psychological shock. The moment I entered her, the moment I returned to the place that had once nurtured me, I felt as if I were completing a ritual—a ritual of return. The psychological thrill brought by breaking an ethical taboo far exceeded the pleasure her body gave me. All the yearning, all the repression, and all the fantasies accumulated over those years seemed to find an outlet in that moment, crashing through all my reason like a flood.

When I returned to the dormitory, my roommates were all out, probably attending class. I lay alone on that narrow bed, staring at the familiar crack in the ceiling, my mind buzzing. I wanted to sort out the experience of last night and find a suitable place for it in my memory, but I couldn't. Those images were too vivid—so vivid that they felt unreal. For a fleeting moment, I was even dazed: did what happened last night really occur? Or was it just a dream that felt all too real?

I picked up my phone and scrolled through the chat history with my mom. The last message from her was, "Let me know when you arrive," sent at a little past four in the afternoon yesterday. I stared at those words for a long time, suddenly overcome by an intense urge to hear her voice, to confirm she was okay, and to know what she was thinking at that moment. But my finger hovered over the call button for a long time before I finally let it drop. I didn't know what to say; I didn't know how to start.

I could only wait. Wait for her message, wait for her response.

Around four in the afternoon, my phone finally vibrated. I grabbed it almost instantly; her name appeared on the screen. I opened the message. Her reply was brief, just a few words: "I've arrived, don't worry." I looked at that line of text, feeling as if a weight had been lifted off my chest, yet simultaneously as if something were still clogging it up. Her tone was flat, no different from usual, but I could sense a deliberately maintained distance in those few words. She didn't share her experiences from the trip as she used to; she simply told me she had arrived, matter-of-factly. That forced indifference only made me more certain that she was not at peace.

I quickly replied, "Good, I'm glad you made it. Did you get carsick?" A while later, her reply came: "It's okay, same old problem. I'll be fine after some rest." I asked again, "How did you get home? Did Dad pick you up?" She replied, "Yeah, your dad came to get me. I've got to go now." That "I've got to go now" felt like an invisible barrier, blocking out everything I wanted to say. I could feel her intentionally cutting our conversation short, not wanting to talk to me too much. This reaction left me feeling stifled, but I understood her. Having an intimate relationship with one's own son is not something easy for any woman to process. No matter how much resolve she had at the moment she decided to stay, once it had truly happened, that sense of guilt and shame would inevitably come rushing back like a tide. She needed time to accept the reality and to adjust her mindset.

That night, I kept waiting for news from her. I lay in bed, my phone clutched in my hand, the screen lighting up and fading, fading and lighting up again. I kept refreshing the chat interface, hoping to see her icon light up, hoping for a message from her. But there was nothing. The phone was as silent as a stone. Late at night, I finally couldn't help but send her a message: "Mom, are you asleep?" After sending it, I stared at the screen for a long time—so long that the lights outside the window went out one by one, and the room was filled only with the steady snoring of my roommates. She didn't reply.

My anxiety grew; I couldn't tell if I was more worried that she was angry or that she might do something desperate. After hesitating for a long time, I finally called my dad. The phone rang for a while before he answered, his voice thick with sleep and sounding muddled: "Hello? What's wrong?" I said, "Dad, is Mom asleep?" My dad yawned and replied, "Your mom felt carsick and wasn't feeling well, so she went to bed early. Why?" I said, "Nothing, just asking. Is she okay?" My dad said, "She's fine, just her usual trouble; a good sleep will fix it. You get to bed early, too. Don't stay up too late." I gave a vague response and hung up. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling in the dark, knowing full well the truth. My mom wasn't really asleep; she just didn't want to face me. She didn't know how to face me as her son, how to face my dad as her husband, and even less how to face herself. Having an intimate encounter with her own son was, for her, like a bomb that had shattered the moral values she had built over more than twenty years. No matter how much she had mentally prepared herself before deciding to stay, and no matter how long she had chatted with me online or how much she had flirted, now that it had truly happened, that self-loathing and fear of moral transgression would inevitably plunge her into a deep state of conflict.

I knew she needed time. The shock was too great for her; she needed time to process it, to convince herself to accept this reality. I couldn't push her, I couldn't pressure her at a time like this, and I couldn't make her confront my desires and questions when she was at her most vulnerable. The only thing I could do was wait.

I slept poorly that night. I kept waking up and drifting back to sleep, reaching for my phone each time I woke to check for a message, only to put it back down and force myself to try to sleep again.

The next morning, I finally received a message from her. It came in the morning, short and to the point: "I fell asleep yesterday and didn't see your message. Don't worry." I stared at those words for a long time. Her tone was a bit more relaxed than the day before. Although she still maintained that deliberately cultivated indifference, at least she had initiated contact, and at least she was explaining why she hadn't replied. To me, this was a positive sign. I quickly replied, "Okay, that's a relief. Get some rest and don't overwork yourself." A while later, she replied again: "Mm, got it. Don't stay up too late yourself." Seeing that, I felt a little more at ease. She hadn't scolded me, hadn't told me "don't do that again," and hadn't said "we should keep our distance from now on." She simply used the tone of a mother speaking to her son, urging me not to stay up late. This suggested that while she was still conflicted, she didn't intend to push me away completely because of it.

Those few days, I was busy with my thesis defense at school. It was scheduled for mid-May, so I needed to prepare my materials and correct a few data points in my paper. During the day, I buried myself in the library, staring at my computer screen as I revised my presentation slides over and over, checking every piece of data and ensuring every citation was accurate. But at night, when I returned to my dorm and lay in bed, my thoughts would uncontrollably drift toward home, toward the woman who weighed so heavily on my mind.

I didn't dare message her too frequently, afraid she would find it annoying or feel like I was pressuring her. I only sent one or two messages a day, keeping the content mundane—asking what she had eaten, how she was feeling, or telling her what I had been up to. Sometimes she replied quickly, other times it took a while, but she always replied. I could feel her trying to maintain a normal mother-son dynamic, trying to act like an ordinary mother. But her replies were always brief; she rarely initiated new topics or shared little details about her life as she used to. I knew she was still struggling.

About three or four days later, I felt her mood slowly start to improve. She began to message me on her own initiative. Although the content was still simple, the sense of deliberate distance had largely vanished. One afternoon, she suddenly sent me a message asking if I wanted to see some photos she had taken with her new phone. I told her, of course, I did. She sent over a few pictures—flowers she had captured in the neighborhood garden, including Chinese roses and climbing roses, along with a few shots of the sky. They were quite good; the composition and lighting were excellent. I complimented her, telling her how beautiful they were, and she replied with a smug emoji, saying she had spent a few days studying the camera features and had finally figured out how to use them.

From then on, our primary channel of communication shifted entirely to WeChat. She was inseparable from her new phone, researching new features every single day. She learned how to use voice messages, how to post to her Moments, and how to use various filters and beauty effects. She told me that her colleagues were all envious when they saw her phone, saying what a filial son I was to buy her such a nice one. When she said this, her tone carried that familiar sense of satisfaction and pride. I knew she loved being the object of envy, relishing the sense of superiority that came with knowing "my son is good to me."

She began to reach out to me more and more frequently. Sometimes she would send me an interesting image she had found on her feed; other times she would complain about buying wilted vegetables at the market, or send me photos of a new dish she had cooked at home. Her tone gradually returned to the way it used to be—like a mother speaking to her son, yet also like a woman sharing her daily life with her man. That blend of motherly and wifely affection slowly returned, which put my mind at ease.

A few days later, we finally talked about what happened that night.

That night, I was in my dorm room editing my thesis when a message from her suddenly popped up. She asked, "Are you busy right now?" Seeing that, my heart skipped a beat, and I replied, "No, not busy. What's up?" She was silent for a moment, then sent a line: "I want to ask you something, and I need you to answer me honestly." I found that a bit strange, so I replied, "Go ahead." She went silent again, as if she were organizing her thoughts. Then, she sent another line, her tone carrying a level of seriousness I had never seen before: "That night, how come you finished so quickly?" I stared at the screen, stunned. I hadn't expected her to bring this up so suddenly, let alone ask in such a blunt way. There was no teasing or shyness in her tone; instead, it held a clear sense of concern.

Before I could reply, she sent another message: "Is there something wrong with your health?" Seeing that, I was taken aback for a second before I couldn't help but laugh. It turned out she wasn't teasing me; she was genuinely worried. She was afraid that my finishing too quickly was a sign of a health issue, worried that I might have some underlying problem at such a young age. She must have been incredibly conflicted when she asked—embarrassed to bring up such a personal topic, yet terrified that I might truly have a condition and miss out on getting the right treatment.

I quickly replied, “There’s nothing wrong with me, I’m perfectly fine.” She asked, “Then why were you so fast the other day?” I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, and replied, “That’s because I was too nervous. It was our first time, after all. I was so excited that I couldn't control myself. It won't happen next time.” She was silent for a moment, then said, “Next time? Didn’t I say you weren’t allowed to cross the line?” I said, “You’re so sexy and charming, no one could resist you.” She sent a "Pfft" emoji and added, “I’m being serious. From now on, you aren't allowed to touch me below the chest without my permission, or I’ll really stop talking to you.” Seeing that, I panicked a little and hurriedly replied, “I promise, I’ll listen to you from now on. I was just too excited that day; I apologize, I sincerely apologize.” She was silent for a while before saying, “Since your attitude in admitting your mistake is so good, I’ll forgive you this time. But if there’s a next time...” I said, “There absolutely won’t be a next time!” She sent another message: “Also, you kissed me so hard that day I couldn't even breathe, like you were trying to swallow me whole.” I replied, “That’s because I love you so much—to the point where I want to devour you completely.” She said, “And another thing, you bit my nipples and hurt me, like a starving wolf.” I said, “That’s because you’re so mesmerizing that you brought out my wild side.” She sent a disgusted emoji and replied, “You only know how to say sweet things.” I said, “I mean it. I love the feeling of holding you while we sleep; it makes me feel so grounded and at peace.”

　　After a while, she replied, “I like the feeling of being held by you, too.” That sentence warmed my heart. This was the first time my mom had so directly admitted that she enjoyed my touch and my embrace. This admission meant the world to me; it meant she was no longer just passively accepting my love, but starting to respond to me actively, beginning to acknowledge her true feelings.

I said, “Your breasts are so enchanting, they make me want to linger forever.” She sent a shy emoji and said, “Well, you can’t touch them now; wait until you get back. I’ll take good care of them for you, and you can touch them when you return.” Seeing that, I felt like I’d been struck by electricity. By saying “wait until you get back,” she meant she had no intention of closing that door between us, meaning she was still looking forward to our next time.

I said: “You have a really nice body, very fleshy, and very comfortable to the touch.” She said, “Are you saying I'm fat?” I quickly explained: “It's not fat, it's plump, it's graceful, it's just the right amount of good looks.” She said: “You will say it.” We

 The chat slowly returned to its previous intimacy. We started talking late every night like before, chatting about trivial topics, daily anecdotes, and missing each other.

As the days passed, my defense work went smoothly. On the day of my defense, I stood at the podium, faced several professors, and explained my paper from beginning to end. The professors asked a few questions, and I answered them one by one

 Got it. After the defense, the instructor told me that I performed well and passed the thesis defense. When I came out of the defense classroom, I was in a very good mood and immediately sent a message to my mother: “Mom, I passed the defense!” Her reply came quickly:

 “Really? Great! My son is the best!” I saw that sentence and couldn't help but raise the corner of my mouth. She sent several more messages, her tone full of joy and pride:“I knew you could do it, you have never been worse than others since you were a child. You now defend

 It's over, just waiting for graduation, right?” I said, “Well, graduation exams are almost over, so just a few more will do the trick.” She said: “Then take the exam well and go home quickly after you finish it.” I said: “Okay. Wait until I get back and stay with you.” She said: “You said

 Oh, don't forget.” I also did well in the next graduation exam. Every time I pass a test, I tell my mother the news as soon as possible. She is as happy every time as she was the first time, saying “My son is the best”. Sometimes I stay up late at night

 Xi, she would send a message late at night asking if I had slept and asking me not to get too tired. Sometimes when I did really well on my exams, she would send me a picture of her underwear in the dead of night and say it was a reward. Those photos sometimes

 Waiting was photographed in the purple lace underwear I bought her, and sometimes in other styles. Every photo makes my heart heat up and makes me more motivated to do well in the upcoming exams.

On June 20th, graduation day finally arrived.

On the day of the graduation ceremony, I stood on the sports field with my classmates, dressed in my cap and gown, listening to the principal speak on stage. The sun was brilliant, casting a warm glow on everyone. After the ceremony, my classmates and I wandered around campus in our regalia, taking photos in front of the teaching buildings, the library, and on the field's grass. I picked out a few of the best ones to send to my mother. Looking at them, she said I had lost weight and that I looked great in my graduation attire.

Just after we finished taking photos and were about to head to our farewell dinner, my phone rang. I answered it to find it was HR from the company where I had interned, calling to inform me that I had been officially hired and should report for work on July 5th. The call came at the perfect time, adding a sense of anticipation for the future to the melancholy of saying goodbye. I did the math: from leaving campus on the 26th to starting my job in Tianjin, I had nine days of free time. Subtracting the travel time, I could spend five days at home. Five days—it wasn't particularly long, nor was it short, but for me, it was enough.

That evening, I went for a farewell dinner with my classmates. The meal was tinged with sadness; some people started crying as they drank, saying they didn't know when we would see each other again. I drank quite a bit too, feeling deeply moved. Four years of university life had just come to an end like this, and starting tomorrow, I would officially be stepping into the real world.

After the dinner, I stood alone beneath the dormitory building. The campus was quiet, and the streetlights cast long shadows. I sent my mother a message to tell her I had been hired. She called back immediately, her voice brimming with obvious joy. "Really? That's wonderful! My boy is the best!" She said a lot over the phone, telling me to work hard, to build a good life for myself in Tianjin, and that I had finally grown up. As I listened to her chattering away, I felt a warmth spread through my heart. Finally, I told her I would be home in a few days, that I would stay for five days, and then I would have to leave for work in Tianjin. She said, "Alright, come on home. I'll make you something delicious."

After hanging up, I stood under the streetlamp outside the dorm and looked up at the night sky. In two days, I would be heading home—returning to the place where the woman I love resides.

On the morning of the 26th, after waving goodbye to my classmates and taking one last look at the school where I had lived and studied for four years, I boarded the train headed for home.

Sitting on the train, looking out the window at the scenery rapidly regressing, my mood was both expectant and complicated. So much has happened in the past six months. I went from being a graduating college student to having a job, and the relationship between me and my mom has also changed from ambiguous

 The temptation turned into a real breakthrough. This time home, I don't know what will happen. I knew my dad would be home, and we couldn't make out without a care in the world like we did in Harbin. But those five days, even if it was just to see her up close, to sit with her

 Eating at the same table and being able to walk with her is enough for me.

Of course, I also have expectations in my heart. Five days, whether it is long or not, whether it is short or not. My dad can't stay home for five days, there will always be a time to go out. At that time, perhaps we can still find opportunities to be alone. And I also calculated my mother's vacation time

 Counting the days, it should be clean by the time I go back. I was silently calculating in my heart, and a smile appeared on my face unconsciously.

When the train arrived at the station, I saw my father and mother at the exit.

My dad was wearing a gray T-shirt and standing in the crowd, still looking very carefree. He waved at me and grinned. My mom was standing next to him, wearing a light blue dress. I remember that skirt, it was to

 I bought it for her in the summer and she wore it a few times around the house and said she loved it. The material of the skirt is very thin and the cut is very suitable, which sets off the curves of her body very well. She put on makeup today, traced her eyebrows, and put on a light lipstick, and she looked young all over

 He was several years old and in good spirits. She stood there, the sun shining on her, her skirt swaying gently in the breeze, looking particularly good.

I dragged my suitcase out of the exit, and my mother's smile became more obvious when she saw me. She came forward and gave me a hug. The hug was light and different from the warmth I expected, more like a mother picking up her son at the station

 Hug often. But as she was holding me, she tapped her hand gently on my back, a subtle movement, but I felt it. That was her way of telling me she missed me, the way we only knew it between us.

My dad walked over and patted me on the shoulder, saying, "You're back? Let's go, let's head home first; your grandmother has been talking about you for days." He then pulled me toward the parking lot, chatting along the way about how he had taken the new car out for a few spins and felt it was great—much better to drive than the old Elantra. My mom followed behind us, not saying much.

Once in the car, my dad drove straight to my grandparents' house. Having been away for over a year, I certainly had to visit them. When we arrived, my grandmother was overjoyed to see me. She took my hand and asked me everything—how school was, how my job in Tianjin was, and whether I had found a girlfriend. I answered each question one by one, keeping them company for over an hour.

I was restless throughout that entire afternoon. Sitting on the sofa at my grandparents' house, I listened to them talk, but my eyes kept drifting toward my mom. She was sitting on another sofa, chatting with my grandmother; her expression was natural, showing no signs of anything unusual. She would occasionally glance my way, but her gaze would quickly shift, as if she were deliberately avoiding my eyes. I could sense that she wasn't as calm on the inside as she appeared on the surface, but she hid it well—so well that I was almost starting to believe she really was just an ordinary mother picking up her son who had returned from afar.

It was past eight o'clock by the time we finished dinner. We sat for a little longer before my dad said it was time to head back, noting that I must be tired after traveling all day. My grandmother held my hand to give me a few final reminders before finally letting me go.

It was completely dark by the time we returned home. The house looked much the same as when I had left; the furniture in the living room was in the same positions, and the fruit bowl I’d bought her was still on the coffee table. After stepping inside, my mom changed into her slippers and went to the kitchen to boil a kettle of water. My dad turned on the TV and sat down on the sofa to watch it.

I went to take a shower first. The hot water washed over me, soothing the day's exhaustion. Standing under the showerhead, I closed my eyes, wondering what would happen tonight. My dad was home, and I knew we couldn't do much, but I still hoped for some intimate moments—a hug, a kiss, or even just a look that only the two of us would understand.

After showering, I saw my mom walk out of the bedroom in her pajamas. She was wearing a plain, pale pink cotton nightgown that fell below her knees; the style was very modest, with a high neckline. She sat down on the living room sofa, picked up the remote, and began flipping through channels, looking just like she would on any other night watching TV at home.

A while later, my dad put down his phone, stood up, and said he was going to take a shower too. He grabbed a change of clothes, walked into the bathroom, and closed the door. The sound of running water soon followed.

At that moment, my heart skipped a beat. I knew my dad wouldn't be in the shower for long. This brief window was my only chance tonight. Almost instinctively, I stood up from the sofa and walked over to my mom. She was watching TV, her eyes fixed on the screen, but I could feel that she sensed my approach. Her body tensed slightly, but she didn't turn to look at me.

I sat down beside her and leaned in, my lips moving toward hers. Just as I was about to touch them, she instinctively pulled away, raising her hands to block her chest while keeping her eyes fixed on the bathroom, as if she were worried my dad might suddenly emerge. There was a look of genuine nervousness on her face—not an act, but a real, heartfelt anxiety. She didn't want any intimacy with me while my dad was home.

My eyes burned with desire; the longing surged within me, threatening to incinerate my reason. I looked at her with an urgency that felt almost predatory. Seeing my expression, she knew I wouldn't give up unless she gave me something. She hesitated for a moment, then finally lowered her hands.

I got my wish and kissed her lips. They were soft and held that familiar warmth, but her mouth remained tightly shut, as if to tell me—this is all you get, nothing more. I reached out to hold her, wanting a deeper kiss, but she pushed against my chest and whispered, "Don't, your dad is home." Her voice was extremely low, barely more than the movement of her lips.

But I couldn't care less. I still wanted to kiss her, my hands instinctively sliding up to her waist, trying to pull her closer. She pressed down on my hands and whispered again, "One kiss is enough." Seeing how worried she was, I finally pulled back. I knew that if I forced the issue against her will, she would truly get angry and break the trust we had worked so hard to rebuild. I straightened up, looking at her, my eyes conveying my dissatisfaction and helplessness.

Seeing me obey and pull back, the tense expression on her face softened. She gave me a mischievous smile—it held a sense of triumph, playfulness, and a hint of... Just then, the bathroom door creaked open. My dad had finished his shower—it had been less than five minutes. He walked out wearing a pair of baggy shorts and a white tank top, his hair dripping wet, drying it with a towel as he went. Seeing him, my mom said in that tone a wife uses with her husband, "Do you call that a shower? You're just wasting water." My dad chuckled, not bothering to argue. He walked over to the sofa, sat down, and picked up the remote to start flipping through channels. I sat on the other end of the sofa, watching them both, feeling an indescribable, complicated emotion.

That night, I lay in bed for a long time, unable to fall asleep. I listened to the faint sound of voices drifting from the next room, wondering what they were talking about. I couldn't make out the specifics, only the low murmur of conversation occasionally punctuated by my mom’s laughter. Her laugh sounded perfectly natural, just as it always did; there wasn't a hint of anything unusual. She was flawless in front of my dad, acting exactly like an ordinary wife chatting with her husband. This lack of any cracks in her performance actually left a bitter taste in my mouth—the fact that she could hide our secret so naturally in front of her husband made me both admire her acting skills and feel a vague sense of unease.

The next morning, while still half-asleep, I faintly heard the sound of the front door closing. My consciousness snapped to alertness in an instant. My dad had left. I practically bolted upright in bed, pricking up my ears for a few seconds to confirm there were no other sounds outside, and then immediately threw off the covers and got out of bed.

Wearing only a tank top and underwear, I bolted out of the bedroom. I ran to the living room balcony and stood there, watching my dad’s figure through the window. I saw him walk downstairs, pull his car keys from his pocket, unlock the Honda CR-V, and climb in. The sound of the engine starting drifted up from below, and the car slowly pulled out of the parking space, heading toward the residential complex gate. I kept my eyes fixed on the black car as it exited the gate and merged into the street traffic, only letting out a sigh of relief once it had completely vanished from sight.

I immediately turned and ran back to the front door to double-lock it. The lock clicked, a sound that rang out with piercing clarity in the quiet morning. Still in my underwear, I darted straight into my mother’s room.

She was still asleep, lying on her side with her back to the door, covered by a thin quilt. The hem of her nightgown had ridden up, revealing a glimpse of her fair, slender calf. Her breathing was steady; she seemed to be in a deep sleep. I practically lunged onto the bed, the mattress bouncing sharply under my sudden weight. The movement startled her awake. Her body tensed instinctively before she rolled over and opened her eyes. When she saw me, her gaze was still hazy and dazed from sleep, but she quickly registered my bare chest and the burning desire in my eyes.

Before she could even open her mouth to speak, my lips were already pressed against hers.

She gave me a shove and said, "Did you brush your teeth? There's nothing but bacteria this early in the morning." Her question caught me off guard. Everything I had been waiting for all night, the passion I had been nursing for hours, was interrupted by a simple "Did you brush your teeth?" But I knew my mother was fastidious; it was a habit etched into her very bones. If I tried to kiss her without brushing, she would surely find it gross and pull away, and I wouldn’t stand a chance.

Helplessly, I climbed off her, got out of bed, and trudged dejectedly into the bathroom.

Seeing me like that, my mother couldn't help but laugh. It was a soft, light sound, filled with a sense of triumph and playfulness. She sat up in bed and followed me into the bathroom.

Our bathroom is divided into dry and wet zones; the vanity is outside, while the toilet and shower are inside, separated by a glass door. My mother went into the inner section and pulled the glass door shut, leaving it slightly ajar while she used the toilet. I stood at the vanity, squeezed out some toothpaste, and began to brush my teeth. From behind the glass door came a faint sound of water—the sound of her urinating. It was crisp and hurried, sounding exceptionally clear in the quiet morning. Hearing that, I paused with the toothbrush in my mouth for a moment. That sound brought many things to mind: that night in Qiqihar, that night in Harbin, and all the memories associated with this sound. My heart beat a little faster, but I didn't dare to dwell on it and buried my head back into brushing my teeth.

By the time I finished, my mother had come out of the inner bathroom and started brushing her teeth at the vanity. She stood beside me, head bowed, putting her toothbrush into her mouth and brushing slowly. I hugged her from behind. My chest pressed against her warm back, my arms circling her waist. Through her thin nightgown, I could feel the temperature and curves of her body. Her waist was slender and soft, possessing the fullness characteristic of a mature woman. My hands slowly moved upward from her waist, sliding first along her waistline, then over her flat stomach, and finally, I reached both hands inside her nightgown and grabbed her breasts.

That long-lost sensation stirred an excitement throughout my whole body. Her breasts were warm and soft in my palms, like two balls of cotton just taken out of a steamer—plump and resilient. My fingers began to knead, feeling the soft flesh deform, flow, and return to shape between my fingers. Through the thin fabric of her nightgown, I could clearly feel her nipples slowly hardening under my fingertips.

My lower body pressed uncontrollably against her dress. Separated by two layers of fabric, I could feel the warmth of her buttocks.

I took her earlobe into my mouth and whispered, "Sister Yu, let me see if your two big darlings have grown again." My mom, tickled by my touch, squirmed restlessly. With her toothbrush still in her mouth, she mumbled, "If you want to touch them, just do it—no need to make up excuses." Before she could even finish brushing, I could no longer restrain myself and pressed in for a kiss. My lips landed on the nape of her neck, trailing down her throat to the area behind her ears, before I finally turned her around to kiss her deeply on the lips. Her mouth still tasted of minty toothpaste, cool and refreshing. I wanted to push her back toward her bedroom, but she hesitated and said, "Let's go to your room." Her words sent a thrill through me. The fact that she was willing to go to my room instead of her own meant that, despite her nervousness, she was ready to continue.

We reached my room. It wasn't large, with a single bed taking up most of the space. The curtains were drawn, leaving the room dim and filled with a hazy, intimate atmosphere. She stood by the bed, looking at me, and asked, "Do you remember what you promised?" I replied, "I remember." She said, "You aren't allowed to cross the line, or I really will stop talking to you." I promised, "Don't worry." I could no longer hold back and pressed her down onto the bed. I leaned over and kissed her lips. This time, she didn't keep her lips tightly sealed as she had the day before; instead, she opened them slightly, welcoming me in. Our tongues intertwined, and that familiar taste and warmth left me completely intoxicated. I kissed her neck, her collarbone, and then pulled aside her nightgown to kiss her breasts. I took her nipple into my mouth, teasing it gently with the tip of my tongue, feeling it harden between my lips and teeth.

My mom let out a series of delicate cries under my kisses, her body writhing beneath me as suppressed moans escaped her throat. She responded to me with equal passion, her arms wrapped around my back, her fingers gently scratching at my skin. I could feel that she was aroused too; her body was scorching beneath me, and her heart was racing, the beat echoing against my ear through her thin chest wall.

My hand slid down unconsciously, down her flat belly, trying to reach between her legs. But my hand had just slipped around her waist, and she reached out and pulled my hand back, as if she had expected it. I tried a few times,

 Each time, she reached down and slid down her flat belly all the way between her legs. But my mother's hands seemed to have been waiting there for a long time, and she pulled my hands back precisely every time. Her strength was not great, but her attitude was firm, and her fingers were tight

 Buckle my wrist and don't let me get any further. I tried three times, four times, five times—— and each time she pulled me back, like we were in a silent tug-of-war. I was a little anxious. The desire in my heart burned my mind to pieces. I just used a bigger

 With such strength, he suddenly broke free from her control, passed his fingers through the edge of her underwear, and leaned straight in.

At that moment, my fingertips touched a soft cotton pad —— thick, rough, with an unfamiliar texture. I froze, my fingers stopped there, and my brain seemed to short-circuit at that moment, blank for a few seconds. Then I slowly

 Reaction: My mother is still on vacation and has a sanitary napkin in her underwear. My entire portrait was poured with a basin of cold water from head to head, cooling from the top of my head to the soles of my feet. All the lustful fire was extinguished in that instant, leaving only an indescribable feeling of resignation and helplessness.

I looked up and saw my mother looking at me. The corner of her mouth was curved, and there was a smugness, a slyness, and a hint of “I expected this from you” composure in that smile. She didn't speak, but her eyes and expression made it clear

 It's clear——even if you let you touch it, you can't touch it. The expression on my face must have been ugly, like eating an underripe green persimmon. It was sour and astringent, and so bitter that my whole face wrinkled. She couldn't help but laugh when she saw me like that

 Light, with a victor's ease and pleasure. She patted the back of my hand, as if to comfort a child who hadn't had any sugar, and then gently pulled my hand out of her panties.

I looked bitterly on my face, my tone clearly filled with grievance and dissatisfaction: “Why haven't you left yet?” When I said this, my hand was still firmly clenched by her, and I could feel the temperature and resolute force of her palm with my fingertips.

Hearing my words, my mother looked up, her eyes filled with a trace of confusion and bewilderment, as if she didn't quite understand what I was asking. She tilted her head, her tone carrying that playful, inquisitive quality unique to women: "You think you can tell whether I'm leaving or not?" The corners of her mouth curled up slightly, carrying a hint of teasing, as if to say, "You little brat, trying to boss me around now?"

I pressed her further, my tone tinged with urgency: "When are you leaving?" I stared at her intently, as if waiting for a crucial answer. Taken aback by my question, she paused for a moment before lowering her head, seemingly in deep thought. Her eyelashes fluttered slightly, and she pressed her lips together. After a long while, she looked up and said in a slow, languid tone, "Tomorrow, just about." Hearing the word "tomorrow," my heart skipped a beat, as if a light had suddenly flickered on in the darkness. The sullen look on my face was instantly replaced by joy; my mouth curled into a grin, and my eyes sparkled. Almost instinctively, I let go of her hand and hugged her instead, burying my face in the crook of her neck, raining kisses randomly over her neck and cheeks. My hands, too, grew restless, reaching for her breasts and kneading those two soft mounds through her nightgown. Her breasts were warm and supple in my palms, and I gripped them greedily, savoring the feeling of their fullness.

From then on, I was like a piece of flypaper she couldn't shake off; wherever she went, I followed. She went to the kitchen for water, I followed. She went to the balcony to collect laundry, I followed. She went to the bathroom to wash her hands, and I stood by the door waiting, pouncing on her to kiss and grope her the moment she stepped out. She was caught between laughter and tears, trying to push me away a few times to no avail, until finally, she grew a bit annoyed and shouted, "Fang Xuyang, aren't you annoying!"

The way she switched back into "mother mode" in a split second brought me crashing back to reality. I froze for a moment, then gave an embarrassed laugh and said, "It's just that I've missed you so much." Her tone softened as she returned to her gentle side, saying, "I miss you too, but we can't be glued together all day. Look at me—I haven't tidied the room or washed the clothes today; I've just been kissing and hugging you." As she said this, a look of helpless resignation crossed her face, a smile devoid of blame, just pure, weary indulgence.

I laughed too, stood up, and said, "Fair point. I haven't been back in a while, so I think I'll go for a stroll." She asked, "Where to?" I replied, "To meet up with a few friends; it's been ages." She said, "Alright, but don't drink too much. Come home early tonight." I nodded and agreed. I changed my clothes, walked to the door, and glanced back at her. She was sitting on the sofa, watching me. In that moment, I caught a subtle, fleeting expression in her eyes. It was complex—a mix of reluctance, worry, and something else I couldn't quite name, as if she were afraid I wouldn't return, or perhaps afraid I’d return too late. I didn't think much of it, gave her a smile, and pulled the door open to leave.

That night, I spent half the night drinking with some high school classmates. We sat at a street-side barbecue stall for over three hours, downed plenty of beer, and talked about our plans after graduation. Some were going to grad school, some had already found jobs, and others were still staying at home. Everyone had their own path and their own worries. We drank until midnight, then someone suggested we get a hotel room to play cards. I didn't object; after all, going home just meant lying in bed alone with my mind racing, so I might as well hang out with the guys and avoid dwelling on that one thing.

We got a room at a hotel, and the four of us sat on the bed playing cards until nearly dawn, when we drifted off in a daze. We were sprawled out across the bed and sofa, falling asleep without even covering ourselves with blankets.

I woke up the next day around noon. Sunlight streamed in through the gaps in the curtains, stinging my eyes. I lay on the hotel bed for a few seconds, my head still clouded from the night's drinking. I reached for my phone and lit up the screen, only to find several unread messages and a few missed calls.

The earliest message was sent a little after nine in the morning, from my mom: "Are you awake? Happy birthday." An hour later, she sent another: "Are you coming home for lunch? It's your birthday today." By noon, she had called several times, but I hadn't picked up any of them. I quickly replied: "I just woke up. I stayed up too late last night and didn't see your messages. Thanks, Mom." Her reply came back quickly: "When are you coming home?" I said, "Just woke up, taking a moment to gather myself, I'll be back soon." She said, "I've made some good food to celebrate your birthday, come home and eat." I said, "Okay, be there soon." I got up, washed up, said goodbye to a few buddies who were still sleeping, and left the hotel. Walking home, the sun was lovely, feeling warm against my skin.

When I got home, I found my dad was already back. He was leaning on the sofa watching TV, remote in hand, flicking through channels aimlessly. Seeing me walk in, he looked up and said, "You're back? Had quite a bit to drink yesterday, didn't you?" I said, "It was alright, didn't drink too much." My mom poked her head out from the kitchen and gave me a look. She could tell immediately that I wasn't in a good mood; her gaze lingered on my face for an extra second, she smiled, but didn't say anything and retreated back inside. The sound of a spatula stir-frying and the roar of the range hood filled the kitchen, and the scent of food drifted through the air.

I changed my shoes, walked into the kitchen, and stood next to her, asking, "Need any help?" She didn't even turn her head, saying, "No, it's almost ready. Go wash your hands." I didn't leave; I just stood there watching her cook. Her hand gripped the spatula, moving skillfully through the pan. Her profile looked soft under the kitchen lights, her hair tied back loosely with a rubber band, a few stray strands hanging by her ears. She didn't look at me, but I could feel she knew I was watching her, and that she knew there was something on my mind.

After a while, the meal was ready. She plated the dishes and brought them to the table. My dad stood up from the sofa and sat down at the table. The three of us sat down to eat. The meal was sumptuous, full of all my favorites. My mom had even bought a cake and lit the candles for me. She took a picture and posted it to her social media. Then, I put on the birthday hat, blew out the candles, and made a wish.

As my dad ate, he asked me who I had been drinking with yesterday and how much I’d had; I answered him honestly, point by point. My mom sat across from me, eating quietly. Occasionally, she would pick up some food with her chopsticks and place it in my bowl, saying, "It's your birthday, eat more," before falling silent again. She looked at me from time to time, her gaze filled with a trace of curiosity, as if she wanted to ask something but held back.

After the meal, my dad put down his chopsticks and went back to the sofa to continue watching TV. I began clearing the table, stacking the plates and carrying them into the kitchen. My mom followed me in and said, "Let me wash them. It’s your birthday today." I replied, "I'll do it. A son's birthday is a mother's day of suffering; you should rest." She glanced at me, didn't insist, and turned to walk out of the kitchen. I stood at the sink, turned on the faucet, squeezed some dish soap onto a sponge, and began to wash. The sound of running water and clinking dishes echoed through the kitchen, while outside the window, there was the afternoon sun and the occasional honking of car horns.

After finishing the dishes, I wiped my hands and walked out of the kitchen. My dad was still watching TV on the sofa, while my mom sat on another sofa, holding her phone but not looking at it, as if she were waiting for something. I stood in the living room for a moment, just about to say something, when my mom looked up first and asked, "Want to go for a stroll?" I was stunned for a second, then nodded and said, "Sure." She stood up from the sofa and put on her flats by the door. My dad shifted his gaze from the TV to look at us for a moment, then turned back without saying a word.

We walked out of the house.

The residential garden was very quiet. The afternoon sun filtered through the gaps in the leaves, casting mottled light and shadows on the ground. We walked slowly along the garden path; she walked in front, and I followed beside her, a small distance between us. By the side of the road, a few elderly men were playing chess under the shade of the trees, and a young mother was pushing a stroller. Everything felt very peaceful and ordinary.

We walked for a while until we reached a secluded corner planted with several tall poplar trees. Few people usually passed through there, and the shade was dense, making the light dimmer than outside. She slowed her pace and finally came to a stop.

I stopped too, standing beside her.

She was silent for a moment before she spoke. Her voice was soft and her tone calm, as if she were saying something she had been rehearsing for a long time: "It’s not that I don’t want you to kiss or hold me; it just feels strange at home." I looked at her, but her gaze was fixed on the ground ahead, not on me. Her expression was serene, yet I could tell she was unsettled by the way her lips were slightly pressed together and her fingers were lightly clenched.

I nodded and said, "I understand." She fell silent again for a while, then continued, "Whenever your dad is home, I never feel at ease. I feel like everything I do is wrong, like I’m doing something behind his back." I said, "I know." She looked up and glanced at me. There was a complex mix of emotions in that look—helplessness, conflict, and an indefinable tenderness. She said, "When your dad isn't home, then..." She didn't finish the sentence, but her meaning was clear enough.

I looked at her, and a sudden spark of hope welled up inside me. I asked, "When is my dad going to be away? What if he’s always home?" She was stunned, not expecting me to be so direct. A faint blush crept onto her cheeks, and she shifted her gaze to the treetops in the distance. After a few seconds of silence, she whispered, "Your dad is heading out on a drive tomorrow." Hearing those words, my heart skipped a beat, and a surge of joy rose from the depths of my soul. I instinctively reached out to hold her. But as if she had expected it, she raised her hand the moment I moved, pressing it against my chest to push me back. She lowered her voice and said, "Don't let anyone see." There was a trace of panic and tension in her tone. She glanced quickly around to make sure no one was watching, then breathed a slight sigh of relief. Her hand remained against my chest, not pushing me away with force, but holding that distance as if drawing a temporary boundary.

The next morning, my dad left just as expected. Before heading out, he stood at my bedroom door for a moment and said, "I’ll be back the morning after next; I'll drop you off then." Then, he grabbed his bag and walked out the door.

I waited in my room until he was completely gone before sitting up on my bed. Then, I practically ran to my mother’s room.

She was tidying up items on her nightstand, but her movements paused when she heard me enter. She didn't turn around, yet I could tell from her slightly rigid posture that she knew I was coming. She could no longer put this off; the hug and the promise from last night had left her no room to retreat. She was silent for a moment before whispering, "Go to your room." Those four words made my heart race. I followed her into my room. The curtains were still drawn, casting the room in a dim, hazy light that felt intimate and ambiguous. She sat on the edge of the bed, head bowed, her hands clasped together in her lap.

I walked over to her, knelt down, and looked up at her face. A faint flush tinted her cheeks, spreading all the way to her ears. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she kept her gaze lowered, unable to look at me.

I reached out, gently cupped her chin, and tilted her face toward mine. Then, I kissed her.

She didn't pull away. She closed her eyes, her lips parting slightly under my kiss to welcome me in. Her tongue responded softly—a response filled with shyness, nervousness, and a sense of resolve. We kissed for a long time, and then I began to kiss her neck, her collarbone, and her chest. I pushed aside her nightgown, revealing the breasts I knew so well. They were fair, full, and glowed with a soft luster in the dim light. I lowered my head and took one of her nipples into my mouth, beginning to suckle.

My mother’s body shivered slightly under my touch. Her breathing became increasingly ragged, and suppressed moans escaped her throat. She began to respond in kind, her hands resting on the back of my head, pressing down gently as if urging me to continue.

As the passion deepened, my hands began to slide downward. I traced a path from her lower abdomen all the way down, my fingers reaching between her legs. I don't know if it was because my father had just left, or if she felt she had neglected me yesterday, but this time, she didn't stop me as she had in the past. My fingers smoothly slipped past the edge of her panties and delved into that warm, damp place.

She was already wet down there. As soon as my fingers touched that damp softness, her body gave a sudden jolt, and a suppressed gasp escaped her lips. I used my fingers to gently part her labia, found that tiny nub, and began to rub it lightly. My mother’s body writhed beneath my fingers, her breathing growing increasingly ragged as her hands gripped the bedsheets tightly.

I wanted to take off her panties. I hooked my fingers under the edge, intending to pull them down, but she pressed her hand over mine and said, "No." The word was soft, but the tone was firm. I looked up at her; her face was flushed, and there was a look of pleading in her eyes.

I didn't force the issue. Instead, I sat up, letting her see my already erect cock. It stood upright before her, the glans glistening with a damp sheen in the dim light. I took her hand, guided it to grasp my member, and whispered, "Please." She glanced at my cock, then quickly looked away, her face reddening as if it might bleed. She was silent for a long time; I could feel the internal struggle she was going through. Then, she whispered, "Not during the day. We'll talk about it tonight." Those four words felt like permission, and a surge of excitement rushed through me. "We'll talk about it tonight" meant that whatever would happen tonight was already a certainty. Overjoyed, I hugged her tightly and kissed her face several times. Embarrassed by my kisses, she pushed me away and said, "Alright, alright, stop showing off." We cuddled for a while longer. She sat on the edge of the bed while I rested my head on her lap, my hands still lingering on her breasts. She let me touch her for a moment before standing up and saying, "That's enough. Go do what you need to do and don't get in the way of my cleaning." I stood up too, filled with anticipation and excitement. My mind was entirely consumed by the thought of tonight, and I was in a state of high agitation. To prove myself, I was exceptionally diligent today. I helped my mother with the chores, sweeping and mopping until the living room and kitchen were spotless. I even volunteered to go grocery shopping, picking out her favorite vegetables at the market, along with a fish and a pound of pork ribs. Once home, I put on an apron and spent over an hour in the kitchen, preparing four dishes and a soup.

Watching me bustle about, my mother kept a faint, subtle smile on her lips. She likely knew why I was being so diligent, but she didn’t point it out. Instead, she would occasionally walk over, glance at the dishes on the stove, and comment that I’d “added too little salt” or that “the heat wasn’t quite right yet.”

In the evening, my mother showered first. When she came out, she was wearing a pale pink nightgown, her hair still damp and draped over her shoulders. She glanced at me and said, “You go ahead and wash up.” I eagerly agreed and ducked into the bathroom. I washed quickly, just a brief rinse; I didn’t even bother to dry my hair thoroughly before stepping out, impatient to see her.

But when I emerged from the bathroom, I froze.

There was no one in the living room. My mother’s bedroom door was closed. I walked over and gripped the handle, intending to push it open—the door was locked from the inside.

I knocked. “Mom? Why did you lock the door?” No response.

I knocked a few more times. “Mom? Open up.” After a while, my phone buzzed. I picked it up to see a WeChat message from her: “I’m not ready.” Seeing those words, I felt as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped over me, chilling me from head to toe. I had waited all day, looked forward to it all day, and worked hard all day, only for her to suddenly change her mind. I paced back and forth in a panic, standing by the door for a long time and knocking several more times. But she simply wouldn’t open it.

I lowered my voice and said, “Sister Yu, please open the door. I promise I won’t do anything reckless; I just want to hold you while we sleep.” No response.

I continued, “Sister Yu, please. I’ve been waiting all day.” Still, there was silence.

I sent several more WeChat messages, using every sweet word I could think of to beg her. But she didn’t reply to a single one. After a long time, my phone buzzed again. I opened it to find a photo she had sent. It was a picture of her in lingerie—she was wearing the purple lace set I had bought for her, standing sideways in front of a mirror. Below the photo was a caption: “Cool off a bit.” I stared at that photo for a long time, but the fire in my heart didn’t die down at all. It wasn’t a photo I wanted; it was her. But I knew that if I kept pestering her, it would only make her more resentful. I had no choice but to reply helplessly, “Alright, goodnight.” Then I turned, went back to my room, lay on the bed, and stared at the ceiling, sulking.

I barely slept a wink that night. I tossed and turned, wondering why she had gone back on her word and what on earth was going through her mind. She had clearly agreed; she hadn't stopped me from touching her downstairs during the day, and she had explicitly said, "We'll talk about it tonight."

    Yet, when night came, she backed out. I could understand her conflict and that the psychological barrier she faced wasn't something easily overcome. But understanding is one thing; the sense of disappointment and frustration I felt was quite real.

The next morning, when I saw her, she was in the kitchen making porridge. Hearing my footsteps, she turned to look at me and couldn't help but laugh. Her smile was triumphant, cunning, and a little mischievous. She probably knew just how miserable she had made me last night.

I gave a helpless smile back. I couldn't really be angry with her. If I were to get truly angry, I’d be playing right into her hands; she would just say, "See? You were only after that the whole time, you don't actually care about me at all."

That’s how our relationship is—sometimes she has the upper hand, sometimes I do. Who holds the initiative depends on the situation. Whoever is in the passive position holds the advantage, because the passive party is always in the right, always the one who needs to be coaxed, and always the one who gets to set the terms.

I finished washing my face and walked over to her, reaching out to kiss her. She dodged, saying, "Stop it, I'm cooking." I ignored her and leaned in to kiss her cheek anyway. She shied away a few more times, but I managed to catch her in the end. After I finished, my hands grew restless and wandered to her chest. She swatted my hand away and said, "Fang Xuyang, don't you ever quit?" I replied, "I'm just touching." She countered, "That’s what you said yesterday." I just chuckled, unable to argue.

After breakfast, I wasn't about to let her play me again. I held her and kissed her for a good long while, fondling her chest and burying my face there until she was so flustered she couldn't take it anymore. She pushed me away, saying, "Enough, that's enough." Only then did I let her go, feeling thoroughly satisfied.

That evening, she said, "I'm going to take a shower first." I replied, "No way, I'm going first today." With that, I darted into the bathroom and took a lightning-fast shower. But when I stepped out, I found she wasn't in the living room anymore. I walked to her bedroom door and reached for the handle—it was locked again.

My mom said from inside, "I'm not taking a shower tonight." That really set me off. I said, "Did I not behave well today? I cleaned the house for you, I cooked for you—isn't that enough?" She didn't say anything. A moment later, my phone buzzed. I opened it to find another photo of her in lingerie. It was from about the same angle as yesterday's, but she was wearing a lighter-colored set this time. Beneath it were two words: "Cool off." Looking at the photo she’d sent, the fire in my chest only burned hotter. It wasn't the photo I wanted; it was her. I kept pleading with her over WeChat, saying all sorts of nice things, exhausting every sweet word I could think of. But this time, she simply ignored me. No matter what I said, she wouldn't reply with a single character.

I stood outside her door, staring at that tightly shut wood, feeling a complex, indescribable emotion. I knew it wasn't that she didn't want to be intimate with me; she was just still struggling, still fighting against her own internal moral code. Every time we got close to crossing that threshold, she would instinctively recoil, locking herself away to protect herself with distance. I needed to give her more time, more patience, and let her slowly come to terms with it.

But I only had tonight. My dad would be back tomorrow morning, and the morning after that, I’d be on a train to Tianjin. If I couldn't make something happen with her tonight, then this trip home would truly have been for nothing.

-----------------------------------
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Chapter 23

Some emotions are, in the end, impossible to transcend...

The third morning arrived; this was my last chance. The sun rose as usual, with light filtering through the gaps in the curtains and into my room. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, feeling an indescribable sense of agitation. Tomorrow morning, I would be boarding a train to Tianjin, and my father had returned first thing today.

I saw him in the living room drinking water, while my mother stood at the stove cooking porridge. The two of them looked no different than usual, like an ordinary married couple spending an ordinary morning.

When my mother saw that my father was back, an expression of relief appeared on her face. It was subtle; if I hadn't been watching her so closely, I never would have noticed. But in that moment, I understood—her plan had succeeded. She had successfully stalled for these two days and managed to hold onto her final line of defense. She no longer had to face the pressure of being intimate with me because my father was back. I knew there was nothing more I could do.

I understood her behavior. Although we had already been intimate in Harbin, that had been in an unfamiliar environment, in a hotel room where no one knew us. Now, at home—a place filled with the traces of the life she shared with my father—it was inevitable that she would think of him when she was with me. My father had always been an inescapable presence between my mother and me.

Because my father was home, my mother knew I couldn't do anything. She adopted her usual domestic demeanor, tied on her apron, and busied herself in the kitchen making breakfast. She swept the floor, wiped the table, and helped me pull out my suitcase, folding my clothes one by one and placing them inside, asking me all the while if I was missing anything.

I stood in the living room, watching her figure shuttle back and forth between the kitchen and the bedroom, feeling like an ant on a hot pan, unable to sit still. Every so often, I would stand up from the sofa, walk to the kitchen doorway to take a look, then walk back to the sofa and sit down; I couldn't stay seated, as if my chair were covered in nails. My hands unconsciously clawed at the sofa armrests until my knuckles turned white, my fingernails scraping against the fabric and leaving faint marks behind. My gaze followed her constantly, but she never once looked at me, acting as if I didn't exist at all.

I couldn't take it anymore. I stood up from the sofa and walked to the kitchen doorway. My dad was sitting at the other end of the living room, looking at his phone. I lowered my voice, trying to sound as casual as possible, and asked, "Dad, are you heading out today?" Without looking up, his fingers still scrolling across the screen, my dad replied indifferently, "No, I've got nothing on. I'm staying home today." Upon hearing this, my heart sank as if someone had yanked it downward, and my entire spirit withered instantly. The expression on my face must have been terrible, because I caught my mother peeking out from the kitchen. A flash of a smile—barely perceptible—tugged at the corners of her mouth. She was teasing me on purpose! She knew exactly what I meant by asking if my dad was going out; she knew I was hoping he would leave so I could have her to myself; and she knew how disappointed I would be if he stayed. Her glance held a touch of sly amusement, as if to say, "Well? Out of options, aren't you?" I was furious and anxious, but I couldn't lash out in front of my father, so I swallowed my frustration and turned back to the living room.

I sat on the sofa, restless and unable to settle. My leg bounced involuntarily, and my fingers tapped against my knees with increasing speed. One moment I would pick up the remote to flip through channels, the images flashing before my eyes while I absorbed absolutely nothing; the next, I would put it down, unlock my phone, scroll aimlessly, and lock it again, repeating the cycle over and over. I felt like a caged beast, pacing in a confined space with no way out.

At lunch, I ate absent-mindedly. My chopsticks poked at the rice, leaving the grains in a scattered mess, and I held a bite of food in my mouth for ages, unable to swallow. My mother sat across from me, chatting idly with my dad about some new supermarket that had opened nearby. Her tone was flat, and she didn't even glance my way. My gaze kept drifting toward her, but she refused to meet my eyes, as if she were deliberately ignoring me.

After the meal, my dad put down his chopsticks, walked over to the sofa, and collapsed onto it. Before long, he started snoring. His snoring quickly settled into a steady, heavy rhythm that echoed through the quiet living room like a natural barrier. My heart began to race at that moment. I glanced at my dad lying on the sofa to confirm he was fast asleep—his mouth was slightly open, his snoring came in rhythmic waves, and he remained motionless, sunken deep into the cushions.

Then, I looked at my mother. She was clearing the table, stacking the plates to carry them into the kitchen. I followed her in and stood behind her.

She sensed my presence but didn't turn around, continuing to wash dishes at the sink. The faucet gushed, the water rinsing the grease from the plates.

I hesitated for a moment before calling out, "Mom..." She didn't stop what she was doing.

I called again, my voice lower this time: "Mom... come out with me to buy something." She finally stopped. She turned off the tap and turned to face me. Her expression was calm, but there was something in her eyes that I could read—she knew what I was up to.

"I still have some things to finish," she said, her tone indifferent. "Go on your own, buy whatever you want." I grew anxious and took a half-step forward: "Just for a little while, come for a walk with me..." She shook her head and picked up a rag to wipe her hands. "No. I'm tired and want to lie down after eating. Go yourself, and stop dawdling." Her tone was firm, leaving no room for negotiation. Once she finished, she wiped her hands, turned, and walked out of the kitchen and into her bedroom. I stood in the kitchen, hearing the sound of her bedroom door closing, feeling as if a lump of cotton were stuck in my throat, unable to go up or down. I looked at the half-washed dishes in the sink, then at her closed bedroom door, feeling an indescribable sense of frustration. She wouldn't fall for it. She knew I was trying to trick her into leaving the house, and she just wouldn't bite. She would rather hide in her bedroom and sleep than go out with me alone.

I stood in the kitchen, stunned for a long while, before finally having to leave the house. I aimlessly bought a bottle of water at the convenience store by the entrance of the complex and wandered around the area, feeling a simmering anger inside. About twenty minutes later, I returned home, and her bedroom door was still shut. My dad was still snoring on the sofa, in the exact same position as before, without having moved an inch.

A little after two in the afternoon, my mom came out of her bedroom. She had changed her clothes and re-brushed her hair, looking a bit more refreshed. She walked over to the living room, sat on the sofa next to my dad, and picked up the remote to start flipping through channels.

I sat on the other sofa, that familiar sense of restlessness bubbling up inside me again. It felt like ten thousand ants were crawling all over me, making it impossible to sit still. I shifted my position on the sofa several times—crossing my legs, then stretching them out, then lying on my side—but no matter how I sat, I couldn't get comfortable.

I glanced at my dad; he had just woken up and was leaning back against the sofa, staring blankly into space. A plan formed in my mind. Trying to sound as natural as possible, I said to him, "Dad, why don't you go buy me something to eat? I'm craving those small buns from the bakery on the north side." Before my dad could answer, my mom’s voice cut in from the side: "Perfect, I was just thinking of going for a stroll. Old Fang, let’s go together." She finished, then turned to look at me, her tone carrying a lightness I couldn't ignore: "Are you coming?" I froze. She knew perfectly well that I wanted my dad to go alone, that I was trying to use this as an opportunity to be alone with her. The fact that she was volunteering to go along and asking if I wanted to join was clearly her way of deliberately avoiding me. She didn't want to be alone with me; she would rather go for a walk with my dad than spend a single extra minute in my company.

A wave of anger and frustration surged from the bottom of my heart, lodging in my chest and leaving me nearly speechless. I gritted my teeth and squeezed a few words out through them: "No. You two go." Hearing this, a faint curve appeared at the corner of my mom's mouth, her smile carrying the composure of a victor. She stood up, grabbed her coat by the door, and said to my dad, "Let's go, let's take a walk." My dad scratched his head and stood up slowly from the sofa, muttering, "We both have to go just to buy a bun..." My mom ignored him and had already pushed the door open. I followed her to the doorway, watching the two of them walk out of the building one after the other. My mom walked in front, my dad followed behind, and their figures grew smaller and smaller on the tree-lined path until they finally rounded the corner and disappeared from my sight. I stood at the door, staring at the empty road, feeling an indescribable sensation—sour and astringent, like biting into an unripe persimmon, the bitterness causing my entire face to pucker.

I shut the door and stood alone in the empty living room. A wave of frustration and agitation surged within me, making me feel like I was about to explode. I kicked the leg of the sofa, ran my hands aggressively through my hair, and paced back and forth across the room like a caged beast.

That evening, we went to my grandparents' house for dinner, as we always did. At the table, they chatted about everyday trifles; my dad chimed in occasionally, while my mom ate quietly. I sat to the side, my mind completely detached from the meal.

I had been racking my brain for a plan. I wanted to try again, just like before I left for my internship, to find an excuse—like sending him out to buy snacks—to get my dad out of the house. My eyes scanned the table as I prepared to speak. But before I could say a word, my dad set down his chopsticks, pulled his car keys from his pocket, and tossed them lightly in his hand. With a hint of pride in his voice, he said, "Oh, Xuyang, I filled up the gas tank this afternoon. I'll drive you tomorrow. Also, I went out earlier and picked up some of your favorite snacks; they’re already in the car for you to take tomorrow morning." Every word felt like a needle piercing straight into my heart. I froze, as if struck by a paralyzing spell, my chopsticks hovering in mid-air, not knowing where to put them. I opened my mouth to speak, but not a single word would come out.

My mom sat across from me, head bowed over her meal. But out of the corner of my eye, I caught the smile she couldn't quite suppress at the corners of her mouth. She was snickering. She knew what I was thinking, she knew how helpless I felt, she knew that my carefully laid plans had fallen through once again, and she knew exactly how stifled and frustrated I felt inside. She kept her head down, pretending to focus on her rice, but I could see that slight upward curve of her lips—it was impossible to hide.

The meal tasted like cardboard. Afterward, we lingered at my grandparents' place for a while longer. Sitting on the sofa, my mind had already flown back home, constantly searching for any chance I might still have that night. I glanced at the clock on the wall every so often; the second hand moved so slowly, maddeningly slow. I wanted nothing more than to jump up and drag the whole family home, but I dared not make it too obvious, so I had to sit there and force myself to be patient.

Finally, Grandpa yawned and said he was tired, and my dad stood up and suggested we head home. I stood up almost instantly, my movement so quick that even I was a little surprised.

Back home, my dad changed into his pajamas, flopped onto the sofa in the living room, and turned on the TV for a bit, quickly drifting into a daze. His eyelids grew heavy, his head began to nod, and soon his snoring filled the living room—a steady, dull rhythm echoing through the space. He was fast asleep, sunken deep into the couch, as if releasing the entire day’s exhaustion in that very moment.

My mom changed into her usual light pink nightgown and began sorting through my things in the living room. She folded my clothes one by one, packed them into my suitcase, double-checked that I had all my toiletries, and finally tucked my charger and data cable into the side pocket of my backpack. She was hunched over as she worked, moving slowly, as if she were intentionally dragging out the time.

I sat in my room, watching her silhouette busy in the living room through the open door. As she bent over to organize the suitcase, the hem of her nightgown rode up slightly, revealing the rounded contour of her buttocks. Those two plump cheeks looked particularly firm and perky beneath the fabric, swaying gently with her movements. Watching her like that, the feeling of reluctance in my heart grew stronger. I was leaving tomorrow; if I didn't do something today, then this trip home would truly have been for nothing.

I sat on the edge of my bed, the more I thought about it, the less reconciled I felt. From time to time, I snuck glances at her in the living room—watching her stoop over the suitcase, watching her stand on tiptoe to reach something on top of the cabinet, and watching the arc of her nightgown as she turned to walk across the room. She was wearing that light pink nightgown, the hem reaching just above her knees, clearly outlining the curves of her body. With every step she took, the hem would sway slightly, revealing her fair calves.

Every one of her movements was like an invisible thread tugging at my heart, leaving me restless and uneasy. My heart hammered against my ribs, and blood surged through my veins, leaving me in a state of extreme agitation. I felt as if I were being roasted over a fire; my whole body was burning with heat, and my palms began to sweat.

I don’t know how much time had passed. My father was already fast asleep on the sofa, his rhythmic, muffled snoring drifting from the living room into my bedroom. My mother had just about finished packing. She straightened up, brushed the dust from her hands, and walked into my room.

She stood at the doorway, her back to me, bending over slightly to check if the zipper on the suitcase was fully closed. This posture made her hips more prominent, the firm, rounded curve clearly visible beneath her nightdress. As she leaned forward, the fabric of the nightdress tightened, clinging to her body and outlining the fluid curve from her waist to her hips. The hem of the nightdress hitched up slightly, revealing a patch of fair, tender skin at the top of her thighs that glowed with a soft, warm luster in the dim light.

She asked, "Is anything else missing?" Just as she finished the sentence, a sudden impulse seized me. I sprang up from the bed and wrapped my arms tightly around her from behind.

The movement was so abrupt that it startled her. Her body jerked in my arms, and she instinctively tried to cry out, but she choked the sound back before it could leave her throat. She turned her head to glare at me, her eyes filled with a silent question: What do you think you’re doing? Her eyes were wide, pupils slightly contracted, eyebrows arched, and her lips parted in surprise before quickly pressing into a thin line.

By now, I was completely consumed by desire. I leaned down and whispered into her ear, "Sister Yu, I’m leaving tomorrow. Let me hold you one last time." Hearing this, her expression softened. She stood there, neither struggling nor pushing me away, letting me hold her. I could feel her body in my embrace; the warmth and softness of her skin made my breathing ragged. Her back pressed against my chest, and through the thin layers of fabric, I could feel her body temperature and her curves—from her shoulders to her waist and down to her hips, every part of her pressed perfectly against me. My heart was pounding wildly behind her back, and I wondered if she could feel it. Her heartbeat was rapid, too, and I could feel the rhythm of it traveling through her slender spine and into my chest.

Seeing that my mother didn't struggle anymore, I started kissing her. I lowered my head and kissed the back of her neck, where the skin was white and delicate, with the faint scent of her body heat. I first touched her lips gently, then extended the tip of my tongue and gently followed the line of her cervical spine

 Slow licking. Her body trembled slightly under my kiss, and a fine layer of goose bumps appeared on her skin. I took her earlobe in my mouth and gently bit it with my teeth, feeling the soft touch sliding between my lips and teeth. Then I pulled over her body and told her to face

 I kissed her deeply on the lips.

Unconsciously, she turned her head back to me, her lips slightly open under my kiss. Her lips were warm and soft, with a scent that belonged only to her. My tongue dug into her mouth and wrapped around the tip of her tongue. She was a little stiff at first, but very

 I quickly relaxed, and my tongue responded softly to me. There was shyness, tension, and an indescribable desire in that response.

My hand involuntarily climbed onto her chest and began to knead through her nightgown. Her breasts were soft and elastic, changing shape in my palm. I could clearly feel the touch of the soft flesh flowing under my palm, as if it were alive. I

 Gently pinching the outline of her nipple between my thumb and index finger, gently twisting it through the thin fabric, I felt it slowly harden under my fingertips, from a soft little bump to a standing little stone. Her breathing became increasingly rapid under my kneading

 The chest rises and falls more and more.

Our position at this time was against the window, with my bed in front, facing the door. Outside the door is the corridor, and across the corridor is the living room. My dad's purring drifted in down the hallway, dull and regular, like a background sound, accompanying our forbidden behavior

 Playing.

My mom turned her head and kissed me. There was no underwear under her nightgown, and the two breasts were randomly deformed under my kneading. Her body was getting softer and softer in my arms, as if it was melting with my body heat. Her hands were originally hanging at her sides, not knowing

 When had it been lifted up and gently draped over my arm. She didn't push hard, she didn't push me away, she just stayed there, as if to confirm my existence, as if to find a support point for herself.

We kissed for a while, and my desire grew more and more intense. I felt as if my body were being consumed by a fire; that searing heat surged from the depths of my heart, spreading along my veins to every extremity. Through my trousers, I pressed against her soft buttocks, and I could feel the fullness of her curves indent slightly under the pressure of my hardness.

My hands began to wander of their own accord. My fingers slid down from her chest, tracing slowly over her flat stomach. Her abdominal muscles tensed briefly at my touch before relaxing again. I could feel the warmth of her body beneath the thin fabric of her nightgown; that heat radiated through the material to my fingertips, making them tremble ever so slightly.

Sensing my intentions, she pulled at me firmly, trying to stop me. Her fingers gripped my wrist, her knuckles turning white with the effort. But she was no match for my strength, and she couldn't hold me back; I broke free with ease. As her hand slipped from my wrist, I felt her fingertips drag helplessly against my skin, carrying a trace of reluctance and resignation.

I reached beneath the hem of her nightgown, slipped past the edge of her panties, and slid my finger directly into her secret place.

She was already wet there. The moment my finger entered, I was met with that warm, damp sensation. Her vaginal walls tightened around my finger, and the feeling of being encased so snugly made my heart race uncontrollably. I could feel the heat from within her transferring to my fingertips; that warmth and moisture sent a jolt of excitement through my entire being. My finger explored slowly inside her, feeling the layer upon layer of folds and textures. Her vaginal walls were warm and soft, like the finest silk wrapping around warm, flowing water that pooled against my skin.

My sudden finger penetration caught Mom off guard, and she panicked. Her eyes were fixed intently on the doorway, pupils slightly constricted from tension, scanning the dark hallway back and forth as if constantly braced for my father to appear. For a moment, her breathing became quick and shallow, as if she were struggling to maintain control. Her lips were pressed tightly together, the corners of her mouth turned slightly downward, and her face was rigid; that tension made the fear in her heart palpable.

She kept tugging at my hand, trying to pull my finger out of her. Her fingers dug into the back of my hand, her nails leaving shallow white marks on my skin. But I was much stronger than her; her attempts to pull away were futile, and instead, my movements only served to fill her passage with even more slickness. As my finger slid in and out, each thrust brought out more of her wetness, which streamed down my hand, soaking her panties and the back of my hand. The fluid was warm and viscous, carrying her unique scent, and in the quiet room, I could clearly hear the squelching sounds my finger made as it stirred inside her.

When Mom realized she couldn't pull me away, she began to pinch me hard. She grabbed my arm, and it was genuinely painful; her nails sank into my flesh, leaving deep red marks. Her fingers acted like tiny pliers, precisely gripping the most tender skin on the inside of my arm and twisting. The pain spread like an electric current from the point of contact, making my entire arm go numb. But no matter how hard she pinched, I refused to let go. As I continued to thrust my finger inside her, I kept whispering in her ear, "Sister Yu, I love you, Sister Yu... Sister Yu... I love you so much..." My voice was low and gentle, filled with a desperate, pleading affection. With my lips pressed against the shell of her ear, my hot breath fanned against the skin behind it. I could see a faint flush creeping up her earlobe, spreading down her neck and disappearing beneath her collar. Each call of her name was like a key, slowly unlocking the gates of her defenses.

Under my gentle, coaxing calls, my mother’s body slowly softened. Her arms were no longer held so rigidly, and the pressure of her fingers digging into the back of my hand gradually eased, shifting from a forceful grip to a limp, resting touch. She stopped pinching me, stopped trying to pull my hand away, and simply stood there, allowing my fingers to explore and probe within her intimate depths. Her breathing grew increasingly rapid, and her body trembled slightly with pleasure. She leaned her head against my shoulder, surrendering her entire weight to me, like a tree bent over by the wind. I could feel her body weight pressing onto me bit by bit, as if she had offloaded all the strength she used to hold herself up, placing it entirely in my hands.

Amidst our movements, we gradually shifted toward the bedside. Our legs bumped against the edge of the bed, creating a soft sound. My mother leaned halfway across the bed, her hands propped on the mattress and her knees resting on the edge. I held her from behind, my chest pressed against her warm back.

By this time, my desire had been thoroughly ignited. My cock was already standing tall, pressing against my mother’s buttocks through the thin fabric of my shorts. I could feel the softness and warmth of her hips; the sensation was enough to make me lose my mind. Her buttocks were large, round, and particularly perky. Through her nightgown, I could clearly trace the contours of those cheeks—plump and supple, like two ripe, juicy peaches. My lower body, separated by two layers of fabric, pressed into the cleft of her buttocks. She could feel the heat and softness there, a sensation that felt like a fire burning in my lower abdomen, leaving my whole body flushed with heat.

My mother had originally thought that by letting me take a few liberties and use my fingers on her, I would be satisfied. She assumed my desire would wane once I found some release, and that I would stop once I had tasted a little sweetness through her silent permission and indulgence. But she hadn't anticipated that I had been blinded by lust; I wanted far more than this.

With one hand, I continued to probe and stir inside my mother’s secret passage, while my other hand quietly slipped down to pull off my thin shorts. My fingers hooked the waistband, pulling downward; the fabric made a faint rustling sound against the skin of my thighs. As the shorts slid down to my ankles, my fully erect cock sprang free, the head twitching slightly in the air. I could feel its searing heat and hardness, still coated in her nectar from my fingers, shimmering with a wet luster in the dim light. The moment it was exposed to the air, I felt a brief chill, but it was quickly swallowed by a more intense surge of heat from within. My heart hammered wildly against my ribs, making my eardrums thrum. I knew that what I was about to do was reckless—my father was asleep in the living room and could wake up at any moment. But the desire had completely overwhelmed my reason; I couldn't stop now.

I abruptly pulled my fingers out from her hidden cavern. The sudden withdrawal dragged a translucent trail of liquid, stretching into a thin, glistening thread in the air. My mother’s body shivered slightly at the sudden void, and a faint, sigh-like gasp escaped her lips. She didn't turn around, but her body language told me she had sensed something—her back muscles tightened, and her shoulders contracted involuntarily, as if she were anticipating what was to come.

I didn't give her time to react. My left hand remained on her waist, fingers digging into her soft side; I could feel the skin there growing warm from tension. With my right hand, still slick with her juices, I swept up her nightgown—the thin fabric bunched up, revealing her entire lower body. Her white panties hugged her full, rounded hips, standing out starkly in the dim light. The crotch of the underwear was already darkened by a patch of her moisture, shining under the lamp and clinging tightly to her skin, tracing the alluring contour hidden beneath.

Then, I hooked my right hand into the edge of her underwear and yanked it down sharply. The movement was so fluid and swift, as if I had rehearsed it a thousand times. The thin fabric slid against the skin of her inner thighs with a soft friction, pulling all the way down to the backs of her knees, where it caught, leaving her entire pair of fair, rounded buttocks completely exposed.

Her snow-white bottom was laid bare before my eyes. In the dim light, those two mounds of flesh appeared round and full, hanging before me like twin full moons. Her skin was fair and delicate, glowing with a warm, supple sheen in the light, much like fine mutton-fat jade. The crease between her buttocks was clearly visible, a shallow valley extending from her waist down between her legs. Deep within that cleft, I could see the dark patch of hair between her thighs and the faint, glistening pink slit—the very spot my fingers had just explored, now twitching slightly as if in a silent summons.

My breathing grew ragged in that instant, deepening into gasps. I could feel my cock pulsing in the air, the head engorged and dark red, glistening with moisture in the low light. My palms were slick with sweat, and the fingers gripping her waist trembled slightly.

Before she could even react, I held her waist firmly with one hand, my fingers digging into her soft sides to feel the warmth and smoothness of her skin. My fingertips sank slightly into that layer of soft flesh, as if to pin her firmly in place. With my other hand, I gripped my own burning, rock-hard cock; it felt as hot as a searing iron rod, pulsing against my palm. I brushed the head of my cock lightly against her wet entrance, savoring the slick, warm sensation—her arousal coated my head, forming a crystal-clear film that caught the light with a faint, shimmering glow.

I adjusted the angle slightly, aligning my glans with her wet, gently pulsating pink slit. I could feel her body tense up abruptly at that moment—the muscles in her back contracted sharply, making the outline of her shoulder blades clearly visible beneath her skin. Her hands gripped the sheets tightly, fingers splayed, nails digging into the fabric until her knuckles turned white. Her head tilted back, the nape of her neck nearly brushing my shoulder, and I could see the silhouette of her profile—her eyes were closed, lashes fluttering, her lips pressed into a thin line as if she were bracing for what was to come.

Then, with a thrust of my hips, I pushed inside.

The movement was instantaneous. My mother had no time to react. Before she could offer any resistance, my cock was buried deep within her tight, warm body. I could clearly feel her vaginal walls contract violently the moment I entered, like a warm little mouth gripping me firmly. The sensation of being enveloped by that heat and tightness sent a shiver across my scalp; a jolt of electricity surged from the point of our union through my entire body, making me shudder in that instant.

As I thrust in, my mother’s expression changed completely. At first, there was terror—her pupils dilated, her eyes filled with an look of utter disbelief, as if she couldn't fathom that I had actually done it. Then, her eyebrows arched, her lips parted in shock, and her entire face froze in a mask of mingled surprise and fear. Her body went rigid as if struck by lightning, every muscle tensed to its limit, and I could feel the muscles deep inside her contracting in sync, tightly constricting around my cock.

Then, that rigidity turned into panic. Her body reflexively stretched forward, trying to escape my intrusion. Her hands shoved sharply against the surface, sliding her body forward a few centimeters in an attempt to shake me out of her. Her head tilted back involuntarily, the back of her skull brushing against my shoulder, the muscles in her neck pulled taut. She whipped her head around to look at me, her eyes filled with a complex mix of anger and panic—her eyes were wide, the rims slightly reddened, reflecting the faint light filtering in from the window. Within them, there was reproach, fear, and an indescribable, almost pleading look.

She lowered her voice, her tone trembling as she said, "What are you doing? Take it out!" Her voice was very, very low, as if squeezed from the depths of her throat. She had some strength when she said the first word, but by the last, her voice had faded into an almost inaudible whisper, as if every ounce of energy had been drained from her.

She reached out to push my body away with all her might. Her hands pressed against my abdomen, fingers splayed, the heels of her palms digging into my abs as she pushed outward with force. Her fingers were slightly curled from the exertion, her knuckles white; it was clear she was truly using every bit of strength she had to push me away. But I didn't budge. I could feel her hands trembling against my stomach—the natural tremor of muscles pushed to their limit, as well as a manifestation of her fear and tension.

I said nothing. I didn't answer her. I took a deep breath, feeling her vagina envelop me, sensing the layers of soft, tender flesh inside sucking at me like countless tiny mouths. Then, I gripped her waist tightly, my fingers sinking deep into the soft skin at her sides, feeling the flesh yield under my pressure. I pulled back hard, drawing her entire body toward me, forcing her to lower her chest and raise her hips even higher.

Then, my hips began to undulate, and I started to thrust slowly.

Pinned beneath me, my mother couldn't muster any strength. Her body was unsteady—she braced her hands against the bed, but the mattress was too soft, absorbing most of the force from every movement she made. With her panties caught at the back of her knees, she couldn't spread her legs fully, forcing her to kneel on the edge of the bed in an awkward posture, her knees bearing the weight of her body. Her hands gripped the bed with all her might, her ten fingers sinking deep into the bedding, clutching the sheets and bunching the fabric into a crumpled mess, her knuckles white with strain.

Her eyes were locked on the bedroom door. It stood wide open, revealing the hallway beyond. Through the partially open living room door at the end of the hall, she could faintly make out a blurry silhouette on the sofa—her husband, fast asleep. She could see the corner of the sofa armrest and, in the dim light of the living room, discern the faint outline of his body. Her gaze was nailed in that direction, her ears pricked, catching every tiny sound from the living room—the rhythm of his snoring, the creak of the sofa springs as he turned, even the subtle shifts in his breathing. She was taut as a fully drawn bow, every muscle straining, every nerve on high alert for any movement outside the door.

I could feel her tension; she didn't even dare to breathe too loudly for fear of being heard by my father. Each of her inhalations was shallow and short, as if she were afraid that the rise and fall of her chest would make a sound. When she held her breath, I could feel the muscles inside her contract even tighter in response, gripping me firmly. That intensity made her body incredibly rigid, and her vagina tightened in turn, a constriction that felt like a hand clenching around me, bringing me a pleasure so intense it was nearly suffocating.

My mother’s backside is large and round, exceptionally perky, and wonderfully fleshy. My hands gripped the sides of her waist, my fingertips feeling the muscle fibers beneath the soft skin tightening slightly from tension. From the angle of my grip, the curve of her waist formed a graceful arc—tapering down from her ribs before flaring out at the hips. My fingers slid down that curve, traveling from her waist to her buttocks, where they pressed into the plump, soft skin, sinking in slightly as if rebounding from a firm surface.

Her buttocks were fully exposed before me, the two rounded, full cheeks gleaming with a warm, soft luster in the dim light. My hands covered them, my fingers sinking deep into the soft flesh, savoring that full, warm sensation. It felt like holding a mass of warm cotton just pulled from the water—soft and resilient; as my fingers pressed in, I could feel the layer of soft fat beneath the skin, and the muscle texture deeper still. My fingers slid slowly over her smooth skin, relishing that silk-like texture as I moved from the highest point of her hip down to the edge of the cleft. Her skin flushed slightly under my palms, leaving faint imprints—the result of a combination of body heat and pressure.

I held her bottom, as if trying to knead her entire body into my own. I leaned down, pressing my chest against her warm back, and brushed my lips against the skin of her nape, gently kissing the thin layer of sweat. A fine mist of perspiration had broken out on her skin, carrying a faint, salty taste beneath my lips—the result of both arousal and nerves.

I began to thrust with a steady rhythm.

As her secret passage grew wetter, my thrusts quickened. My cock slid in and out of her, each plunge driving as deep as possible, the head of my penis striking the soft, warm core at her very center. With every withdrawal, I pulled back almost completely, the head of my cock catching at the entrance of her slit and drawing out a glistening trail of arousal. The fluid trickled down the inside of her thighs, shimmering under the lights and soaking both her panties and the base of my own thighs. I could clearly hear the faint, wet sounds of our coupling—the squelching, rhythmic noise of the fluid being stirred by my movements, sounding exceptionally loud in the quiet room. Each deep penetration was accompanied by a wet, muffled thud; the sound both excited and unnerved me, as I feared it might carry down the hallway, into the living room, and reach my father’s ears.

I dared not use too much force, afraid that the sound of my hips striking hers would produce a slapping noise he might overhear. I had to alternate between fast and slow, controlling my rhythm and intensity to penetrate as deeply as possible without making too much noise. I tried to slow down each thrust, letting my cock slide gradually into her slick, wet canal until it was fully buried, pausing for a moment before drawing it out slowly. This languid pace only made every inch of friction feel more intense; I could distinctly feel the texture and folds of her vaginal walls, those delicate ridges acting like channels designed specifically for me, leaving an indescribable sensation against my cock.

My mother’s expression shifted constantly beneath my thrusts. One moment, she would stare at the door in terror, her pupils dilating and contracting with nerves, her ears twitching as if to capture every sound from the living room—she could hear my father’s snoring, still steady, yet her gaze remained fixed in that direction. A fine sheen of sweat broke out on her forehead, trickling down her temples to drip onto the bedsheets, where it bloomed into small, dark damp spots. The next moment, she would wince as I pushed inside her, her lips pressed tightly together as if enduring something. Her brows furrowed slightly, forming a shallow crease between them, her lips pulled into a thin line with the corners slightly turned down—it was an expression of both pain and pleasure. She could feel every deep thrust I made within her, a sensation that made her instinctively want to cry out, even as her reason fought desperately to suppress the urge.

I could feel the juices surging from within her—her body’s most honest reaction. No matter how much her mind resisted, no matter how strong her moral sense was, her body was responding to me with complete honesty, providing the truest reaction to every subtle stimulation. That warm, slick fluid welled up from deep inside her, enveloping me and lubricating every movement, making our union smoother and wetter with each pass. Her vaginal walls began to contract rhythmically under my thrusts; these were not voluntary, but an instinctive physical response to the intensity of her pleasure. Those contractions felt like waves surging from deep within her, squeezing me, wrapping around me, and driving me to the brink of losing all reason.

Her vaginal walls began to contract rhythmically under my thrusts; these were not voluntary, but an instinctive physical response to the intensity of her pleasure. Those contractions felt like waves surging from deep within her, squeezing me, wrapping around me, and driving me to the brink of losing all reason.

Making love to my mother in my own bedroom, with my father still just outside the door—the sensation made my entire body tremble. My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it might burst from my chest; every beat struck my eardrums like a heavy hammer. The sound was so deafening that I could barely hear anything else. I didn't dare to move too forcefully, fearing that the sound of my hips striking hers would be heard by my father. I could only control my rhythm, carefully thrusting as deeply as I could without making too much noise. That sense of furtiveness, the risk of being discovered at any moment, acted like a dangerous seasoning to our union, amplifying my pleasure a thousandfold. Every inch of penetration felt like dancing on the edge of a blade—at once agonizing and ecstatic.

My gaze fixed on where our bodies joined. Because of the angle, I could clearly see my cock sliding in and out of her wet, hidden passage. Her nightgown was pushed up to her waist, revealing her entire lower body—her snow-white buttocks, the round, full curves, and her legs, slightly parted by the position. Her panties were pulled down to her knees, caught in the bend of her legs, swaying slightly with each of my thrusts. Every time I drove inward, I could see the pink inner walls indenting to accommodate me; the soft, tender flesh was pushed aside by my cock, forming a shallow depression before snapping back into place as I pulled away. Each withdrawal brought out more of her nectar; that crystalline fluid shimmered with a moist luster in the dim light, trickling down the inside of her thighs and catching the light like a thin, winding stream flowing across her skin.

The sight only fueled my arousal; my breath grew increasingly ragged, and my pace quickened. Every thrust was more forceful than the last, and every withdrawal slower and more deliberate. My hands gripped her hips tightly, my fingers leaving faint indentations on her soft skin. I could feel her body swaying slightly under my impact; the motion began at her hips and rippled up her spine, causing her entire frame to rise and fall with my rhythm. Unable to hold herself up with her hands any longer, she shifted to her elbows, her upper body collapsing onto the bed while her hips remained raised high, like a submissive animal.

I don’t know how much time had passed—perhaps only a few minutes. To me, those minutes felt as long as a century, every second saturated with tension and pleasure. Just as I was lost in that indescribable ecstasy, a sudden noise came from outside the door—my father’s snoring had abruptly stopped.

That silence hit me like a bucket of ice water, and I froze instantly. My heart seemed to stop beating, and my blood felt as though it had turned to ice. Then, I heard my father’s voice drift in from the living room, thick and raspy with sleep: "Hongyu, aren't you done tidying up yet?" The sound exploded in my ears like a thunderclap on a clear day.

In that instant, terror flooded over us both like a tide. I saw my mother’s body give a violent shudder; her pupils dilated sharply, and her lips parted and closed, as if she wanted to speak but couldn't find the words. Her back stiffened instantly, and I could feel her body turn hard as stone, her very breathing suspended. She whipped her head around to look at me, her eyes filled with sheer terror and panic—the look of a woman caught in the act by her husband, a despair that could neither be explained nor concealed.

In that moment, the immense fear overwhelmed my sanity like a tide. My semen level suddenly loosened, and a stream of scalding semen spurted out uncontrollably, all into the depths of my mother's body. At the moment of ejaculation, I instinctively hugged

 Ten fingers, living in my mother's ass, sank deep into that soft rump, their knuckles almost completely disappearing into the hollows of the skin, holding her to me to the death. My body was shaking violently at the moment of ejaculation, and every muscle was cramping

 , the pleasure was so intense that I could barely stand. I could feel my semen spraying powerfully inside her, one stream, two streams, three streams, the scalding liquid hitting the inner wall of her vagina, I could feel her slightly because of the heat flow

 Trembling body.

My mother was so burned by my sudden ejaculation that she couldn't help but scream. The bark was light and short, but it was exceptionally clear in this quiet room. There was surprise in that sound, an instinctive reaction to being burned, and an irrepressible feeling of being hit in the vagina by semen

 The groaning of pleasure produced by wall time. Then she suddenly realized that it was wrong and quickly covered her mouth with her hand, forcing the unspoken sound back. Her hands were pressed to her mouth, and between her fingers her lips could be seen pursing into one

 Line, her eyes widened, her pupils full of fear.

My dad heard the cry and raised his voice and asked:“What? Are you okay?” My mind went blank, my heart was pounding, and the sound was so loud that my ears were ringing and I could barely hear what I was thinking. But the instinct to survive makes me

 An astonishing urgency erupted at that moment. I shouted in a tone as calm as possible:“It's okay! My mom pinched her hands!” By that time I had finished ejaculating. I could feel my cum slowly flowing out of my mom's body, the warm liquid running down her

 As her inner thighs flowed down, I could see the milky white liquid gliding slowly over her fair skin, leaving a wet mark. My cock is still inside her and I can feel the muscles in her vagina slowly relaxing after ejaculation, that tight

 The feeling of complete wrapping is disappearing bit by bit.

I hurriedly let go of my mother’s buttocks and pulled my cock out from inside her. The withdrawal was rushed, producing a slight, wet sound—a "pop" that was exceptionally clear in the quiet room. My cock was coated in a mixture of vaginal fluids and semen; the milky substance glistened in the dim light, dripping from the head of my penis onto the floor. I scrambled to shove myself back into my pants. My crotch felt wet and cold, the mixture of fluids clinging stickily to my skin through the fabric, but I couldn't concern myself with that.

I looked down to zip up my fly and button my pants, my hands trembling with panic, requiring several attempts to get the zipper closed. I bent over and pulled up my mother’s panties, which had been pushed down to the backs of her knees—they were soaked, with fluid still dripping from them. I clumsily pulled them up to her waist; when my fingers brushed against her skin, I could feel that it was damp and cold, covered in our bodily fluids.

No longer held by me, my mother was finally able to stand. She moved erratically, frantically adjusting the nightgown I had hiked up, pulling the hem down to cover her thighs, which were stained with semen. The fabric clung to her wet skin, quickly darkening into a damp patch. She pulled up the panties I had left halfway, which were soaked with our mixed fluids and clung to her skin; as she bent over, I could see a thin trail of white fluid slowly sliding down the inside of her thigh.

Her hair was disheveled from our recent exertion, with a few strands sticking to her sweat-dampened cheeks. Her face was flushed with an unnatural crimson, the result of both her climax and the overwhelming tension. Her lips were slightly pale from her earlier suppression, marked by a shallow tooth print—a mark she had made by biting down to keep from making a sound.

My mother had just pulled up her panties when my father appeared in the doorway.

In that instant, my heart nearly stopped. My heart leaped into my throat, ready to jump right out of my mouth. Only one thought raced through my mind: it’s over, Dad caught us. I had already begun mentally preparing excuses—saying we were just tidying up and tripped, or something of the sort. I could feel a layer of cold sweat instantly break out across my back; it trickled down my spine, making me shiver.

But my father just stood in the doorway, craning his neck to glance at us. His gaze swept over my mother’s face, then mine, and finally landed on the hand she was clutching. There was no suspicion in his eyes, only concern. He asked, "Did you pinch your finger?" His voice still held the huskiness of someone who had just woken up, and his hair was tousled from sleep, with a few strands sticking up. His eyes were slightly bloodshot, his pupils not yet fully focused, giving him a dazed look. He stood at the door, one hand on the frame, his entire demeanor heavy with the fatigue and sluggishness of sleep. He hadn't, and would never, think in that direction.

I had to admire my mother’s performance in that moment. She summoned all her focus in an instant and snapped back in an impatient tone, "Go back to sleep! Startling me like that, you scared the life out of me!" Her voice carried the irritation of someone who had been given a fright, a tone so natural it mirrored exactly how she reacted whenever Dad caught her off guard. Her expression matched perfectly; she furrowed her brows, her face etched with the annoyance of having been disturbed. She even shot him a glare, her eyes filled with clear resentment and dissatisfaction, as if to say, "Do you have any idea how much you scared me?"

Her voice sounded a bit hoarse, but she made it seem like a natural byproduct of the shock. She turned slightly to block his view, preventing him from noticing the details—the disheveled hair, the lingering flush on her cheeks, the hem of her nightgown in disarray. There was indeed a red mark on her finger from where she had bumped it against the bed frame in her panic, serving as the perfect piece of evidence for her "pinched finger" claim.

My father was taken aback by her outburst, muttered something under his breath, and turned to walk toward the bathroom. The slap-slap of his slippers against the floor gradually faded, followed by the sound of the bathroom door opening and then clicking shut.

The moment that door closed, my mother and I let out a breath in unison. It was a complete release, as if we had shed the entire weight of our bodies. I felt utterly drained, leaning against the bedside and gasping for air. My heart was still pounding, though not as violently as before. I could feel my legs going weak, as if I had just finished running a kilometer. My back was drenched in cold sweat, with my clothes sticking to my skin in a sticky, uncomfortable mess. The lingering sensation of semen and arousal still clung to my crotch, cold and damp, serving as a reminder that everything that had just happened was real.

Before I could even speak, my mother whipped her head around and glared at me. Her gaze was ice-cold, sharp enough to kill. Gone was the hazy, passionate look from moments ago, replaced by a chilling, almost alien fury. Her lips were pressed into a thin line, the corners of her mouth turned down, and her entire face was pulled tight. Her chest was still heaving—the result of that earlier tension tangled with her current rage.

Then, she reached out and began to pinch me hard.

It really hurt. She was pinching the softest skin on the inside of my arm, her nails digging in so deep that the piercing pain made me flinch violently. Her five fingers were like iron pliers, gripping that patch of skin with pinpoint precision before twisting hard, her knuckles turning white from the exertion. The pain radiated rapidly from the point of contact, like a serpent of fire slithering up my nerves, instantly numbing my entire arm. I knew I had done something wrong; I dared not pull away or cry out, fearing I might wake my father in the bathroom. I could only press my hands together and beg for mercy in a whisper: "I was wrong, I was wrong, I really was wrong." But she couldn't hear a word of it. She just kept pinching, putting her full strength into every movement, as if she were venting all her rage and grievances through these pinches. My arm was soon covered in purple and red welts, one after another, some deep and some shallow, like an abstract painting drawn on my skin in pigments. When she hit the most painful spots, tears welled up in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. Yet, even seeing my tears, she didn't stop; if anything, she pinched even harder.

I saw that her own eyes were brimming with tears, swirling but refusing to fall. There was anger in them, grievance, and a complex, indescribable emotion. She bit her lower lip as if trying to lock all her feelings inside. I don’t know how long she pinched me—those few minutes felt as long as a century. I could feel her fingers leaving one scorching mark after another on my arm; each one felt like a brand, etched into my skin and carved into my heart.

Finally, her hand let go. As her fingers pulled away from my arm, I could see it was covered in purple and red bruises, with tiny beads of blood even seeping through in some places. I didn't know when my tears had started flowing, but my face was soaked.

She looked at me—that glance held so much complexity: anger, grievance, helplessness, and something else I couldn't quite name. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and her lips were trembling slightly.

Then, without looking back, she walked out of my room.

Her footsteps were light, yet each one felt like it was treading on my heart. After she left the room, I watched her stand in the living room for a moment, head bowed, as if trying to steady herself. Her shoulders were trembling slightly—she was holding back her emotions. Then she walked into the bathroom—the same one my dad had just stepped out of. The door clicked shut.

A moment later, my dad came out of the bathroom. He glanced at my mom, who was standing in the living room rubbing her arm, then looked at me standing by the bedroom door doing the same. "What’s wrong with you two?" he asked. My mom, without even looking up, replied, "Nothing." Her voice was flat, but I knew how much turmoil was hidden beneath that calm facade. She continued to rub the knuckles of her other hand—there was indeed a faint red mark there, a result of our frantic struggle moments ago.

Seeing she didn't want to talk, my dad didn't press further. He slumped back onto the sofa and was soon snoring again. His snoring quickly returned to its previous rhythm, as if that brief moment of wakefulness had been nothing more than an interlude that changed absolutely nothing.

Once my dad was asleep, my mom went back into the bathroom and closed the door. I heard the sound of running water—she was taking a shower. It lasted a long time, far longer than I usually take. I knew she needed time to wash away the traces of me: my semen on the insides of her thighs, the saliva I’d left on her lower abdomen, the bite marks and hickeys on her chest. She needed the hot water to scour away the memories from her body, and the sound of the running water to mask the upheaval and struggle within her heart.

I stood at my bedroom door, listening to the relentless sound of the water, the spots on my arms where she had pinched me still burning with pain. I looked down at those purplish-red marks, one after another, standing out vividly under the light. My body still carried the scent of our recent intimacy and the lingering traces of her—the sensation of her lubrication still on my fingers, the warmth of her skin still on my lips, and the air in my nostrils still thick with her unique fragrance. Those marks and that scent, just like the bruises on her arms, were all witnesses to tonight.

The next morning, my mother was up early as usual. She didn't give me the cold shoulder or say anything biting; instead, she made breakfast just like any other day. Porridge, boiled eggs, and pickles—exactly the same as every ordinary morning. The three of us sat down to eat together. My father chatted away while he ate, giving me a long list of instructions, telling me to work hard in Tianjin and not to bring shame upon the family. My mother sat quietly by his side, sipping her porridge without saying much.

After breakfast, my father drove my mother and me to the station. On the plaza in front of the station, my father helped me take my suitcase out of the trunk while my mother stood by, watching me. Then she walked over, straightened my collar, and urged me to take care of myself while I was away, not to skimp on meals, to get to sleep on time, not to stay up late, and to do well at work.

Her tone and expression were completely calm, no different from any other mother seeing her son off on a long journey. If I hadn't known what happened last night, I wouldn't have noticed anything out of the ordinary. She looked just like an ordinary mother sending off her son as he prepared to travel far from home. That calmness was something I couldn't quite fathom; I had no idea what she was really thinking.

But I knew that what happened last night meant everything to my mother. It was the first time we had been together in the bedroom at home, the first time we had crossed that final line while my father was under the same roof. The feeling of testing the edge of extreme danger, the risk of being discovered at any moment—it all gave our union a sense of almost maddening stimulation.

Standing in front of the station, looking at my mother's calm expression, I suddenly felt unsure. Did she intend to let it go, or was she waiting until I left to make her next move? Had she forgiven me, or was she just continuing to play the part in front of my father? Her composure was impenetrable, leaving me feeling even more unsettled.

Even after I boarded the train, I still couldn't figure out what she was thinking. The train slowly pulled away, and the figures of my father and mother outside the window grew smaller and more blurred. I leaned against the window, watching the receding platform and them, my mind a tangled mess.

Once I arrived in Tianjin and dropped off my luggage, the first thing I did was send her a message to let her know I had arrived safely. Then, I sent a barrage of apologies. I told her I was wrong, that I shouldn't have done what I did while my father was home, and that I had been too impulsive—I was so sorry. I sent them one after another, each one filled with sincere regret.

It was a long time before she replied. Her response was just one line: "Let's go back to being mother and son." I stared at those words for a long, long time. They felt like a knife, piercing straight into my heart. I sat on the edge of the bed in my rented room, looking out at the gray, hazy sky, feeling a hollow emptiness inside. I knew exactly what she meant—she wanted to retreat to a safe distance, to end the boundary-crossing relationship between us, and to return to being just a mother and a son. That night had been too intense and too taboo for her; she couldn't bear the guilt of being intimate with her son right under her husband's nose. She knew that if we didn't hit the brakes now, we would only sink deeper until there was no turning back. So, she chose to step back, choosing the most resolute way to end it all.

I thought about it for a long time, then replied with a single word: "Okay." I knew that saying those words hadn't been easy for her either. This decision must have been incredibly difficult for her to make. But I respected her choice. I couldn't force her back when she wanted to retreat; that would only make her more resistant and cause her more pain.
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Chapter 24

The end of one story marks the beginning of another...

From that day on, my mother and I truly returned to a mother-son relationship. We didn't cut off contact, but the nature of our interaction changed completely. The intimacy we once shared—her sending me photos of her lingerie late at night, me calling her "Sister Yu," her tone laced with coquettishness—all those things were tucked away into the deepest corners of our memories by mutual unspoken agreement, as if they had never happened.

At first, I thought my mother was just like she was when she returned from Harbin during the May Day holiday; that she was just having a moment of doubt and would be fine after a while. She had set such precedents in the past; whenever she felt conflicted, she would use the "cold treatment" to give herself some breathing room. I thought her "let's go back to being mother and son" was of the same nature—something she said in a moment of panic and lingering fear.

So, I avoided touching upon her boundaries and just chatted with her normally. I sent her messages every day, asking what she ate, how the weather was, or if the flowers at home had bloomed. I used the most ordinary words a son working away from home would say to his mother to maintain our connection.

However, my mother’s spirits remained low, and she often didn't reply to my messages. Sometimes I would send one in the morning and receive no response by nightfall. I told myself she might be busy or had missed the notification. Yet, in those long periods of waiting, I could clearly feel something quietly slipping away between us. Even when she did reply, it was only a few simple words: "Ate," "I'm okay," or "Got it." Those words that once carried warmth and emotion had turned into dry, perfunctory responses, as if she were just going through the motions.

It took me a long time to slowly accept this reality. My mother was determined to end our romantic relationship this time. She wasn't just throwing a tantrum or waiting for me to coax her; she had truly made up her mind. What happened in my room that night—my father sleeping in the living room while we had an affair right under his nose, her being startled by my sudden entry, and the extreme tension she felt when my father’s snoring stopped—that incident had traumatized her too deeply. The guilt of having an affair with her son under her husband's eyes, and the constant fear of being discovered, exceeded what she could bear. She had to make a clean break to protect herself and to protect this family.

I was heartbroken, with nowhere to vent. It wasn’t a sharp, piercing pain, but a persistent, dull ache—like a heavy stone resting on my chest. It didn’t leave me writhing in agony, but it made every breath feel heavy. I felt as though I had lost something, something that had taken me over three years to finally attain.

From that early autumn morning when I first looked at her with different eyes at fourteen, to the seeds sown by an accidental touch when she had a headache during my freshman National Day holiday; from the forced intrusion during the Dragon Boat Festival to the long atonement that followed; from guarding her at my grandmother’s funeral to caring for her during her appendectomy; from calling her "Sister Yu" online to the first time I touched her breasts in Qiqihar; from our first real union that night in Harbin to that thrilling, clandestine encounter at home—I had spent my entire youth finally reaching the deepest part of her heart. But now, she had closed that door with her own hands.

I had no outlet for these emotions. When chatting with my mother, I had to pretend nothing was wrong; I couldn't let her see my disappointment, or she would only be more determined to keep her distance. When talking to my father on the phone, I had to act as if everything were normal—he knew nothing. Around colleagues and friends, I had to be even more careful not to show a thing. I had no choice but to pour all my energy into my work.

Unexpectedly, my efforts soon caught the attention of my superiors. The veteran colleague I worked with presented my proposal at a department meeting, and the leadership approved it on the spot. As it happened, the company had a new project not far from my current one, and I was transferred to take charge of its e-commerce operations.

It was a blank slate. I had to build online sales channels from scratch, formulate promotional strategies, and coordinate with the technical department to develop a mini-program. I had to learn and execute every single task from zero. The workload more than doubled; I was busy from eight in the morning until ten at night, even reading competitor analysis reports during my lunch breaks.

Because of the new project, I became even busier and had even less time to chat with my mother. At first, we would still exchange a few words every day, trivial things, as if fulfilling a habit. I would send a message saying, "Worked late today," and she would reply, "Take care of yourself." I would say, "The project went live, it went quite smoothly," and she would reply, "That’s good."

That kind of conversation felt like two people shouting to each other across a river; the sound could reach the other's ears, but it was always veiled by a layer of mist. Soon, our daily check-ins dwindled to every few days. Sometimes, after a long day, I would lie in bed, open WeChat, and see her profile picture. I’d want to send something, but then realize there was nothing left to say. Those daily trifles, the updates on my work, the words of longing I wanted to share—all turned into silence when they reached my lips.

Eventually, we would only exchange a word every week or two, and the content grew increasingly sparse—just "Have you eaten?" "How are you?" or "Take care of yourself." Those words were like a thin shell, encasing a relationship that had already turned hollow, making it look like it still existed when, in reality, there was nothing left inside.

Then, before the Lunar New Year, my mother asked me if I was coming home for the holiday. That message arrived on a night in late January. I had worked until after nine, returned to my rental, just finished a shower, and was scrolling through my phone in bed when I saw a red dot on her WeChat icon. I tapped it open. Her message was only one line: "The New Year is almost here. Are you coming home?" I stared at those words for a long time. I wanted to go home. I wanted to see her. It had been over half a year since I left home in July. I wanted to see what she looked like now, whether she had gained or lost weight, if she was in good health. I wanted to sit at that familiar dining table and eat a meal she had cooked. I wanted to accompany her for a walk in the neighborhood after dinner.

But I didn't know how to face her once I got home. I didn't want to see her in the role of a son; I didn't want the only thing left between us to be that polite, distant mother-son relationship. I hadn't yet reconciled the situation between us—the innate mother-son bond we were born with. I was afraid that if I went home and heard her speak to me in that indifferent, casual tone, as if I were just an ordinary relative, I wouldn't be able to control my emotions.

I replied to her: "The company is too busy, the holiday starts too late, and I have to stay on duty, so I won't be coming back." The company officially closed for the holiday on the 29th day of the twelfth lunar month and stayed closed until the 7th day of the New Year. I could have easily taken leave around the 25th and had plenty of time to go home. But I didn't want to. I didn't know how to face her once I was there, and I didn't know how to interact with her as a son. I hadn't yet learned how to treat her with a simple, uncomplicated mother-son relationship, and I hadn't yet learned how to let those things go completely.

My mother heard what I said and didn't say anything, only replying, "Take care of yourself." Those four words were flat and ordinary, revealing no emotion at all. No disappointment, no attempt to make me stay, nothing extra. Just the polite words any mother would say to a son who wasn't coming home. I stared at those words, feeling a hollow emptiness in my heart, as if something had completely vanished within that line of text.

During the Lunar New Year, I had a video call with my father. He was sitting on the living room sofa, the familiar wall behind him, adorned with the cross-stitch piece I had looked at since I was a child. Grinning on screen, he told me everything at home was fine and urged me not to skimp on myself in Tianjin—to eat and drink well. After a few minutes of chatting, he called out toward the kitchen: "Hongyu, come over and say a few words to our son." My mother’s voice drifted from the kitchen, slightly muffled by the hum of the range hood: "I’m busy cooking; let him talk to his grandparents first." My father turned the phone toward my grandparents, who were sitting on another sofa. As soon as my grandmother saw me, she started fussing, saying I looked thin and that I needed to eat properly while away. My grandfather chimed in from the side, saying that as a young man, I should prioritize work and not worry so much about home. I replied to them one by one, chatting for ten minutes or so.

It wasn't until the video call was nearly over that my mother emerged from the kitchen. She stood behind my father, wiped her hands on her apron, and took the phone. Her face appeared on the screen—that face I knew so well, appearing on my phone for the first time in half a year. She looked to be in decent spirits, her hair tied back, wearing a maroon sweater with faint traces of kitchen grease around the collar.

She said a few things to me, all of them ordinary—"Be well over there," "Don't stay up late," "Eat on time." Her expression was somewhat stiff; the curve of her lips seemed forced, and the light in her eyes wasn't as natural as it used to be. She was putting on a brave face, and that happiness was so strained, so effortful, that I could see the reluctance behind every flicker of her smile.

Looking at her, I suddenly understood her.

I had understood her before, but never as deeply as this. In the past, I had understood her from my own perspective—understanding her contradictions, her struggles, why she would go back on her word after promising me something, and why she would retreat back into a mother-son dynamic after our affair. But this time was different. This time, I understood her from her perspective.

I wondered, if I were her, what would I do? A woman in her forties with a husband, a family, and a son, holding a respectable position in society. Then, suddenly, her son tells her he loves her—not with the love of a son for a mother, but with the love of a man for a woman. She was shocked at first, then resistant, only to be gradually moved by his persistent care and devotion. She began to waver, to test the waters, and finally, in a strange city and in a state of mind she had never experienced before, she gave herself to him.

From that moment on, she struggled back and forth between two identities—by day, she was his mother; by night, she was his lover. She wanted to hold onto this family, to preserve everything she had built over the past twenty years, yet she couldn't help but be moved by his genuine feelings. Then one day, right under her husband's nose, they engaged in that thrill-seeking, forbidden encounter, one that could have been exposed at any moment. The pressure of that instant pushed her past her breaking point; she realized that if this continued, she would eventually destroy everything. So, she had to hit the brakes and sever the relationship herself, even if it meant hurting him and hurting herself in the process.

At that moment, I let go of the past. I felt that returning to being just mother and son would be fine, too. She is my mother, and I am her son. This identity is fated; it cannot be changed, and there is no escaping it. Everything that happened over these past three years—from her tacit approval of me calling her "Sister Yu," to her agreeing to be my girlfriend; from her letting me touch her breasts in Qiqihar, to us finally crossing that line in Harbin—those memories are real, they are precious, and they are things I will never forget for the rest of my life. But perhaps they can only remain as memories. If we continued forward, we would sooner or later crash into an insurmountable barrier. Rather than being shattered to pieces when that happened, it was better to stop here and retreat to that safe ground.

From that day on, I began to speak to her as a son.

I would call her when I had time to chat about my work. On the phone, I no longer called her "Sister Yu," and I dropped the spoiled, suggestive tone I used to have. Instead, I spoke with the voice of a son, affectionately calling her "Mom." I told her about the performance data after my project launch, about the e-commerce marketing strategies I had been researching, and about the weather and food in Tianjin.

Seeing my change, she was overjoyed.

Her joy was not intense or outward; it was tucked away in her responses. She started replying to my messages faster, writing longer responses, and her tone softened. Every few days, she would tell me about daily life at home—that she had bought fresh crucian carp at the market, that she had taken the quilt from my room out to sun, or that my dad had recently taken another job driving to Shenyang. She affectionately called me "old son," a term that hadn't been used in a long time, back on her lips once more. Every time I heard her say those words, a feeling at once warm and poignant would well up in my heart.

Slowly, we returned to a normal mother-son relationship.

That relationship carried a tacit understanding we both knew all too well—we knew what had happened in the past, but neither of us brought it up again. We gingerly skirted around that topic, like navigating a living room around a table cluttered with fragile ornaments. We talked about the weather, work, household trifles, and the flowers she grew. Every topic was safe, never striking that sensitive chord.

On the sixteenth day of the first lunar month, I sent a birthday greeting early in the morning. I didn't say much, just a few simple words: "Mom, happy birthday. I hope you stay healthy and happy every day." I knew she valued rituals and liked to feel remembered and cherished, so I had started preparing days in advance. I asked a close friend to deliver a fruit cake, with the words "Happy birthday to my dear Mom, may you stay young forever" written on it.

As soon as my mom received it, she posted it to her Moments. In the photo, the cake sat on the living room coffee table, the cream adorned with fresh fruit, the message on top clearly visible. Her caption read: "A gift from my old son, so thoughtful." In an instant, she was flooded with likes and comments. Her friends were all saying, "Your son is so filial," "How happy you must be," and "Such a thoughtful boy." I could imagine her sitting on the sofa, clutching her phone and scrolling through the comments one by one, a smile playing on her lips. That sense of satisfaction from being envied and noticed was exactly what she had always loved most.

She also sent me a WeChat message, saying, "Thanks for the birthday wishes, my dear son." Looking at those words, a strange feeling welled up in me. In that moment, I was happy—a kind of happiness free from pressure. I didn't need to speculate about whether there was some hidden meaning behind her words, or wonder if she was hinting at something. This was just a normal reaction from a mother receiving birthday wishes from her son. It was simple, clean, and free of any complicated undertones.

Life settled back into the mundane trifles of everyday existence. I focused on my work, keeping my head down. My mother would check in on me from time to time, asking about my daily life and well-being. She would remind me to dress warmly when the temperature dropped, tell me not to stay up too late when she knew I was working overtime, and when I complained about the cafeteria food, she’d say, "Then make yourself something nice on the weekend." Her concern no longer carried that ambiguous warmth from before; instead, it had returned to the genuine care of a mother for a son striving out in the world.

I accepted this relationship. I convinced myself that this was good enough. At the very least, we could still interact normally; at the very least, she was still in my life; and at the very least, I could still hear her voice, see her social media posts, and sit at that dining table to eat the food she cooked whenever I went home for the holidays. Compared to a complete falling out, compared to not even being able to be mother and son, this was the best possible outcome.

I tried hard not to think about the past—not to think about the photos of her lingerie she used to send me, not to think about her shyness the first time she let me touch her chest in that hotel in Qiqihar, not to think about our union that night in Harbin, and not to think about her expressions and the sounds she made beneath me. I was like someone weaning themselves off an addiction, locking those memories away in a box, tucking them into the deepest part of my heart, and telling myself never to open it.

In the blink of an eye, it was early April. One day, I received a call from my father. He was asking about the location of a freight company, saying a friend of his worked there and was earning a good salary. He mentioned that running his own truck hadn't been profitable in recent years; after paying the driver's wages and covering vehicle maintenance, he was making less than the person he hired. He heard from his friend that the freight company was still hiring drivers, and he wanted to come to Tianjin to see if it was a viable option. If it was, he planned to sell his truck and take a job there, hoping for a steady, stress-free income.

Listening to my dad ramble on the other end of the line, a complex mix of emotions welled up inside me. My dad is a man who knows how to endure hardship. Even though he’s been a small business owner for the past few years, he’s lived and eaten right alongside his drivers every single day, never once acting like a boss. In the freezing winter, he’d wear a thick military overcoat to drive long-haul routes; in the sweltering summer, he’d be drenched in sweat, cramped inside the cab. His hands are as rough as sandpaper, his palms and fingertips covered in thick calluses.

He has hardly known a day of leisure in his life, spending every cent he earned on this family—on my tuition and living expenses. My dad is also someone who knows how to bend when necessary; seeing that business is tough, he’s ready to give it up in an instant and go work for someone else. This decision couldn't have been easy for him. To go from a veteran driver who’s owned his own trucks for over a decade to being an employee for someone else, setting aside his pride and status to do it, takes real courage.

I immediately looked up the company’s location and sent it to him, telling him it wasn't actually that far from me—only about a half-hour drive. He could come whenever he wanted, and we could go check it out together.

My dad replied that was fine, saying he’d let me know if he decided to go, but for now, it was just an idea.

About two weeks later, my mom told me, "Your dad has decided to come to Tianjin for the May Day holiday. He’s heading out on the highway on the 28th to take advantage of the toll-free period, and he should arrive at your place around the afternoon of the 29th."

Hearing that my mom was coming along, a ripple stirred in the depths of my heart. It was subtle, like a small pebble tossed into a calm lake, but the ripples spread outward, stirring things I thought had already settled. I don't know how to describe that feeling. Although I’ve grown accustomed to a normal mother-son relationship with her over the internet, and we’ve been getting along smoothly for several months within that dynamic, the mere thought of meeting in person made me want to run away.

I don’t know how my mom feels, or if she’ll feel awkward facing me. Online, the distance between us can be managed by text; we can choose what to say and what to leave out, and we can end the conversation by turning off our phones whenever we need to. But meeting in person is different. In that face-to-face moment, every expression, every glance, every subtle movement is impossible to hide. I’m afraid of meeting her eyes, afraid of seeing something in them that I don’t want to see—perhaps indifference, perhaps guilt, or perhaps something even harder for me to bear than indifference or guilt: a silent understanding that we are both pretending that nothing ever happened.

I stared at the message my mom sent, hesitating for a long time before replying, "Sure, I'm on break anyway, so I can show you guys around. Take some motion sickness pills before you head out." A while later, my mom replied, "Got it. Don't worry." Those four words were flat and plain, showing no emotion at all. Looking at that line of text, I felt a sense of emptiness, but also a wave of relief. At the very least, she hadn't refused or made excuses to avoid coming. The fact that she was willing to see me, willing to appear before me alongside my dad, meant that she had at least mentally prepared herself—prepared to face me as a mother.

The days flew by until the May Day holiday. I sent my dad the location of my rental apartment in advance. Following the GPS, my dad drove all the way to the building. It was past six in the evening when he arrived. They had hit the highway at around five in the morning on the 28th, rested for half the night at a service area around seven that evening, and set off again at six this morning. All in all, they had been driving for over twenty hours.

As I went downstairs to meet them, I felt a bit nervous. My palms were slightly sweaty, and my heart was racing faster than usual. I stood there, watching the black Honda CR-V pull slowly into the residential complex and park in a spot downstairs. After the engine cut out, the car door opened.

My dad stepped out first. He was wearing a dark gray jacket, and his hair was shorter than the last time we met; he looked to be in pretty good spirits. After getting out, he looked at me with a smile, walked over, and gave my shoulder a firm pat—hard enough to make me sink slightly under the weight. "Kid, you've lost weight," he said. I smiled and replied, "Work's been busy." Then I looked toward the passenger door. It hadn't opened yet. I asked my dad, "Why isn't Mom getting out?" My dad said, "Your mom got motion sickness. If she hadn't kept insisting on stopping at service areas, I would have been here much earlier." There was a hint of complaint in his tone, but it was lighthearted—not genuine resentment, but rather the kind of teasing common between an old married couple.

Hearing this, I hurried over to open the passenger door to check on her.

The moment I opened the door, I saw my mom sitting in the passenger seat, her face deathly pale, looking at me with an expression of pain. She was wearing a dark coat over a black base layer, dark straight-leg trousers, and a pair of small leather boots. Her brows were tightly knitted, her lips were pale, and she looked to be in rough shape. The long hours of bumpy travel were a torment for her; her nerve-related headaches were easily triggered by such long-distance journeys.

I called out to her with concern, "Mom, are you okay?"

My mother gave a wan smile and said, "I'm fine, I'll be better after a rest." Our eyes met. In that instant, I saw a complex array of emotions in her gaze. There was the pain from motion sickness, the exhaustion from the long journey, and a trace of something I couldn't quite put my finger on—perhaps the relief of seeing me, perhaps a sense of unease in my presence, or perhaps a complicated mixture of many feelings. That look was fleeting; she quickly hid it away, as if flipping a switch in her heart to shut off any emotions that shouldn't be revealed.

I looked at her and said, "Let's get out." With my support, my mother stepped out of the car. Her body felt limp; she gripped the car door and needed my help to steady herself. Her fingers squeezed my arm, a familiar touch, the warmth of her skin seeping through the fabric of my coat. I reminded myself inwardly: this is just a son helping his mother, don't overthink it.

Seeing her condition, my father laughed and said, "Great, I told her she couldn't handle the train, but she wouldn't listen." He opened the trunk to start unloading our things, adding, "Hurry up and go upstairs to rest; you'll be fine by tomorrow." My mother glared at him but didn't say a word. I knew that look all too well—it was the typical expression of annoyance and habit she always gave him. Seeing that look made me feel a bit more at ease; her reaction was normal, just her usual self.

Then she turned back to me and asked, "The apartment you rented is on the sixth floor, right?" A look of distress appeared on her face.

I told her yes, but that it was fine, and I would help her up. She still felt a bit embarrassed, insisting, "It's alright, I can manage. Go help your father with the bags." With that, she began walking toward the building. I watched her back; her gait was stiff, and her steps were not as steady as usual, clearly still feeling the lingering effects of the motion sickness.

The apartment I rented was in an old brick building with a spiral staircase. The hallway was very narrow, barely wide enough for one person to pass through. This whole area was filled with such brick buildings, all constructed in the 1980s, with exposed red brick on the exterior walls and dark green paint on the stair railings, which was already peeling. These buildings were originally state-owned, but some were later sold to individuals and became private property; my landlord was someone who had acquired one of these units and rented it to me.

My father brought me plenty of things, all specialties from back home—homemade pickled cabbage, vacuum-packed sticky bean buns, dried mushrooms, wood ear mushrooms, and a large bag of Northeast rice. As he took things out of the trunk, he turned back and said, "Don't bother, I can handle it myself. Just go help your mother." Being ordered around by both of them left me feeling half-amused and half-frustrated. I hesitated for a moment before deciding to help my mother; looking at her, I knew she would have a hard time making it to the sixth floor. By the time I stepped into the building entrance, I saw she had already reached the second-floor landing. She was clutching the handrail, her face deathly pale, eyes half-closed, looking completely drained of strength. One hand gripped the stair railing tightly, her entire weight leaning against it, her breathing labored.

Seeing her state, I quickly took the stairs two at a time to reach her side, holding her arms with both hands. "Mom, let me help you up." She looked at me, her eyes filled with fatigue, but also something I recognized well—that sense of comfort and relief that comes with being cared for. Her lips curved slightly into a faint, gentle smile—the look of a mother watching her son. She gave a soft, "Mm."

Because the stairwell was narrow, I couldn't walk side-by-side with her; I had to stand behind her, supporting her arms from the side. I held her forearm with one hand and her lower back with the other, doing my best to keep her steady as we climbed. I walked slowly, matching her pace. After every flight of stairs, she had to stop to catch her breath, and I could feel the weight of her body pressing against my hands. She suffered from chronic motion sickness; every time she took a long car ride, she would end up like this, feeling completely wiped out and unable to recover for days.

Even with my support, my mother was struggling. By the time we reached the third-floor landing, her steps became unsteady, and her body even swayed. I tightened my grip immediately to steady her. I knew she couldn't go on.

Without a second thought, I said, "Mom, let me carry you on my back." With that, I let go of her arms, turned, took her hands, and settled her onto my back.

My mom hesitated noticeably. I could feel her stiffen for a split second; she was thinking, wavering, making a decision. Perhaps she was wondering if this was appropriate, or if our relationship warranted such intimacy. But she didn't hesitate for long. She yielded, leaning onto my back and wrapping her arms around my neck. There was a sense of relief in the gesture, an air of trust.

I took hold of her thighs and hoisted her up. My mom isn't heavy; she has always weighed just over 110 pounds, with a shapely figure. Her soft breasts pressed against my back, the sensation traveling through two thin layers of fabric—warm and supple, like two mounds of heated cotton. I could clearly feel the outline of that softness against my back, rising and falling slightly with her breath.

The moment our bodies made contact, we both involuntarily shuddered.

It was an instinctive reaction. The instant we touched, memories and sensations from deep within me surged forward like a tidal wave. The things I had fought so hard to suppress, the things I told myself not to think about, broke through every defense at that point of contact. I felt my heart jolt in my chest, as if it had been struck by a heavy hammer.

At that moment, I had no impure thoughts. After living together as mother and son for over half a year, the desire I once felt for her had faded. I had grown accustomed to interacting with her as her son, used to caring for her in a safe way that never crossed any lines. But the body’s memory is not governed by reason. At the first touch, my body still reacted instinctively. I could feel my spine tense slightly, and my breath hitch for a fleeting moment.

I didn't know what my mom was thinking; I couldn't see her expression. I carried her as I climbed toward the sixth floor, her breath close to my ear. It was slightly rapid, the warm air brushing against my earlobe and the skin of my neck, leaving a faint, ticklish sensation. Her hair hung down, a few strands grazing my cheek, carrying the familiar scent of her shampoo. It was the brand my mom had used for years, ever since I was a small child; whenever I caught that scent, I felt as if I had truly returned home.

I climbed the stairs one step at a time. With each step, my mother’s body would jostle slightly on my back. I could feel her weight, her body heat, and the rhythm of her breathing. Her arms were draped around my neck, and I could feel the pressure of her grip—not the kind of grip that clings as if afraid to let go, but a relaxed, trusting hold, as if she knew I would carry her up steadily.

Soon, we reached the sixth floor. I slowly crouched down and let her off. As her body left my back, I felt a sudden, slight chill, as if a breeze had brushed past me. She stood steady behind me; I couldn't see her expression, but I could feel her gaze resting on me.

I opened the door and stepped aside to let her enter first. Beyond the door, a hallway about a meter and a half wide stretched all the way to the balcony. A window separated the hallway from the balcony, which had been converted into a kitchen. To the right of the entrance was the bathroom—small, only one and a half by one point two meters—but it was fully equipped and even housed an old-fashioned front-loading washing machine. Pressed against the wall to the right of the door was a narrow vertical cabinet for hanging coats and storing shoes, and next to it stood a floor-to-ceiling glass mirror. Beside the bathroom was the bedroom door, and between the bedroom door and the window, I had placed a queen-sized bed. I’d installed a curtain at the foot of the bed to turn it into a private space. I bought this bed specifically knowing my parents were coming; the landlord had previously kept a beat-up desk there that I used when I worked late. I had cleared it with him before putting the new bed in, saying he could keep it once I moved out, and he hadn't minded at all.

I helped my mother walk inside. She looked around my apartment as we moved, her eyes filled with curiosity and concern, as if she wanted to take in every single inch of where I lived. She observed everything closely, from the cracks in the corners of the walls to the light on the ceiling, from the patterns on the floor to the direction the windows faced—nothing escaped her notice.

Entering the bedroom, a six-foot double bed sat directly opposite the door, where I usually sleep. Near the foot of the bed was a gray three-seater sofa, topped with a cushion I had bought. In front of the sofa sat a black glass coffee table, which I used as a dining table for my meals. Beneath the coffee table lay a yellow rug, and across from it was a black TV stand—though there was no TV on it. This coffee table, the TV stand, and the rug were all items I had purchased myself. Further ahead was the balcony; it was entirely enclosed by windows, which gave the apartment excellent natural light. To the left of the balcony, separated by a window, was the kitchen, which was so small it could only fit one person. To the right of the balcony, against the wall, stood a standard three-door Haier refrigerator, and a clothesline was strung up from the ceiling in front of it.

I helped my mother to the bed so she could lie down. She sat on the edge, took off her coat, and slowly reclined. As her head hit the pillow, she let out a long sigh—a sound of relief, as if she had finally been released from the agonizing motion sickness of the journey. Her eyes remained closed, her brow slightly furrowed, and her complexion was still rather poor.

I went to the kitchen to pour her a glass of water. It was so cramped that turning around was difficult, but I had grown used to it. I picked up the kettle, poured a glass of warm water, and brought it to her. She opened her eyes, took the glass, and sipped it slowly. She drank with a deliberate pace, as if tasting every mouthful with the tip of her tongue. I watched her throat move gently as the water slid down.

After finishing, she set the glass on the nightstand and leaned back against the pillows, her gaze fixed on me. There was both curiosity and contentment in her eyes. She looked around at the place where I had lived for more than half a year—at everything here: the gray sofa I had bought, the cushion I had laid out, the coffee table and rug I had chosen, and the poster I had taped to the wall. These things made up my life; they were the evidence of my independent existence in this city. Her look held the curiosity of a mother seeing her son's home, but also the gratification of knowing he could stand on his own two feet.

Just then, my dad walked in carrying a heap of things. He set them on the floor, took a look around the room, and remarked, "This place is too small." He turned and headed back downstairs, saying there were still more things to bring up. I offered to help, but he insisted he could manage on his own, disappearing before he’d even finished the sentence.

My dad had gone downstairs to get the rest of the items. It was just my mom and me left in the room. She didn’t speak, and neither did I. The room was very quiet; I could faintly hear my dad’s footsteps echoing in the hallway as he went down, fading further and further away. Outside the window, I could hear children playing in the neighborhood and a woman calling out for her child to come home for dinner. Everything felt very ordinary, very mundane, like any other typical evening—a son returning to his home after work, and a mother visiting from back home.

But I knew in my heart that this was anything but ordinary.

For the past few months, we had maintained a polite yet distant relationship online. We had a set frequency for our chats and a fixed routine of greetings, as if performing a play we had rehearsed countless times. We were both carefully sticking to our roles, avoiding anything that shouldn't be touched. But now, she was right in front of me, lying on my bed, with no electronic screen between us. She could see every expression on my face and every look in my eyes, and I could see her every subtle reaction. This face-to-face interaction was far more real—and far more dangerous—than anything through a screen.

I looked at her lying on my bed, a wave of indescribable emotion washing over me. This was the first time she had been to where I lived in Tianjin. Before, when we met in Qiqihar or Harbin, it was always in hotels—temporary spaces that belonged to no one. But now, she was in my apartment, in the place where I lived every day, where I would lie alone and zone out after working overtime. Everything here carried my scent, my habits, my traces. She lay on my bed, her hair spread across my pillow, surrounded by my folded quilt and the books on my shelf. Everything felt so natural.

Then she spoke. She said, "Your dad is just like that—always rushing off, always in such a hurry." Her tone was matter-of-fact, no different from the usual complaints she made about him. I smiled and said, "Yeah, he's always been that way."

Even with such mundane conversation, I still couldn't truly relax. I sat on the edge of the sofa, and she lay on the bed, with about two meters of distance between us. Whenever I spoke, I couldn't help but glance in her direction from the corner of my eye. When she spoke, she kept her gaze fixed on the ceiling or out the window, rarely looking directly at me. I knew she was also maintaining a distance in her own way, using the most ordinary tone and posture to mask the turmoil within.

My mother lay on the bed for a while, and her color improved quite a bit. She sat up and said she wanted to see where I lived. She walked around the bedroom first, touching the quilt on my bed, likely checking its thickness. She opened my wardrobe to take a look; inside hung a few of my work shirts and a jacket or two. She walked out to the balcony and glanced at the tiny kitchen that could barely fit one person. The pots, pans, bowls, and dishes were arranged quite neatly, and there was half a bottle of soy sauce and a bottle of cooking oil on the stove.

After looking around, she commented, "It's alright. A bit small, but enough for one person." I replied, "Yeah, it'd be useless if it were too big for just me." She nodded and said nothing more.

By then, my father had come up. He was carrying several bags filled with wild mountain vegetables, dried mushrooms, and twenty jin of rice. As he entered the room, he said, "The things I brought this time are enough to last you half a year." He took the items out one by one, placed them on the floor, and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

I said I would cook dinner. My mother started to get up, saying she would do it, but I told her, "Don't you trust me? You've forgotten that I've been bringing you meals every day; my skills have long since been honed." As I finished, I froze. I had inadvertently brought up the past—those memories of delivering meals: that summer, that fruit shop, the sight of her in her green work uniform, and the scene of me walking over every day with a thermal food container—all came rushing back. Both my mother and I felt a bit awkward. She had likely remembered those things too, and recalled our relationship and the changes that took place that summer.

Before my mother could say anything, I went into the kitchen. It was too small for two people. I stood in front of the stove and began preparing dinner. As I chopped vegetables on the cutting board, the rhythmic thud of the knife helped me gradually calm down. My mother was lying on the bed in the bedroom; through the open door, I could see her silhouette as she lay on her side. My father sat on the sofa drinking tea—the scene was warm and cozy, like any ordinary family spending an ordinary evening. From the reflection in the kitchen window, I could see them both: my father on the sofa and my mother resting on the bed. The feeling left me in a daze, as if I had truly returned home, back to the place where I grew up, back to those evenings when the aroma of home-cooked meals filled the kitchen.

That day, I made six dishes, all of which I was best at: beef brisket with tomatoes, potato-stewed chicken, braised pork ribs, stir-fried pork with chili peppers, scrambled eggs with garlic sprouts, and vermicelli with minced garlic. I brought the dishes to the table one by one, setting them on the black glass coffee table. The table was small, and six dishes made it look a bit crowded, but it still looked like a hearty feast.

At dinner, my mother didn't eat much. Her appetite hadn't fully recovered from the motion sickness, so she only had a few bites of food and half a bowl of rice before saying she was full. But she was happy; her expression was relaxed, and she wore a smile. She watched my father and me eat, listened to us chat, and the corners of her mouth remained lifted in a gentle curve. It was an expression of contentment, a sense of peace that naturally emerges when seeing family together.

My father held his glass, and I drank liquor with him. He became more talkative after a few drinks, telling me about his experience driving the new truck on a long-distance trip. He said the performance was indeed much better than the old one—steadier and quieter. He mentioned that he didn't plan on keeping his own truck anymore; freight rates kept dropping while fuel prices kept rising, making it impossible to turn a profit. He said he wanted to check out this freight company in Tianjin, and if things worked out, he would stay and work there. It would be further from home, but at least he wouldn't have to worry, and he would have a steady monthly income. I listened as he spoke, occasionally chiming in and refilling his glass. My father is not a man of many words, but he always opens up after a drink. I could see that he was hopeful about coming to Tianjin; he wanted to change his way of life and no longer wanted to spend his days rushing from place to place on the road.

My mother lay there watching us. She was on her side, propping her head up with one hand, her gaze shifting back and forth between my father and me. Sometimes she looked at my dad, sometimes at me, a faint, subtle smile playing on her lips the entire time. Her expression was calm, devoid of the avoidance or awkwardness I had anticipated. She looked just like any ordinary mother watching her husband and son drinking and chatting together, enjoying this simple, happy moment of family time.

That night, I slept on the bed in the hallway, and my parents slept in my old bed.

I made up the new bed I’d bought for the hallway, covering it with clean sheets and a duvet cover. It was a five-foot bed, smaller than my double bed, but plenty for one person. As I lay there, I could see my parents’ silhouettes through the open bedroom door. My father was already in bed, scrolling through his phone. My mother was sitting on the edge of the bed, her back to the door, tidying up her bag. She was wearing a light pink silk nightgown, her hair let down over her shoulders, catching a soft, radiant glow from the bedside lamp.

I watched for a few seconds before turning over to face the wall. I knew nothing would happen tonight, nor should it. They were a married couple sleeping in their own bed, and I needed to fulfill my role as a son and sleep peacefully in my own. The six months I had spent living with my mother had taught me how to control my thoughts and how to keep those inappropriate ideas from taking over my mind. I closed my eyes, trying to calm myself down, listening to the distant sound of cars outside and my father’s occasional cough, until I slowly drifted off to sleep.

After a night’s rest, my mother felt much better the next day, though she was still a bit weak.

My father woke up early and went out to buy soy milk, fried dough sticks, and steamed buns. When he returned, he said he had run into a fellow townsman and ended up chatting for a while. He said the man was also working in Tianjin; they hit it off immediately and got along quite well. My mother found the food too greasy to eat, so I hurried to the kitchen to boil some millet porridge. The porridge bubbled away in the pot, the white rice water rising and falling, and the aroma of the grains gradually filled the small kitchen.

After breakfast, my dad said he was going to see a friend who had called to invite him to lunch. I told him not to drive, since he wouldn't be able to make it back if he ended up drinking. My mom chimed in, agreeing that he shouldn't drive if he planned on having a drink. My dad insisted it was fine, he wouldn't drink, to which my mom replied, "As if you have the memory for that." My dad just smiled, didn't say anything back, put on his coat, and walked out the door.

With my dad gone, it was just me and my mom.

The house suddenly fell into a heavy silence. It was different from the silence of the night before; at least then, my dad had been there, along with the sound of the TV and his voice. Once he left, the entire house was left to just the two of us, so quiet that I could hear the ticking of the wall clock.

After a while, I decided to break the awkwardness. I asked my mom in a very natural tone what she wanted to eat, and that I’d go pick it up. I had carefully calibrated my tone—it couldn't be too cold, which would seem like I was intentionally keeping my distance, nor could it be too affectionate, which would feel overstepping. It was just the casual, natural tone of a son speaking to his mother.

My mom said there wasn't anything in particular she wanted. I told her I’d just pick up whatever looked good. I put on my jacket, grabbed my wallet, and headed out. I took the bus for three stops from the residential complex to a nearby bustling street. I went to a long-established pastry shop and bought a few Tianjin specialties: fried dough twists (mahua), Erduoyan fried rice cakes, and a box of 18th Street pastries. At a roadside fruit stand, I picked up a bag of strawberries and a bag of cherries—both were in season, bright red and looking very fresh. I also stopped by a supermarket for some snacks and drinks.

When I returned, my mom was already up. She had changed into loungewear—a loose, light gray T-shirt and black sweatpants—and her hair was tied back with a rubber band. She was already helping me clean up; the washing machine was humming away, churning through the bed sheets and covers. She held a rag, wiping dust off the coffee table with quick, meticulous movements, exactly as she did when she did chores at home.

I told her she wasn't fully recovered yet and should rest. My mom said, "I can't stand looking at this place; it’s too dirty." As she said this, her eyes were filled with disdain—the kind of look a mother gives a sloppy son, with the corners of her eyes slightly crinkled and her mouth pulled downward. It was an expression I knew all too well; I had seen it countless times growing up.

I looked around my room and told them that I thought it was fine, and that I had actually tidied up before they arrived. I was telling the truth; I really had cleaned the room, mopped the floor, wiped the table, and put away the clutter. But in her eyes, that was far from enough.

My mother was speechless. "You call this tidied up?" she asked. "What would it look like if you hadn't? A pigsty?" Her expression at that moment was exactly the same as when I was a child—a look of disdain tinged with helplessness, and within that helplessness, a sense of resignation that said, "This son of mine will never grow up." Seeing that look, a long-forgotten feeling suddenly welled up inside me. It wasn't desire, nor was it anything ambiguous; it was a simple, grounded feeling akin to security. The fact that she showed such disdain in front of me meant that she had returned to her natural state. She was no longer keeping me at arm's length, no longer carefully wrapping herself in politeness and reserve. She had returned to the role where she could freely criticize, nag, and express her dissatisfaction with me.

Though I wasn't happy about being scolded by my mother, I had no choice but to accept it—it was a habit ingrained since childhood. I said with a shrug, "Fine, if you want to clean, go ahead, just don't overexert yourself and then blame me for wearing you out."

My words earned me a roll of her eyes. "So, I'm at fault for looking after you now?" she retorted. Ignoring me, she went back to cleaning. She bent down to wipe the lower crossbar of the coffee table, a movement that caused the hem of her loungewear to ride up, revealing a glimpse of her fair lower back. I quickly looked away, pretending to tidy things up on the coffee table.

I took out the food I had bought and suggested we eat first before she continued cleaning, promising to help her once we were done. My mother said to just leave it there, that she would eat after she finished tidying up because it was too dirty. "You don't need to help," she added. "If you clean it, I'll just have to do it all over again." With that, she went back to work.

Helpless, I could only leave the food on the table, wash some fruit and set it out, and sit on the sofa watching her clean. The scene felt like a sudden return to the past—a summer afternoon, with her in her loungewear tidying the house while I sat on the sofa watching TV or playing on my phone. Sunlight streamed through the window, and the room was filled with the scent of laundry detergent and the aroma of a home-cooked meal. Those mundane, everyday scenes—moments I had never considered precious—suddenly carried so much weight.

A sense of happiness welled up in me; I realized that the bond between mother and son was actually quite wonderful.

This feeling was completely different from what I had felt for her before. My past feelings had been laced with desire, with longing, with an urge to possess. But this feeling was clean, pure, and free of any impurities. Just watching her busy herself in front of me—wiping down my coffee table, folding my clothes, washing my bedsheets—gave me a sense of stability and peace. It was as if, with her by my side, this humble rented room had truly become a home.

At noon, my mother went into the kitchen herself. She said she wanted to cook me a meal. She spent about half an hour in there and made a bowl of zhajiangmian (noodles with soybean paste). She had rolled the dough by hand—firm, thin, and sliced with perfect uniformity. She used traditional bean paste from our hometown, added some minced meat and scallions, and fried it until it was fragrant. After boiling, she rinsed the noodles in cold water, scooped them into a large bowl, topped them with the sauce, and garnished them with shredded cucumber and bean sprouts. It looked incredibly appetizing.

I sat at the coffee table and buried my face in the bowl. The noodles were chewy and the sauce was savory, with every strand coated in that rich, thick flavor. As I ate my mother’s cooking, my sense of happiness continued to grow. It was hard to put into words; she had simply cooked a meal and I had simply eaten it—there was nothing extraordinary about it, yet it kept my heart feeling warm.

After lunch, my mother was exhausted. She hadn't fully recovered from her motion sickness, and after spending the whole morning cleaning the place, she looked quite worn out. I took care of the dishes while she lay down on the bed and fell asleep. She pulled the quilt up to her chest, lying on her side with her hair spread across the pillow, her breathing steady and deep. Her eyelashes cast a small shadow in the afternoon sunlight; her cheeks were slightly flushed from sleep, and her lips were parted just enough to reveal a sliver of her teeth. Looking at my mother fast asleep, my heart remained completely still. The desire I had once felt was gone. That desire had once burned within me like a wildfire, keeping me awake, making me lose control, and driving me to do things I shouldn't have. But now, it had been extinguished. Watching her sleep, I felt only a calm, gentle sense of appreciation.

After clearing away the dishes, I lay down on the bed and drifted off to sleep. Since we had eaten lunch late, I slept until past four. When I woke up, the sunlight outside the window had shifted from the brightness of noon to the dim, golden hue of dusk, bathing the room in a layer of warm orange.

Just then, I received a call from my father. He had had too much to drink and couldn't drive himself home, so he asked me to come and pick him up.

I hesitated for a moment, then agreed. I asked which restaurant he was at, and he gave me an address about twenty kilometers from where I lived. Before heading downstairs, I told my mother. She said, "Your father never learns, didn't he say he wouldn't drink?" Although she was complaining, her expression was indifferent, as if she had become accustomed to such things. I told her it was fine and that I would go get him.

After hanging up, I quickly hailed a taxi to go fetch him. When I arrived at the entrance of the restaurant, I saw my father sitting on a sofa in the lobby. His face was as red as a boiled shrimp and his gaze was unfocused, but he was still chatting with a few fellow townsmen. When he saw me, he smiled and said it was nothing, just that he’d had a bit too much and would be fine after resting for a while. I exchanged a few polite words with his friends, thanking them for looking after him, and they replied with standard pleasantries, praising my father for being a decent and honest man who could hold his liquor well. I helped my father up; his steps were unsteady, but he was still able to walk. I got him into the car, buckled his seatbelt, and drove home.

The moment my father stepped inside, my mother launched into a barrage of scolding: "Didn't you say you wouldn't drink? Didn't you say you’d remember your lesson? Look at yourself, what kind of state are you in? Making your child go pick you up, aren't you ashamed of yourself?" She spoke rapidly, with that sharp, straightforward energy so characteristic of a Northeast woman. My father didn't talk back; he just smiled and said he hadn't seen them in a long time and got a bit carried away. He took the tea I had brewed for him and had a sip. After that sip, he let out a contented sigh, then cradled the teacup in his palms, lowering his head to stare at the water inside.

My mother glared at him and scolded, "What do you mean 'haven't seen each other in a long time'? It’s only been a few months since the New Year!" This time, my father stayed silent, focusing only on his tea. After finishing it, he set the cup down, let out a yawn, and said he was tired. He took off his coat, lay down on the bed, and was snoring within moments. Watching him, my mother shook her head—a gesture filled with a sense of resigned acceptance. She picked up a garment, muttered, "You won't even cover yourself up; if you catch a cold, don't expect anyone to look after you," and draped it over him. The movement was gentle and natural, as if she had been doing it her entire life. After tucking the blanket around him, she stood by the bedside and looked at him for a moment. There was something indescribable in that gaze; it wasn't love, nor was it hate, but rather a blend of complex emotions—the habits and ties that only long-married couples possess.

Seeing this scene, that feeling of happiness welled up in my heart again. It’s hard to put into words, but watching my mother cover my father, seeing him snoring on the bed after drinking too much, and watching my mother glare at him yet still pull the clothes over him—it gave me a sense of peace. This stability made me feel that no matter what had happened, this home remained whole.

We had eaten lunch late, so it was already past eight o'clock by the time we had dinner. My mother suggested we avoid anything too greasy, so she scrambled some free-range eggs with green onions, stir-fried shredded potatoes, tossed a simple cold salad, and cooked some porridge. I went downstairs to buy a few steamed buns. It was a simple dinner, but the three of us enjoyed it immensely. Under the lamplight, we sat around the small coffee table, each with a bowl of porridge, a plate of scrambled eggs, some shredded potatoes, and the cold salad. There were no elaborate feasts or grand dishes, but the feeling of being gathered together was more satisfying than any delicacy. My father was sober by then and in high spirits, chatting away about the interesting things he’d seen on the highway while he drank his porridge. My mother listened from the side, occasionally correcting a detail or two, a faint, barely perceptible smile on her face.

The next day was the final day of my vacation.

My mother had recovered. When she got up in the morning, her complexion was much better, no longer as pale and exhausted as it had been the previous two days. She washed her face, combed her hair, and changed into clean clothes—a light blue short-sleeved shirt and a pair of off-white casual trousers. She looked refreshed and full of energy.

I drove them out for a stroll. We wandered all over downtown Tianjin, visiting every major landmark: the area under the archway of the Ancient Culture Street was bustling with people, the small villas in the Italian Style Town glowed with a pale yellow luster in the sunlight, and the Tianjin Eye Ferris wheel rotated slowly in the distant sky. No matter where we went, my father walked ahead of my mother and me, holding his phone and taking pictures of everything. He snapped shots of the Niren Zhang clay figurines on Ancient Culture Street, the fountains in the Italian Style Town, and the cruise ships on the Haihe River. After each photo, he would study it for a long time, sometimes retaking it several times.

My mother and I walked behind him. She didn't walk fast, and I stayed by her side, keeping a distance of about one step between us—neither too far nor too close. The sun was lovely, casting a warm glow on us. A breeze blew from the direction of the Haihe River, carrying the unique scent of the water, and gently brushed against her hair. A few strands slipped from behind her ear and swayed softly in the wind. She raised her hand to tuck them back—a very casual, natural movement.

I told my mother the stories behind each landmark. Although I had lived in Tianjin for nearly a year and hadn't visited these places many times myself, I knew enough to share some of their history and characteristics. I told her that Ancient Culture Street was one of the oldest commercial streets in Tianjin, with a history spanning several hundred years. I explained that the Italian Style Town used to be an Italian concession and that those small villas were built at the beginning of the last century. My mother listened, nodding occasionally or asking a question. She mentioned that she had seen photos of these places online before and said that seeing them in person today felt even better than in the pictures.

Whenever we came across a scenic spot, I would ask my mother to pose for a photo. At first, she was a bit shy, unsure of how to stand or where to put her hands. I told her to just stand as she liked, as long as it was natural. She stood still, tilted her head slightly, and wore a somewhat bashful smile. I held up my phone and took a picture. Afterward, I showed it to her. As she looked at herself on the screen, the curve of her smile became noticeably brighter.

At first, my mother was a bit reserved. Standing in front of the lens, her expression wasn't entirely natural; every now and then, a flicker of awkwardness crossed her eyes—I couldn't tell if it was because she was reminded of the times we used to take photos together. I suspect she was recalling something—the places we had walked, the time we had shared, and everything that had already slipped into the past. I, on the other hand, was perfectly natural, wearing a sincere expression. Like any son taking pictures of his mother, I told her where to stand, helped her adjust her angle, and asked her to smile. My tone was light and effortless, devoid of any ulterior meaning.

Slowly, my mother settled down and began to wander around happily. Her steps grew lighter, and her expression relaxed. Every now and then, she would chat with me about whether the photos looked good or if the food tasted nice. In a "Niren Zhang" clay figurine shop on Ancient Culture Street, she bought a small pair of figurines—one male and one female—saying she would keep them at home as a souvenir. At a stall selling "shuligao" (steamed pear cakes), she bought a serving, took one bite, remarked that it was too sweet, and then handed it to me to finish. In the square beneath the Tianjin Eye, she asked me to take a photo of her with the giant Ferris wheel in the background. As she stood before the lens, the wind lifted her hair, and she raised her hand to block the sunlight, a smile playing on her lips.

By the end of the day, all three of us were exhausted. In the evening, we found a local restaurant and ordered a few specialties—guota liji (pan-fried pork slices), bazhen doufu (eight-treasure tofu), stewed gluten, and a bowl of seafood dough drop soup. The food was quite good. My father enjoyed it thoroughly, remarking that Tianjin cuisine was indeed different from Northeast Chinese food—it was lighter, though he still found the strong flavors of home more satisfying. My mother laughed, teasing him for being so used to heavy flavors that he had to nitpick even when trying something new.

After dinner, we returned home and took turns showering. My mother went first, then my father, and finally me. When I came out, I saw my mother sitting on the sofa, eating fruit with her phone on her lap. Seeing me, she called me over to help her pick out the best photos from the day so she could post them to her social media. I sat down beside her, took her phone, and scrolled through the pictures one by one. I helped her select a few with good angles and lighting, telling her which ones were nice. She followed my advice, picked a few, touched up the colors with a photo-editing app, and then posted them to her feed with great satisfaction.

My dad sat nearby, sipping his tea, commenting that Tianjin cuisine didn't taste as good as food from the Northeast, and recounting the things he’d seen at various tourist spots. His tone was relaxed, carrying that unique sense of contentment that comes after a trip. My mom chimed in from time to time, occasionally refuting him; their conversation flowed with the effortless, synchronized rhythm typical of an old married couple.

The three of us ended our day’s journey in high spirits.

That night, lying on the five-foot bed in the hallway, I heard my dad’s snoring from the master bedroom, along with the faint rustle of the quilt as my mom turned over now and then. Those sounds were especially distinct in the quiet of the night, carrying the very essence of life. I rolled over to face the wall. The curtains weren't drawn tightly, and a sliver of moonlight slipped through the gap, casting a thin band of silver light across the floor. I watched that ribbon of light, feeling a deep sense of peace in my heart.
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Chapter 25

Some doors are closed, not because they can never be opened again, but because they require a new key...

Early on the morning of May 2nd, I was awakened by sounds coming from the kitchen. The sounds were soft—the clinking of a spatula against the edge of a pan, and the turning of the faucet on and off. Those sounds drifted over from the windowsill above my head and entered my ears. Lying between sleep and wakefulness, I listened to those sounds, feeling a sense of peace in my heart, just like when I would wake up every morning as a child and hear her bustling about in the kitchen.

I opened my eyes and lay there for a while, listening to the kitchen sounds, feeling calm. I turned over to lie on my side, my gaze drifting inadvertently toward the kitchen.

Through the half-open window, I could see her figure moving inside. She was wearing that light-colored loungewear, with my apron tied around her waist. She stood before the stove, back to me, head slightly bowed, watching something in the pot. Her hair was tied into a low ponytail, with a few stray strands hanging by her ears, shimmering with a soft luster in the morning light.

I watched her silhouette, a sense of indescribable reassurance filling my heart. She was here, in this place where I lived, in this small apartment of only a few dozen square meters, making me breakfast just as if we were at home. This realization brought a wave of warmth to my heart.

I slowly sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes. Just as I sat up, I vaguely sensed that she was looking at me. I looked up in that direction and discovered she was indeed watching me through the half-open kitchen window. That window faced the hallway, and my bed was right beneath it. She must have heard me stirring and turned to take a look.

Our eyes met across the distance. Seeing that I was awake, a smile appeared on her face, and she said to me, "You're up?" Her voice was soft, carrying that unique gentleness of the early morning as it traveled across the distance to my ears.

I hummed in response and stood up from the bed. I was wearing a T-shirt and shorts, my hair a mess from just waking up. I walked across the bedroom to the kitchen doorway and saw her busy at the stove. Porridge was simmering in a pot, releasing white, steaming clouds that filled the kitchen with the scent of rice. On the counter sat a few plates with sliced pickles and hard-boiled eggs.

I asked, "Where's Dad?" Without turning around, she kept stirring the porridge and said, "He woke up early, went out to grab a bite, and headed straight to that freight company." I nodded, then said, "You don't have to cook in the future; I can just go out and buy something." She didn't stop what she was doing, but she looked up at me. There was that unique maternal disapproval in her eyes, yet a faint smile played on her lips: "Food from outside isn't clean; eat less of it from now on." Her tone was natural—the kind of instruction a mother gives her son, carrying an unquestionable certainty. At that moment, watching her expression and hearing her tone, a very real feeling welled up inside me. She wasn't keeping a deliberate distance or walking on eggshells; she was simply speaking to me as a mother. That naturalness made me feel at ease, making me believe that everything between us was moving in the right direction.

I nodded. She turned back to the stove, stirred the porridge with a spoon, then covered the pot and lowered the heat. I stood at the doorway watching her for a moment before heading to the bathroom to wash up.

After breakfast, I changed my clothes and got ready for work. As I stood at the entryway putting on my shoes, she followed and stood by the door watching me. She told me to be careful on the road, not to rush at work, and not to forget to eat lunch. These were the most ordinary words of advice, the kind any mother would say to her son. Yet, hearing them filled me with a warmth—a feeling of being cared for and thought of, simple but real.

I nodded, said I understood, and headed out. During the day, she stayed home alone and tidied up the place again. She mopped the floors, cleaned the windows, and refolded the clothes in my closet. She sent me a few photos on WeChat of the place after she had finished cleaning; it definitely looked much tidier than before.

In the afternoon, she sent me another message saying she had cooked dinner and was waiting for me to come home and eat. I was in the office dealing with paperwork when I saw the message. I stared at those words on the screen for a few seconds, an indescribable feeling welling up inside me. It was the feeling of being waited for—the feeling that someone is home, having prepared a meal and waiting for you to return to eat it. This feeling was very unfamiliar to me. During my year in Tianjin, I had always eaten alone; no one had ever had a meal ready at home waiting for me.

I replied to her message, saying "Okay, I'll head back as soon as I finish work." But I didn't actually leave early that day. By the time I finished the tasks at hand and checked the time, it was already nearly eight o'clock. I packed my things, walked out of the office, and rode a shared bike home. The early May evening was still a bit chilly, and the wind felt cold against me, but my heart was warm because I knew someone was waiting for me at home.

When I arrived downstairs, I locked the bike and hurried upstairs. As I opened the door, the aroma of food greeted me. It was rich, a mix of the savory, saucy scent of braised pork ribs and the fresh fragrance of rice. I saw that she had already set the table; several dishes were on the coffee table, covered with plates to keep them warm. My dad was sitting on the sofa, head down looking at his phone, but he looked up and smiled at me when he heard the door open.

My mom poked her head out of the kitchen, took one look at me, and said, "You're back? Go wash your hands, it's time to eat." Her tone was perfectly ordinary, just like it would be at home. I gave a nod and went to the bathroom to wash my hands. When I came out, she had already removed the plates covering the dishes, revealing what was inside: braised pork ribs, stir-fried garlic sprouts with pork, stir-fried eggs with large green peppers, and a tomato and egg soup. The dishes looked wonderful; the ribs were braised to a glossy red and gave off an enticing fragrance.

I said, "You don't have to wait for me. Just eat when it's ready and leave some for me. I don't have a set time for finishing work; eight or nine o'clock is normal for me." My mom shook her head: "We had nothing else to do, so we waited to eat together with you." My dad chimed in from the side: "Exactly, what difference does it make if we eat a little earlier or later?" Hearing their words, my heart warmed again. That feeling of being waited for rushed back over me. For over a year now, I have rarely eaten at home. Having someone cook a meal and wait for me to return to eat together is a luxury for me.

I sat down, picked up my rice bowl, and took a chopstick of spare ribs. They were braised to perfection—tender, succulent, and rich with savory sauce. I took a bite, couldn't help but nod, and told my mom how delicious they were. A faint smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

At the table, I asked my dad how things went at the freight company today. He spoke as he ate, telling me it seemed pretty good. The company was large, the benefits were decent, and they provided dormitories, a cafeteria, and full social insurance and housing provident fund coverage. Between the base salary and performance bonuses, he could earn over ten thousand a month. As he spoke, his tone was filled with satisfaction and anticipation. He said he was happy with the job and decided to give it a try. If everything went well, he would head back home, sell his trucks, and settle into this job for good.

Watching him speak, a wave of bitterness washed over me. My dad is in his forties; though he’s always been in good health, he isn't exactly young anymore. There were already plenty of grey hairs in his head, and the wrinkles on his face were much deeper than before. Years of being out in the elements had made him look older than his actual age. Now, he was preparing to leave his hometown, move to a strange city, and start all over again.

I felt a bit worried and asked, "Will you be okay pulling all-nighters?" My dad just laughed it off. "That’s nothing," he said. "The work isn't really pulling all-nighters. You just drive the goods there and wait in line to unload. Sometimes you wait half the night, but you can sleep in the cab. These days, a job like this is already pretty good." My mom chimed in with her own concern: "Are you sure you can handle it?" My dad waved her off: "It's fine, I know what I'm doing." I asked him when he planned to start. He said he’d get a physical in the next couple of days, and if everything was fine, he’d go through the onboarding process. I told him I’d go with him, but he insisted he could handle it on his own.

That night, the three of us sat around that tiny coffee table, eating and chatting. Outside the window was the nightscape of Tianjin, filled with the distant sounds of car horns and city bustle. But inside this small, cramped apartment, the three of us huddled together, eating and talking just as we would back home. That feeling put my heart at ease, making me realize that no matter what had happened, and no matter how many complicated things lay between us, we were, at the end of the day, a family.

On May 3rd, my dad went for his physical. The results came back quickly, and everything was fine. On May 5th, he officially started the job. I didn't go with him to handle the paperwork; he went alone. When he returned, he looked quite happy, saying that everything had gone smoothly.

Once he started working, it was just my mother and me left at home.

This change brought a subtle shift to the atmosphere of the house. When my father was here, the three of us together created a sense of a complete and natural family dynamic. But now that he was gone, leaving only the two of us, that delicate balance was broken.

My mother still got up every morning to make me breakfast. She seemed to treat this as her primary mission here, always having the meal ready before I woke up. In the evenings, she would also have dinner prepared, waiting for me to return no matter how late it was so we could eat together.

My father usually returned home every day or two. His transport team handled short-haul routes; sometimes he could make it back the same night, and other times he would be away for a day or two. He always looked exhausted when he returned, but his spirits were high. He would tell us about his time at the company and talk about his new colleagues. He seemed to have adapted well to his new work environment and appeared much more relaxed than before.

However, when he was away, it was just my mother and me in the house. The place was tiny: one bedroom, a lounge area converted from a hallway, and a kitchen that could only fit one person. I had been living here for over half a year and had long grown accustomed to the cramped space. But previously it was just me; now there was another person here—someone with whom I had a complicated relationship—and the space felt exceptionally stifling.

The weather was getting warmer. Although it wasn't yet the height of summer in Tianjin in early May, the days were already quite balmy. At night, the room would get stuffy, and I had to leave the window open to fall asleep.

Because we lacked private space, awkwardness was unavoidable. This was especially true when it came to changing clothes. Back home, we each had our own rooms and could simply shut the door. That wasn't possible here; the house was too small, with only a curtain separating the bedroom from the hallway. Whenever we needed to change, we would both instinctively take our clothes into the bathroom. While the bathroom wasn't large, it at least had a door that could be locked.

The bathroom was tiny—a space of 1.5 by 1.2 meters. It was just enough for one person to stand in; two people couldn't even turn around. Whenever one of us was inside changing, the other had to wait outside.

I wondered if, whenever she was changing in that bathroom, she felt the same as I did—unconsciously aware that the other person was just a few steps away, separated only by that thin door. The door was locked, but the sense of security that lock provided felt very limited in such a confined space.

During dinner, her eyes always seemed to dart away. It wasn't a deliberate avoidance, but rather an instinctive reaction. Whenever our gazes happened to meet, she would quickly shift her eyes elsewhere. Sometimes she would look down at the food in her bowl, and other times she would turn her gaze toward the window. That evasion left a bitter taste in my mouth, yet I understood her.

I tried hard to restrain my thoughts. I told myself that it was all in the past. Now, our whole family was doing well, and I shouldn't let my own desires ruin everything. I told myself that those inappropriate thoughts would only hurt everyone and shatter the relationship that we had worked so hard to mend. I told myself that she was my mother and I was her son; our relationship could only ever be that of mother and son.

But some memories are not so easily forgotten. They are like marks carved into one's bones; no matter how hard you try to erase them, they remain. In the dead of night, when all external distractions fade away, those memories surface from the depths of my heart, rushing back like a tide. As I lay in bed, listening to the sound of her breathing, those images would flash through my mind one by one—her silent consent when I entered her body in that hotel in Harbin, her shyness the first time she let me touch her breasts in that hotel in Qiqihar, her helplessness as she cried in my arms and asked, "Is what we're doing right?", and the decisiveness in her voice when she said, "Let's go back to being mother and son," after that night.

Those images were both agonizing and impossible to resist. I told myself not to think about them, but the more I suppressed those thoughts, the clearer they became. I could only lie in the darkness with my eyes open, listening to the sound of her turning over, telling myself over and over again—it’s over, don’t think about it anymore.

On the evening of May 6th, it was nearly 8:30 by the time I got home. I didn't get off work too late today, but just as I was leaving, my boss called me over to discuss the promotion plan for a new project, and I didn't get out of the office until nearly eight. I rode a shared bike back, and as I passed the roasted chestnut stall at the entrance of our residential complex, I saw that it hadn't closed yet. The aroma, a mix of caramel and warmth, drifted through the night air and tempted me to stop the bike.

I remembered she loved these. Back in our hometown, every autumn when the street vendors started selling roasted chestnuts, she would always buy a paper bag full, sit on the sofa, and peel them while watching TV. I parked my bike, walked over, and bought a pound. Holding the hot paper bag in my hands, a wave of warmth spread through my palms.

I went upstairs and took out my keys to open the door. The moment the door opened, the scent of a home-cooked meal, mingled with the warmth of the room, drifted toward me, making everything feel cozy. The living room light was on, and the TV was playing some news program. Dishes were already set out on the coffee table, covered by plates.

She was sitting on the sofa, and upon hearing the door open, she stood up and walked to the bedroom doorway.

"You're back?" Her voice was casual.

"Yeah," I said, changing my shoes and placing the bag of chestnuts on the coffee table. "I passed by a stall selling roasted chestnuts, so I bought a pound." She glanced at the bag, didn't say much, just gave a soft "mm," then stood up and went to the coffee table, lifting the plates off the dishes one by one.

Two meat dishes and one vegetable—braised chicken, stir-fried pork with green peppers, and cucumber salad—all prepared in the Northeast style. The dishes looked quite good; the chicken was braised to a glossy red, and the colors of the stir-fried pork were perfectly balanced. But one look at the portion sizes told me she must have been waiting for me to eat together again.

"Didn't I tell you not to wait for me?" I said, a hint of helplessness in my tone. "I never have a set time getting off work; you should just eat first." "I wasn't hungry yet," she said, her tone flat, as if stating something entirely natural. "Go wash your hands; the food is about to get cold." I didn't argue further and went to the bathroom to wash up. By the time I came out, she had already served two bowls of rice, one at each end of the coffee table. I sat down, picked up my bowl, and took a piece of chicken. The chicken was well-braised, tender, and rich with a savory, soy-based flavor. I also tried the stir-fried pork with green peppers; the flavor was good, with just the right amount of salt.

She sat down as well, picked up her bowl, and began to eat slowly. She took her time, chewing each bite thoroughly before swallowing, her gaze fixed on the TV screen, though I knew she wasn't really watching.

I didn't say anything either. The only sounds in the living room were the faint noises of chewing and chopsticks clicking against the bowls, the silence feeling somewhat heavy.

The meal was somewhat awkward. It wasn't the kind of awkwardness born of tension, but something more subtle, something difficult to define. We sat at the same coffee table, eating from the same spread, separated by only an arm's length, yet it felt as if an invisible film stood between us. We were both trying to act normal—as normal as a mother and son should be—but the very effort made everything feel unnatural.

I wanted to say something, but every time I opened my mouth, I didn't know what to say. All the ordinary, safe topics that wouldn't touch on anything sensitive had vanished from my mind. It was the same for her. I could feel her trying to maintain a natural demeanor, but her movements as she picked up food, the rhythm of her chewing, and the occasional glances she cast my way all carried a sense of deliberate calm.

After we finished eating, I took it upon myself to clear the dishes. She didn't try to take over, only saying, "Leave them, I'll wash them in a bit." I replied, "I've got it," and she didn't insist further.

As I stood in the kitchen washing the dishes, my thoughts drifted along with the sound of the running water. The water was warm, and its gentle touch on the back of my hands was soothing. I kept my head down, watching the plates being rinsed clean as the suds slid down the drain with a gurgling sound.

When I finished washing up and dried my hands, she was already standing by the bathroom door with a change of clothes.

"I'm going to take a shower," she said, her tone casual, before pushing the door open and stepping inside.

The door closed, followed by the sound of the latch turning—a soft "click" that, in the stillness of the night, I heard with perfect clarity.

I sat on the bed—the five-foot bed in the hallway—leaning against the wall with my phone in hand. The screen was lit, but I didn't take in a single word. The bathroom light was on, and through the frosted glass door, I could see a blurred silhouette moving inside. The sound of the shower was rushing and exceptionally loud in the quiet room. It continued in steady pulses. I could imagine her standing beneath the showerhead—the hot water gushing down, trickling over her hair, sliding down her shoulders, her spine, and her waist. Steam rose in the cramped space, veiling the glass door in a thin mist and making that blurry figure even more indistinct.

Images involuntarily flooded my mind. I shook my head vigorously, trying to shake them away. I told myself: Don’t think about it. It’s already in the past. I forced myself to focus on my phone, opening the work group chat and scrolling through messages, but the words just drifted before my eyes, not a single one registering in my brain.

The sound of water stopped. Then came the soft rustling—she was drying off, getting dressed.

A moment later, the bathroom door opened. A warm, humid breeze, laced with the scent of body wash, billowed out from the doorway and permeated the hallway. The fragrance was faint—the scent of the body wash she always used, carrying a subtle milky aroma that mingled with the steam rising from her body, drifting through the air.

She stepped out wearing a pale pink silk nightgown that fell just above her knees; the neckline was neither too high nor too low, revealing just a hint of her collarbone. Her hair was still damp, cascading over her shoulders, water dripping from the tips and landing on the fabric of her nightgown, leaving behind dark, wet patches. The silk, dampened by the steam, clung to her in places, tracing the outline of her body—her shoulders were rounded and slender, her waist delicate, and the prominent lines of her collarbones were clearly visible at the neckline. Her face was flushed with a faint glow from the bath, her skin appearing exceptionally fair and delicate under the light, with a few damp strands of hair clinging to her cheeks.

She stood there with her back to me, drying her hair with a towel. Her movements were slow, gently rubbing the ends of her hair as droplets slid down the strands. Through the gap in the curtain, I could see her silhouette—her head tilted slightly, the towel moving back and forth in her hands, exposing her graceful neck. Her neck caught the soft light, with stray strands of hair clinging to it like the most delicate lines in a sketch.

Then, as if she sensed something, she stopped drying her hair, turned her head slightly, and glanced in my direction.

Our gazes met briefly through the gap in the curtain. It was a fleeting glance—so short that it lasted perhaps a second, or even less. Her eyes swept over my face, and mine over hers. Then, she quickly looked away, lowered her head, and went back to drying her hair.

The corners of her mouth seemed to twitch; it was a subtle movement, but I caught it. It wasn't a smile, but a more complex expression—something that looked like embarrassment, or perhaps an attempt to hide something.

She didn't speak. Neither did I. She dried her hair for a moment longer, then draped the towel over the back of her chair and walked toward the bedroom. As she reached the doorway, she stopped. Without turning back, she said in a very flat tone, "You should go wash up, too. You're covered in sweat." With that, she walked into the bedroom. She pulled the door shut behind her, leaving it slightly ajar, with a thin sliver of dim light spilling through the gap.

I sat on the bed, listening to the faint sounds from the bedroom—her walking to the bed, sitting down, and the soft rustle of hair against a pillow. These sounds were so light, as if she were afraid of disturbing something.

A while later, the bedroom light went out. The sliver of light from the door vanished, and the entire apartment plunged into darkness.

I stood up and went into the bathroom. The lingering humidity from her shower still hung in the air, which was filled with the scent of her body wash. The mirror was veiled in a thin layer of fog; I traced a line through it with my finger, revealing my blurred reflection. I stared at that face, which wore no discernible expression, though something I couldn't quite name flickered in my eyes.

I took a shower, intentionally turning the water temperature down. The cold water hit my skin, making me shiver. I stood under the stream, eyes closed, letting the water wash over my face and body, trying to rinse away all the thoughts that shouldn't have been there.

When I came out, the entire apartment had fallen completely silent. The hallway and the bedroom were pitch black, save for a thin beam of streetlight filtering in through the kitchen window, casting a vague shadow on the ceiling. I dried my hair and lay down on the bed in the hallway. The mattress let out a soft creak, and then, everything returned to stillness.

I lay on my side, facing the wall. A sliver of moonlight filtered through the gap in the curtains, drawing a thin, silvery-white line on the floor. I watched that line of light, listening to the silence of the night—occasionally, the sound of a car passing in the distance outside the window, or footsteps in the hallway that grew closer before fading away, until everything fell quiet once more.

Once it was quiet, I heard her. It was coming from the bedroom—she was turning over. The faint creak of the mattress springs, the rustle of the quilt, the subtle sounds of a body shifting against the sheets. It was so soft, so very soft; if it weren't for the absolute stillness of the night, and if I weren't listening so intently, my entire focus directed toward that direction, I would never have heard it.

But the sound pierced through the half-closed door, traveled the less than two meters of the hallway, cut through the darkness, and reached my ears.

Once. Twice. Three times.

I didn't know how many times she had turned over. I didn't know if she was truly unable to sleep or just adjusting her posture. But the sound of each movement was like a small pebble tossed into the pool of my heart, which I had tried so hard to keep calm, sending ripple after ripple across the surface.

Those ripples pushed up the fragments of memory I thought had long since settled to the bottom. The dim, yellow light of that hotel room in Qiqihar, the look on her face when she bit her lip and said, "You can only touch me once." The light and shadow of the afternoon sun filtering through the sheer curtains in that room in Harbin, the way she kept her eyes closed while beneath me. And here, in this apartment, just a few days ago, the warmth of her body as she clung to my back, while I carried her up to the sixth floor, step by step.

Those images flashed through my mind like a carousel, as vivid as if they had happened only yesterday. My heart beat within my chest, one thud after another, heavy and distinct, as if keeping pace with the rhythm of those memories.

I turned over to face the other side. The mattress creaked beneath me. I closed my eyes, trying hard not to listen to the sounds from that direction, trying to clear my mind, trying to drift off to sleep.

But I knew in my heart that once some things are planted, they can never be uprooted. They sprout in secret when you aren't looking, and at some moment when you can no longer hold them back, they break through every line of defense.

That night, I don’t know when I finally fell asleep.

On May 7th, I intentionally returned home a bit late.

I couldn't say exactly why. Perhaps it was because the awkwardness of the previous night left me unsure of how to face her, or perhaps I feared that if I returned too early, the two of us would be alone again in that small room, forced to face that table of food, forced to search for safe topics of conversation, and forced to use every ounce of energy to maintain a normal mother-son relationship. That kind of effort was exhausting—more exhausting than working overtime.

It was nearly nine o'clock when I got home. The moment I pushed the door open, I froze—my father was back. He was sitting on the sofa, wearing a dark work jacket. He looked like he had just finished his shift, his face marked by the weariness of labor, though his spirits seemed fine. Half-eaten food sat on the coffee table, with two used sets of bowls and chopsticks set to the side; it appeared they had already eaten.

Seeing me return, my father looked up. Still chewing, he mumbled, "Why are you only just getting back?" "Overtime," I said, changing my shoes and putting my bag away.

My mother was sitting across from the dining table, holding a glass of water. She glanced at me, her gaze lingering on my face for a moment, then said, "There’s food warming in the pot, go serve yourself." Her tone and expression were perfectly normal—just the way a mother would speak to a son returning home late: flat, natural, and carrying a hint of habitual nagging.

I grunted in acknowledgment and went to the kitchen to serve my food. There were a few dishes warming in the pot, the same kind of home-cooked Northeastern food she had made today that was much like what I had eaten yesterday. I brought my bowl back to the living room, sat down by the coffee table, and buried my head in my meal. The two of them had already finished, but they hadn't left the room. My father was on the sofa looking at his phone, and my mother was sitting opposite him, still holding that glass of water and sipping it slowly.

As I was eating, my mother stood up and said, "I'm going to take a shower." She walked past me toward the bathroom. She was wearing light-colored loungewear—a loose, crew-neck T-shirt and gray athletic shorts—a simple, casual outfit. As she passed by, I caught a faint scent that belonged to her, a mixture of the fresh smell of laundry detergent and the warmth of her skin.

The bathroom door closed, followed by the sound of running water. I buried my head in my meal, trying my best to focus on the food in my bowl. My dad sat nearby, scrolling through his phone and occasionally looking up to say a few words to me. He mentioned that he’d been quite busy these past few days, making constant deliveries to the suburbs. The traffic wasn’t bad, but he had to wait over two hours to unload, which left him so tired he dozed off in the truck. He said that while the job didn't pay exceptionally well, it was stable and he didn't have to worry about the vehicle—the company covered fuel and tolls, and the paycheck just appeared in his account every month.

I listened, offering an occasional nod and saying that was good, and that he should keep at it for now. A while later, the bathroom door opened. My mom walked out. She had changed into clean loungewear—the same loose, crew-neck T-shirt, just in a light gray this time, paired with the same athletic shorts. She walked over, drying her damp hair with a towel.

The living room lights were a warm yellow, casting a soft glow over her. The T-shirt was made of cotton, soft and loose, the neckline slightly stretched from repeated washing. As she bent over to clear the bowls from the coffee table—her head lowered and her upper body leaning forward to reach for an empty bowl at the far end—the neckline of her shirt naturally dipped down.

My gaze inadvertently swept over. Through that slightly open neckline, I saw it—she wasn't wearing a bra under her shirt. The soft contours were visible in the shadow of the collar, her fair, delicate skin glowing softly in the warm light, and the shallow hollow beneath her collarbone revealed itself with her movement.

The image lasted only a flash—less than a second, really. She quickly picked up the bowl, straightened her back, and the neckline settled back into place.

But I had seen it. In that instant, my heart skipped a beat. My eyes felt scorched, and I quickly snapped them away, fixing my gaze on the bowl in front of me.

I kept my head down, pretending to be engrossed in my meal, poking at the rice with my chopsticks and lifting it to my mouth, one grain at a time. I could feel my cheeks burning, the heat spreading from my earlobes to my cheekbones; I felt as if I were being roasted over a fire. I didn't know if she had noticed what I just saw, and I didn't dare look up to check her expression.

She felt it too—the moment I lowered my head, I sensed a faint hesitation in her movements. She had likely caught on to something from my quick, evasive glance.

She stood there for a second or two, holding the empty bowl. Then, she turned and walked toward the kitchen without saying another word.

But as she turned, I saw her tug at the collar of her T-shirt—a light, swift movement, as if she were adjusting it subconsciously. Then she entered the kitchen, turned on the faucet, and the sound of rushing water filled the air.

I sat at the coffee table, head bowed, continuing to eat the rice in my bowl, trying my best to make my movements look natural.

My father lay on the bed, eyes already closed, emitting a light snore; he was probably exhausted from driving all day. From the kitchen came the sound of running water and clinking dishes, occasionally interspersed with the faint, subtle sound of grease being broken down by dish soap.

I sat there, looking at the half-bowl of rice left, and suddenly lost my appetite.

On May 8th, before getting off work, I sent a message to Mom on WeChat, telling her I was eating out with colleagues and wouldn’t be home for dinner.

After I sent the message, it took a while for her to reply with a single "Okay." Just that one word, nothing more. I stared at it, feeling something I couldn't quite name—a sense of relief, mixed with a hollow emptiness.

That night, I ate with a few colleagues at a food stall near the office. Beer and skewers, chatting about project details and the new boss; the table was full of laughter and a lively atmosphere. I drank a few bottles myself, but the alcohol felt like it was missing something. I sat there, listening to the chatter, occasionally chiming in or laughing along, but half my mind was elsewhere.

We didn't wrap up until nearly 1:00 AM. I hailed a cab home. Sitting in the backseat, the streetlights outside slid by one after another, forming a line of orange light in the dark. The night breeze blew in, carrying the slight chill unique to early summer, cooling my flushed face and helping me sober up a bit. I leaned back against the seat, looking out the window, thinking that she must be asleep by now.

Once downstairs, I paid the fare and headed up. The voice-activated lights in the stairwell flickered on all the way up, my footsteps echoing through the empty corridor. I tried to be as quiet as possible while unlocking the door, afraid of waking her. But the lock on the old building was a bit rusty, and no matter how careful I was, turning the key still produced a rather loud mechanical click.

The door opened. The living room lights were off, and the entire apartment was submerged in darkness. I pulled the door shut softly and, without turning on the lights, changed into my slippers, guided by the streetlamp glow filtering in through the window. The room was very quiet—quiet enough that I could hear my own breathing and heartbeat. I assumed she was already asleep.

But just as I was tiptoeing inside, a rustling sound came from the bedroom—the friction of bedsheets, followed by the sound of someone sitting up.

Then, the bedroom door opened. She stood in the doorway, wearing light-colored loungewear. The room was dim, with only the faint, murky light of the streetlamp casting shadows on the floor. I couldn't clearly see her expression, only her silhouette. Her hair was a bit disheveled, clearly having just risen from bed. Her eyes shimmered slightly in the gloom, her gaze fixed on me.

"Just getting back?" Her voice was raspy from waking, laced with sleepiness.

"Yeah," I replied, my own voice a bit muffled. "Had a few drinks with some colleagues." She didn't say anything else, just stood in the doorway and watched me for a few seconds. Then, she turned and walked toward the bathroom. She didn't turn on the light, finding her way by the faint glow from the window. The bathroom door was open, and she could see her path in the dim light.

A moment later, the sound of water drifted from the bathroom—a soft, delicate sound of her washing her hands after using the toilet. Then, the bathroom door was pulled shut gently. Next came the sound of the toilet flushing, exceptionally clear in the quiet night. Then the faucet was turned on, the water rushing for a few seconds before stopping.

She then walked out of the bathroom. Without looking at me again, she headed straight for the bedroom. When she reached the doorway, she paused, her back to me, and said in a very calm tone, "There's honey water on the table. Drink it to help with the alcohol." With that, she walked into the bedroom and closed the door softly. She didn't latch it completely, leaving a narrow sliver of a gap.

I stood there, stunned for a few seconds. Then, I walked over to the coffee table and switched on the small lamp in the living room. As the dim, yellowish light came on, I saw it—a glass of water sitting on the table. It was a standard glass, its walls clear, the liquid inside a pale amber that glowed softly under the light. A thin layer of condensation clung to the rim, clearly showing it had been placed there only moments ago.

I stood there, looking down at the honey water for quite a while. The light from the streetlamp outside filtered through the gap in the curtains, mingling with the glow from the lamp on the coffee table and casting a soft shimmer over the glass.

I picked up the water; the temperature was perfect—not hot, just warm, exactly right for drinking. The sweetness of the honey slowly dissolved on my tongue, sliding down my throat and all the way to my stomach. It wasn't a sharp sweetness, but a faint, gentle one, as if something had been softly melted away. Drinking it, I felt a complex mix of emotions—a sense of warmth, a touch of heartache, and something indescribable lodged in my chest, like a ball of cotton soaked in warm water: soft, yet heavy.

I finished the water, washed the glass, and put it away. Then, I took a shower.

The hot water cascaded over me, the lather of shower gel washing away the smell of alcohol and barbecue skewers bit by bit. I stood under the showerhead, eyes closed, letting the water run over my face, my shoulders, and my back. Steam rose in the cramped bathroom, fogging up the mirror with a white mist.

When I came out of the shower, the small lamp in the living room was still on, casting a dim, yellow glow over the small space. The sliver of light from the bedroom door crack was gone—she had turned off the light.

I stood in the hallway, staring at the door now swallowed by darkness for a few seconds. Then, I returned to the bed in the hallway, turned off the light, and lay down. In the darkness, I could hear my own breathing. The bedroom was silent—so silent that I couldn't tell if she was asleep or awake. But even if she were awake, she wouldn't say anything more.

I lay there, reflecting on the events of the evening. She had waited up so late for me. She had sat up in bed the moment she heard me return. She had made me that cup of honey water. These things were so small—so small that any mother would do them for a son coming home late. Yet, in those small gestures, I felt that warm, bittersweet sensation once again.

I turned over to face the wall. Moonlight filtering through the gap in the curtains painted a thin, silver-white strip of light across the floor. Watching that band of light, I felt an indescribable mix of peace and heartache intertwined within me.

The sweetness of the honey water still lingered on the tip of my tongue, faint, like something that time could never wash away.

Just as I was drifting into sleep, a soft sound came from the bedroom again.

It was the sound of her turning over. It was very, very light—lighter than any time before—as if she were deliberately muffling the noise, not wanting to be heard by anyone. The bedsprings creaked faintly, the quilt rustled, and then everything returned to silence.

I lay with my eyes open in the darkness, listening to the echo of that soft sound fade bit by bit into the night. She wasn't asleep either.

On May 9th, when I got off work, I took a detour to buy a box of cream puffs from the bakery I often visit. She likes sweets, but she rarely buys them for herself at home, always feeling they are unnecessary luxuries. I know she loves the creamy, dense texture of the filling—back home, I once brought her a box. Though she complained, "Why buy these? You're wasting money," she had a smile on her face as she ate them, one after another, finishing the whole box in no time.

It was just past seven-thirty when I got home. She had already finished working in the kitchen. A large bowl of zhajiangmian was set on the coffee table, accompanied by shredded cucumber, bean sprouts, and a small dish of garlic cloves. The sauce was fried with diced pork belly, rich and fragrant, and the noodles were handmade by her, rinsed in cold water so that each strand remained distinct.

“You’re back?” she poked her head out from the kitchen. “Wash your hands and come eat.” I mumbled a reply, set the box of cream puffs on the coffee table, and went to the bathroom to wash up. When I returned, she was already seated, adding shredded cucumber to her bowl of noodles. She glanced at the box of cream puffs and said nothing, but there was a flicker of something in that look—not surprise, nor astonishment, but a more complex emotion. It was as if she had seen something she knew she would eventually see; she was touched, yet she didn't want to show it.

I sat down, picked up my bowl, gave the noodles a stir, and took a mouthful. The noodles were chewy, the sauce rich and savory, and the crispness of the cucumber and bean sprouts blended together to create a very pleasant texture. It was a flavor I had grown up with; every detail was etched into my taste memory.

She ate with her head down, very quietly, occasionally adding a bit more cucumber to her bowl. No one spoke; there was only the sound of slurping noodles and the light clinking of chopsticks against the rims of the bowls.

Halfway through the meal, she set down her chopsticks. She picked up the box of cream puffs, opened the lid, and gazed at the golden pastries arranged in perfect rows. She took one and bit into it—just a small bite, enough to reveal the white cream filling inside. She chewed, swallowed, and then said, “Not bad. Quite fresh.” “The shop makes them fresh every day,” I said. “I just picked them up on my way home from work.” She picked up another puff, but this time, instead of taking a bite, she popped the whole thing into her mouth. As the cream melted, her eyes narrowed slightly—it was an instinctive reaction whenever she ate something she liked, one she probably didn’t even notice herself.

“Those sugar-roasted chestnuts you bought last time were good, too,” she said. Her tone was flat, as if she were just making casual conversation.

“Yeah,” I replied. “That shop’s chestnuts are great. Large and sweet.” Then, silence fell again. But this silence was different from the one before—the previous silence had been empty, while this one seemed to hold something more, as if those mundane details we had deliberately ignored had finally found a small, safe outlet in these few words about food.

She ate one more cream puff, brushed the crumbs from her hands, and picked up her glass to take a sip of water.

"You go take a shower first," she said, her tone naturally casual. "You've had a long day." I nodded, stood up, went to the room to grab a change of clothes, and walked into the bathroom.

While showering, I stood under the spray, my mind replaying snippets of our conversation—"It's alright, quite fresh"—"That shop has good chestnuts"—every sentence was the most ordinary, safe, everyday chatter. There was nothing overstepping, no ambiguous hints. We were both carefully maintaining that safe boundary, using the most mundane food and the most common remarks to fill the silences that might otherwise breed awkwardness.

But I knew in my heart that this boundary wasn't as solid as it appeared on the surface. It required both of us to put in the effort to maintain it; if either side were to relax even a little, the boundary would become fragile, like a sandbank washed away by the tide, eroding without us even noticing.

By the time I came out of the shower, she had already tidied up the coffee table, washed the dishes, and placed them on the drying rack. There was still about half a box of cream puffs left, covered with the lid and set in the corner of the table. She was sitting on the sofa, holding the remote, flipping through channels without settling on any of them.

"I'm done," I said.

She gave a soft "mm," set the remote down, stood up, walked past me, and went into the bathroom. The door closed, and the sound of the lock turning was exceptionally clear in the quiet room.

I spent another awkward night with her.

I lay on the bed, listening to the sound of water coming from the bathroom. The water continued to run. I closed my eyes, trying to let my thoughts settle.

After a while, the water stopped. Then came the sound of the door opening. Her footsteps moved down the hallway—light, quick, as if she wanted to cover that distance as fast as possible. The bedroom door opened and then closed; the sound of it latching was soft, as if she were afraid of disturbing something. But it wasn't locked.

Then there was silence. Complete silence—not even the sound of turning over. It was as if she were lying in bed, eyes open just like me, waiting for something in the darkness.

As for what that "something" was, I didn't know. Perhaps she didn't know either.

May 10th. My dad is home today; he got back this morning, before I was even up. The three of us had breakfast together—millet porridge, boiled eggs, and a small dish of pickled vegetables. As he drank his porridge, my dad chatted about what he’d seen while driving these past few days. He said the traffic conditions here in Tianjin are different from back home, and he still hasn't quite figured out the restrictions for out-of-town vehicles; he nearly drove into a restricted zone a couple of days ago, but luckily the GPS warned him in time. I listened, chiming in occasionally.

When he’s home, the atmosphere in the house is much better. That sense of tension hanging in the air seems to be smoothed away by an invisible hand. When the three of us sit down to eat, she naturally puts food on my dad’s plate, and occasionally drops a morsel onto mine, too. She banters with him a bit—he complains that the food at the canteen is too bland, and she tells him, "When in Rome, do as the Romans do; Tianjin food is naturally on the lighter side." Those conversations are the most mundane, filled with the casual ease and unspoken understanding of an old married couple.

I made a point of coming home a little earlier today. I swung by the fruit stand at the entrance of the residential complex and saw the strawberries on display—bright red, not very big, but vibrant in color, glistening in the afternoon sun. I remember she loves strawberries. Every summer in the past, she would always buy some, wash them, put them in a white porcelain bowl, and eat them one by one. I weighed out a pound of the red ones and carried them upstairs.

It was just past seven when I got home. My dad was sitting on the sofa drinking tea, and my mom was busy in the kitchen; the sound of the spatula hitting the pan mixed with the roar of the range hood drifted over from the kitchen window. Dinner was already done. She had stir-fried two vegetable dishes and steamed a fish.

I washed the strawberries, put them in a white porcelain bowl, and set it in the corner of the coffee table. My dad glanced at them but didn't say anything. When she finally came out of the kitchen carrying a soup bowl, she saw the bowl of washed strawberries on the coffee table. Her gaze lingered for a moment, then she looked away, saying nothing at all.

It was still light out when we finished eating—only 7:30, and the May evening sky still held a trace of pale orange light. I sat on the sofa, looking at the horizon that hadn't quite darkened yet, and a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

"Do you want to go for a stroll?" I asked, trying to keep my tone as casual as possible. "A walk after dinner helps with digestion." My mother didn't answer immediately. She was sitting at the other end of the sofa, holding a glass of water, her eyes fixed on the surface of the water in the glass.

My father spoke first. He leaned back against the sofa without turning his head. "I'm not going, you two go ahead. My back is a bit sore, I don't feel like moving." Hearing this, my mother set down her glass and stood up. She walked to the doorway and bent over to put on her flat cloth shoes. The movement was natural, without hesitation or affectation.

"Let's go," she said. "We'll just take one lap and come back." I followed her out the door. On this night in early May, there was still a hint of chill in the breeze. The streetlights in the residential complex had already flickered on; under the not-yet-dark sky, their orange glow looked exceptionally soft. A few roses had bloomed in the flowerbed, their deep red color visible under the lights. We walked slowly along the concrete path of the complex. She walked in front, and I followed beside her, keeping a half-step distance between us.

We walked very slowly. One lap. Two laps. Neither of us spoke first. The only sounds were our footsteps—the light rhythmic tap of her cloth shoes on the concrete and the soft friction of my sneakers. The rustling of the evening breeze through the leaves sounded like a low-key background melody in the quiet night.

Beside the flowerbed stood a ginkgo tree, its leaves shimmering with a pale green luster under the streetlight. As she passed the tree, her pace slowed.

"This tree has grown so large," she said. Her tone was casual, as if she were talking to herself or perhaps speaking to me.

I followed her gaze to the ginkgo tree; it was indeed sturdy, its branches and leaves already lush. I didn't know when it had been planted, and I couldn't find a way to continue her thought. I just stood there, looking at her silhouette, letting my gaze rest on the tree with hers for a few seconds before we continued walking.

Another stretch of silence followed.

My heart was full of words I wanted to say but couldn't. Those words were like a flock of birds trapped in a cage, flapping their wings, desperate to break through the door. But I couldn't let them fly out; I knew that if they did, everything would be shattered. So, I had no choice but to keep them locked in that cage, letting them flutter, letting them strike against the bars.

I could feel that she had things she wanted to say, too. I could sense the turbulence in her heart from the rhythm of her silence, the pace of her walking, and the way she occasionally cast her gaze toward the distance. In her own way, she was also upholding this silence. Both of us appeared to be heavy with unspoken thoughts.

As we rounded the second bend, the wind picked up, blowing a few stray hairs across her forehead. She raised her hand to tuck them behind her ear—a gesture that remained as natural as ever.

We walked another lap. Not a word was spoken. When we returned home, my father was already asleep in bed, his head tilted, mouth slightly open, letting out a steady, rhythmic snore.

My mother walked over, picked up a jacket from the side, and draped it over him. The movement was gentle and natural.

I stood a few paces away, watching the scene. The bedroom light was still on. She walked inside without closing the door.

Standing in the hallway, I looked at that open door and hesitated for a moment. The door was right there, wide open. But I knew that the world inside that room and the world outside had already formed a clear boundary in my mind.

May 11th. I didn't go home for dinner again today. A colleague was celebrating a birthday, and I was dragged along to the dinner party after work. There was a large table of people, some familiar and some not, and amidst the clinking of glasses, I ended up drinking quite a bit. The conversation shifted from work to industry gossip, then to personal family matters; voices mingled in the private room, and laughter rose and fell.

I sat in the corner, occasionally chiming in or joining the laughter, but the laughter always felt like it was separated by something, floating only on the surface.

By the time I returned home, it was nearly 12:30. The stairwell was quiet, the voice-activated lights flickering on floor by floor with my footsteps. I pulled out my keys to open the door, trying to be as quiet as possible. The door opened, and the lights were on—the small lamp in the living room was lit. Under its dim, amber glow, that glass of honey water sat on the coffee table again. The walls of the glass were clear, and the pale amber liquid inside swayed gently.

She hadn't slept. I changed my shoes and had just straightened up when the bedroom door opened. She stood in the doorway, wearing her light-colored loungewear. Her hair was a bit messy, clearly showing she had been lying in bed but hadn't been able to sleep. The light from behind her outlined her silhouette with a soft, blurred edge in the darkness.

"Why aren't you asleep yet?" I asked. My voice was a bit slurred, still thick with the smell of alcohol.

"I'm not that tired," she said. Her tone was flat, revealing no particular emotion. "I made you some honey water. Go ahead and drink it." She said it so naturally, as if it were the most expected thing in the world. I stood there, looking at the glass of honey water on the coffee table, then back at her silhouette under the light by the doorway, a bittersweet, indescribable feeling welling up inside me.

"Right," I said. "Go to sleep once you've finished it." She nodded, said nothing more, and turned back toward the bedroom. The door closed, but didn't latch. She turned off her bedroom light, but the door remained slightly ajar, leaving that thin sliver of an opening.

I walked over, picked up the glass of honey water, and drank it slowly. The warm liquid slid down my throat, carrying a faint sweetness that spread a gentle warmth through my stomach. I set the glass down and went to take a shower.

The hot water washed away the smell of alcohol and some of the exhaustion, too. I stood under the showerhead, watching the steam rise and dissipate in the light, wondering why she hadn't gone to sleep yet—was she waiting for me? She knew I had a dinner party tonight and that I would be home late. She could have gone to sleep; she didn't need to wait for me. Yet, she hadn't.

When I came out of the shower, the small light in the living room was still on. No light spilled through the crack in the bedroom door—she had already turned hers off. I switched off the living room light and, feeling my way through the darkness, lay down on the bed in the hallway.

Moonlight from outside filtered through the gap in the curtains, draping the entire room in a silvery-grey veil. I lay there with my eyes open, tracing every detail of the past few days in the dark. The sweetness of the honey water still lingered on my tongue—faint and warm.

May 12th, Mother's Day.

I woke up this morning, ate breakfast, and headed to work. It wasn't until midday that I remembered something. I picked up my phone and sent her a message: "Mom, don't worry about dinner tonight. I'll be home early, and I'll take you out to eat." A moment later, a reply came back: "Okay." A short while after that, she sent another: "Is your dad coming home?" I replied: "No, he has a lot of work today." She sent back a single word: "Fine." A little after six in the evening, I packed my things, said goodbye to my boss, and left early. I rode a shared bike back home; the early May sun wasn't as scorching as it would be in midsummer, feeling warm and gentle on my skin. The wind brushed past my ears, carrying the scent of the trees lining the streets.

When I got home, it was just past seven. She had already changed her clothes. She was wearing a white floral dress that fell below her knees, cinched at the waist with a thin sash. Her hair was tied up, revealing her smooth forehead and slender neck. She was wearing light makeup—her brows were traced and she had on a hint of lipstick. She looked fresh and vibrant, as if she were getting ready for a date.

She stood in the living room with a small handbag in her hand, and when she saw me come in, she looked up at me.

"Let's go," she said.

When I asked her what she wanted to eat, she thought for a moment and said, "I'm craving Malatang. Is there a place around here?" I was taken aback for a second, then smiled. "Yes, there is. I'll take you." I found a Zhangliang Malatang nearby, and since it wasn't far, we strolled over. Inside the shop, the freezer was neatly stocked with a wide variety of ingredients—leafy greens, tofu skin, kelp, lotus root slices, potato slices, vermicelli, fish balls, and crab sticks; the selection was very complete. She stood in front of the freezer, carefully choosing what she wanted. Holding a metal tray and tongs, she picked up some lotus root, some tofu skin, and then some greens and vermicelli. She looked up, paused, and added a few fish balls.

"That's enough," she said.

I finished picking my own items, and we handed them over to the counter together. The owner efficiently weighed the food, calculated the price, and dropped everything into the boiling broth. The aroma, a mix of chili and bone broth, quickly filled the air. The spicy, numbing scent drifted into my nose, whetting my appetite.

When the two steaming bowls of malatang were served, a layer of chili oil and sesame seeds floated on the vibrant red broth. Lotus root slices and greens drifted half-submerged in the spicy soup, and the glass noodles had soaked up the liquid, turning translucent. She looked down at the bowl in front of her, stirred it with her chopsticks, picked up a slice of lotus root, blew on it to cool it down, and popped it into her mouth. She chewed, swallowed, then set her chopsticks down and took a sip from the water glass beside her.

"How is it?" I asked.

"Mmm, it's good," she said, picking up a piece of bean curd skin. The skin was drenched in red oil, glistening under the lights. Her lips were stained red from eating, yet her chopsticks never slowed down.

When we left the shop after finishing our meal, a thin sheen of sweat beaded her forehead. Her face was flushed from the heat, and her lips looked full and rosy from the chili. She stood at the entrance for a moment, letting the evening breeze brush against her face, her eyes slightly squinted as if savoring the feeling of the cool air against her heated skin.

We walked slowly back along the sidewalk. The streetlights stretched and shortened our shadows. Most of the shops along the street were still open, casting a warm, yellow glow from their windows. The street was quiet, with only the occasional young couple walking past us arm in arm.

Passing by a flower shop, I saw a few stems of carnations and lilies in buckets by the door, their colors soft and gentle under the streetlights. I stopped and glanced at the flowers.

"Wait a second," I said.

I stepped into the shop, picked out a pink carnation, and had the clerk wrap it simply in paper. It wasn't a large flower, but its petals were full and vibrant, looking especially lovely against the light-colored wrapping.

I walked out with the flower and held it out to her.

"Mom, Happy Mother's Day," I said.

She stood there, looking down at the flower, not reaching for it immediately. As the streetlight fell upon her face, I saw her eyelashes tremble ever so slightly.

Then she reached out and took the flower. Her movements were gentle, her fingers holding the base of the stem as if afraid to hurt it. She looked down at the pink blossom, its petals gleaming with a soft luster under the streetlight.

"Thank you," she said. The two words were soft, but in the quiet street, I heard them clearly.

She held the flower the whole way home, not tucking it into her bag.

That evening, we talked much more than before. Once home, I found a bottle to put the flower in and placed it on the corner of the coffee table. She sat on the sofa, watching me work, a faint, almost imperceptible smile on her lips.

"This flower is quite pretty," she said.

"Yeah, I picked pink, thinking you'd like it." She reached out and lightly brushed the petals, her fingertips lingering on the soft surface for a moment, as if feeling its delicate texture. Then she pulled her hand back and leaned into the sofa, looking as if she had let go of something. She asked me about work—if the project was busy, if my colleagues were easy to get along with, and how my boss was. I answered everything honestly, telling her the project had just started and things were a bit chaotic, but the team atmosphere was decent. She listened, nodding occasionally and asking a follow-up question here and there.

I also asked if she had been bored at home these past few days. She said it was alright; she’d go out to buy groceries or visit the supermarket in the morning, and spend the afternoon on her phone or catching up on shows, and just like that, the day would pass. She said Tianjin was better than she had imagined—the streets were clean, the supermarkets were well-stocked, though she couldn't quite understand the local dialect.

"You'll get used to it after a while," I said.

"Mm," she replied.

After a while, she said, "You go take a shower first." I nodded, grabbed my clothes, and headed to the bathroom. When I came out, she was already standing in the hallway, holding her pajamas and waiting. As she walked past me, I caught that familiar scent—a mix of laundry detergent and the warmth of her skin. The bathroom door closed, and the sound of running water began.

I sat on the sofa, drying my hair with a towel. My gaze drifted toward the balcony—a few freshly washed garments hung on the clothesline, swaying gently in the night breeze. Among them was the undergarment she had changed out of today. It was light-colored, made of thin, soft fabric that looked translucent under the glow of the streetlights. It hung there beside a few T-shirts, rocking quietly in the wind like a silent presence.

My eyes lingered on it for a moment, then I looked away. I stood up, walked down the hall, and lay down on the bed. A faint crack ran across the ceiling above, stretching from the corner to the window like a mark left by the passage of time. The night breeze from outside drifted through the screen, carrying the distinct chill of an early summer night.

Soon, the sound of water in the bathroom stopped, followed by the sound of the door opening. She stepped out, wearing that same light pink nightgown as before. Her hair, still damp, draped over her shoulders. She didn't linger in the hallway but walked straight into the bedroom. The door clicked shut, unlocked.

There was a moment of silence in the bedroom, followed by a soft sound—the rustle of her turning over. It traveled to my ears through the wall, through the door, and across the short stretch of the hallway.

The sound was incredibly faint, almost imperceptible, yet in the stillness of the deep night, it felt like a secret signal.

I turned over too, facing the wall. Moonlight filtered through a gap in the curtains, drawing a silver line across the floor like a marker for the unspoken emotions of this quiet night.

The pink carnation in the vase on the coffee table shimmered faintly in the moonlight. It stood there quietly, its petals slightly unfurled, as if blooming soundlessly in the deep of the night.

I closed my eyes, the gentleness and warmth of her saying "thank you" still echoing in my ears. The words were short—barely a second long—but the mark they left in my heart was deeper than any long-winded speech.

I know that no matter what happens, no matter how many twists and struggles our relationship has endured, she is my mother, after all. And I, after all, am the son she raised, living in a distant land. This fact is etched into my bones; it is something I can neither escape nor change.

It is like that carnation in the vase—it needs no adornment, nor does it require any superfluous explanation. It simply exists, quietly unfurling its petals in the glimmer of midnight.

We are both trying—trying hard to play our respective roles well, carefully maintaining that final boundary. She does what a mother should do: waits for me to come home, leaves the light on for me, makes me honey water, and sits up in bed when I return late to ask why I am back so late. I, too, do what a son should do: bring her food, help with the chores, and buy her flowers on her birthday and Mother's Day.

Yet I also know that some things, once they have existed, never truly vanish. Even if you do not look at them or think of them, they remain there like a dormant seed buried deep in the soil, waiting for the arrival of some distant spring.

I do not know when that spring will come. I only know that in this quiet midnight, in the sound of her turning over on the other side of the wall, something is quietly, irreversibly, waking from its slumber.

-----------------------------------
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Chapter 26

When all restraint loses its meaning, we finally see each other as we truly are...

May 13th, my day off. Over ten days have slipped by since May 2nd. I hadn't taken a break since the May Day holiday, working straight through for nearly half a month, so I was finally able to rest today.

I treated myself to a rare sleep-in. Knowing I was off, my mother didn't disturb me. After she got up in the morning, she moved about on tiptoe; she didn't busy herself in the kitchen like she usually does, nor did she wake me. In my sleep, I vaguely sensed her getting up, hearing the sounds of her washing up and the opening and closing of doors, but I didn't open my eyes, simply rolling over to continue sleeping.

I didn't wake up until nearly noon. When I opened my eyes, the sunlight outside the window was already bright. I lay in bed for a while, listening to the sounds outside. The house was very quiet, save for the humming of the electric fan.

I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and walked out into the hallway.

She had already prepared lunch. Two dishes and a soup were set on the coffee table, covered with plates and still steaming. She was sitting on the sofa, looking at something on her phone. Hearing me come out, she looked up and gave me a smile: "Awake? Go wash up and let's eat." I gave a grunt, rubbed my still-sleepy eyes, and walked into the bathroom. After freshening up, I changed my clothes and walked back out. It was hot, so I came out shirtless, wearing only a pair of shorts. I still felt the coolness from washing my face, my skin tingling slightly in the air.

She was sitting on a small chair opposite me. Today she was wearing a green loungewear set—a short-sleeved top and shorts made of thin, pure cotton that looked very cool and comfortable. The shorts reached mid-thigh, revealing two fair, clean legs that glowed with a soft luster in the afternoon sun. Her hair was pinned up at the back of her head with a black hairpin, exposing her smooth, full forehead and long, slender neck. She looked very fresh and domestic, possessing that unique charm characteristic of a mature woman.

I watched her as I ate. She is forty-three this year, yet she looks no different than she did a few years ago. Her skin remains fair and delicate; though the fine lines at the corners of her eyes are a bit deeper than before, they only make her smile even more captivating. She has striking features, typical of a woman from the Northeast: a soft, oval-shaped face with a full, rounded chin. Her eyebrows aren't particularly thick, but they have a beautiful arch. She has lovely, almond-shaped eyes that tilt slightly upward at the corners, making her look as though she’s always smiling when she gazes at you. Her nose is straight, and her lips are full, glowing with a healthy, pale pink hue even without lipstick.

She has maintained her figure remarkably well. Despite having given birth, her waist remains slim and her stomach flat. She has a small frame with wider hips, a build that creates a beautiful, hourglass silhouette—narrow shoulders, a slender waist, and hips that are broader than her shoulders. Her breasts are not exceptionally large, but they are well-shaped, firm, and full; even beneath that loose loungewear, one can still discern her graceful curves. Her legs are well-proportioned, with just enough fullness in the thighs, smooth, shapely calves, and fair, flawless skin.

Looking at her, a wave of indescribable emotion washed over me. She is forty-three, yet in my eyes, she remains the woman who stirs my heart. Her beauty has not faded with age; rather, it has gained a depth that young girls lack, enriched by the passage of time. It is the unique charm of a mature woman—a sense of composure and allure that only comes after experiencing life, marriage, and motherhood.

While eating, I suddenly said to her, "I don't have anything on today, let's go out for a stroll. I didn't get you a gift for Mother's Day yesterday." Her chopsticks paused at my words. She looked up at me, a flicker of hesitation in her eyes, but it quickly gave way to agreement. "Alright," she said. "No need for a gift; a walk will be just fine." Her answer was crisp, without any hesitation or refusal. She has been cooped up at home lately, and since she isn't familiar with this city, I imagine she’s been feeling restless. Every day is just cleaning, cooking, scrolling through her phone, and occasionally walking around the apartment complex. Getting out for a while is something she would surely enjoy.

As soon as she said that, a wave of guilt washed over me. Back when my mother and I were intimate, I would meticulously prepare for every holiday, but ever since we returned to just being mother and son, I’ve limited myself to basic pleasantries. Does that make me look too mercenary? Still, that wasn't my intention; I was just afraid that being too close would lead to misunderstandings, so I had to keep our interactions within the bounds of a son and mother.

Seeing her expression just now, the words had slipped out before I could think. After I said it, I was worried she might misinterpret me, but to my surprise, she agreed readily.

After dinner, we cleaned up together. She went back to her bedroom to change. I sat on the sofa waiting, listening to the rustling sounds coming from the room. A short while later, she walked out.

Seeing her dressed up like that, my heart skipped a beat. She was wearing a grey, form-fitting short-sleeved top made of soft fabric that clung to her curves, perfectly outlining her upper body. The top had a V-neck—not too deep, but just enough to reveal her fair collarbones and a hint of cleavage. Her breasts looked full and perky under the material, forming a graceful arc. The waist was cinched tightly, making it look incredibly slender.

On her lower half, she wore a light green skirt that ended just above her knees, revealing her shapely, fair legs. The cinched design at the waist perfectly accentuated the curve between her slim waist and full hips. She wore white flat shoes, making her look fresh and stylish—not at all like a woman in her forties.

She was also carrying that white crossbody bag I recognized. Her hair was down, draped over her shoulders with a few strands framing her cheeks. She wore light makeup: her eyebrows were drawn, her lashes were brushed, and her lips were coated in a soft pink lipstick. She looked exceptionally mature and charming—not in an old-fashioned way, but with a grace refined by time, an allure that made it hard to look away.

My heart trembled, and I quickly looked away, pretending to tidy up the items on the coffee table.

Dad took his car. After he started his new job, he said he wanted to leave it for me to use for commuting, but I told him there was no need; I’d just take the bus, as I was used to it anyway. During my year in Tianjin, I’d gotten into the habit of commuting by shared bike or subway, and I had grown accustomed to that way of getting around.

Just as we were heading out, Dad called. Mom answered and spoke for a moment. She said, "I'm going out for a stroll with Xuyang; he's off today." I couldn't hear what Dad said on the other end. I only heard Mom respond a few times and then say, "Alright, got it. You go ahead and get back to work." After she hung up, Mom told me, "Your dad says he won't be back tomorrow or the day after." She said this in a very flat tone, as if she were simply stating a fact.

Since it was a spur-of-the-moment decision, we hadn't planned where to go. I stood at the doorway for a moment, thinking, then asked her where she wanted to go. She thought about it, said she didn't know, and told me to decide. I suggested we head to Binjiang Road; it’s the busiest commercial street in Tianjin, full of shops and very lively. Mom said, "Sure."

We stepped out and went downstairs. There was a subway station not far from the entrance of our residential complex, so I led her in that direction. It was her first time taking the subway in Tianjin, and she seemed quite intrigued, looking around curiously the whole way. Once inside the station, she watched the ticket machines, the turnstiles, and the trains rushing in, her eyes shining with curiosity. She asked me, "Does this subway run underground?" I told her it did. She nodded and followed me onto the train. It wasn't very crowded, so we found two seats and sat down. She sat by the window, and I sat next to her. As the train started moving, the tunnel lights outside flashed past; she kept her eyes fixed on the billboards and lights flickering by, unable to help saying, "It's so fast, and much smoother than the bus." I smiled.

We got off at Binjiang Road. This is one of the liveliest commercial streets in Tianjin, with various brand-name shops lining both sides of the pedestrian walkway, bustling with crowds. I led her slowly along the street. She walked a bit ahead, and I followed beside her, noticing her gaze constantly sweeping over the shops on either side, as if she were looking for something.

We wandered through a few malls, and she looked at some clothes but didn't buy anything. I asked her if she liked anything, but she always shook her head, saying it was too expensive. I told her to just look for something she liked and I would buy it for her. She still looked hesitant, stopping for a while in front of one store to look at a dress hanging in the window, checking the price tag, and then shaking her head and walking away.

Later, we went into a women's clothing store. She wandered around for a bit before stopping in front of a rack of dresses. Her gaze landed on a light blue one, and she reached out to touch the fabric. I walked over and asked if she wanted to try it on. She hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

The sales assistant took the dress down for her, and she headed into the fitting room. I waited outside. A short while later, the door opened and she stepped out.

For a moment, I was stunned. The dress suited her perfectly. The light blue fabric was well-tailored, with a small round neckline that sat just above her collarbone, revealing a glimpse of her fair neck. A matching thin belt at the waist gently cinched it, accentuating her slender figure. The hem fell just above her knees, showing off her shapely, fair calves. The dress made her look tall, elegant, and years younger.

She stood before the mirror, turning around to check how it looked from behind. She seemed pleased with herself, a faint smile playing on her lips.

The nearby sales assistant couldn't help but chime in, "You look stunning in that dress; it’s so elegant." My mother’s smile deepened at the compliment. She took another look in the mirror, then glanced at the price tag—1,180 yuan. Her smile vanished instantly, replaced by hesitation and reluctance. She stroked the fabric once more, looked at her reflection, and finally shook her head, saying, "Forget it, it’s too expensive." I could see how much she loved it. Even though she said to forget it, her eyes remained fixed on her reflection, filled with longing and regret. I felt a tug at my heart and said, almost without hesitation, "Let's buy it. Consider it an early Mother's Day gift." She was taken aback by my words and quickly waved her hands. "No, no, it's too much." I didn't listen; I walked straight to the register and scanned the payment code on my phone. She tried to stop me, but she couldn't. The sales assistant packed the dress into a bag for me. I took the bag, walked over to her, and handed it to her. She took it and looked at me, her eyes filled with a complex mix of emotions—surprise, touched, and a hint of embarrassment.

The shop assistant, watching from the side, couldn't help but ask, "Who is this to you? He's so good to you." My mother replied, "He's my son." Hearing this, the assistant looked surprised. "Your son? I couldn't tell; I thought he was your younger brother." It was clearly flattery, but anyone would be happy to hear it. A wide smile bloomed on my mother’s face, filled with both joy and pride. She glanced at me with a look that seemed to say, "See? People think I look young." I just smiled, saying nothing.

Once we left the shop, my mother’s mood had clearly improved. Carrying the bag with the dress in it, her steps were lighter than before. She asked if I knew of any wholesale centers, saying the prices here were too high. I knew she meant those large wholesale markets where clothes are cheap and you can bargain. I told her we’d have to go to Da Hutong for that.

I checked the time; it was already past three in the afternoon. It would take a few stops to get to Da Hutong, and we wouldn't have much time to browse by the time we arrived. I told her I’d take her next time I was off work, as we didn't have enough time today. She nodded and asked, "Then what should we do now? Should we head back?" I said, "It’s too early to go back. How about we catch a movie?" When she heard this, a subtle look flickered in her eyes. It was fleeting, but I caught it. There was hesitation, nervousness, and something else I couldn't quite name. But the expression vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and she returned to normal, nodding, "Alright." We went to a nearby cinema. At the ticket counter, I let her choose the movie. She stood in front of the digital display for a long time, scanning the posters. Finally, she pointed to one and said, "Is that Wu Xiubo? He’s very popular lately; let’s watch the one he’s in." I looked at the movie she pointed to—*Finding Mr. Wright*. I had heard of it; it was a romance about a woman caught between two men. It starred Wu Xiubo and Tang Wei, and it was indeed quite popular at the time.

I bought the tickets. We found our seats as we entered the theater. The lights were still on, and a few audience members were still trickling in. She sat next to me, her bag on her lap, waiting quietly for the film to begin.

Soon, the theater lights dimmed, and the movie started.

The film was well-made, and the plot was quite moving. The female lead, played by Tang Wei, travels to the United States to have a baby, where she meets the male lead, played by Wu Xiubo—a down-and-out but gentle and considerate man. From their initial meeting and acquaintance to getting to know each other and falling in love, the two go through many twists and turns before finally ending up together.

However, the content of the movie made me feel a bit awkward. It centered on a woman caught in a romantic entanglement between two men—her ex-boyfriend and her subsequent lover. This love triangle setup couldn't help but remind me of the relationship between her and me. Although our situation was completely different from what was in the movie, there was a certain similarity in the inner conflict and hesitation one feels when facing matters of the heart.

While watching the film, I stole a few glances at her. Her face was expressionless, her eyes fixed on the big screen. She looked very calm, and I couldn't discern any emotion. I didn't know what she was thinking. I wondered if, as she watched those scenes, she was thinking about us. I wondered if she was drawing parallels between the relationships in the movie and our own.

By the time we left the cinema, it was almost seven o’clock. The sky outside was beginning to darken, and the streetlights were flickering on one after another.

As my mother walked out of the theater, she remarked, "The movie was quite good; the two of them had a nice ending." Her tone was contemplative as she spoke. Her gaze rested on a point in the distance, as if she were ruminating on the plot or perhaps thinking about something else entirely. That thoughtful look left me with an indescribable feeling.

I, too, was deeply moved by the story. The way the two leads finally came together after so many trials stirred up a complex sense of emotion in me. I found myself wondering: could our story also take a turn for the better and have a happy ending? But I quickly told myself to stop daydreaming. Our relationship was far more complicated and fraught with taboos than the one in the movie. The obstacles those characters faced were nothing compared to what we had to deal with.

To break the subtle, awkward tension, I suggested taking her out to dinner.

She asked what we were going to eat, and I suggested trying something new—a music restaurant. When she asked what a music restaurant was, I told her she’d find out once we got there.

We took a taxi to a street not far from my home. There’s a music restaurant there that my colleagues and I visit often. The place isn’t very big, but it’s stylishly decorated. A wooden sign hangs by the entrance with a line of English text on it. Inside, the warm yellow lighting creates a cozy atmosphere.

It was almost 7:30 by the time we arrived. Since it wasn’t a holiday, the restaurant wasn’t particularly crowded. A few tables of guests were scattered throughout the room, some eating, others drinking and chatting. Someone on the stage was tuning an instrument, producing a few plucked notes.

We found a seat that wasn't too close to the stage and sat down. A waiter brought over the menu. I looked through it and ordered several dishes: spicy crawfish, dry-pot bullfrog, peppercorn chicken, seafood soup, a cheese pot, and a cheesecake. I also ordered a bottle of wine. I chose dishes she hadn't tried before, as I wanted her to experience some new flavors.

As she listened to me order, she kept saying, "That’s enough, that’s enough! We won't be able to finish all that." I didn't listen and ordered everything I wanted. After ordering, I explained to her what a music restaurant was. I told her that in a little while, there would be a resident performer singing, so we could enjoy our meal with live music. She nodded, her eyes scanning the restaurant’s decor and the stage with a look of novelty.

After a while, the dishes began to arrive. The spicy crawfish came in a metal platter, bright red and emitting a pungent, spicy aroma. The dry-pot bullfrog bubbled away on its alcohol stove, and the peppercorn chicken was covered in a layer of Sichuan peppercorns and chili peppers. Every dish looked incredibly tempting.

Seeing these dishes she had never encountered before, her eyes lit up. She took out her phone and snapped a few photos of the table. Then she stood up to take a panoramic shot, and finally, she pulled me over and asked the waiter to take a photo of us together. She posted the pictures to her social media feed with the caption: "A big meal treated by my son." Watching her sit there, editing her post on her phone, a sense of satisfaction welled up inside me. She looked so happy—not a forced happiness, but a genuine, heartfelt joy. Here in this unfamiliar city, at a place her son had brought her, eating food she had never tried and experiencing a different way of life—that sense of novelty and fulfillment made her whole face glow.

Shortly after, the resident singer began to perform. It was a young man, sitting on a high stool on stage, cradling a guitar. He started singing a folk song; his voice wasn't impassioned, but gentle, possessing a quiet strength. The music echoed through the restaurant, blending with the warm, golden lighting to create a very comfortable atmosphere.

She and I began to eat amidst the music.

She really loved the ambiance. A smile remained on her face—not a forced one, but a natural expression born from being touched by her surroundings. Surrounded by music and light, she was relaxed, and her entire demeanor was wonderful. She also enjoyed the food, repeatedly saying how delicious it was. She picked up a crawfish, looked at it, and wasn't sure how to start. I taught her how to peel the shell; she learned very intently, took a taste after peeling it, nodded, and said the flavor was good.

I poured her a glass of wine. She picked it up, examined the color, took a sniff, and then sipped it. She said it was alright—not bad at all. I raised my glass and clinked it against hers.

Under the lights, a hint of something intimate appeared in her eyes. This intimacy wasn't deliberately cultivated; it emerged naturally, catalyzed by the music, the alcohol, and the meal. The way she looked at me held tenderness, contentment, and an indescribable softness. That look made my heart skip a beat, but I quickly averted my gaze, pretending to watch the singer on stage.

It was past nine o'clock when we finished dinner and stepped outside. The weather was cool, no longer as hot as it had been during the day. A breeze blew in from the end of the street, carrying the unique scent of the night. There were fewer pedestrians on the road, and the streetlights were on, casting pools of dim, yellow light. Most of the shops along the street were still open, though their lights were not as bright as they had been in the daytime.

Since it wasn't too far from my place and we had eaten a bit much, I suggested we walk home.

She thought for a moment and said, "Sure."

We strolled slowly along the sidewalk. The street wasn't very wide, and the buildings on either side were low—old-fashioned residential blocks with storefronts on the ground floor. The light from the streetlamps filtered through the gaps in the leaves, casting dappled shadows on the ground. The night breeze felt comfortable against our skin, carrying a hint of chill that was refreshing.

We walked and chatted. She was in a great mood today; her gait was light and brisk, as if she were moving to some internal rhythm. She talked about the dress she had bought that afternoon, saying how much she loved the style and that she couldn’t wait to wash and dry it so she could wear it tomorrow. She also mentioned the movie, saying it was genuinely good and that she thought Tang Wei and Wu Xiubo both gave excellent performances. She even brought up dinner, noting that although the dishes were pricey, they were certainly delicious and worth visiting again.

She spoke in such a relaxed manner, with a childlike excitement. She didn't look like a forty-three-year-old woman; she seemed more like a little girl sharing the good things that had happened to her today. That sight stirred a warm feeling in my heart.

Halfway there, she took out her phone and opened her Moments to show me. "Look," she said, "so many people have liked and commented on my posts." I glanced down, and sure enough, there was already a pile of likes and comments under her recent posts from friends and relatives alike. Everyone was saying how filial her son was and how lucky she was. Among them was even a "like" from my father.

She gazed at those comments with a satisfied smile. She loved being envied, loved being the center of attention, and enjoyed the feeling of being in the spotlight. This side of her had always been obvious; I used to see it as vanity or a desire to show off, but now, I found it rather endearing.

We had covered most of the way when a sudden gust of wind swept through.

The wind came out of nowhere, rushing fiercely around the street corner and carrying a chill with it. Moments later, a few raindrops fell, tapping against the pavement with a faint sound. At first, it was just a light, scattered sprinkle. We both said we should pick up the pace so we wouldn't get soaked, though we kept walking at a steady clip.

But the rain arrived quickly. In less than a minute, it intensified. The raindrops grew dense, pouring down from the sky and drumming against the ground with a loud, rushing sound. The street was soaked in an instant, and the light from the streetlamps reflected off the wet surface, creating patches of blurred, shimmering light. Pedestrians began to run; some ducked into nearby shops, while others sprinted through the downpour.

I took her hand and we began to run through the rain. Pulled along by me, she started running too. Her hand was warm in mine, slightly damp with sweat from our earlier walk. She struggled a bit to keep up; in her light green dress and flats, she wasn't very steady on the slick pavement. But I held onto her, and together we sprinted through the downpour.

The rain lashed against us, quickly soaking our clothes. Her hair was drenched, clinging to her cheeks. Her dress was soaked too, the light green cinched fabric clinging to her frame and tracing the curves of her body. My own clothes were soaked as well, my T-shirt sticking to my skin, feeling incredibly uncomfortable.

We reached the entrance of the residential complex. The lighting was dim as we entered, and the ground was uneven. Not watching her step, she landed on a loose paving stone, her body lurched, and she fell. I lunged to catch her, but it was a second too late. She landed on one knee with a low gasp of surprise.

I crouched down immediately to steady her and asked, "Are you okay?" Frowning, she replied, "I'm fine, just twisted my ankle." I helped her slowly to her feet, and she limped into the apartment building. Once inside the hallway, the light was brighter than outside. I asked her, "Can you make it up the stairs?" She tried to take a step, but pain shot through her ankle, and she wobbled, nearly losing her balance. I quickly reached out to support her. In the panic of the moment, my hand landed squarely on her breast.

In that instant, a soft sensation traveled through the soaked fabric into my palm. The touch was warm and yielding, carrying both the dampness of the rain and the heat of her body. That sensation felt like it had unlocked a door to my memories—all the images and feelings I had suppressed deep in my heart came flooding back in that moment. I remembered the first time I touched her breast in that hotel in Qiqihar, the way her body shivered when I held her nipple in my mouth on those nights in Harbin, and all those details I thought I had forgotten.

I pulled my hand away immediately. It lasted only a split second, maybe a second or two. After letting go, I quickly shifted my grip to support her by the arm.

She didn't say anything. In the dim light, I couldn't quite make out her expression. She kept her head down, her damp hair clinging to her face and obscuring most of it. I could see her ears were slightly flushed, though I couldn't tell if it was from the exertion or that accidental touch just moments ago.

I said, "Mom, let me carry you." She was silent for a moment, then gave a faint "mm" in response—it was barely audible.

I stepped in front of her, turned my back, and bent down slightly. She hesitated before resting her hands on my shoulders. As she leaned in, the softness of her chest pressed against my back through her soaked clothes. I could clearly feel the contours of those two soft mounds, warm and resilient against me. The rain-drenched fabric clung to our skin, and the sensation of the wetness mingling with the warmth of her body created an indescribable feeling.

I reached my hands under her skirt to support her thighs. Her legs were smooth; they felt a bit cool from the rain, but beneath that damp skin, I could feel the heat radiating from her body. Her skirt was soaked through, sticking to her legs, and as I lifted it, her entire thigh was exposed. I held her firmly by the base of her thighs, her full weight resting on me. Her arms were wrapped around my neck, and she was pressed tight against my back.

I started carrying her upstairs. The hallway lights were sound-activated, flickering on with every step I took. The stairwell was narrow, making it difficult to walk while carrying someone. I had to turn sideways to navigate the corners. With every step up, I felt her body jolt slightly against my back, those two soft mounds shifting gently with the movement. The sensation stirred an strange feeling inside me, but I struggled to keep my composure and focus on the walk.

By the time we reached the corner of the third floor, the floor was slick. My foot landed on a wet patch, and I slipped suddenly. I quickly regained my balance, but I still lurched, and she wobbled on my back, nearly slipping off. I instinctively reached up to hold her by the buttocks, giving her a firm boost to secure her position.

As my hands supported her, I could feel the fullness of her buttocks against my palms. They were soft and resilient; even through her soaked dress, I could clearly feel those rounded curves. The sensation sent a tremor through me, but I quickly pushed the thought aside and continued upward.

When we reached the sixth floor, I set her down and pulled the keys from my pocket to hand to her. She took them and unlocked the door. I stepped inside first and turned on the lights. The room brightened, and a dim, warm glow washed over the space. I stood by the doorway, catching my breath, as she followed me in and closed the door behind her.

We were both drenched. Her clothes clung completely to her, and that white cinched dress had turned semi-transparent, molding to her body and perfectly outlining her curves. I could see the silhouette of her undergarments—a light color, visible through the soaked fabric. Her hair was damp and plastered against her face and neck, with a few strands hanging down her cheeks, still dripping water.

She soon realized it too. She looked down at her rain-soaked clothes, then noticed my gaze fixed on her, a flash of panic crossing her eyes.

I helped her into the room and guided her to the edge of the bed to sit down. "Go ahead and change," I said. "Call me when you're done." With that, I left the bedroom and went back into the hallway, pulling the door shut behind me. I took off my wet T-shirt and shorts, rummaging through the closet for dry clothes to put on. Once changed, I grabbed a dry towel and waited in the hallway for a while. I could hear the rustling of fabric from the bedroom—she was changing. A moment later, her voice came from inside: "You can come in." I pushed the door open and walked in, handing her the towel. "Here, dry your hair." She was sitting on the edge of the bed. She had changed into dry clothes, a light pink nightgown with a rounded neckline that reached her knees. Her hair was still wet, draped over her shoulders, with water droplets falling from the ends onto her nightgown, leaving a few translucent marks. She kept her head down, using her fingers to comb through her damp hair.

I walked in, feeling a bit awkward. She looked up at me, but her gaze quickly darted away; she couldn't bring herself to meet my eyes. I felt just as awkward, not quite sure what to say.

I looked down at her feet. Her left ankle was a bit red and swollen, but it didn't look too serious. I knelt down, reached out, and gently pressed the swollen area, asking if it hurt. She said it didn't hurt as much anymore, that it was probably just a minor sprain and nothing to worry about. I told her she should still put some medicine on it. She said she wanted to wash up first, as everything was soaked through.

So I said, "You go ahead and wash up first. It’s hard for you to get around with your foot, so I’ll go after you." She nodded, leaned against the wall, and slowly walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. I heard the sound of water as she started rinsing off. It lasted for about ten minutes before stopping. A moment later, the bathroom door opened. She had finished washing and changed into that light pink nightgown. Her hair was even wetter than before—she likely hadn't dried it properly, just patted it with a towel. Water droplets fell from the ends of her hair, leaving damp patches on her nightgown. She leaned against the wall and slowly made her way out. Since she had sprained her ankle, she was still having trouble walking. I quickly stepped forward to support her and helped her sit on the edge of the bed. Then, I went into the bathroom and turned on the faucet. Hot water sprayed from the showerhead, washing away the chill brought on by the rain. I stood under the warm water for a while, letting it envelop me, and the indescribable feeling in my heart slowly began to settle. Once I was done, I put on a t-shirt and shorts and walked back out.

I took out the Yunnan Baiyao and knelt halfway on the floor to apply it. I lifted her lower leg and rested her foot on my knee. Her legs were smooth, with fair, delicate skin that caught the light with a soft glow. I held the spray bottle, gave her swollen ankle a few squirts, and then gently rubbed it with my fingers to ensure the medicine was evenly applied.

She was wearing a nightgown, her thighs exposed before me. Her legs were fair and smooth, with a small portion of her upper thigh visible just beneath the hem of her nightgown. That patch of skin shimmered with an ivory luster under the lights, so delicate that her pores were almost invisible. My gaze rested there, and my heart began to race wildly. I could hear my heartbeat thumping in my ears, and the blood surging through my veins made my cheeks feel warm. I tried hard to control my gaze, forcing myself to focus on her ankle and look nowhere else.

But I couldn't do it; my eyes drifted uncontrollably back toward her thighs. That stretch of fair skin seemed to possess a certain magic under the light, drawing my attention. I could feel my heart rate quickening and my breathing becoming shallow. I cursed myself internally, telling myself not to behave this way, but my bodily instincts refused to be governed by reason.

After I finished applying the medicine, I looked up and found her watching me.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning slightly forward, her eyes fixed on my face. Her expression was filled with tenderness—not the kind a mother gives her son, but something far more complex and ambiguous. There was a flicker of desire in her eyes, a passion that seemed to well up from the depths of her heart, burning within her gaze. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips slightly parted, and her breathing was quickened.

As I looked at her, she was looking back at me. Her hair was damp, cascading over her shoulders, carrying that unique allure peculiar to a mature woman. It wasn't an allure that was deliberately cultivated, but rather something that emanated naturally in that night, in that atmosphere, and at that moment when the distance between us had been reduced to almost nothing. Her eyes held light, tenderness, longing—something impossible to resist.

I couldn't help myself; I leaned in to kiss her. I moved closer, and my lips met hers. She didn't dodge, nor did she push me away. She closed her eyes shyly, her lashes fluttering slightly. Under my kiss, her lips parted gently to welcome me.

The next second, we both erupted. The emotions we had suppressed for so long—things we thought were in the past, feelings we had tried to stifle with reason—all came rushing to the surface at that moment. It was like a flood that had been dammed for ages, finally finding a breach and surging out. We stopped holding back, stopped thinking, and stopped worrying about ethics or consequences. We only wanted to embrace each other, to feel each other, and in that night, to release everything hidden in the deepest corners of our hearts.

I reached to undress her. My hand moved toward the neckline of her nightgown, my fingers brushing against the thin fabric. It was soft, pure cotton. I gripped the collar and pulled, stretching it open to reveal her fair shoulder. Then, I pulled the gown down; the fabric slid off her shoulders, inch by inch, gliding over her skin to reveal her upper body.

As the nightgown fell away completely, leaving her upper body exposed, I looked at the sight before me, and my breath hitched for an instant.

Her body glowed softly in the light. Her skin was fair and delicate, an ivory white from long days out of the sun. Her shoulders were rounded, her collarbones clearly defined like two exquisite arcs set into her pale skin. Her breasts were full and firm, showing a graceful curve in the light, the soft flesh trembling ever so slightly as if breathing. Her nipples were pale pink, small and perked at the center of her areolas. Her waist was slender, her stomach flat, without a trace of fat.

I looked at her, and an overwhelming impulse surged within me. I leaned down, pressing her onto the bed. Her body sank into the soft mattress, which dipped slightly beneath her weight, and she stretched out across the sheets like a blossoming white petal. Her hair was scattered across the pillow, a few damp strands clinging to her cheeks, glistening in the light.

I pressed my body against hers, and she wrapped her arms around my back. Her fingers lightly scratched at my skin—a touch so faint, like a feather brushing against me, sending a slight shiver through my body. I could feel her heart, beating rapidly and strongly, the rhythm passing through her chest and into mine.

I kissed her wildly, my lips pressing firmly against hers. My tongue darted into her mouth, tangling with hers. There was a faint taste of wine in her mouth, mingled with the sweetness of her own nectar. I savored that flavor, feeling the softness and warmth of her tongue. I kissed her for a long time, so long that we were both breathless.

Then, my lips slid away from hers, moving down along her chin. I kissed her neck, where the skin was delicate and warm, and I could feel the pulse beneath it. I inhaled her scent—the fresh fragrance of her shower gel mixed with the faint, natural aroma of her body. That scent intoxicated me.

I pressed her down onto the bed, kissing her neck while my hands roamed over her body. My hand slid down from her shoulder, grazed her smooth collarbone, and then cupped her breast. Her breast, warm and soft in my palm, felt like a ball of cotton just pulled from the water. I gently curled my fingers, feeling the shape and temperature of that soft flesh in my hand. Her nipple hardened instantly under my fingertips, protruding like a tiny pebble.

I pinched the hardened nipple between my fingers and began to knead it gently. Her body trembled slightly at my touch, and a suppressed moan escaped her throat. It was a soft sound, yet it rang out clearly in the quiet room. That moan was like a signal, a silent permission that emboldened me further.

My hand slid down over her lower abdomen and slipped inside her panties. My fingers brushed against a patch of soft, curly hair. It was her pubic hair—not much, but soft to the touch. My fingers continued downward, reaching that moist hollow. She was already wet; it was warm and damp, like a meadow drenched in spring rain. I gently parted her soft labia and felt for that warm entrance. It was moist and supple, pulsing slightly as if waiting for me.

I slowly inserted one finger, and her tight inner walls immediately wrapped around it, the warm, tender flesh clinging to my knuckle. She let out another soft hum, her voice trembling slightly. I slid in a second finger, and with the two pressed together, I began to slowly probe and stir inside her. The folds of her inner walls stretched and closed against my fingertips, creating faint, wet sounds. Her body shivered, her legs parting wider of their own accord, and she could no longer hold back, opening her mouth to let out a soft moan—a sound that was restrained yet lingered with a clinging, melodic finish. She wrapped her arms around my neck, her fingers lightly scratching the back of it, and her whole body softened as she leaned into me. My already erect cock was pressed hard against the fabric of my shorts, creating a distinct bulge. As her inner thighs pressed against my legs, she immediately felt that firmness and heat. Her eyes grew intense, filled with undisguised desire, as if she wanted to swallow me whole.

I pulled my fingers out; my wet fingertips glistened in the air. I grabbed the hem of my t-shirt and pulled it upward, and she understood immediately, reaching out to help me pull it off. I leaned over her, shirtless, my chest pressing against her soft breasts, and kissed her lips again, my tongue prying open her teeth to entwine with hers. My fingers dipped into her underwear once more, probing the already overflowing entrance to continue the stimulation. Her fluids were so abundant they spilled out between my fingers. With every movement of my hand, she moaned softly, her waist swaying unconsciously to meet my touch. At this moment, both of us were consumed by fire, no longer able to hold back.

I quickly withdrew my fingers, their damp tips glistening in the air. I gently caught the edge of my mother’s panties and slowly pulled them down, my movements filled with hesitation and uncertainty. I wasn't sure if she would allow this, and as my fingers hovered there, my heart thundered in my ears. To my surprise, she took the initiative, lifting her hips and arching her back slightly, cooperating with my movements to let the panties slide away. I was deeply shocked, struggling to believe it—she hadn't refused; instead, she had responded with action. That submissiveness left me stunned for a moment, but my desire was on the verge of erupting, and the heat surging through my body overwhelmed all reason. Without another thought, I reached down and swiftly stripped off my own underwear, releasing my already hard, searing cock and pressing it directly between her legs. I lay naked atop her, my chest pressed against her soft breasts, my legs naturally parting to pin hers. Our bodies were both burning; skin against skin, our sweat mingled as if we were trying to melt into one another. My mother felt my cock—that hot, rigid thing pressing against the softest spot at the base of her thighs. Her face flushed with even deeper shyness, and though she darted her eyes away, her expression held an indescribable tenderness. I looked at her, and her eyes were bright, misted, filled with both nervousness and anticipation. I didn't hesitate anymore. I steadied my cock with one hand, aligning the head with that warm entrance between her legs. I looked down at her, and she looked back at me. Her eyes held nervousness, anticipation, and something complex. She didn't speak, but her eyes had already said everything she wanted to say.

I dropped my hips and thrust inside. At that instant, we both let out a groan. My cock pierced her moist entrance, sliding inch by inch into her warm, tight body. The sensation of being enveloped was an ultimate pleasure beyond words—warm, wet, and tight, with countless folds rubbing against my skin like a thousand tiny mouths sucking on me. That pleasure spread from my groin to my entire body, making my scalp tingle and leaving my mind completely blank.

She let out a long moan, too. It was a sound of satisfaction and release, mingled with the overwhelming pleasure of being filled. At the moment I thrust inside, her vagina contracted sharply, wrapping tightly around me as if trying to pull me in completely.

At that moment, we both tore off the masks we had been wearing for over a year.

In truth, neither of us had forgotten our past feelings. The things she had personally severed online, the emotions suppressed under the guise of our mother-son relationship—they hadn't vanished. We had simply buried them deep within our hearts, so deep we thought they were gone. But they never disappeared; they were always there, waiting for the right moment to be awakened. Today, in this setting, they erupted.

I lay over her, taking one of her breasts into my mouth. Her nipple was warm and erect; I teased it gently with the tip of my tongue, feeling it harden further under my ministrations. I circled the areola with my tongue before taking the entire nipple into my mouth and sucking softly.

At the same time, I moved my hips frantically. My cock slid in and out of her, each thrust as deep as possible, each withdrawal pulling out more of her nectar. The fluid flowed from where we were joined, wetting her hips and the sheets. The inner walls of her vagina pulsed and contracted with my movements, as if alive, actively meeting my rhythm.

With every thrust, I put my full strength into slamming against her body, creating a dull, rhythmic sound. Her body swayed under the impact, her breasts bouncing in time. She held me tight, her legs wrapped firmly around my waist as if terrified I might leave. She bit her lip, trying to stifle the moans rising in her throat, but they still escaped the corners of her mouth—intermittent, punctuated by low, breathless gasps.

I braced my hands on the bed on either side of her and straightened up to look at her. Her body lay fully open beneath me, like a woman in full bloom, belonging entirely to me. Her breasts glowed softly under the light, swaying gently with my every movement. Her face was flushed, her lips slightly swollen from our earlier kisses, her eyes half-closed and dazed.

She felt a bit self-conscious under my gaze and shyly turned her head away. With her face turned to the side, her eyes fixed on a spot beside the pillow, she didn't dare look at me. I leaned down to kiss her; she dodged slightly, but I caught her anyway. My lips brushed against her cheek before sliding onto her lips. She began to respond, her tongue darting out to entwine with mine.

As I kissed her, I continued to move my hips. My cock slid in and out of her slowly yet powerfully, burying itself deep with every thrust and withdrawing with a slow, lingering friction. That slow-paced pleasure made me even more sensitive, allowing me to clearly feel every fold and the warmth of her body from within.

After kissing for a while, I climbed off her and planted my feet on the floor. I bent over and gripped her calves, my fingers feeling the lingering warmth and slight dampness of sweat on her skin. I gently pulled her legs toward the edge of the bed; her body slid slowly across the sheets, her waist arching slightly, creating a soft rustle of fabric. She followed my lead as I pulled her to the edge, her legs hanging down naturally. I took the opportunity to spread them, having her bend her knees and plant her feet on either side of the bed edge, her knees pointing upward to form a V-shape.

She lay there with her nightgown bunched up around her waist, leaving the insides of her thighs fully exposed to me. The skin at the top of her thighs glowed with a delicate sheen under the light, marked by the moist trails of our earlier intimacy. Her sex was fully open in the light; the dark patch of hair covered that mysterious triangle, and the pink slit below was slightly parted, coated in glistening arousal. Her entrance pulsed and twitched, as if inviting me in.

I took a deep breath as I watched her. Standing up straight, I held her legs and braced my rigid cock, aligning it with her wet entrance. Her opening shimmered with moisture under the light, the thin layer of fluids coating her labia and sparkling with a crystalline glow.

I thrust my hips, driving inside. My entire cock slid into her wet body without resistance, creating a soft, wet sound. She let out a stifled moan, her body trembling slightly. I began to move my hips, pumping in and out, stroke by stroke.

As I thrust, her body began to sway. Lying flat on the bed, every one of my lunges pushed her body upward, only for her to slide back into place as I pulled away. Her full, plump breasts jiggled violently, swinging back and forth like two runaway rabbits in time with my rhythm. With nowhere to put her hands, she gripped the bedsheets tightly, her knuckles turning white. She turned her head away, not daring to look at me, her gaze fixed on the wall to the side, her face flushed with shyness and disorientation.

Her expression grew increasingly distorted. It was not a distortion of pain, but of a total loss of control under the overwhelming surge of pleasure. Her eyes were wide open, pupils dilated, her lips parted as she gasped for air. A fine layer of sweat beaded on her forehead, glistening under the light.

Suddenly, she opened her mouth wide and let out a long, stifled moan. It wasn't intentional, but a natural reaction as her body reached the peak of pleasure. Her body stiffened abruptly, her back arched, and her feet dug hard into the sheets. Her vagina began to spasm violently, contracting in tight ripples that gripped my cock firmly. The pleasure from those spasms nearly caused me to lose control as well.

I paused for a moment, feeling the tremors of her orgasm and the contractions within her. The spasms lasted for a dozen seconds or so before slowly subsiding. She went limp, splayed out on the bed, gasping for air, her chest heaving heavily.

Once her orgasm faded, I turned her over. She cooperated, obediently rolling onto her hands and knees. She arched her back, lowered her head, and buried it in her folded arms. Her nightgown was still bunched around her waist, leaving her entire lower body completely exposed. Her backside was splayed wide before me—those two snowy, rounded cheeks, full and firm like freshly peeled peaches, gleaming softly under the light. Between them, the opening I had just repeatedly entered was still pulsing slightly, with nectar dripping down the insides of her thighs.

I swallowed hard, staring at the beautiful sight. I cupped her firm bottom with one hand while gripping my own slick cock with the other, aligning it with her dripping entrance and sliding back inside. She let out a low moan, burying her face deeper into her arms.

I began to thrust. At first, the pace was slow, sliding in and pulling out with deliberate ease. After a few seconds, I picked up the rhythm, moving faster and faster. My hips slammed against her, creating a rhythmic slapping sound that rang out clearly in the quiet room. Her backside shuddered under my impact, the fleshy, full cheeks trembling violently with every stroke, rippling like waves of pale skin. Those waves were impossibly alluring under the light; I couldn't tear my eyes away.

She stifled her moans, muffling them against her arms, letting only faint, restrained sounds escape. They were quiet, yet perfectly audible in the stillness of the night.

My pace grew more frantic as the urge to climax took hold. That sensation welled up from deep within my abdomen, surging like a tide, wave after wave. I could feel my semen gathering, waiting for the final release.

She seemed to sense the change in me. Supporting herself with her hands, she straightened up a little and glanced back at me. Her eyes held a complex mix of emotions—desire, tension, and something else, something I couldn't quite put into words. Her lips parted as if to speak, but she said nothing.

I picked up the pace. My hands gripped her large, firm buttocks tightly, my knuckles digging deep into the soft, yielding flesh. My hips slammed frantically against her, creating a rhythmic, slapping sound. Waves of flesh rippled across her backside, one after another, like water disturbed by a stone. Her full breasts bounced and swayed with the motion, catching the light in a pale, rhythmic glimmer.

The relentless pounding finally broke her resolve. Her arms began to tremble, her elbows buckling under the strain until she collapsed forward, burying her face into the pillows with a muffled groan. My cock nearly slipped from her slick, wet depths in the movement, leaving me with a sudden, hollow sensation of loss. I quickly grabbed the bunched-up hem of her skirt, clutching the thin fabric to pull her backward while my hips never ceased their driving rhythm. The pull forced me to plunge deeper, the head of my cock reaching a tighter, hotter place inside. She let out a sharp cry, louder than before, trembling with the sensation of being thoroughly filled, and her inner walls spasmed, tightening around me in rhythmic, constricting waves.

I felt myself approaching the edge.

At the final moment, I held her hips firmly, our bodies pressed together as one. I thrust my hips forward with a sudden, violent force, my entire body rigid. Deep in my lower belly, that long-accumulated heat finally erupted. I let out a low growl as I climaxed, my semen surging in thick, pulsing spurts, driving deep into the core of her body.

As I finished, she threw her head back and let out a long, shuddering moan. Her body went taut for a moment before going completely limp, and she collapsed onto the bed, gasping for air.

Once spent, I draped myself over her back. Pressed against her, I could feel the heat radiating from her skin, slick with perspiration. Her back was smooth, flushed and glistening with a thin sheen of sweat from our exertion. I lay there, breathing heavily, my heart racing so fast I could hear the rush of blood in my ears.

We remained there, motionless, neither of us moving a muscle.

The room was very quiet, with only the sounds of our breathing echoing in the air.

I lay on her back, my face pressed against her smooth skin, feeling the warmth of her body and the rhythm of her breaths. She was still panting, her chest rising and falling against the mattress, which made her back gently rise and fall as well. I closed my eyes, savoring the calm that followed the exertion.

After a while, our breathing returned to normal, and I slowly withdrew from her. I rolled over and lay beside her. She remained there, face buried in the pillow, not moving.

Suddenly, my mother sat up. Her face still flushed with the lingering heat of passion, a few damp strands of hair clinging to her temples and cheeks, her breath not yet entirely steady. She reached for the tissues on the nightstand, pulled out a few, and turned slightly to press them against the dampness between her legs, her movements hurried and shy. At the same time, her other hand pulled the strap of her nightgown, which had slipped down to her elbow, back onto her shoulder, covering her bare shoulders and collarbone. Then she threw back the covers and got out of bed, not even bothering with her slippers, and walked barefoot toward the bathroom.

I instinctively got up to follow, but only caught a glimpse of her closing the door—it shut before me with a soft click. Immediately, the sound of the shower filled the bathroom, the noise of water hitting skin sounding exceptionally clear in the quiet night.

I stood there, dazed for a few seconds, feeling a bit thirsty. Naked, I walked to the kitchen, took a glass from the cupboard, turned on the faucet, and drank half the glass in one go. The cold water flowed down my throat, clearing my muddled thoughts a little. I filled another glass with water and set it on the coffee table—that one was for my mother. Then I returned to the bedroom.

I found my underwear, which I had just taken off, bent down to pick it up, shook it out, and pulled it back on. I grabbed some tissues from the nightstand to wipe myself dry. Only after doing all this did I sit on the edge of the bed and slowly begin to collect my thoughts.

Everything that just happened felt like a dream. My mother and I—we had actually been intimate, just like that, without any warning. And she barely resisted the entire time; no, it was more than that. She was acquiescing, even actively cooperating. My mind was a complete mess. I knew that my mother had never forgotten me, either. We were the same, both deliberately hiding our true feelings, pretending that those things were in the past. But tonight proved that those emotions had never faded. My heart was a tangle of joy, sorrow, grief, and happiness—a chaotic knot lodged in my chest that left me unable to sort through my thoughts. I imagined my mother must be feeling the same way; that was likely why we had barely spoken from start to finish. Neither of us knew what to say, or how to face this sudden, yet somehow inevitable, reunion.

Just as my thoughts were swirling, I suddenly heard my mother call my name. Her voice came from the bathroom, muffled by the door, sounding nervous and shy: "Xuyang... could you bring me a nightgown?" I froze for a moment, then quickly asked, "Where is it?" "In my bag on the nightstand," she replied, her voice quieter now, tinged with embarrassment.

I walked over to the nightstand and opened her small white handbag. Inside were a few odds and ends: neatly folded tissues, a phone charger, a small bottle of hand cream, and some undergarments. I spotted the folded beige nightgown immediately; it was thin cotton, feeling incredibly soft to the touch. As I pulled it out, I realized it was shorter than the one she had been wearing earlier, with a hemline that would likely reach only mid-thigh.

I carried the nightgown to the bathroom door and knocked softly. "Mom, I’ve got it." A quiet response came from inside, and then the door opened just a crack—only wide enough for an arm to pass through. My mother was hiding behind the door, half her face obscured in shadow, revealing only a damp arm and half a shoulder. She reached out, her fingers still glistening with water droplets under the light. As I placed the nightgown in her hand, her fingers brushed against mine and she flinched slightly before quickly grabbing the garment and pulling it back inside. The door clicked shut again.

I stood by the door, feeling a bit conflicted. Should I go back to my own bed in the hallway, or return to her bed to wait for her? This thought had barely surfaced, and I hadn't even had time to process it, when the bathroom door opened.

My mother stepped out.

She was wearing that new beige nightgown. The hem was indeed very short, barely covering the tops of her thighs and revealing her long, fair legs. Droplets of water from her shower still clung to her thighs, glistening under the light. She held the wet nightgown she had just changed out of, crumpled into a ball in her hand. When she saw me standing there at the door, her face flushed instantly—not with the flush of desire, but with a shy, embarrassed redness that spread from her cheeks all the way to her ears. She lowered her eyes and whispered, "You can use it now." Then, she sidled past me and went back into the bedroom.

I did need to go, so I stepped into the bathroom. It was still filled with warm, humid steam and the scent of shower gel—it was her scent. I took off the shorts I had put back on, turned on the showerhead, and gave myself a quick rinse. I had been sweating, and the hot water helped me relax. I washed quickly, turned off the water after a few minutes, dried myself, put my shorts back on, and walked out.

The bedroom light was off; only the hallway light remained, casting a glow through the doorway onto my mother's bed. The glass of water I’d poured for her on the coffee table was half-empty—she had been drinking. My mother was already in bed, lying on her side against the wall with her back to me. Her silhouette looked somewhat fragile in the dim light; the straps of her new nightgown hung loosely off her shoulders, revealing the clear outline of her shoulder blades. Her hair was still damp, spread out across the pillow, leaving a small, dark wet patch where the ends touched the fabric.

I didn't say a word. I walked to the bed and lay down beside her. The mattress dipped slightly under my weight, and her body shifted gently in response. She didn't move or turn around, but I could tell she knew I had laid down—her breathing hitched for a fleeting moment before returning to a steady rhythm.

I lay on my side, watching her. Her profile was buried in the pillow, revealing only half an ear and a portion of her neck. Her neck was fair, glowing with a soft luster under the light. A few strands of hair were scattered across the nape of her neck, drifting gently with her breathing.

    Her back was smooth, the line of her spine clearly visible beneath her skin, with her shoulder blades slightly raised on either side like two folded wings.

I reached out and placed my hand gently on her back. My fingers touched her warm skin and slowly slid down along her spine. Her body trembled slightly at my touch, but she did not pull away.

I said nothing, nor did I know what to say.

She remained silent as well.

The wind from outside drifted in through the half-open window, carrying the chill of the night as it brushed against our damp bodies. Feeling a bit cold, I reached out to pull a corner of the quilt, covering both her and myself.

She finally moved. She turned over to face me. Her face was slightly flushed under the light, a lingering glow from our exertion moments ago. Her eyes met mine, and there was something in her gaze I couldn't quite describe—satisfaction, fatigue, and a complex emotion that seemed like relief, mixed with something else that was vague and indefinable.

I looked into her eyes and suddenly felt a profound sense of peace.

In this night, in this small rented apartment, we had returned to a state I once thought we would never reach again. But this time was different. Before, every time we were together, it was fraught with tension and unease, with the risk of being discovered at any moment. But this time, we were in our own home, in a space that belonged only to us, with no outside interference and no fear of being found out. We were simply two people in love, doing what people in love are meant to do.

I reached out, gently pulled her toward me, and gathered her into my arms. She did not resist, leaning in compliantly and resting her head on my shoulder. Her body pressed against mine, and I could feel her warmth and the rhythm of her breathing. Her hair was scattered across my chest, tickling me and carrying the fresh scent of her recent shower.

I stroked her back gently, my fingers sliding slowly along her spine. Her skin was smooth, warm, and soft, like fine silk. She closed her eyes in my arms, her breathing gradually becoming steady.
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Chapter 27

In the deepest recesses of our souls, we found the only answer to one another...

It was past 11 p.m. The rain outside had gradually ceased, leaving only the occasional drop of water falling from the eaves, making a crisp sound in the quiet of the late night.

My mother’s breathing was steady—so steady that I thought she had fallen asleep. She was lying on her side, facing me. The hem of her new beige nightgown had ridden up to the top of her thighs from our earlier movements, revealing a stretch of fair skin. Her hair, still damp, was spread across the pillow, with a few strands clinging to her cheeks. She lay motionless beside me, her breathing even and long.

But I was not asleep. My mind was still a mess, like a tangle of threads scattered by the wind, impossible to unravel. I didn’t know what to say to break the awkwardness between my mother and me. I knew she couldn't be asleep either; she just didn't know what to say to me, either.

We had been through so many twists and turns, said countless things, and maintained a mother-son relationship for over a year—that pure, boundary-abiding mother-son relationship. I had spent so much time convincing myself, telling myself that those things were in the past, telling myself I should be content with being a good son, and telling myself that the best ending for us was to return to a normal mother-son bond. Yet, on this ordinary, rainy night, all of that had been shattered.

It wasn't a case of one forcing the other, nor one compromising for the other, but rather the total eruption of two people tortured by reality.

I lay in the darkness, eyes open, staring at the blurred shadows on the ceiling. The streetlamp outside, filtered through the half-drawn curtains, cast a dim, yellowish glow overhead. I could hear the wall clock ticking away, each sound a reminder of the passage of time. I told myself I should do something, say something; I couldn't let this awkward silence continue.

I wanted to say something to my mother. I called out softly, "Mom?" She didn't respond immediately. I could feel her breathing change ever so slightly in that instant, but her body didn't move; she remained in that same side-lying position. She was likely hesitating as well, unsure of how to face me or how to process what had just happened between us.

I called out softly again, "Mom?" She still didn't open her eyes, but the corners of her mouth twitched slightly as she let out a hum. The sound was very faint, as if squeezed from the depths of her throat, carrying a tentative quality. She didn't turn her head to look at me; she simply used that soft hum to let me know she was still awake and listening.

I fell silent for a moment. I didn't know how to start, didn't know how to express the chaotic thoughts swirling in my mind. I wanted to say I was sorry, wanted to say thank you, wanted to say I wasn't sure if what we were doing was right, wanted to say I loved her so very much. But all these words were stuck in my throat; not a single one could come out.

In the end, I just asked casually, "Was the duration okay this time?" My words caught her off guard. I could feel her body stiffen for an instant, and then she couldn't help but smile. It wasn't a forced laugh, but one triggered by my sudden remark. She buried her head in my chest and gave my arm a light tap.

Her movements were gentle, carrying an irrepressible shyness. That shyness sent a wave of warmth through me—it had been a long, long time since she had shown such an expression in front of me. This smile, with its girlish bashfulness, reminded me of when she first agreed to be my girlfriend, and of the time in the hotel in Qiqihar when she let me touch her chest for the first time.

Seeing her embarrassment, I asked again, "Was the duration alright this time? It shouldn't be a problem, right?" She lifted her head, her face flushed a deep, bashful red that spread from her cheeks all the way to her ears. Her eyes held shyness, awkwardness, and a flicker of evasion. She smiled bashfully and said, "You're so annoying, why ask things like that?" With that, she turned her body away, back toward me.

There was shyness in her eyes, along with embarrassment and a trace of evasion—an evasion that carried a girl-like distress. The expression stirred my heart—she was over forty, but the bashful look on her face right now didn't look like that of a woman in her forties at all; it was more like that of a young girl just discovering love.

I wouldn't let her off the hook. I turned on my side, leaned in close to her ear, and asked again, "Was it long enough this time?" My mother knew there was no escaping it. She kept her eyes closed, but a smile played on her lips, and her face grew even redder. In the dim light, a captivating flush spread across her cheeks and down to her neck, her earlobes reddening until they looked as if they might bleed. Her eyelashes fluttered slightly, and she pressed her lips together, as if holding back laughter or perhaps just shyness. Her brows were not thick, but they were elegantly shaped, and at that moment, they were slightly furrowed, reflecting the embarrassment of someone backed into a corner. There were faint lines at the corners of her eyes—the marks of time—but they only made her look more vivid and real. Her nose was straight, with tiny beads of sweat on the tip that glimmered in the dim light.

She hesitated for a moment, then let out a soft, "Mmh." That "mmh" was so faint, so incredibly light, that it was barely audible. Yet, it held so much—an admission, shyness, helplessness, and a sense of tacit consent.

It was from this time on that my mother and I grew fond of chatting about things that had happened in the past, right after our moments of passion.

Watching my mother’s shy expression, a powerful thrill surged through me. I felt myself hardening again inside my underwear; the arousal came on so suddenly and so intensely that even I was caught off guard.

I lowered my head and began to lick my mother's earlobe. It was small and plump, with a warm, soft texture. I gently teased the delicate flesh with the tip of my tongue, feeling it flush even deeper under my touch. My mother’s body gave a slight tremble at my movements, but she didn't pull away; she only buried her head deeper.

I began to kiss the side of her face. My lips glided from her earlobe to her cheek, which was warm, smooth, and carried the fresh, clean scent of a recent bath. My lips brushed lightly against her skin, savoring the delicate texture. Her complexion was remarkable; despite being in her forties, it remained fair and fine, free of deep wrinkles or blemishes, save for a few faint sunspots near her cheekbones. They were marks left by time, but in my eyes, they only made her appear more real and charming.

I pressed my body against my mother’s back once more. With my chest against her, separated only by a thin nightgown, I could clearly feel the warmth and contour of her body. Her back was smooth; the shape of her shoulder blades was visible beneath her skin, and the line of her spine formed a slight hollow down the center. She had narrow shoulders and a slender waist, yet her hips were full, creating a fluid, graceful curve from her waist downward.

My mother truly had a beautiful figure. Although she was forty-three this year, her body had not lost its shape to age. She was small-boned with wide hips—a frame characterized by narrow shoulders and a delicate waist that flared out significantly at the pelvis. Her waist was slender, but not gaunt; it possessed a thin layer of softness that felt wonderful to the touch, warm and supple. Her hips were full, round, and firm, like two ripe peaches, outlined in a graceful arc by her nightgown. Her legs were equally well-proportioned—not spindly like bamboo, but shapely and soft, with smooth, fair skin.

I wrapped my arms around her nightgown, tracing the skin beneath the thin cotton fabric. Under my palms, I could clearly feel the heat and shape of her body. My fingers slid along her side, sensing the warm skin beneath the light material. Her waist was supple, her skin tight and smooth. My hand continued upward, resting against the side of her breast—through the nightgown, I could feel that soft, full, and warm curve.

Just then, I heard a sharp intake of breath. Startled, I looked up. My mother was crying. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes, tracing a slow path down her cheeks and shimmering faintly in the dim light. Her eyes were red, and tears kept welling up, spilling over in silence. Her lips were pressed tightly together, as if she were struggling to keep from sobbing out loud.

I panicked. I had never seen my mother like this before. In my eyes, she was the type of woman who feared nothing; she was always the one putting others in their place, never the one to suffer a grievance. Growing up, I rarely saw her cry. Even when she was punishing me for a mistake, or when she was upset about something, she had never shown me such vulnerability.

Seeing her tears, I pulled my hand back from her nightgown and pulled my body away from hers. I didn't dare touch her again, nor could I continue what I had been doing. I was completely flustered, my mind gone blank; I didn't know what to do or what to say.

I had never known how to comfort a crying woman.

In my panic, I hurriedly asked her, "Mom, why are you crying?" She didn't speak. She just lay there, her shoulders heaving slightly, tears continuing to stream from her eyes. She didn't answer my question, only weeping silently, the tears flowing as if they would never stop, soon soaking a corner of the pillowcase.

I became even more frantic. I felt like an ant on a hot pan, so anxious I didn't know what to do. Countless possibilities for her tears flashed through my mind—did she feel that we shouldn't be doing this? Had I forced her? But she had been responding to me just moments ago, so why was she crying now?

"Mom, why are you crying?" "I shouldn't have done that." "Tell me, what's wrong?" "Mom, please don't cry." I was desperate, asking one question after another into her ear. My voice carried a tremor I hadn't even noticed myself—it was fear. I was afraid she would fall back into the same self-reproach and agony over our relationship that she had before. I was terrified she would say those words again: "Let's just go back to being mother and son," and that she would push me away once more, forcing our relationship back to that safe, distant boundary.

My mother didn’t respond to my question; she just kept crying. Her tears flowed uncontrollably from the corners of her eyes, quickly soaking a patch of the pillowcase. In the dim light, her tears shimmered like glistening beads breaking from a string, rolling down one by one. Her lips trembled slightly, as if she wanted to say something, but the tears choked her voice.

Just when I was at my wit’s end, my mother suddenly turned to look at me.

She stopped crying. Her eyes were still brimming with tears that swirled within her lids, bright and clear like two pearls washed by the rain. She looked at me in silence, the expression in her eyes shifting again and again. There was complexity, conflict, struggle, and a hint of something I couldn't quite name.

I didn't know what she meant, so I continued to gaze at her with anxious eyes. Looking into those tear-filled eyes, I felt an indescribable, complex emotion. I had been looking into those eyes for over twenty years; I had known them since I was very small—they had glared at me sternly when I made mistakes, watched me tenderly when I was ill, looked at me with pride when I got into college, and dodged my gaze when those things happened between us.

After watching me for a while, she suddenly asked, "Is what we’re doing really right?" My mother had abruptly tossed out this philosophical question, the second time she had ever asked me this. In the eyes of society and moral ethics, it was certainly wrong; it was something that would inevitably be condemned by society. I knew she had always harbored this doubt; she had always been conflicted, always struggling. She was a traditional woman, and the education she received from childhood told her that a mother and son could not have this kind of relationship. Yet, deep down, she held feelings for me—feelings that transcended the bond of mother and son. These two forces were constantly tearing at her heart, causing her pain and struggle.

But I blurted out without a moment's hesitation, "As long as we feel it's right, then it is right." I spoke with complete sincerity, my gaze unwavering. This was my true conviction—from the very day I first developed those feelings for my mother, I knew it was something society could not accept. I had struggled, I had tried to escape, and I had broken down, but I never regretted it. I believed my mother's feelings for me were just as real; while our bond might be rejected by the world, it was neither false nor sordid. As long as we felt it was right, that was enough.

My words clearly touched her. Her brows knit together, and her expression turned pensive. She lowered her head, as if reflecting on what I had just said. Tears still clung to her lashes, glinting faintly in the dim light. Her lips were pressed together, conveying a sense of focused contemplation.

Then, she asked another philosophical question: "Will we have a happy ending?" The moment the words left her lips, I realized she had been influenced by the movie we watched that afternoon. *Finding Mr. Wright*, which we had seen together, told the story of two lovers who finally ended up together after many trials. She must have seen something in the film that reminded her of us. She was afraid that we, like those lovers, might endure so many hardships only to fail to be together in the end.

Yet, I still blurted out my answer, for it was a question I had pondered countless times before.

I said earnestly, "We just need to be ourselves, without worrying about the ending. If we aren't true to ourselves, then no matter what the ending is, it has no meaning." Yes, this was my most honest belief. I felt the most terrifying thing in life wasn't the lack of a happy ending, but betraying one's own heart in pursuit of one. If we gave up being ourselves for the sake of a so-called "happy ending," then even the best of outcomes would be meaningless to us.

Hearing my words, my mother's brows furrowed even deeper. A shallow vertical line etched itself between them. Her expression remained one of deep thought, as if she were savoring my words, trying to find something in them to set her heart at ease.

Then she asked, "So, what kind of relationship do we have?" This was a question I had also thought about many times. What were we? Lovers? Mother and son? A couple? I had never found an answer.

I looked at her, and a complex wave of emotions surged within me. I had indeed pondered this question many times, but I had never been able to find a suitable answer. To me, she was at once a mother, a lover, and a friend. I did not know how to define this relationship; it was something that transcended all existing social definitions.

But then, the answer suddenly came to me. I asked my mother in return, "Do you love me? I mean, the kind of love between a man and a woman?" My mother nodded without hesitation. There was a sense of conviction in her eyes that left me shaken. Yet, she immediately added, "Sometimes I think of you in that way, but other times it’s just the feeling of me being your mother and you being my son, which makes me feel so conflicted." Her words warmed my heart. I understood her contradiction and her pain. Her love for me was real, but she could not fully escape the influence of her identity as a mother. This was the complexity of our relationship—we wanted to be lovers, yet we could not fully sever the bond of mother and son.

I smiled and said, "I feel the same. When I’m with you, I think of you as my girlfriend, but in our daily life, I always feel like you are my mother." I was telling the truth. When I was with my mother, I sometimes treated her as my girlfriend, showering her with the affection one shows a lover. But in our day-to-day interactions, I would unconsciously treat her as my mother—she would look after me just as she did when I was a child, telling me to dress warmly, to eat on time, and not to stay up late. I would also act spoiled just as I did when I was small, and occasionally, she would scold me.

This shifting of roles sometimes made me feel conflicted, yet at other times, it felt completely natural. She was both my mother and my lover. These two identities did not clash in my heart; they coexisted in harmony. It was only when facing the outside world that I realized just how abnormal our relationship was.

My mother looked as if she had found a kindred spirit, saying with genuine sincerity, "Yes, exactly, that’s it. It’s so agonizing." Her eyes shimmered with the relief of being understood. She had likely been wrestling with this question in her heart all along, yet she had dared not speak of it to anyone—she couldn't tell friends or relatives, nor her colleagues; she had to keep it bottled up inside. Now, hearing me voice the very same feelings she held, the tension she had been carrying finally began to ease.

I gazed at her affectionately and said, "I didn't know the answer either, but the moment you asked me just now, I realized it." I meant it. In the instant she asked me, I suddenly understood—I didn't need to define our relationship, nor did I need to give her a specific label. Who she is doesn't matter; what matters is that I have her in my heart, and she has me in hers.

Watching my deep, soulful gaze and hearing my words, my mother looked at me with confusion. There was an expectation in her eyes, mixed with a hint of nervousness, as if she were waiting for a verdict. Her lips parted slightly, as if she wanted to say something but didn't dare.

I said sincerely, "You are the only one in my heart. No matter if you are my mother or my lover, no matter what your role is, I just want to be with you." These were the truest words from my heart. I didn't care about her identity. Whether she was my mother, my lover, or neither, it made no difference to me. What mattered was that she was the only one in my heart, and I only wanted to be with her.

Hearing this, my mother seemed to suddenly understand. I saw her slowly close her eyes, and a line of tears spilled from the corners. The tears slid down her cheeks, glistening under the light. Her weeping was silent, with only crystal-clear droplets rolling down one by one.

Then, my mother slowly opened her eyes. The panic from before was gone, replaced only by tenderness—a tenderness that looked as if it had been washed clean by clear water. There was a gentle radiance in her eyes that made my heart flutter.

Looking at me with that uniquely feminine, tender gaze, my mother said, "Xuyang..." I knew that in this moment, my mother was no longer anyone's mother, and I was no longer anyone's son. Both she and I were simply people who longed to be loved by the one they loved.

In the dead of night, in this small rented room, we both found the most authentic feelings within ourselves. Those emotions, long suppressed by ethics, social conventions, and morality, were finally released. There was no hesitation, no apprehension—only two hearts yearning to draw closer to one another.

From that point on, I rarely called my mother "Sister Yu" anymore, because in my heart, the meaning of "Mom" had changed into something entirely different.

I lowered my head to kiss my mother. My lips brushed softly against hers; the sensation was warm and yielding, carrying the salty tang of tears. My mother responded to me tenderly. Her lips parted slightly under my kiss, as if she were welcoming me, or perhaps answering me.

We kissed with deep affection. It wasn't as fiery as our previous encounters, but it was more full of emotion than ever before. There was no urgent desire or impulsive possessiveness in this kiss, only a pure, clean sentiment. It was our first true resonance of the soul after we had completely opened our hearts to one another.

It was a communion on a spiritual level. No words were needed, no explanations required. A single kiss held everything I wanted to say and everything she wanted to reply. Our lips pressed together, our tongues touching lightly, as if building a bridge between us that allowed us to cross those invisible barriers and truly enter the deepest parts of each other's hearts.

Our kiss was light, soft, and comforting. There was none of that greedy hunger to devour one another, only a gentle, exploratory unfolding. My tongue slipped softly into her mouth, feeling her warm, supple tongue. She did not shy away or hesitate; instead, she met me halfway, intertwining her tongue with mine.

There was a faint sweetness in her mouth—the taste of the honey water she had drunk before bed. Mingled with her own unique scent, it created a fragrance that made me intoxicated.

I slowly lay down upon my mother, my chest pressing against her soft bosom. Through the two thin layers of our pajamas, I could clearly feel the softness and warmth of her breasts. Though not particularly large, they were beautifully shaped—round and firm—and pressed against my chest, giving me a sense of grounded contentment.

My hardening cock pressed against my mother's thigh. I could clearly feel the smoothness and warmth of her inner thigh, a sensation that sent another tremor through my heart. But this time, I did not rush to enter as I had before; instead, I let that desire flow naturally.

My mother’s arms were wrapped gently around my neck. Her fingers were interlaced in my hair, a gesture that felt like a caress and an embrace all at once. Her hold was tender, no longer tense or stiff as it had been before, but characterized by a profound sense of relaxation. She had likely found the answer she was looking for in that kiss, the reason she could finally surrender herself to me with peace of mind.

We kissed for a while, and then I began to trail my lips down her neck.

I slid from her lips to her chin, which was pointed and delicate, and kissed it lightly. I followed her jawline all the way to her earlobe; it was small and soft, and I gave it a gentle peck. Shy and ticklish, she shivered slightly, but she didn’t pull away.

I continued downward, kissing her neck. It was slender and fair, the skin smooth and fine. I could feel the pulse beneath, every beat strong and steady. I held a patch of her skin in my mouth, tracing circles with the tip of my tongue. She shrank back from the ticklish sensation, letting out a soft, low laugh.

I slid the strap of her nightgown down once more. It slipped over her rounded shoulder, exposing her entire shoulder and a portion of her collarbone. Her shoulders were smooth, and her collarbones stood out clearly, like two delicate arcs inlaid against her fair skin.

I took her nipple into my mouth and began to suckle gently.

Her nipples were small and light pink, like two freshly peeled lotus seeds, glowing with a soft luster in the dim light. I flicked the tiny, raised peak with my tongue, feeling it grow firm under my touch. The sensation of her nipple in my mouth was exquisite—soft and resilient, like a piece of candy that would melt the moment it was held. I wrapped my lips around it, drawing circles with my tongue.

My mother let out a soft moan, and her arms, which had been wrapped around my neck, slid down to my back. Her fingers traced lightly over my skin, their slight coolness leaving faint, lingering trails. Her movements were soft, as if she were caressing me or perhaps responding to my own touch.

I pulled my nightgown further down. I hooked my fingers into the neckline of her nightgown, pulling it down bit by bit. The thin layer of cotton slid slowly down her body, revealing her fair chest, and then her soft breasts.

My mother lifted her hips, cooperating with my movements. Her waist arched slightly, allowing the nightgown to slip easily from beneath her. I pulled the nightgown off entirely, leaving her entire upper body exposed before me.

Her breasts glowed softly in the dim light. Fair, full, and firm, they were like two gentle mounds, trembling slightly before me. Her nipples, having just been in my mouth, remained slightly erect, like two freshly bloomed buds. Her areolas were small and a pale pink, like two tiny petals adorning that expanse of snow-white skin.

My mother was left with nothing but her panties. These were not the ones from before—she had changed them when she showered. She must have put on a fresh pair after her bath. They were light-colored cotton panties, a very plain style with no fancy decorations, just pure cotton wrapping the most intimate part of her lower body.

I lowered my head and kissed my mother’s lips again. My lips pressed against her warm ones, and we kissed once more. This kiss was deeper than the last; my tongue probed into her mouth, lingering and intertwining with hers. At the same time, my hand slid inside my mother’s panties.

My fingers touched the soft skin below her lower abdomen; it was smooth, warm, and delicate. My fingers continued downward, exploring the hidden area encased by her underwear.

With my palm covering her mound, I could feel that it was soft and warm, with a slight dampness. My middle and index fingers gently eased inside, parting the soft, curled hair to touch the damp labia.

My mother couldn't help but moan again. The sound was very low, as if squeezed from the depths of her throat, carrying a suppressed tremor.

As I slid my hand inside my mother’s panties, her hand reached from my abdomen into my own. Her fingers first brushed against the skin of my lower belly; the touch was cool, sending a fine ripple of goosebumps across my skin. Then, her fingers continued downward, gently gripping my cock, which was already hard as iron.

When my mother’s somewhat chilled fingers touched me, my cock felt a unique sense of relief. It was a pleasure derived from being gently wrapped and caressed, a strange sensation born from the contrast between the coolness of her fingers and the warmth of my body.

This was the first time my mother had taken the initiative to hold my cock. Previously, whenever we were intimate, I had always been the one to take charge, while she passively accepted. She had never touched me there of her own accord, nor had she ever gripped my cock before—not because she didn’t want to, but because she was too shy. But tonight, she took the initiative. She reached into my underwear and took hold of my hardened cock.

The pleasure of it made me let out a groan as well.

Seeing my reaction, my mother chuckled. The sound was soft, carrying a playful tone. She teased, "You bad thing, you're so hard." There was a rare playfulness in her voice that warmed my heart. She rarely spoke to me in such a tone—she had always maintained the image of a stern mother in front of me, and even after we had crossed that line, she still upheld that maternal role in our daily lives. But at this moment, she was speaking to me in a relaxed, intimate way, as if she were bantering with a lover.

I looked up at her and teased back, "Do you want it?" My mother blushed and gave a shy nod. Her nod was subtle, filled with bashfulness. Her cheeks flushed deep red, the color spreading to her ears, looking even more vivid in the dim light.

I then quipped: “Where do I want it?” My mother is completely embarrassed now. With a flick of her eye, she changed into her usual home look and glared at me and said, “Get lost, annoying.” That look is so familiar, it's the kind of disdain she usually has for me at home

 Impatient eyes again. The way my mom glared at me instantly triggered my childhood memories——Whenever I did something wrong or disobeyed, she would glare at me with this look and then give me a lecture.

My body was actually conditioned to emit a shake.

This reaction is completely out of my control. It was a conditioned reflex etched in my bones, just like my heart would automatically tighten every time I heard her call me “Fang Xuyang” by name. For more than two decades, this response has been deeply

 Deeply etched in my nervous system, no matter how our relationship changes, this instinctive reaction will not go away.

My mother noticed my reaction. She didn't seem to understand what had happened to me, and a hint of confusion flashed in her eyes. But she understood immediately ——because she saw the way my body was shaking and remembered my reaction when I was a child in training.

My reaction triggered hers too. Her hand grabbed my cock noticeably harder, as if responding to my reaction with this movement. That grip was a little tight, which gave me another feeling of relief.

I don't talk anymore. I took my finger out of the dense hole and went to take off her underwear. My mother also changed back to the tender eyes she had just had. There was no more anger in those eyes, only a gentle acquiescence.

She gently lifted her butt to match my movements. Her waist was slightly arched, allowing her underwear to be removed smoothly. I pulled my mom's panties down on my heels and they fell off as soon as she moved her legs.

Then I knelt on the bed to take off my underwear. I straightened up, grabbed the edge of my underwear with both hands, and pulled down. My mom also reached out, pulled out the hand holding my dick, and helped me take off my underwear. Her fingers hooked around the edge of my panties and pulled down

 , the movement was very light, with a shy hesitation, but it finally helped me take off my underwear.

The two of us were finally facing each other naked again, and our hot bodies were once again attached to each other.

My skin pressed against hers, and that direct contact sent a surge of heat through me. Her body was warm, her skin smooth and delicate, like the finest silk, glowing with a soft luster beneath my palms. I could feel every curve of her body—her narrow shoulders, her slender waist, her full hips, and her long, shapely legs. Her body was fully unfurled before me, like a white flower in full bloom.

I was in no rush to enter my mother. I leaned in to kiss her. My lips met her warm ones, and my tongue slipped into her mouth, tangling with hers. Her tongue was soft, carrying a honey-like sweetness as it glided gently within my mouth.

My hands began to roam over her body. My fingers slid down from her shoulders, tracing the curves of her arms all the way down, before coming to rest on her waist, lingering there to savor the soft curve of it. Then, my hand moved upward to cover her breast.

I kneaded her breast a few times. It felt full in my palm, at just the right temperature, and I cupped it, gently squeezing. That soft mass of flesh yielded in my grasp, spilling between my fingers and pulling back again. My thumb brushed lightly over her nipple, feeling the small peak harden slowly beneath my fingertip.

Then, my hand rested on my mother’s waist. It was slender; although there was a thin layer of softness from having given birth to me, it did not detract from her lines at all. Instead, it made her look wonderfully voluptuous and felt incredibly comfortable to the touch. My fingers slid from her side across the small of her back, tracing that graceful arc.

Though my mother's waist was slender, that slight layer of softness only added to her allure. It felt incredibly soft and substantial to the touch—not like the thin, bony waist of a young girl, but possessing the distinct, lush ripeness of a mature woman. I stroked it gently a few times before crossing her hip bone, resting my entire hand upon my mother’s buttock.

My mother’s buttocks were large and round, feeling incredibly fleshy and full of elasticity to the touch. Those two plump cheeks in my palm felt like two balls of warm cotton—soft yet resilient. My fingers roamed back and forth across them, sliding from the outer edges to the inner curves, from the top to the bottom, indulging myself to the fullest.

I whispered a compliment to my mother: "Mom, your butt feels so incredibly fleshy." I meant it sincerely. Her buttocks were indeed beautiful—large, round, full, and perky, like two ripe peaches. The texture was exquisite, possessing both springiness and substance, making them a pleasure to touch.

My mother reached out again and gripped my cock. Because of my caresses, her body had grown feverish, and she couldn't help but twist slightly. She panted softly, "It tickles, stop touching." I wasn't sure if she meant my touching her butt tickled, or if she was itching from the fire of desire. So, with a wicked grin, I asked, "Where does it tickle, Mom?" She clearly understood my implication. She raised her other hand and pinched my arm—a rather sharp pinch that made me hiss in pain. She said with dissatisfaction, "Everywhere." That "everywhere" was spoken with a coquettish, complaining tone, as if accusing me of teasing her on purpose. Her voice was soft, laced with the allure of arousal, sending another jolt of excitement through me.

I replied with a lecherous smirk, "Then let me use this to scratch that itch for you right now." As I spoke, I gave my cock a twitch.

My cock pulsed gently in her palm, the glans brushing against the skin of her hand, a sensation that brought a wave of pleasure to my heart.

My mother laughed shyly and said, "Go away, I don't want that." With those words, she let go of my cock, turned around, and faced away from me. Her movements were quick, tinged with a feigned sulkiness, like a little girl acting spoiled.

I pressed my body against her back in a cheeky manner. My chest met her smooth skin, and I felt the warmth and silkiness of her back. It felt wonderful against me, warm and delicate. My cock pressed against her full, fleshy buttocks, and those plump cheeks squeezed my hard member, giving me a bizarre and exquisite pleasure.

I wrapped my arms around her waist, reaching around from her sides, and leaned in to lick her earlobe, whispering, "Mom, are you not ticklish anymore?" My lips pressed against the shell of her ear, and the hot breath I exhaled against it made her body tremble slightly.

My mom squirmed in response. As her voluptuous body writhed, those fleshy curves slid against me, providing a deeply satisfying sensation. She said in a feigned, calm voice, "I'm not, I'm not." Her tone carried a note of deliberate defiance, as if she were saying, "I won't let you get your way."

My hand, still resting on her waist, slid down between her legs. My fingers passed through the gap between her thighs, touching that warm, damp spot. It was already moist, as if the heat of her desire had conjured up a mist. I slipped two fingers inside and began to gently tease and probe.

At the same time, I teased her, "Are you really not ticklish?" As I worked my fingers, a surge of juices immediately flooded from her secret opening, coating my hand. The warm liquid gushed from within, slicking my fingers with a sticky, slippery sensation. My mom’s body writhed even more violently; it was as if she couldn't control the stimulation from my fingers and could only release the pleasure through those rhythmic movements.

Her upper body leaned forward while her hips arched back, her plump backside grinding against my cock. The friction of those full, round cheeks against my member brought me an indescribable pleasure. She gasped out, "It's... it's really not itchy anymore." Her voice was ragged, trembling with arousal, a tremor that betrayed her words and let me know she was actually dying for it, almost unable to contain herself.

My cock grew even thicker from the friction of her ample bottom. The hard, throbbing sensation in my groin intensified, desperate to find a place to enter. By now, her secret opening was drenched, the juices flowing out continuously as I probed, running down the insides of her thighs and wetting her buttocks and the bedsheets.

I pulled my left hand out of her secret hole and held my mom's ass. Those two plump rump pieces were warm and soft in my palms. I pulled out my right hand to hold the hard cock, pushed it down, took a deep breath, and aimed it at the crack in my mom's ass.

Deep in that gap is the wet entrance. I could feel the damp, hot smell emanating from there, calling me.

My waist was one step forward, my mother's thighs were already slippery, and my cock slid directly into my mother's dense hole.

At that moment, an indescribable pleasure surged from the lower body to the whole body. The feeling of being tightly wrapped, the warm, moist, tight wrapping, made me feel like I was being electrocuted, with a tingling sensation from my scalp to my toes.

My mom and I both let out a comfortable moan at the same time.

My mom opened her mouth and groaned: “Ah... well... so big.” Her voice sighed with satisfaction, as if she had finally waited for this moment.

My contented words: “So tight...so comfortable...” I mean what I say. It was really tight there for her, and even though she was in her forties, it wasn't as tight there as it was for a young girl. That firmness is not loose, but with a

 The elasticity, tightly wrapped around my cock, gave me an indescribable pleasure.

I put my arms around my mom and my butt started to squirm gently. It started slowly, and I twitched it over and over again, feeling the cock coming in and out of my mom's secret hole. Every time I pull out, I can feel the tight inner wall rubbing against me, every time I go deeper

 Feel the warm package.

I also felt my crotch hitting my mom's nice, plump ass. Those two plump rump pieces would be hit by me every time I went deeper, making a slight sound and forming a wave of flesh. The waves of flesh spread out from where I hit them

 The two rump flaps trembled like ripples on the water.

My mother moaned softly in her mouth, the sound was intermittent and there was a suppressed trembling. Her arm was stretched back and stroked on my body, and her fingers slid gently across my waist, back, and thighs, leaving warm marks.

Slowly, my hips began to move faster and faster. What started as a cautious, rhythmic probing turned into a steady, driving thrust. Each forward surge was delivered with full force, and each withdrawal brought me almost completely out before I plunged back in deep again.

A pool of slick, erotic fluid flowed from where my mother and I were joined. That warm liquid gushed from within her, trickling down my cock, soaking her buttocks and the bedsheets, glistening with a damp sheen in the dim light.

My mother’s upper body leaned further and further forward; it was as if she couldn't support her own weight against the force of my thrusts, and she began to collapse forward. I had to reach out to steady her shoulders, pinning her body in place so I could continue my rhythm.

As I picked up the pace, my mother’s moans quickened. Her low, soft humming shifted into a continuous, unbroken melody that echoed through the quiet room like an ancient, mysterious ballad.

I pulled my mother’s shoulders back with my left hand, tilting her slightly, while my right hand held her waist. My hips began to rhythmically strike her full, rounded buttocks, each deep thrust producing a sharp, rhythmic "slap." Because she was lying on her side, her two full breasts swayed beneath her with the rhythm of my impacts—not a vertical bobbing, but a sideways swing driven by momentum, like two bells swaying in the wind, tracing diagonal arcs. Every time I thrust inward, those mounds of flesh swung forward, their tips grazing the sheets and leaving faint, fleeting traces; every time I withdrew, they swung back again, carving two pale, shimmering arcs through the dim light. Their trajectory was like a pendulum, perfectly synchronized with the rhythm of my hips.

My hips thrust rhythmically against her full, firm buttocks; the position felt just like riding a bicycle. I hunched over, my hands gripping her waist and shoulders as if holding onto handlebars. She lay on her side before me, her lush body swaying with each of my strokes like the frame of a bike. With every thrust, my lower abdomen collided firmly with her resilient curves; the sensation was a soft give followed by an immediate rebound, much like riding over a stretch of soft dirt road. My inner thighs pressed against her outer ones, and with every surge of force, I could feel the warmth of her skin and the subtle tremors of her muscles. As the pace quickened, I rode harder, the impact sending ripples of flesh cascading outward from the center of each strike.

I found this position on the bed to be incredibly efficient, not exhausting at all. Unlike the traditional missionary position, which requires using your arms to support your weight, this posture only requires holding onto her hips and thrusting your waist. I didn’t even need to exert myself; I could simply let my body sway naturally and feel the pleasure washing over me in wave after wave.

I don’t know how long we had been at it when my mother suddenly turned her head, trembling. Her face was covered in a fine sheen of sweat, and wisps of hair were dampened and plastered against her forehead. A bead of sweat trickled down her brow bone, gathering at the corner of her eye into a crystalline drop that rolled away as she turned. Her cheeks were flushed with the heat of approaching climax, a crimson hue spreading from her face down to her neck, even staining her earlobes deep red. Her brows were slightly furrowed, her eyes filled with a mix of exhaustion and entreaty, and as her lashes glistened with tiny droplets, she parted her trembling lips to gasp, "No more, please... I can't take much more." Her voice held a note of weary pleading. Her body was clearly reaching its limit, shaking uncontrollably as if she were about to fall apart.

I was in the heat of the moment, however. The pleasure was building within me, and I didn't want to stop. I could feel myself nearing the peak, yet I hungered for more—to drive deeper, to take more.

However, seeing that my mom was clearly struggling to hold on, I couldn't bear it anymore. "Mom," I said, "why don't we change positions? You get on top." I thought that if she were on top, it might be easier for her. Besides, I didn't want to miss out on this opportunity to be intimate with her; she still wanted to continue, just in a different position that would allow me to regain control of the rhythm.

With that, I pulled out. The sound of withdrawal created a soft, wet noise, like a period momentarily ending a melody. I lay back on the bed, face up, stretching my body out.

My mom didn't say anything. She sat up, smoothed back her disheveled hair, and tucked it behind her ears. Her hair was messy from our recent exertion, with a few strands clinging to her sweat-dampened cheeks. She used her fingers to gently tuck those strands away, revealing her smooth face and ears. Her skin was still flushed with the afterglow of passion, a redness that looked incredibly alluring against her fair complexion. Her eyes were glistening, bright and clear like the surface of a lake after a rain.

She glanced at me—a look that held shyness, hesitation, and a hint of eager curiosity. "You really know quite a lot, don't you?" she said. There was a light, teasing tone in her voice, one devoid of malice; it was merely a playful jab at the nature of our relationship.

I chuckled and said, "I saw it all in adult movies." I was telling the truth. I had indeed learned these movements and positions from those films—from Japanese adult videos to Western erotica, I’d watched plenty, and those flashy techniques were already etched in my mind. Before I met my mom, they were just theoretical knowledge, but once I was with her, those theories finally had a stage for practice. Of course, what I didn't tell her was that I had practiced some of these positions with other partners as well. Those past experiences had taught me which positions were the least tiring and which angles made it easiest for a woman to reach orgasm. But none of that mattered now. At this moment, I just wanted to use those skills on her, to make her feel good, to make her happy.

My mother didn’t respond to my comment. She nudged my cock with her hand, a light, curious, and tentative movement. Her fingers slid from the base of my cock to the tip, a sensation that sent another wave of numbness through me. She muttered, "It’s all because of this bad thing." Her tone held a hint of playful reproach, but there was no real anger in it—only a sense of helpless affection.

After saying this, my mother turned and straddled my legs. Her movements were slow, as if she were adjusting her position. With her thighs spread on either side of my body, her hips slowly lowered, aligning her secret opening with my cock.

She sat down, guiding my cock into her. The process was agonizingly slow, and I could clearly feel my shaft breaking through the flesh walls to enter her. It felt incredibly good—every inch of penetration allowed me to feel those tight, inner walls rubbing against me, like layers of warm waves wrapping around me.

My mother’s eyes were unfocused, and she murmured, "So deep." Her voice carried a satisfied moan, as if she were savoring the feeling of being completely filled.

Once my cock was fully inserted and her full bottom was resting against my thighs, she let out a breath and said, "It’s too long." That sigh held a sense of relief, mixed with a deep, contented pleasure.

I let out a breath of my own. The feeling of being completely inside her made me feel grounded, as if we had completed a ritual. My hands involuntarily reached up to cup my mother’s breasts.

Her breasts were warm and full in my palms. My fingers gently gripped them, savoring the soft flesh against my skin. Her nipples hardened slightly under my fingertips, feeling like two tiny pebbles.

My mother didn’t start moving right away. She leaned down to press her chest against mine, seeking a kiss. Her lips gently covered mine, and the tip of her tongue slipped into my mouth, tangling with my own. Her kiss was gentle, lacking the urgency from before, and instead carried a lingering, tender meaning.

I pressed my hands against her ample bottom as we kissed. Those two full cheeks felt warm and soft in my palms. My fingers slid gently across them, tracing the smooth texture and the lush curves.

After a few kisses, my mother sat up. She put her hands on me, propped herself up, and then her butt started moving little by little.

Her body began to swing up and down. First, it was small, like a test, like adjusting its own rhythm. Then the amplitude got bigger and faster. Her hips rose and fell on my crotch, taking me inside her and then out again,

 Only the glans was left stuck in her entrance.

As the dense hole became increasingly slippery, my mother's movements became larger and larger. She put her hands on my chest and her body began to swing up and down. The two full breasts bounced up and down violently with her ups and downs ——with each fall, the two balls of milk were like

 Two full water balloons fell downward, and the tips of their breasts drew arcs in the air; with each lift, they were thrown upward by inertia and shook tremblingly in the air. The rhythm was getting faster and faster, and her breasts were shaking more and more, like two balls of white

 Waves of color surged on her chest.

My mother's expression became increasingly confused. Her eyes were half closed, with water glistening at the corners and her eyelashes gently trembling like butterfly wings. Her lips were slightly open, her breath was rapid and hot, and there was a faint smile at the corner of her mouth ——that

 There is satisfaction, intoxication, and a sense of relief in smiling, and a complete release from oneself. Her brow sometimes stretched and sometimes flickered, as if she was feeling the pleasure pouring up in her body. Sweat slid down her sideburns, gathered at her chin, and dripped

 On my chest, warm and wet. She was completely immersed in the pleasure, as if floating in the clouds, her consciousness gradually blurred, and only her body instinctively rose and fell.

There was a snapping sound of water where we joined, and the sound echoed in the quiet room, like some kind of rhythm. My mother couldn't help but make a low moaning sound in her mouth. The sound became more and more dense, like an endless wave.

I knew my mom was going to orgasm. Her body trembled slightly, her breathing became rapid, and the moaning became higher and higher. She's almost there —— I can feel those subtle changes in her.

I began to wriggle my hips, thrusting upward as my mother’s firm, rounded bottom descended. My movements synced with her rhythm; I pushed in as she lowered herself and drew back as she rose. Each deep thrust brought the head of my cock into the very depths of her.

My movements caused my cock to slide even further into my mother’s tight opening, intensifying her pleasure. Her body jerked reflexively under my thrusts, as if struck by an electric shock. That sudden spasm nearly caused my cock to slip out of her.

I was quick to react. I grabbed my mother’s hands and pulled her back down. With a firm grip, I tugged her until she settled back onto me. At the same time, I thrust my hips upward with force, delivering a dozen rapid, consecutive strokes.

Those dozen thrusts were fierce, each one delivered with all my might, driving deep to the core. Overwhelmed by the relentless waves of pleasure, my mother’s body began to convulse uncontrollably.

I pushed her straight over the edge into an orgasm.

My mother trembled all over as she reached her peak. Her body shook violently from head to toe, as if hit by a surge of electricity. Her head tilted back involuntarily, her hair tracing an arc through the air. A long, drawn-out moan escaped her lips, echoing through the room with a sense of satisfied relief.

At the same time, a gush of fluids erupted from within her, the warm liquid splashing against the head of my cock. The sudden heat made my cock twitch.

The scalding sensation nearly made me finish right along with her. I quickly held back, taking a deep breath to suppress the urge that was threatening to explode.

After the orgasm, my mother slumped against my chest, feeling weak and limp, as if every ounce of strength had been drained from her. Her breathing was ragged, her chest heaving heavily. As her face pressed against my chest, I could feel the heat of her cheeks and the dampness of her sweat.

I wrapped my arms around my mother’s somewhat limp body; her waist felt as soft as cotton in my embrace, devoid of any strength. I thrust my hips upward a few times, my cock sliding in and out of her wet, hidden depths, creating soft, squelching sounds. With each thrust, my mother was forced to let out a low "Mmm...", a sound squeezed from deep within her throat, carrying a helpless moan that felt like a mix of protest and surrender. Her soft whimpers were intermittent, rising and falling with my movements: "Mmm... don't... don't thrust anymore..." I didn't stop, instead pulling my mother up into a sitting position. With one hand supporting her waist and the other steadying her back, I lifted her off the bed and shifted my body to lean against the headboard. My mother leaned into me compliantly, her legs parted as she straddled me, her body slumped softly against mine. Her face was buried in the crook of my neck, her hot, rapid breath puffing against my skin. I lowered my head to take one of her nipples into my mouth; the small protrusion hardened slightly under the tip of my tongue, and as I gently licked and sucked on it, I heard her let out a soft gasp against my ear.

At the same time, my hands held the sides of her waist, guiding her body to begin moving up and down. Her body felt heavy, possessed of that unique lethargy that follows an orgasm; each lift seemed to take every ounce of her remaining strength, and each descent landed heavily back onto my pelvis with a dull thud. My fingers dug into the soft flesh at her waist, feeling the warmth of her skin and the dampness of her sweat. Her movements grew increasingly rhythm-less, as if she were relying entirely on my hands to keep her going.

My mother murmured, "I can't... I really can't anymore..." Her voice was faint, trembling with a near-pleading tone, like words spoken in a dream. Her head hung on my shoulder, her entire weight pressing down on me, with only her hips still moving mechanically up and down—a motion that was growing slower and weaker by the second. Her breathing was ragged and uneven, and as her chest rose and fell against mine, I could feel her heart racing as if it were trying to jump out of her chest. Her fingers rested weakly against my back, her nails lightly raking over my skin, leaving faint, barely perceptible marks.

I wrapped my arms around my mother’s waist, my fingers sinking into the soft flesh at her sides. Taking a deep breath, I used my core to pull myself up and pinned her beneath me. My movements were steady; I gently laid her back against the bed, then braced myself and slid between her legs. Her body collapsed softly onto the mattress, her hair fanned out across the pillow, her face still lingering in the afterglow of her climax.

I knelt between her legs, took hold of her ankles, and gently lifted them, spreading her legs into an M-shape. Her knees were bent and pulled wide to the sides, her lower legs hanging naturally, leaving her most intimate parts completely exposed to me. Her skin was pale, glowing softly in the dim light, with a faint flush on her inner thighs from our earlier passion. The moisture left from our union glistened on her skin under the light. I adjusted her legs slightly with my hands, spreading her knees further apart to make things easier for what was to come. Her toes curled slightly, as if she were shy, or perhaps expectant.

I propped myself up on the bed and leaned down to press a light kiss to her lips. It was a gentle gesture, filled with my affection.

Then, I began to thrust.

Having just experienced a climax, my mother was still somewhat weak. Her body swayed with my movements like a leaf caught in the wind. She was soft and compliant, letting me do as I pleased. With every thrust, her body shifted, as if responding to my motions.

Her eyes were half-closed, her face flushed with a captivating heat. She kept her eyes shut, her lashes fluttering, her mouth slightly parted as her breath came in quick gasps. She groaned involuntarily, the sound low and soft, as if it were drifting out from a dream.

By now, I was nearing my own climax. The sensation gathered within me like a volcano ready to erupt. I stopped holding back and gave it my all without reservation.

Sweat had soaked my eyes, and the salty liquid flowed into my eyes, making my vision a little blurry. But I didn't stop, I continued to pump and plug like crazy. There was a crackling sound at our intersection, and the sound echoed throughout the room.

My speed is getting faster and faster, and my strength is getting greater and greater. I used my hands to hold my mother's two thighs in place so she couldn't slide under me. My mother also clamped her legs around my waist to match my movements. Her legs were clamped very hard

 I was like telling me she wanted it too, and she couldn't bear to let me stop.

Suddenly my mom opened her eyes, looked at me and said, “Don't shoot inside.” Her voice was a little rapid, with a kind of tension.

I've reached a breaking point at this time. The pleasure that was about to explode was surging inside me, and I could hardly control myself. But when I heard my mother's words, just before I was about to ejaculate, I quickly pulled out of my mother's secret hole.

The pumping was sudden and there was a slight sound of water.

I just shot my mom in the stomach. A stream of scalding semen spurted out of my glans, arcing and landing on my mother's fair, flat belly. The second spray went further and landed on the skin on her chest. The third and fourth stocks, one after the other

 In a burst, the white liquid spread across her fair skin, forming a mess.

My mother's body trembled slightly at the scalding liquid, and a soft exclamation came from her mouth. But there was no resistance in that exclamation, only an instinctive reaction after being stimulated by the sudden temperature.

After ejaculating, I gasped and looked at my mother. I don't know why she always won't let me cum in it. It used to be like this every time, she always stopped me at the last minute and wouldn't let me cum inside her.

My mother was also gasping for breath. Her breathing was still rapid, her chest was rising and falling violently, and the two plump breasts trembled up and down with her breathing, and were still covered with the semen I had just shot, and had a wet sheen in the dim light.

She pulled a few pieces of paper from the paper pump next to her and covered them with semen on her belly. Her movements were slow, with a kind of post-event fatigue. She gently wiped the white liquid with a paper towel, wiping it off little by little.

 My mother also saw my doubts. She said to me sheepishly: “What to do if you get pregnant after ejaculating inside.” My mother's words made me laugh and cry a little. My mother has had a ring since she was born. I knew this when I was a child. She used to talk to others

 I remember this very clearly when I talked about it.

So I lay beside her, gasping for air, and asked, “Didn't you all have your rings already.” I'm telling the truth. She's got the ring, then she won't get pregnant, so it shouldn't make much difference whether I cum in it or not.

My mom wiped the cum off her belly with a tissue and threw the tissue in the trash. She looked up at me and said, “You still know I have a ring?” She was a little surprised in her tone, probably not expecting me to know about this.

I said without hesitation: “There is nothing I don't know about this. I knew it when I was a child. You'll always tell people you have a ring.” I remember it very clearly. When my mother was a child, she often talked about this topic when chatting with relatives. She said I took it after she gave birth

 Ring, it means that you will not be guilty of carrying a ring, and it will not affect anything. At that time, I didn't quite understand what she meant. I just listened to her and remembered it.

My mother got up to find her nightdress. She sat up from the bed, got out naked, and stepped on the cold floor. Her body was completely exposed in the dim light ——the skin was as white as fine suet jade, and it was warm in the dim light

 The sheen, rounded shoulders, clear collarbone, and slender waist with a thin layer of soft flesh make it look plump and charming. As she bent over the bed to rummage, her big, round butt was raised high, and the two plump buttocks had an ivory sheen in the light

 , trembling slightly with her movements. The two perky breasts on her chest fell gently with her bending motion, and the tips of her breasts swayed slightly in the air, like two ripe peaches. Her well-proportioned, tight thighs glowed healthily in the light,

 The skin on the side was still slightly blushing from the passion just now.

 She found the nightdress and said as she put it on, "That's all you remember." There was a helpless thud in her tone. She put her nightgown over her head, reached into one arm first, then into the other, and the beige nightgown wrapped around her body again

 , covering up the skin that I had just kissed and touched.

There was a helpless thud in her tone. She put on her nightgown, and the beige nightgown rewrapped her body, covering the skin that I had just kissed and touched.

After she put on her nightgown, she went to look for her underwear. She stepped barefoot on the floor and hunched over the bed in search. I saw the full curve of her hips as she bent over, outlining a beautiful arc in the dim light. She found her panties, they were very numb

 It's on the butt.

This was the first time I saw my mom wearing underwear in front of me. My mother's butt is extremely white, white and big, with an ivory sheen in the dim light. She moved quickly, as if she was afraid I would see too much. She first stepped into her underwear with one foot, but

 Back to the other foot, then with both hands pulling the sides of her panties, lift them up, and the cotton wrapped around her full buttocks. Her skin was very white, like a fine piece of suet jade.

I said, “I didn't all cum in it the first time.” I did just shoot in. On the previous occasion, I shot into her at the last moment and didn't have time to pull it out.

My mom hesitated and said, “I wouldn't want you to cum either. I looked back but didn't open my mouth.” She paused and said again: “I had just dug out the bathroom and washed it again.” Her words made me laugh and cry again

 The Committee recommends that the State party take all necessary measures to ensure that all children, regardless of their age, have access to adequate health care and adequate housing. She actually dug the semen out of her body while taking a shower just now and washed it again. This woman was just as out of control and desperate as I was at that moment, but she had to do these remedial measures afterwards.

Without waiting for me to speak, my mother got out of bed and turned on the bedroom light. The sudden light shook my eyes so hard that my instinctive hand blocked my eyes.

Just then, Mom suddenly cried out, "Oh my, you've gotten it all over the sheets." My eyes slowly adjusted to the light, and I looked up. Sure enough, there were plenty of our fluids on the sheets—those white, translucent liquids had left behind marks of all shapes, looking like some sort of abstract painting.

Mom stood at the head of the bed with her hands on her hips, looking down at the sheets and clicking her tongue. There was a touch of annoyance on her face—an expression I knew all too well; it was the same look she wore at home whenever she saw a mess. "Get up and put your clothes on," she said, then added, "These sheets have to be changed, or we won't be able to sleep, and they'll need to be washed tomorrow anyway." With that, she began stripping the bed. She bent over, grabbed a corner of the sheet, and pulled it up with force, muttering, "Hurry up and get up, why are you just lying there?" As she spoke, she yanked the sheet out from under the mattress with quick, efficient movements. "I'm sitting right here, and you're still just lying there." She pushed my legs and went to pull at the other corner. "Get up, get up, stop stalling." Her hands fumbled under me for the edge of the sheet, and she pulled it out with a jerk that made my body sway. Once she had all four corners loose, she gathered the entire sheet into her arms and urged me again, "Alright, get off the bed already, don't get in my way while I put on a new one." I was left speechless by her behavior. Having just shared intimacy with me, she had instantly reverted to the Liu Hongyu I knew—that assertive, fastidious woman who was used to arranging everything. Her shift in roles was so abrupt that it caught me off guard.

I helplessly found my underwear and put it on. The fabric clinging to my skin made me feel as though I were back in reality.

"Aren't you going to wash up?" I asked her. "You're covered in sweat." I had certainly broken into a sweat myself, and my skin felt sticky and uncomfortable.

"You go ahead and wash first," Mom said. "I'll finish changing the sheets." Her tone was completely normal, as if she were talking about the most mundane things with family. She had transformed from the woman consumed by passion back into my everyday mother.

It felt as if the person I had just made love to wasn't my mother at all, but someone else—a woman who could completely let go in the heat of passion, only to return to her everyday self the moment it ended.

I didn’t know how my mother had managed such a sudden shift, so I just gave a small smile and turned to the bathroom to shower again. The hot water poured over me, washing away the sweat and the lingering traces of our intimacy, and as it did, my chaotic thoughts slowly began to clear.

By the time I came out, my mother had already changed the sheets. The new ones were spread across the bed, perfectly smooth, without a single wrinkle. They were a crisp, clean white, glowing softly under the lamplight.

I told her to go take her shower. She pulled out a set of pink pajamas and, on her way to the bathroom, muttered, "Three showers in one night—if we keep this up, I'll run out of clothes to change into." Her tone held a note of weary complaint, but there was no real anger in it, just the grumbling of someone resigned to the routine.

While she showered, I lay on her bed to wait. It was already ten past midnight. Outside, the world had gone completely silent, save for the occasional chirp of insects. The room was still, and I could hear the sound of the water in the bathroom; in the quiet of the night, every splash sounded remarkably distinct.

When my mother emerged, she paused, surprised to see me lying on the bed. She was wearing her pink pajamas, her wet hair draped over her shoulders. "Aren't you going back to your own bed?" she asked. I was taken aback. She had already returned to her everyday persona, as if everything that had just happened hadn't occurred at all. But I wasn't ready to go back to my own bed just yet.

"I want to hold you while I sleep," I said, acting a bit cheeky. She didn’t say a word, just smiled and turned off the light. The room plunged into darkness, save for a thin sliver of light from the streetlamp outside seeping through the gap in the curtains. My mother got into bed and lay on the far side. She settled in, pulled the covers up, and turned her back to me.

I immediately pressed my body against hers, wrapped my arm around her waist, and reached through the gap between the buttons of her pajamas to touch her breast. The pajamas were the button-down kind, with spaces between the fasteners that allowed my hand to slip inside. My fingers slid through the opening, meeting her warm skin, and traveled upward until they cupped the softness of her breast.

My mother caught my hand and said, "Stop it. If you keep messing around, go back to your own bed." Her voice was heavy with fatigue; she was genuinely tired, not just pretending. She thought I was looking to be intimate again.

"I'll just touch you while I sleep, I promise," I said quickly. I meant it. After a whole day of walking around and being with my mom twice, I was exhausted too. All I wanted now was to hold her, feel her warmth and her breathing, and drift off to sleep in peace.

My mom shot me a glare but didn't say anything else. In that look, there was a mix of helplessness and quiet consent, as if she were saying, "Fine, have it your way."

I contentedly rested my hand on her soft breast, feeling sleepiness wash over me like a tide. My eyelids grew heavy, and my consciousness began to blur. Yet, in that half-awake, half-asleep state, images flickered uncontrollably through my mind—her shyness the first time she let me touch her at the hotel in Qiqihar, the tension in her expression as she closed her eyes and let me enter her at the hotel in Harbin, the despair as she cried like a child in my arms on the night of the Dragon Boat Festival, and the pain hidden behind her resolve when she wrote in that message, "Let’s just go back to being mother and son." Those scenes spun through my mind like a carousel, sometimes clear, sometimes hazy. I tried to hold onto something, but exhaustion wrapped around me like a thick fog, making those images drift further and further away, fading into nothingness.

At some point, she had placed her hand over mine, resting it there gently. Her warmth brought a profound sense of comfort to my heart. I felt my consciousness sinking into a pool of warm water; everything around me became distant and indistinct—the moonlight outside the window, the chirping of insects in the night breeze, the sound of her steady breathing—all gradually fading away. In the end, only one thought remained in my mind: she was in my arms. Then, my consciousness plunged completely into the darkness.

-----------------------------------
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Chapter 28

The feeling of regaining what was lost felt like a dream...

When I woke up the next morning, I felt that my arms were empty. I reached out to touch the bedsheet beside me; her body heat still lingered there, but she was already gone. I opened my sleepy eyes, my consciousness still wrapped in the hazy, sticky fog of waking up. Outside the window, the day was already bright, and the pale blue morning light spilled quietly across the foot of the bed through the gap in the curtains. I listened carefully and heard faint sounds coming from the direction of the kitchen—the light clinking of a spatula against a pan, and the low, soft hiss of the gas stove burning.

I lay in bed without getting up immediately. I turned over and buried my face in the pillow where she had slept. It still held the milky scent of the body wash she used after her shower, mixed with her own unique fragrance that made my heart race. Everything from last night was still vivid in my mind, each image so clear it was startling—the expression on her face as she lay beneath me, a mix of agony and indulgence; the look in her eyes as she sat on the edge of the bed afterward, tears streaming down her face, asking me, "Is this right?"; and that sigh of relief as she finally lay in my arms, her fingers tracing lightly across my back. It all felt so real, yet almost unbelievable.

I had once thought we had completely retreated back within the safe boundaries of mother and son, believing that the days of calling her "Sister Yu" online and caressing each other in hotel rooms had become a past sealed away forever. But just yesterday, amidst the sudden downpour and the long-accumulated desire between us, all those self-convictions and the feelings I thought had subsided were washed away as easily as a paper wall.

I felt as if a lifetime had passed. From that afternoon on the living room sofa when I first peeked at her with a different kind of gaze, through the long and torturous pursuit that followed, to those nights spent struggling between ethics and desire, and finally to last night, when she opened herself to me without reservation—I have been walking this path for nearly ten years.

Here in Tianjin, thousands of miles away, in this humble rented room, my mother and I have once again, and finally, completely broken through the boundary that has stood between us for so many years. Her tears, her silence, and that final, softly whispered "Xuyang"—all of it told me that this time was different from any other. She was no longer the woman who acted out of fear, alcohol, or momentary weakness; instead, with a clear and complete will, she accepted me, and she accepted herself.

Yet, I still felt a lingering sense of unease. After so many previous cycles—where she would fall into deeper conflict after every intimate moment, only to push me away—I didn't know if it would be the same this time. I didn't know if, when she woke up alone in this strange room that wasn't hers, facing everything that happened last night in the quiet morning light, she would start to feel fear and regret again. I wondered if, as she sat on the sofa holding a glass of warm water, lost in thought, the idea that "we should go back to just being mother and son" would take over her mind once more.

I turned over and lay on my back, staring at the old-fashioned ceiling light. Just as my mind was churning with these thoughts, a sudden urge to use the bathroom interrupted them. I sat up, slipped into my slippers, and walked out of the bedroom.

After taking care of business, as I stepped out of the bathroom, I caught a glimpse of a figure—she was standing by the kitchen window, her back to me, slightly hunched over as she busied herself at the stove. I was about to call out to her, but at that exact moment, she turned her head slightly. Her beautiful, almond-shaped eyes met mine through the half-open window at the end of the hallway. She realized I was watching her; her expression froze for a second, and then a clear look of embarrassment flickered in her eyes. Her face flushed a visible shade of red, the color spreading from her cheeks to her earlobes. Finally, she pursed her lips and smiled, looking just like a young girl, a smile filled with a lingering shyness and a softness I couldn't quite put into words. Then, she quickly turned back around, pretending to be intently stirring whatever was in the pot.

That expression of hers—that shy, embarrassed smile—made the stone that had been hanging in my heart shift ever so slightly. Her awkwardness meant that she remembered everything from last night; it meant that she hadn't, as I had feared, simply pushed those things to the back of her mind or suppressed them with reason the moment she woke up. Her smile—that fleeting, blushing smile—was a more direct signal to me than any words could be. It told me that she, too, was grappling with this new reality, that she felt just as self-conscious as I did, yet she hadn't run away.

I knew it was time for me to break this delicate morning atmosphere. I walked from the hallway into the bedroom, passed through the living room, and reached the kitchen doorway. She had already tied on an apron—the gray cotton one I usually wear—and was standing at the stove, turning something over with a spatula. She was still wearing the same pajamas from last night, with a thin knit cardigan thrown over them, and on her feet were my spare plastic slippers. She had likely just gathered her hair up casually, tying it loosely at the nape of her neck with a black elastic band; a few stray strands fell from behind her ears, catching the morning light with a soft luster.

I stepped forward, without hesitation, without even giving myself a moment to think, and wrapped my arms around her waist from behind. My arms crossed over her midsection, resting against her lower abdomen, and my chest pressed against her warm back. I could feel her body tense instinctively the moment I touched her, as if startled by the sudden contact, but then that tension dissipated like mist in the sunlight. Her body softened, and she leaned back into my embrace.

I lowered my head, brought my lips close to her ear, and whispered, "Mom, what delicious thing are you making for me?" My voice was still gravelly with sleep, soft, like an ordinary, everyday greeting. I watched her profile; she didn't look up at me immediately, continuing instead to watch the food in the pan, the spatula moving at a steady, unhurried pace. But I noticed the fingers holding the spatula tighten slightly, her knuckles turning white for a brief second before relaxing.

"Just made some fried rice," she said. Her voice was low, kept deliberately steady and flat, as if she were trying to pin down all the turbulent emotions of last night beneath those four words. After she spoke, her hand movements seemed to slow for a beat, as if she were waiting for my response.

In truth, I had seen what she was making the moment I walked in. In the pan on the stove, golden grains of rice were mixed with finely diced ham and egg, steaming and fragrant. My intention in asking hadn't really been to find out what breakfast was; I just wanted to use a mundane opening to dissolve the awkwardness of this morning—this strange mix of intimacy and alienation—so I could draw close to her naturally and use physical contact to clear away any lingering resentment she might still harbor.

I leaned in and whispered, my voice warm with intent, "What else is there?" As I spoke, I tilted my head slightly, moving my lips toward her cheek.

But before I could touch her, she gently turned her head away, shifting her body to the side and deftly avoiding my kiss. She looked back at me with a trace of that familiar disdain and said, "Did you brush your teeth?" Her tone and expression were thick with it. It was the look she’d favored at home over the years: nose crinkled, eyes narrowed, corners of her mouth turned down—what she called her "look of pure disgust." I hadn't expected such a tender moment to be interrupted this way; the affection I had been brewing all morning was rendered speechless by her asking if I’d brushed my teeth. Still, I didn't want to give up on this rare moment of closeness and tried to lean in again to peck her cheek.

Seeing I wasn't giving up, she shied away further, extending a hand to press against my chest, creating a firm barrier between us. She looked at me with an unyielding, insistent tone: "Stop messing around, go brush your teeth, breakfast is ready." Looking at her earnest expression, I knew she was serious. My wife has an almost stubborn insistence on hygiene; in her mind, wanting to kiss her before brushing my teeth in the morning is probably no different than sticking my mouth into a trash heap. I sighed helplessly, withdrew my attempt to kiss her, turned around, and headed to the bathroom.

I stood before the bathroom sink, offering a wry smile to the disheveled, sleepy-eyed reflection in the mirror. I squeezed some toothpaste onto my brush and began to scrub. The cold, minty flavor spread through my mouth, carrying that distinct, invigorating freshness of early morning. By the time I finished brushing, splashed my face with cold water, and stepped out, she had already set the table. On the small coffee table sat two bowls of fried rice, a plate of her homemade pickles, and two steaming bowls of millet porridge. She was walking out of the kitchen with a pair of chopsticks in hand, and seeing that I had finished washing up, she quickly called out, "Come and eat." I didn't say a word. I strode over and, before she could fully react, pulled her into a tight embrace. I wrapped my arms around her back, holding her firmly against me. Instinctively, she tried to pull away, her body recoiling slightly, but once I had her in my grip, that movement ceased—as if she realized there was no point, or perhaps, as if she didn't truly want to escape at all.

I leaned down and kissed her, my lips pressing directly against hers. The moment we touched, her body stiffened, but it softened almost immediately. My lips, clean and cool from the toothpaste, pressed against hers, and I could feel them transition from a state of slight tension to one of relaxation and softness, eventually parting just a sliver. Her body leaned into mine, and her once-rigid back slowly went limp.

My hands were not idle. One slid under the hem of her cardigan, resting against her soft waist through the thin fabric of her pajamas. The other hand reached in as well, moving directly to her backside. I gently kneaded her round, supple bottom; the sensation, even through the pajamas, sent a jolt of desire through me. At the same time, the hand I had slipped under her shirt slid upward, moving past her ribs to cover the softness of her breast. She wasn't wearing a bra, as I had suspected, and that full, warm sensation filled my palm without obstruction. I gripped it firmly, and as I continued to kiss her, my thumb gently flicked her nipple, which hardened instantly at my touch.

My fingers kneaded her breast with varying pressure, feeling the soft flesh shift and change shape under my control. She began to respond to my kiss; although still tinged with a passive shyness, her lips were no longer pressed shut. After a moment of hesitation, the tip of her tongue gently and tentatively brushed against mine. That dragonfly-light touch was like a fish leaping from the surface of a river at dusk—fleeting, yet carrying a sense of affirmation. Her breathing grew heavier, her warm breath brushing against my cheek. We kissed like that until the air between us thickened, and we only pulled apart when our lungs were nearly empty of oxygen.

She looked up at me, those usually sharp, almond-shaped eyes now glistening and bright with moisture, the flush on her cheeks spreading to her ears and neck. Her lips were slightly swollen from our kissing, shimmering with a wet luster. Gasping for air, she used the hand still holding her chopsticks to pull at my hand, which was tucked inside her pajamas. She tried to maintain a composed tone, saying, "Stop it, let's just eat." The strength she used to pull my hand was minimal; it felt less like a genuine attempt to stop me and more like a formal reminder. The sound of her panting and the flush on her face told me that she, too, had been stirred by our intimacy.

Reluctantly, I withdrew my hand from her clothes. As the sensation of her warmth slipped from my fingertips, a faint sense of loss washed over me. I took the chopsticks she offered, sat down at the coffee table, picked up the bowl of fried rice, and began to eat breakfast.

As we ate, my mother and I tacitly avoided mentioning last night. It was as if we had an unspoken agreement that everything from the previous night—the weeping, the confessions, the absolute intimacy—should remain in the deep, silent darkness, unsuited for direct discussion in the bright light of morning. We chatted about trivial daily matters. She mentioned how heavy the rain had been last night, enough to knock several branches off the old locust tree downstairs. I replied that the neighborhood gets waterlogged easily, so she should be careful not to step in any puddles. Remembering her sprained foot from yesterday, I put down my chopsticks and looked at her. "Mom, how is your foot? Still hurting?" She glanced down at her ankle, flexed it slightly, and said, "It doesn't hurt anymore, just a little sore." "I'll spray some more medicine on it after you finish eating," I said. "We don't want any lingering issues." "Mm," she nodded, taking a sip of her millet porridge. "Alright." These words were mundane, the kind of conversation any ordinary mother and son might have on any ordinary morning. But I knew that beneath this flatness, we were both carefully safeguarding this newly re-established balance, making sure no ill-timed remark would shatter it.

After breakfast, I returned to the bedroom to change into my work clothes. I took off my pajamas and pulled a clean white shirt from the closet. As I was buttoning it up, she walked in. I saw that she had already changed out of her pajamas and was wearing a light gray loungewear set. She was bending over to pick up the bedsheet she had stripped off the night before and folded neatly on the nightstand. After we had finished last night, she had taken the sheet off while I was in the shower, folding it neatly, intending to wash it today. As she bent over, the fabric of her loungewear pants pulled taut, outlining the full, rounded curves of her hips in a soft arc bathed in the morning light.

She clutched the sheet to her chest and turned to walk toward the bathroom at the end of the hallway. Inside the bathroom sat an old-fashioned single-tub washing machine—one of those white-cased, older models with only a single drum. Its capacity was small, and washing a large bedsheet was quite a chore. I followed her to the bathroom door, watching as she stuffed the sheet into the drum. The drum shifted, the sheet was forced inside, and she shut the lid with a firm, dull "click."

I stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame, and watched her back. She knelt on the floor, plugged in the machine, and turned on the water valve. The washing machine began to fill, emitting a low hum. She stood up, turned around, and brushed past me, muttering, "This washing machine is too small; it can't handle such bulky items." She frowned as she spoke, her expression reflecting the familiar dissatisfaction and disdain she often held for household appliances. With that, she bent down to pick up the wet clothes I had changed out of last night and tossed on the floor—the pieces I had carelessly dropped at the foot of the bed after getting caught in the rain.

The sight of her picking up the clothes sparked a sudden impulse in me. I watched her figure; she was kneeling with her back to me, gathering the wet garments together. Almost instinctively, without giving myself a moment to hesitate, I stepped forward and grabbed her wrist.

Her balance faltered from my sudden pull. I guided her toward the bed, and she fell back onto the edge, followed immediately by me pinning her down onto the mattress. My movements were fueled by an urgency that left her no time to react.

"Hey, stop it, you're annoying!" she exclaimed reflexively, her voice a mix of shock and playful reproach at the sudden ambush. But the rest of her sentence was cut short as I sealed her lips with my own. I leaned down to kiss her, my tongue probing into her mouth, tangling with hers which still tasted of mint toothpaste. At the same time, my hand had already skillfully slid into her loose lounge pants, my fingertips slipping directly inside the fabric of her cotton underwear to touch that warm, slightly damp, and soft expanse. My finger slid down the crevice, tentatively pressing in by a knuckle. She was already wet down there, and the moment my finger entered, it was coated in her warm, slick moisture. She let out a muffled groan, stifled by our kiss, and her body arched upward involuntarily.

The pad of my finger probed within her, feeling the layers of tender flesh wrapping tightly around it. Under my movements, the inner walls of her vagina grew increasingly slick, producing soft, sticky sounds of moisture. Her breathing quickened; through the thin fabric, I could see her chest heaving violently. She turned her face to the side, brow slightly furrowed and lips pressed tight, yet the stifled gasps and the occasional soft moan escaping from deep in her throat gave her away.

My own lower body was aching with hardness, pressing against her thigh through my trousers. I could feel the heat and urgency there, almost straining the fabric. I withdrew my hand from her panties, slick with her moisture, and reached for the waistband of her lounge pants, intending to pull them down.

Just then, she broke our kiss, turned her head, and panted, "Stop it, you're going to be late for work." As she said this, her eyes still held the hazy, stirred-up look from moments ago, but her tone carried a hint of clear-headed insistence. Her fingers pressed against my hand as I moved to pull at her pants; the pressure wasn't heavy, but it was a clear signal to stop.

I froze for a second, then glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand—7:52. I was due at work at 8:30, and it took over twenty minutes to get from here to the headquarters by subway; I was indeed running out of time. A wave of reluctance surged within me, accompanied by an irritation at being interrupted by the clock, but I reluctantly let go and straightened up. I stood by the bed, watching her sit up and smooth out the clothes and hair I had ruffled. A flush from our encounter still lingered on her cheeks.

I straightened my shirt, tied my tie, and grabbed the jacket draped over the back of the chair. As I walked to the door to put on my shoes, I said, "Mom, I'm leaving." She had followed me to the door to see me off. She stood at the entryway, hands clasped in front of her, watching me bend down to tie my laces. When I stood up, I looked at her and couldn't help myself. I stepped forward and pecked her on the lips. It was quick, like a dragonfly skimming the water, but it still left her slightly stunned. I expected her to glare at me or scold me, but she didn't. She just looked at me, the corners of her mouth twitching, but in the end, she didn't say a word of reproach.

It was only then that I reluctantly pulled the door open and stepped out.

As the door clicked shut behind me, I heard her whisper from inside, "Take care on your way." The voice, muffled by the door, sent a wave of warmth through my heart.

On the way to the subway station, the sun had already gained some strength, making me squint slightly. Steam rose from the breakfast stalls along the road, where a few people were lined up. As I walked, I thought about everything that had happened last night and this morning. This time, my mother and I had truly come together. It wasn't like before—a relationship that only happened under the influence of alcohol, with her half-hearted resistance, only to be repeatedly denied afterward. This time, she was sober, she was willing, and she embraced me with genuine affection. When she asked, "Is this right for us?", she wasn't trying to push me away; she was simply seeking confirmation, a reassurance that would allow her to no longer be consumed by guilt. And when I replied, "As long as we feel it's right, then it is," the look on her face in that moment—it was a sense of relief, as if a long-held burden had finally been lifted.

However, I still have no idea how long my mother and I can sustain this. From the very beginning, this relationship has been built in opposition to all social ethics. We have no precedents to follow, no templates to apply; we can only grope our way forward. I don't know if my father will one day discover some telltale sign, I don't know if my mother will one day be overwhelmed by that immense sense of shame and choose to retreat again, and I don't know if our life paths will take an unpredictable turn because of this relationship. All these uncertainties are like a dark cloud hanging over our heads.

However, I can tell that my mother is different from any time before. This time, when faced with this unethical relationship, she seems calm and natural. She no longer acts like she did in the past, where she wouldn't dare look me in the eye or speak to me the day after we were intimate. She made me breakfast this morning, she complained about me not brushing my teeth, she nagged about the washing machine being too small, and when I hugged her, her body tensed up for a moment before relaxing. These reactions are all so natural—the kind of natural posture only seen between lovers who have been together for a long time. She no longer has that fundamental resistance to our intimacy and has even started to participate actively—whether it’s her responsiveness during sex or our nonchalant interactions the next morning, she doesn't show the slightest hint of deliberate avoidance. After we are intimate, she no longer experiences the intense emotional turbulence she once did. She has adapted to switching between the roles of mother and lover, and has grown accustomed to accommodating both identities in our daily lives.

I bought a bottle of mineral water at the supermarket and twisted the cap off to take a sip. The cool water flowed down my throat, helping to clear my distracted mind a little. I checked the time on my phone and quickened my pace toward the subway station. Forget it, I shouldn't overthink this. Since she has chosen to face it calmly, I certainly shouldn't be the one to lose my composure first.

During my lunch break, I finished eating and sat at my desk scrolling through my phone. Outside the window, it was a midday in early May in Tianjin; the sunlight was bright but not scorching, and the sky was a nearly transparent shade of light blue. I opened WeChat, found her profile, and sent a message: "Mom, have you eaten?" A moment later, the notification sound chimed. Her reply came quickly: "I've finished." "What did you have?" I asked again.

"I stir-fried a dish for myself and heated up the rice from this morning." I looked at the lines on the screen, the corners of my mouth curving upward involuntarily. My fingers danced across the screen as I typed: "Did you miss me?" She was silent for a few seconds, then replied with just two words: "No." Looking at those two words, my heart felt like it had been gently nudged by something, leaving me with a soft, bittersweet ache. I know her too well—whenever she says "no," she usually means she did, she just feels too embarrassed to admit it. I immediately pressed on: "Really, you didn't?" She was silent for a while longer, then replied: "I did, happy now?" Her tone was exactly the same as when I cornered her in person, carrying a sense of helpless compromise and an irrepressible indulgence.

I seized the opportunity and kept pushing: "What did you miss about me?" This time, she was silent for even longer, as if deliberating how to answer. Finally, her reply was just a single word, yet I could almost picture her rolling her eyes: "Get lost." I couldn't help but laugh out loud and sent a laughing emoji. No sooner had I sent it than a new message followed: "It was too intense last night, my lower area is a little sore." Looking at those words, a complex mix of heartache and satisfaction suddenly surged in my heart. I quickly typed: "Then I'll rub it for you when I get home tonight." Her reply was almost instantaneous: "Get lost, you're becoming more shameless by the day." I sent another laughing emoji, then, remembering a question on my mind, my fingers paused before I typed it out: "I was wondering, why don't you let me finish inside? You've already got an IUD, don't you?" My mom's side went quiet for a long time—so long that I thought she wouldn't reply. I stared at the frozen chat interface on the screen, my heart rate slowly accelerating, and I began to regret being so direct. Just as my heart hung in the balance, her message finally came through: "That IUD has been in for years; what if it doesn't work anymore?" There was a clear note of worry in those words, and I could imagine her slightly furrowing her brows as she typed them. I quickly said: "It should be fine, right?" She fell silent again, and it was a good while before she replied: "How about you wear a condom?" I sent a grimacing emoji: "I don't want to." "Whether you want to or not, you have to." Her tone became stubborn, carrying a sense of non-negotiable insistence.

I stared at the screen for a few seconds, and suddenly that question popped into my head. Before I could even think it through, I had already typed it: "Does my dad wear one?" The moment I hit send, I instantly regretted it.

My mom went completely silent on her end. The chat box was deathly quiet—one second, two seconds, ten seconds, half a minute—not a single new message appeared on the screen. My heart began to race; that sense of unease and regret surged within me like a tide. I could imagine the expression on her face as she read that line: first, a look of shock, as if someone had prodded the one place she never wanted touched; then, the veneer of ease she had worked so hard to maintain slowly hardened into a complex expression I couldn't bear to face.

I realized what an inappropriate question I had asked. My dad—the man who, in my mind, was both my father and an invisible barrier between us—was someone we both couldn't avoid, yet neither of us was willing to bring up. My offhand question felt like a hand suddenly pulling back a curtain we were both pretending didn't exist, exposing everything behind it that we had been desperately trying to evade.

I quickly sent another message: "Mom? Why aren't you saying anything?" It took quite a while longer before her reply finally came through, just a few words: "Let's leave it at that for now." I stared at those words, a tightness spreading in my chest. "Let's leave it at that for now" was never truly final; it was a state of suspension, a stalling tactic for when she hadn't figured out how to respond. I could sense her mood on the other side—it wasn't anger, and it wasn't sadness, but a silence that followed being prodded in a place that hit too close to home.

I hurriedly sent a conciliatory message: "It's fine, I'll be careful, I'll take it out when the time comes." She didn't reply.

My palms were sweating a little, and I knew I had said the wrong thing. I quickly changed the subject, asking, "Mom, did you spray any medicine on your foot? Remember to be careful and don't twist it again." After a long while, she finally replied, "I sprayed it. It's fine now."

The tone of those words was softer than before. Although still brief, at least it wasn't the kind of silence that kept me on edge. Seeing her finally reply, the heavy stone in my heart loosened just a little. I immediately followed the lead: "That’s good. Walk slowly when you go out; don't rush." She replied, "It's fine, don't worry about it." I knew that the topic had been put to rest. We chatted back and forth like that until it was time for me to start work in the afternoon. The last message was from her: "I'll wait for you to come home for dinner tonight." I replied with a simple "Okay," then put my phone into the drawer and dove back into my afternoon work. But I kept getting distracted that afternoon; looking at the numbers on my Excel spreadsheet, they were constantly replaced by her face. I kept thinking about the sensation of holding her this morning, the warmth and scent of her lips, the softness and strength of her palms. All afternoon, I was looking forward to getting off work, looking forward to returning to that rented apartment and to her side.

I got home in the evening, just past seven. I had deliberately left work a little earlier than usual, and on the way, I stopped by the fruit stall at the gate of the residential complex to buy two pounds of mangosteens—she absolutely loved them.

As I pushed the door open, the rich aroma of a home-cooked meal hit me. For a split second, I had a dizzying illusion, as if I hadn't returned to my own rented apartment in Tianjin, but had pushed open the familiar door of my childhood home, back to the place where I grew up. The kitchen light was on, the faint hum of the range hood drifted out, and the pot on the stove was steaming.

She was busy in the kitchen. I set down my bag, changed into my slippers, and walked quickly into the kitchen. She was wearing a light gray loungewear set and my gray cotton apron, standing with her back to me at the stove. I walked up behind her and, without a moment's hesitation, reached out and wrapped my arms around her waist. I pressed my chest against her back, rested my chin on her shoulder, and rubbed my cheek against the hair by her ear.

She was taken aback by my sudden intimacy, her spatula pausing mid-air, before she let out a soft, playful scold: "You're like a piece of sticking plaster the moment you get back. It's too hot, let go." I didn't let go; instead, I held her tighter, pressing my lips against the base of her ear and whispering, "I missed you." She stopped pushing me away and let me hold her. I turned my head and kissed her on the cheek. She dodged slightly, saying with feigned disgust, "You taste like sweat," but there was no real resistance in her tone. I turned her face toward mine and kissed her lips. She was still holding the spatula, and the food in the pan was still sizzling, but she didn't push me away. She simply tilted her head back slightly, parted her lips, and returned my kiss. The kiss was brief but warm, like a reassurance of each other's presence after a day apart.

I finally let go and stepped back. A faint blush rose on her cheeks as she turned back to stir the food in the pan, muttering, "Go wash your hands, it'll be ready in a minute." I agreed and headed to the bathroom. By the time I came out, she had already set the food on the coffee table. There was braised pork with eggs, pork belly stewed with string beans, and a bowl of steamed eggs. The braised pork was a glistening red, the fat and lean meat perfectly layered, looking mouth-wateringly delicious. The pork belly with string beans used those wide, northeastern-style beans my mom likes, stewed until soft and flavorful, with a rich, oily sauce coating the meat and beans. The steamed eggs were drizzled with a spoonful of soy sauce and sesame oil, as tender as a pale yellow pudding, quivering in the bowl. These were the flavors of home. I put down my bag, washed my hands, sat at the coffee table, took the bowl of rice she handed me, and finished two full bowls.

It was nearly eight o'clock by the time we finished eating. Outside the window, the sky hadn't completely darkened; the early summer twilight, a gentle shade of blue-violet, spilled in through the glass. She cleared the dishes into the kitchen, tied on her apron, and began to wash up. I sat on the sofa, rubbing my slightly rounded belly, watching her busy figure standing at the sink. The warm yellow light fell upon her light gray loungewear, outlining the silhouette of her body. In that moment, everything felt surreal—this cramped rental apartment, the Tianjin night outside the window, the sound of dishes being washed in the kitchen, and the woman I was currently so deeply in love with. All of it felt like a dream I had never dared to hope for.

When my mom finished cleaning up and came out of the kitchen, I said to her, "Let's go out for a stroll; you've been cooped up inside all day." My mom sounded quite pleased, putting down the remote control in her hand: "Sure, going for a walk sounds nice. I've just been huddled in here all day." "Is your foot alright now?" I asked her.

"It's fine, it doesn't hurt anymore." She glanced down at her ankle, flexed it twice, and confirmed there was no trouble.

My mom stood up and turned toward the bedroom, saying, "Let me go change my clothes." She had only taken two steps before she looked back at me. "Aren't you coming?" I sat on the sofa with my legs crossed, replying lazily, "I'm not going; I'm just going to sit right here." She paused for a moment, then her brow furrowed slightly, and she nudged her chin toward the hallway: "Go wait in the hallway, I need to change." I chuckled, and instead of moving, I leaned back against the sofa cushions, resting my hands behind my head, putting on a stubborn display. "I'm not going; I'm sitting right here." "I need to change my clothes—how am I supposed to do that with you here?" Her tone carried a hint of exasperation; she knew I was just being difficult.

"What's the big deal?" I said, deliberately adopting an indifferent tone. "It's not like I haven't seen it before. Didn't we just last night—" "Fang Xuyang!" she cut me off immediately, her face flushing instantly. The redness spread from her cheeks to her ears, even tinting her neck a faint shade of pink. She glared at me. "Don't be so shameless!" I stayed slumped on the sofa, not moving an inch, a mischievous smirk on my lips. "I'll just watch you change; I promise I won't cause any trouble." She stood at the bedroom door, clutching the clothes she intended to change into, and after looking at my stubborn, thick-skinned expression, she bit her lip repeatedly. She knew me too well—she knew I was determined to stay and that trying to kick me out was a waste of breath. Finally, she sighed helplessly and muttered something under her breath, probably calling me a "brat" or something similar, before turning around. With her back to me, she began to undress.

She first reached for the hem of her light gray loungewear top and pulled it up with a swift, fluid motion, lifting the shirt over her head. Her upper body was revealed—her fair skin glowing softly under the light. Her back was smooth, the line of her spine clearly visible beneath the skin, and her shoulder blades rose and fell slightly with her movements, like a butterfly in the moment before it spreads its wings. Her waist was narrow, tapering from her ribs in a graceful curve without a hint of excess slack. I sat on the sofa, my gaze fixed intently on her back, not blinking once.

She held the top in her hands, folded it, and placed it at the foot of the bed. Then, she bent over slightly, hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her pants, and slid them down. As the pants fell away, her lower body was gradually exposed—first her slender waist, then her full, firm buttocks encased in underwear. It was a simple, light-colored cotton pair; the thin fabric clung to her, outlining her rounded curves without reservation—full, perky, and glistening with a healthy sheen under the light.

As she stood there, bending over to take off her pants, the posture made the curves of her hips stand out even more. My eyes, fixed on the sofa, were practically glued to that area, greedily and shamelessly scanning her body.

She straightened up, folded her pants and set them aside, then reached for the jacket draped over the bed. It was at this moment that she likely felt my gaze was too direct, and she turned back to glance at me.

The moment our eyes met, her face flushed even redder. She saw me staring at her with that unmasked, raw appreciation. Flustered and embarrassed by my gaze, she looked away and whispered, "You little pervert." Though her tone carried a hint of reproach, her lips curled slightly—a complex mix of bashfulness and a subtle, underlying pleasure. She turned her back to me and began to put on the jacket.

Her figure was on full display before me. The light-colored cotton underwear hugged her rounded, full hips, and the two globes of her buttocks, outlined by the fabric, looked exceptionally alluring. As she bent over to pull on her pant legs, the curve of her hips tightened further, the plump arc shimmering with a soft, lustrous glow under the light, leaving me dazed and mesmerized.

Sitting on the sofa, I felt a rush of heat, stirred by her bending motion. Almost involuntarily, I stood up, walked a few steps behind her, and reached out to give her full backside a squeeze.

She clearly hadn't expected me to approach so suddenly; her body stiffened abruptly, and she turned around with lightning speed. Her lower half, clad only in underwear, faced me directly, her expression shifting from surprise to feigned anger. Without a word, she reached out and pinched my arm hard—with enough force to make me hiss and gasp in pain.

"Fang Xuyang!" she whispered, her tone a mix of embarrassment and annoyance, "are you acting up again?!" My arm stung from her pinch, so I quickly took half a step back, holding my hands up in surrender. "My bad, my bad—I just... couldn't help myself." "Couldn't help yourself?" She glared at me, her cheeks flushed like a cooked shrimp. "I think you're just looking for trouble." As she spoke, she quickly pulled on her jacket and pushed at my shoulders, shooing me toward the door. I stumbled backward as she shoved me, my heel catching on the threshold, and I staggered out into the hallway.

"Out, out, out," she said as she pushed. "I told you to wait, and you just had to push your luck." I was shoved out of the bedroom, and the door slammed shut behind me with a loud bang. Standing in the hallway, I heard her muttering inside, her voice a mix of anger and suppressed laughter: "This kid, he’s getting way too spoiled..." I stood there, rubbing my numb arm, a smile involuntarily tugging at the corners of my mouth.

A while later, the bedroom door opened again.

My mom stood in the doorway, already dressed to go out. She wore a light pink short-sleeved T-shirt that sat right at her collarbone, revealing a glimpse of her fair neck. On the bottom, she wore black cropped trousers that ended above her ankles, showing a bit of her shapely lower legs. She had her hair tied up in a high ponytail, exposing her smooth, broad forehead and elegant neckline. She looked fresh and clean, exuding a youthful air that belied her age.

She stood at the door, and seeing that I was still there, she rolled her eyes at me. "What are you looking at? Are we going or not?" I chirped a reply, bent down to put on my shoes, and followed her out the door.

Early summer nights don't fall early; it was past seven, and a hint of dark blue still lingered on the horizon. A few old-fashioned streetlights were lit in the residential complex, their dim, yellow light filtering through the gaps in the new leaves and casting mottled shadows on the ground. Traffic on the street was thinning out, with only the occasional car passing by, its headlights sweeping across the trees lining the road.

Turning the corner into the alley by the residential complex entrance, the bustle of the night market drifted toward us from afar. It was a narrow alleyway connecting two main streets; by day, it looked no different from any ordinary street, but once night fell, it seemed to come alive as if by magic. Stalls stood shoulder to shoulder, stretching from one end of the alley to the other, their mismatched awnings and canvas covers forming a canopy that blocked out most of the sky above. Strings of warm yellow bulbs were strung up over the stalls, bathing the entire street in a soft, cozy glow. The sound of people surged from the very entrance—the calls of vendors, the chatter and laughter of diners, the sizzle of food on iron griddles, and the chime of payment notifications—all blending into a vibrant, bubbling sense of life. The air was thick with a medley of scents: the savory aroma of grilled squid, the sweetness of roasted chestnuts, the oily tang of fried snacks, and the milky fragrance of bubble tea drifting from some hidden corner, all swirling together into the night market’s unique and irresistible atmosphere.

My mother walked ahead, and as soon as she stepped into the alley, she was enveloped by the lively energy. She slowed her pace, her gaze scanning the stalls on either side like a child who had just stepped into a treasure cave, her eyes bright with wonder. She paused briefly at a stall selling silver jewelry, her eyes drawn to the delicate chains shimmering under the lights, picking one up to look at it before setting it back down. A few steps further, she stopped again at a stall selling handmade leather goods, running her fingers over the texture of a small brown wallet.

I noticed her slow down even more in front of a stall selling fried starch noodles (menzi).

It was a small stall located in the middle of the alley, lacking a storefront and consisting only of a modified tricycle. On it sat a large iron griddle where the menzi sizzled in oil, their surfaces turned a tempting golden brown. The owner was a man in his fifties wearing a white chef’s hat; his spatula moved with practiced, nimble precision. The menzi were fried until their skins were slightly crispy, revealing the translucent interior, and the aroma of minced garlic and sesame paste wafted through the air.

“Do you want to try some?” I leaned in and asked her.

My mom sniffed the air and nodded. "It smells quite good. Let's try some." I walked over and said to the middle-aged man, "One serving of munzi, please, with extra garlic." "Coming right up!" he replied. His spatula moved nimbly, scooping up several pieces of the pan-fried munzi into a paper bowl. He drizzled a spoonful of sesame paste and a spoonful of garlic water over them, sprinkled on a pinch of cilantro and crushed peanuts, and handed it over. I took it, inserted a bamboo skewer, and gave it to my mom.

She speared a piece with the skewer, blew on it to cool it down, and carefully popped it into her mouth. After a couple of chews, her eyes brightened slightly, and she nodded. "Hmm, it's not bad. Crispy on the outside, tender on the inside." I pushed the paper bowl toward her. "Then you should eat more." She had another piece, then stuck the skewer into the paper and handed the whole bowl to me. "You have some, too." I took the skewer and picked up a piece. The surface of the munzi was fried to a delicate crisp, and biting into it revealed a soft, chewy center. The richness of the sesame paste and the sharp tang of the garlic water blended together, melting on my tongue. I nodded. "It really is good, better than the place I had on Binjiang Road last time." "Right?" she said, her tone filled with the satisfaction of being validated, as she took the bowl back and had another piece.

We continued walking. Nearby, there was a stall selling fruit and flower tea. Transparent glass jars were filled with dried flowers and fruits of various colors—the deep purple of hibiscus, the pale yellow of lemon slices, the vibrant red of rose petals, and a mix of hawthorn bits and rock sugar, all gleaming under the warm yellow lights. My mom was drawn in by the beautiful colors. She stood before the stall, leaning in to look for quite a while, tapping her finger against the glass jars. "Could we get a bit of this hibiscus one and the honey-lemon one?" I nodded and told the owner, "Half a pound of each, please." The owner was a woman in her thirties wearing a white apron printed with the shop's logo. With practiced movements, she took the dried hibiscus from one jar and used tongs to pick out the honey-lemon slices from another, placing them into two clear, sealed bags. "When you get home, soak them in warm water," she advised. "Don't use boiling water, or you'll ruin the nutrients." My mom took the bags, examined them carefully, and nodded, as if committing the owner's instructions to memory.

We left the fruit and herbal tea stall and continued deeper into the alley. Beside us was a skewer stall, the charcoal fire burning bright. The meat sizzled on the grill, and the aroma of cumin and chili powder rose with the smoke. A few young people were gathered around it, holding up their phones to record videos; a camera flash flickered and went out. Opposite the skewer stall was a shop selling handmade ice cream. A few young girls stood at the entrance holding colorful scoops, taking photos of each other, their laughter echoing through the alley like silver bells.

"Are you hot?" I asked her. "Do you want some ice cream?" She glanced at the colorful scoops in the girls' hands and hesitated. "No, I'm okay. I just had that *menzi*, and I don't want to upset my stomach by mixing hot and cold." "Then what would you like to drink?" She thought for a moment. "That fruit and herbal tea from earlier was good; we can brew some when we get back." "But what about right now?" I scanned the area and spotted a sour plum tea stall not far away. "How about a cup of sour plum tea?" She nodded. "Sure." I bought two cups and handed her one. She took it, lowered her head, and took a sip, her eyes narrowing slightly—that habitual expression she made whenever she tasted something she liked, her eyes curving like two crescent moons. The May night breeze blew in, carrying the sweetness of the sour plum tea and the faint fragrance of hibiscus, gently brushing against her hair. I held my own cup, stirring the crushed ice at the bottom with a straw. The tea was cool, sweet, and tart, sliding from the tip of my tongue all the way down, washing away the lingering greasiness from the *menzi*.

She took a few steps, then stopped to watch a ring-toss stall nearby. White lines on the ground marked out squares, inside which were various small dolls and trinkets—teddy bears, toy rabbits, little cars, and other knick-knacks I couldn’t even name. A few children stood behind the line, clutching plastic rings, aiming at their desired prizes, and tossing them with all their might. The rings traced arcs through the air, hit the ground with a bounce, and rolled away, met by a chorus of frustrated sighs. Another child had better luck; a ring landed right on a teddy bear’s ear, sparking an immediate burst of cheers. The owner, a thin, middle-aged man, walked over with a smile to pick up the toy and hand it to the child, muttering, "Good luck, good luck."

My mother stood by for a while, watching with a look of genuine interest as her eyes followed the path of the rings.

"Want to give it a try?" I asked her.

She shook her head with a smile. "No, just watching is enough. My eyes aren't what they used to be; I wouldn't hit anything." We walked on a bit further, passing a wishing wall covered in heart-shaped locks. The wall was made of wire mesh, densely packed with red ribbons and all sorts of small padlocks; some were already rusted, while others still held a brand-new metallic sheen. On the ribbons, various wishes were scrawled in black marker—"Get rich soon," "Pass every exam," "Lose weight successfully," "Together forever"—the handwriting was crooked, yet earnest. My mother slowed her pace in front of the wall, her gaze sweeping over the ribbons one by one. When she reached the words "Together forever," her eyes lingered for a moment.

"Do you want to write one?" I asked softly, standing beside her.

She didn't answer. She pulled her gaze away from the ribbon and let it rest on a small, rusted lock nearby for a few seconds. A breeze blew by, and the ribbons swayed gently, making a faint, rustling sound.

Then she withdrew her gaze, shook her head slightly, and a faint curve appeared at the corner of her lips. "I won't write it," she said softly. With that, she turned and continued walking down the alley. I followed beside her and watched as she reached up to tuck a stray lock of hair, blown across her cheek by the wind, behind her ear. She didn't look back at the wishing wall, but I noticed her fingers lingered behind her ear for a moment, as if that gesture held words she didn't want to speak aloud.

We didn't venture any deeper into the alley and had already started heading back.

The way back was less crowded, likely because it was getting later and some families with young children had already begun to leave. The air was still filled with the aroma of various foods, though it was fainter than when we arrived. She walked beside me at a steady, leisurely pace, the two bags of fruit tea swinging from her fingers. The sour plum drink in my hand was finished, the paper cup now empty.

As we reached the entrance of the alley, she suddenly turned her head to look at me. The light from a streetlamp shone from behind her, casting a soft glow across her face. There was something in her eyes I couldn't quite name—a mix of gentleness and contentment, along with a relaxed, tranquil mood nourished by the bustling life and crowds of the night market.

"I had a great time wandering around today," she said. "We should come more often," I replied. She smiled but didn't answer. Yet, that smile held a sense of ease I hadn't seen in a long time. She walked ahead, and I followed. The night breeze brushed past, carrying the scent of early summer vegetation and the lingering smell of the night market, catching the ends of her hair.

I glanced down at her ankle and asked, "Your foot isn't hurting again, is it?" "No, it's fine," she said. "It's been fine for a while." As she spoke, she deliberately quickened her pace, as if to prove she was truly recovered.

I felt much more at ease. We walked side by side on our way back, the streetlights stretching and shrinking our shadows in a rhythmic cycle. She didn't speak again, and neither did I. But this silence wasn't awkward; it was a comfortable quiet that didn't need words to fill it. Occasionally, a late-night traveler would hurry past us, their footsteps quickly fading into the darkness behind us. The clamor of the distant night market had gradually receded, like a retreating tide, leaving only a faint, lingering echo swirling in the evening breeze.

When we returned to the entrance of the residential complex, the street had quieted down, with the light from the streetlamps spreading across the ground in a soft, dim yellow hue. She walked beside me with a light, measured pace, our shadows trailing one after the other, overlapping and parting beneath the lamps. The night breeze brushed through the tips of her hair and the edge of the paper bag in her hand, carrying the faint, sweet scent of fruit tea into the air. I turned my head to look at her profile in the lamplight—within the silhouette outlined by that warm yellow glow, there was a soft, indefinable luster.

--------------------------
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Chapter 29

Some love is not meant to be possessed, but to be understood, and to be fulfilled…

Back home, the moment the door closed, the deadbolt clicked into the strike plate. The sound, like a signal of permission, rang out with striking clarity in the quiet room.

I turned around and, without giving myself a moment to hesitate, grabbed her wrist and pulled her into my arms. Her body trembled slightly in my embrace, as if she hadn't fully transitioned from the leisurely pace of the night market to this intimate moment. I lowered my head and pressed my lips directly against hers. Her lips still held the faint chill from our walk back, along with the lingering sweet and sour taste of plum juice. I kissed her intensely, as if pouring out every ounce of longing I had accumulated since we parted that evening.

Her hands rose instinctively to press against my chest. I could feel the resistance was light—less of a push to ward me off, and more of a symbolic test. She mumbled something against my lips: "The moment you get home... you..." But the rest of her sentence was swallowed by a deeper kiss. I pressed her firmly against the door, one hand cupping her cheek while the other slid down her waist to rest on her full, firm buttocks, encased in cropped trousers. Through the fabric, I could feel the warmth and elasticity of her skin.

She struggled slightly beneath me but soon softened. Her hands slid from my chest to my shoulders, then wrapped around my neck. She began to return my kiss, her tongue tip tentatively reaching out to entwine with mine. We stood there, leaning against the cold door, kissing for a long time. The air between us grew heavy and thick, our breathing becoming ragged.

I continued to kiss her as I guided her toward the bedroom. We stumbled from the doorway all the way to the bedside, kissing as we moved like two tangled butterflies, our steps messy yet synchronized. The moment her back touched the edge of the bed, I followed the momentum and gently pressed her down onto the mattress. The bed dipped slightly under our weight, and her hair fanned out across the pillow like a black flower blooming in the night.

I lifted my head to look at her. She lay on her back, a flush already rising to her cheeks. Her beautiful, peach-blossom eyes held a hazy, liquid glow—a sheen that spoke of shyness, nervousness, and quiet consent. Her breathing was still a little ragged, and her lips, swollen and reddened from our recent kisses, glistened with moisture in the dim, amber light of the bedside lamp.

My gaze lingered on her face for a moment before slowly drifting downward. Her collarbones were visible through the neckline, rising and falling gently with every breath. I reached out and brushed my fingertips against that delicate skin; she flinched slightly but did not pull away, choosing instead to close her eyes.

I hovered over her, one hand propped beside her while the other slipped into the waistband of her pants. Sliding past the edge of her cotton underwear, I moved directly into the warm crevice between her legs. My fingertips met a damp, soft place—already slicked by my previous kisses and caresses, it was warm and yielding, as if a secret door had been opened for me. At the moment of contact, her body gave a slight shiver, and a sharp, soft intake of breath escaped her lips.

While I traced slow circles around her wet entrance, feeling the soft, pulsing warmth, I lowered my head to press my lips against her ear. In a tone of teasing tenderness, I whispered, "Does it still hurt?" Her body tensed slightly under the movement of my fingers, and the flush on her cheeks deepened. Seemingly embarrassed by my question, she turned her head away, but her hand found my arm with precision and gave it a firm pinch. It was the perfect amount of pressure—not too light, not too heavy—carrying with it a sense of playful reproach.

"You have the nerve to ask," she said, her voice muffled as she buried her face in the pillow. "You were way too rough last night; you were like a bull in a china shop." I chuckled, withdrawing the hand that had been tracing circles around her dampness, and instead cupped her face, gently turning her head so she had to look at me. I leaned down and pecked her on the lips. "Then I'll try a different style tonight." Her cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of red, and her almond-shaped eyes shimmered with moisture. She reached out and pushed against my chest, her touch so soft that it felt less like a rejection and more like a flirtatious tease. "Shut up," she murmured. Seeing her like this, my love for her felt like it was ready to overflow. I lowered my head once more and kissed her deeply.

After a moment, she pushed me away slightly, gasping for air. "Go take a shower first," she said. I hesitated, reluctant to let her go. "Shower together?" She rolled her eyes at me. "In your dreams. You go first, then I'll go after you're done." As she spoke, she poked my chest with her finger. "You're covered in sweat." I smiled, climbed out of bed, and headed for the bathroom. I turned on the faucet, and hot water sprayed from the showerhead, billowing into white steam. I stood under the spray, letting the warm water wash over me. I showered quickly; after rinsing off the sweat and soap, I dried myself with a towel, put on a clean pair of shorts, and walked out shirtless.

The scene in the bedroom had changed. She had tidied up the coffee table, organizing the scattered magazines and the remote control, and even straightened the slippers I’d kicked aside. She had drawn the curtains, the pale blue fabric blocking out the night entirely, save for a thin sliver of light peeking through the gap at the bottom. The bedside lamp was on, casting a warm, amber glow that made the room feel intimate and cozy.

She was just picking up her nightgown to head to the shower. She was still in that light gray loungewear, her hair tied back, with a few damp strands clinging to her forehead from the sweat. As she passed me, I caught a faint scent of perspiration mixed with her own unique fragrance. She stepped into the bathroom, closed the door, and I heard the sound of the faucet being turned on.

I sat on the edge of the bed without lying down immediately. Thinking about how early I’d gotten home, and remembering a few unfinished tasks from the office, I took out my laptop. Leaning against the bed, I opened my email to send a few replies and did a quick review of a proposal I needed for tomorrow. The tapping of the keyboard clicked softly in the quiet room, with the sound of water from the bathroom serving as background noise. There was a strange sense of comfort in that feeling of two people sharing a space, each absorbed in their own world.

By the time I finished my work and set the closed laptop on the coffee table, the bathroom door opened.

My mother stepped out.

Steam billowed from behind her, carrying the sweet, milky scent of body wash, forming a hazy mist in the hallway light. She was wearing the beige camisole nightdress from yesterday. It had thin straps and a low neckline, revealing a large expanse of her fair chest and delicate collarbones. The fabric was light and thin—a pure cotton—and fell only to the middle of her thighs, leaving her shapely, fair legs completely exposed. Her hair wasn't entirely dry; it hung loosely over her shoulders, the ends still damp, with a few wet strands clinging to her fair cheeks and neck.

I watched her emerge from the steam, looking like a morning after a spring rain—fresh, damp, and vibrant. In the warm, golden glow of the bedside lamp, her skin took on a fine, ivory luster. Her beautiful, almond-shaped eyes looked exceptionally clear from the shower, with tiny droplets of water still clinging to her lashes. Her lips appeared fuller and redder than usual from the heat of the water.

My gaze was completely pinned to her; I forgot to look away. She stood there by the bathroom door, one hand holding a towel to dry her hair while the other hung loosely at her side, her posture relaxed and languid. I stared at her so blankly that she began to feel self-conscious.

She lowered her head, her gaze falling on the towel in her hands, and said softly, "It's not like you haven't seen it before." I stood up, walked over to her, and reached out to wrap my arms around her slender waist. Beneath the cotton nightgown, her waist felt warm and soft. I pulled her closer and said, "You are so beautiful." She looked up at me, a gentle light shimmering in her eyes, which were still misted with steam. She didn't say a word, but in her gaze, I saw the same unwavering light as last night—no longer hiding. She stood on her tiptoes and took the initiative to kiss me.

Her lips were soft, carrying the fresh scent of her recent bath, along with that unique, intoxicating fragrance that was hers alone. Her tongue gently parted my lips, weaving together with mine. I responded to her, one hand supporting her back while the other climbed to the full, warm curve of her chest. She wasn't wearing a bra; the two soft mounds pressed against my palm through the thin fabric of the nightgown, warm and resilient.

While kissing her, I hooked my finger around the edge of her thin strap and gently nudged it off her rounded shoulder. The delicate beige strap slid down silently, revealing her entire shoulder and exquisite collarbone. I pushed the other strap down, and the nightgown, losing its final support, slipped down her body without a sound, pooling around her ankles.

She was wearing nothing underneath.

Her body was completely exposed before me, defenseless, like a white flower in full bloom amidst the night. Under the warm yellow light, her skin possessed a soft luster. Her shoulders were narrow, her collarbones as distinct as two crescent moons, and her full, firm breasts were rounded, the nipples a pale pink, like two freshly peeled lotus seeds. Her waist was slender, and though there was a layer of soft, residual flesh on her lower abdomen from childbirth, it did nothing to detract from her beauty; instead, it added a sense of warmth and fullness unique to a mature woman.

I bent down, sliding one arm under the back of her knees and the other behind her back, lifting her up completely. Her body was light, her skin smooth and warm. Her arms naturally draped around my neck, and she rested her head in the hollow of my shoulder. As she leaned against my neck, her warm, steady breath brushed against my skin, sending a faint, ticklish sensation through me. Holding her, I could feel her heartbeat—not a nervous flutter, but a calm, trusting rhythm, much like a docile cat.

I walked over to the bed and gently laid her down. Her body sank into the soft mattress, and her hair fanned out across the pillow like a black flower blooming in the dark of night. A faint, subtle smile played on her lips; it wasn't forced, but a natural, relaxed curve born from deep within.

She lay there, watching me with eyes full of shyness and a soft, gentle glow. She turned her head away to avoid my gaze and whispered, "Turn off the lights." "No," I shook my head, "I want to look at you." Hearing this, she shyly buried her face, which she had turned away, into the pillow, a faint blush creeping up to her earlobes. I took a moment to slip off my shorts, and, naked, I leaned over and lay on top of her. As my skin pressed against her soft, warm, and smooth flesh, we both let out a satisfied, contented sigh at the same moment—a sound so soft, as if it were a confirmation of each other’s warmth, or perhaps a sense of peace that comes from finally being so close.

I began by kissing her lips, following the graceful line of her chin downward. As my lips and tongue glided over her slender neck, I could feel her pulse beating against me—a rhythm faster than usual, yet steady, like a melody gradually picking up its pace. I continued downward, taking her rounded shoulder into my mouth, my tongue tracing the contours of the bone beneath her smooth skin. My lips lingered for a long time on the fullness of her breasts; I used my tongue to gently circle one pink nipple, feeling it slowly harden and stand erect under my caress. She squirmed slightly from the ticklish sensation, a suppressed moan escaping her lips—not in protest, but as a natural reaction to being touched in such a sensitive spot. I took the other nipple into my mouth and treated it the same way, alternating between flicking and gently sucking. Her breath became increasingly rapid beneath me, her chest rising and falling with greater intensity as those soft mounds swayed gently with each inhale and exhale.

I moved further down, my lips trailing a warm, wet path across her flat stomach. The thin layer of soft flesh there tensed slightly under my kisses before slowly relaxing. My lips and tongue reached the dark, curled thicket between her legs. I brushed my nose softly through the soft hair, inhaling a scent that was a blend of shower gel and her own natural musk—a clean, sweet, and intimate fragrance, uniquely hers.

I sat up and took her dainty ankles in my hands, feeling the delicate outlines of the bones and the smooth texture of her skin. Gently and slowly, I pulled her legs apart, letting her open up completely before me. Under my guidance, her knees parted, revealing the most private core of her body.

However, just as her knees began to spread wider, she suddenly clamped her legs shut and gripped my wrists. Her strength was not great, but her resolve was firm.

"Don't..." her voice squeezed out from her throat, laced with an unmistakable shyness. "Don't look there..." I stopped moving and looked down at her. She turned her head away, her gaze fixed on a spot beside the pillow, not daring to meet my eyes. Her cheeks were already as red as a cooked shrimp, the flush spreading from her face to her ears, even staining her neck a faint pink. Her breathing grew more rapid than before, her chest rising and falling slightly, and her eyelashes fluttered, like the moment before a butterfly takes flight.

"I want to see," I said, keeping my voice as soft as possible, with a tone that was both pleading and earnest. "Just to look." She fell silent for a moment after hearing me. I could feel a silent struggle taking place within her—she was hesitating, weighing her options, trying to convince herself to overcome that instinctive bashfulness. Then, she turned her head and gave me a fleeting glance. That look held hesitation, embarrassment, and a near-imperceptible softening. She bit her lower lip, looking like a child caught in an internal tug-of-war, wanting to satisfy my request yet unable to fully overcome the shame of being watched.

In the end, as if she had made an incredibly difficult decision, she slowly loosened her tightly clamped legs.

The movement was slow, marked by a hesitant, tentative rhythm. Her knees parted slightly at first, then paused as if to give herself a final moment of hesitation, before opening further. As her legs gradually spread, the most private and softest part of her body was revealed to me, inch by inch. She still dared not look at me, her eyes fixed firmly on a spot on the ceiling, her lashes trembling slightly as if undergoing some kind of trial. She bit her lower lip so hard it turned pale; her entire posture felt like both a surrender and an offering. The complex expression on her face, a mix of shame and submission, made my heart race more than any image ever could.

When her legs were fully open before me, and her most secret garden was exposed, unshielded, to the warm yellow light, a very faint, resigned hum escaped her throat. Then she closed her eyes, as if surrendering herself completely.

This was the place where I was born.

The thought struck my mind like a bolt of lightning, causing my heart to tighten sharply. My gaze was fixed intently on that moist and mysterious region—the place that had brought me from chaos into this world over twenty years ago. Under the warm yellow light, her vulva appeared like a sculpture meticulously carved by time and brimming with the mysteries of life, presenting itself before me in a complete, sacred, and dizzying manner. For the first time, I was gazing at her in such bright light, at such close range, and with such solemnity. Her labia were full and supple, like two petals dampened by dew, possessing a healthy, vibrant, flesh-toned hue. In the cleft between them, that warm entrance pulsed slightly with her rapid breathing, as if waiting in silence. The clitoris, hidden beneath its hood and protruding like a small red bean, shimmered with a moist luster under the light. The entire sight filled me with an intense emotion, a mixture of awe, excitement, and infinite tenderness—this was the most private, softest, and most core part of her as a woman, and the starting point where she, as a mother, had bestowed life upon me.

My eyes suddenly grew hot. I buried my face into that warm softness and pressed a pious kiss to those moist petals, as if kissing an ancient and sacred totem.

She sensed the weight of that kiss; her body trembled slightly, and her fingers wove gently into my hair. She did not push me away, but simply stroked it tenderly. There was a sense of reassurance in the movement, as if she were telling me that she was here and that she permitted me to do this.

I leaned down and pressed my first kiss against her plump, moist, and slightly quivering opening. As my lips touched her, I felt her body tense up abruptly for a moment, as if struck by an electric shock, before slowly relaxing. I used the tip of my tongue to trace the contours of those petals, licking slowly and meticulously, savoring the sensation of the delicate folds and her body’s reactions to my movements. She shivered slightly beneath my lips and tongue, letting out a long, stifled, pleasure-filled moan. It was a low sound, as if squeezed from the depths of her chest, carrying that distinctive tremor one feels when a sensitive spot is touched. Her hands rested lightly on the back of my head—not to push me away, but to press it more firmly against her. Her legs clamped slightly against my face in a surge of pleasure, a contradictory reaction of wanting me to go deeper while simultaneously feeling overwhelmed by the intensity.

My tongue slid down that wet crevice, probing into the warm entrance. The sensation made me tremble—warm, moist, and tight, carrying her body heat and her unique scent. My tongue mimicked the motion of intercourse, slowly entering and withdrawing from that warm opening, feeling the soft yet firm embrace of her vaginal walls. Her inner muscles contracted instinctively as my tongue probed in, as if identifying a foreign object, before gradually relaxing to my rhythm and secreting more moisture. Under the movement of my tongue, she let out intermittent moans, her body rising and falling gently like a wheat field swayed by a breeze, her waist arching and relaxing by turns.

Then, I moved upward, using the tip of my tongue to push aside the thin layer of skin, finding the hidden, pea-sized protrusion of her clitoris. I gently took it into my mouth, flicking it rapidly and softly with the tip of my tongue. That was my mother’s most sensitive spot. The moment my tongue touched that small, erect nub, her body arched sharply as if struck by an electric current, a long, seductive moan escaping from deep within her throat, her hands gripping my hair tightly. The nectar she secreted, mixed with my saliva, trickled down her perineum, leaving her entire lower body drenched and glistening under the light with a lustful sheen. Her breathing grew increasingly rapid, and her waist began to writhe involuntarily, as if trying to escape while simultaneously inviting more. The muscles on the inside of her thighs trembled slightly, and a fine layer of goosebumps rose across her skin.

Not long after, her body suddenly tensed, her legs clamping tightly around my face as her waist arched upward. She covered her mouth with her hand, letting out a long, intensely stifled moan. I could feel her vagina contracting violently, and a surge of warm liquid welled up from deep within her, wetting my chin and lips. Her body continued to spasm for several seconds before going limp, collapsing onto the bed like a pool of melted spring water, gasping for air with her chest heaving heavily.

I lifted my head from between her legs; my lips and chin were completely coated in her glistening nectar. As she recovered from my assault, she opened her eyes to look at me, and seeing the damp sheen on my face, she smiled bashfully. There was a mix of shyness and the languor of fulfillment in that smile. She pulled a few tissues from the bedside table and handed them to me, her voice still raspy and lazy from the climax: "Wipe yourself off." I took the tissues, wiped my face carelessly, and tossed them into the trash can by the bed. The tissues retained the scent of her nectar, carrying that distinct, sweet, and musky aroma.

I stood up by the side of the bed, took hold of her ankles, and pulled her body closer to the edge. She let herself slide across the sheets compliantly, without a hint of resistance. I parted one of her legs and hoisted it onto my shoulder, while her other leg remained flat on the bed. This position left her completely open to me, her wet, slightly swollen entrance still pulsing subtly, like a freshly bloomed flower trembling in a light breeze. I gripped my already scorching, rigid cock; the thick, fleshy shaft glistened with a deep red sheen, veins protruding along its length, the glans full and rounded like a hard-boiled egg freshly peeled from its shell. I rubbed the head against her wet opening, coating it in her nectar, then aligned myself with the entrance, sank my hips, and pushed in slowly but firmly.

As I entered, her brows knit together slightly, and she let out a soft gasp. I paused and looked down at her. "What's wrong? Does it hurt?" She bit her lower lip and shook her head. "No... it's just... a bit full." Her voice was faint, carrying the complex sensation of being completely filled.

"I'll go slowly, then," I said, pushing forward inch by inch to give her enough time to adapt to my size. Her vaginal walls clung tightly to me, and that warm, moist, and constricting sensation washed over me in waves, forcing a sigh of satisfaction from my lips. As I deepened my penetration, her inner walls gradually relaxed, secreting more lubrication and making my movements smoother.

She exhaled softly beneath me, a breath that held both the relief of letting go of her tension and the fulfillment of being filled. Her brow smoothed out, and a complex expression—somewhere between pain and pleasure—settled on her face. Her mouth parted slightly, her breathing quickened, and while her eyes drifted toward the ceiling, the ghost of a smile lingered on her lips.

I began to thrust slowly. My movements were light and measured at first; I had promised her I would be gentle today, and I didn't want to be reckless, consumed by desire as I had been last night. I leaned down, propping myself up on one hand beside her neck, and kissed her. Her lips tasted of the salty nectar of our love, a flavor transferred from my own mouth just moments before. As we kissed, my hips continued to push in with a slow, rhythmic cadence, each stroke causing her body to sway ever so slightly. She hummed beneath me, a sound squeezed from her nose that carried the satisfaction of being treated with such tenderness.

"Is this okay?" I whispered in her ear, keeping up the slow, steady pace.

She nodded, her cheek pressed against mine. "Mm... this is good..." We remained entwined face-to-face for a while; her breathing gradually steadied, and her body went completely limp, shedding all tension and wariness. I could feel that she was fully immersed in the pleasure of being handled with such care, and she began to respond to my movements, her waist lifting slightly to meet my thrusts.

But after a while, an urge stirred within me to view her body from a different angle. I straightened up and slowly withdrew from her. She opened her eyes, looking at me with confusion. "What's wrong?" I smiled. "Changing positions." She understood what I meant and, without a word, obediently turned over. She rolled onto her side first, then pushed herself up on her hands, arching her back and lifting her white, full buttocks high toward me. Her face was buried in the pillow, revealing only one flushed ear. This position made the curves of her body look even more exaggerated and alluring—her narrow waist dipped low, while her plump, firm bottom was thrust high, like a ripened peach glistening with a pale, creamy sheen under the light. Her hands braced her weight, her legs parted slightly, and her knees rested on the sheets. Viewed from behind, her damp, slightly parted opening was clearly exposed to my eyes; her labia were slightly swollen and red from our earlier intimacy, glistening with moisture like a flower that had just bloomed and was still glistening with dew.

Her body trembled slightly; I knew she was nervous. I gently stroked her buttocks, the two full mounds warm and resilient in my palms. My fingers slid softly through the cleft, brushing against her wet opening, and she let out a sharp intake of breath.

"Relax," I whispered.

She nodded but didn't speak, burying her head even lower.

Standing behind her, I cupped her large, soft, and bouncy buttocks in my hands, savoring their generous, fleshy curves. I kneaded them firmly with my fingers, feeling their lush texture. Then, I gripped my cock, slick with her fluids, aimed it at her moist, pulsing entrance, and thrust forward, burying myself inside in one smooth motion.

At that moment, her body jolted forward, and a tremulous moan was forced from the depths of her throat. I could feel my shaft being enveloped and squeezed by the layers of tender flesh within her, a tightness that sent a jolt of pleasure straight to my scalp.

Entering her from behind felt entirely different from face-to-face. The visual impact—watching her fair, rounded cheeks ripple with every thrust and seeing my body moving in and out of her—combined with the physical sensation to create an indescribable thrill. I held onto her large buttocks and began to pump, each thrust rocking her body forward. She started out bracing herself with her hands, but as I quickened my pace, her strength failed, and she collapsed onto the bed, leaving her hips held high. Her face was buried in the sheets, muffled, rhythmic moans escaping her. The sound of my flesh slamming against her buttocks rang out loudly in the quiet room, mingled with the wet, sticky sounds of our bodies colliding. From my vantage point, I could see her wet, stretched opening revealing the tender red inner walls with each movement, and every withdrawal brought out glistening droplets of nectar that traced lines down her inner thighs, shimmering lewdly under the light.

I was sweating profusely. Beads of sweat rolled down my chest and back, dripping onto her smooth skin and tracing the hollow of her spine. I felt my breathing grow increasingly ragged as the pleasure built up within me, surging in wave after wave like a rising tide.

I pulled one of her hands up, tilting her body back, and gripped her hips to begin thrusting with force. Her body swayed with each impact, like a branch whipped by a gale, while her heavy, full breasts swung beneath her, almost tracing arcs in the air. She tilted her head back, her hair spilling in disarray over her shoulders. Her face wore an expression of dazed ecstasy—eyes half-closed, lashes fluttering, lips parted in breathless gasps, and her cheeks flushed with a deep crimson. She looked as if she had been cast into a dizzying vortex.

I felt my rhythm quicken, the accumulated pleasure climbing rapidly under the tight constriction of her body. I could feel myself nearing the edge; the urge to erupt churned deep in my lower abdomen, like a flood about to break its dam.

"Mom... I’m close..." my voice was raspy and hurried.

Hearing this, her body gave a slight shudder, and she turned her head toward me. Her face was flushed, her gaze hazy, and stray locks of hair clung to her damp forehead. She looked at me, a lazy, languid smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, and said in a voice raspy with desire, "Don't... don't finish inside..." Her voice was soft, but her tone was firm.

Hearing her request, I took a deep breath, fighting to control the impulse about to burst forth. I slowed my pace and began to withdraw slowly from her. The movement was gradual, and I could feel her inner walls clinging to me with reluctance, drawing out glistening trails of nectar as I pulled away.

Just as I was about to withdraw completely, the urge that had been building up for so long could no longer be contained. The moment I pulled my glans from her entrance, a jet of scalding semen erupted, splashing onto her snow-white buttocks and trickling down the crevice. Another surge followed immediately, landing on the skin of her lower back. The white fluid spread across her fair skin, shimmering with a wet luster under the light.

Feeling the hot liquid hit her skin, she shuddered slightly. She remained lying there, not moving at first, simply whispering, "Don't get it on the bed..." Her tone held a hint of relief, yet was also concerned about the sheets—as if, even after such an intense storm, that was the first thing on her mind. She lay there quietly for a few seconds, letting her breathing gradually steady.

I reached for some tissues on the nightstand and began to carefully wipe the semen from her lower back and buttocks. My movements were gentle, the tissue gliding softly over her warm skin. She let me tend to her without a word, just lying there as her breath evened out.

Once clean, I grabbed a fresh tissue to gently dab the sweat from her back. Her back was smooth and warm, still beaded with the fine perspiration left by our vigorous activity. My fingertips, cushioned by the tissue, traced the lines along either side of her spine, feeling the warmth radiating through that thin veil of sweat.

Under my ministrations, she slowly relaxed, lying there as quiet and content as a cat being stroked.

After finishing, I tossed the used tissues into the bin, then leaned down to press a soft kiss onto her smooth shoulder. Her skin still carried the faint, lingering scent of body wash, mingled with the fragrance of her own rising body heat.

As I kissed her, she shivered slightly and let out a soft laugh. The sound was faint and muffled by the pillow, filled with a languid sense of satisfaction.

I rested my chin in the hollow of her shoulder, turned my head, and with my lips brushing against the shell of her ear, whispered in a tone that was half-pleading and half-seeking validation: "Mom, was I a good boy this time?" She paused for a moment at my question, then couldn't help but let out a soft laugh. She could hear the childlike craving for praise in my voice. She lay there, silent for a few seconds, as if deliberately keeping me in suspense. Then, in a languid and indulgent tone, she said slowly, "Hmm... it was alright. You did well this time." Though she said "it was alright," the satisfaction and approval in her voice were impossible to hide. Her voice was still husky from the climax, but it held a gentle sense of affirmation.

Hearing her words, a wave of satisfaction washed over me, as if I had received some incredible prize. I buried my face into the nape of her neck, nuzzling against her still-damp hair, and mumbled, "Then I'll be just as obedient next time." She laughed again, the sound muffled by the pillow, yet filled with a sense of doting. She reached out and patted the arm I had draped over her waist; the touch was light, carrying a maternal sense of comfort and approval.

"Tired?" she asked, her voice still husky and languid from our intimacy.

"Yeah, a little," I said, rolling off her to lie by her side. I turned toward her and reached out to wrap my arm around her waist. Her skin was still slightly cool from the evaporating sweat, pressing against my palm.

As I lay on my side, she shifted back to press against my chest, and I circled her with my arm, holding her back flush against me. We were both covered in sweat, our bodies sticky, but neither of us wanted to get up to shower.

I held her close, my fingers unconsciously tracing light patterns on her arm. From outside the window came the low rumble of night trucks on the distant road, mingled with the chirping of insects in the grass—all these sounds blending together into the background noise of this quiet summer night. "Mom," I whispered softly.

"Hmm?" she responded, her voice drowsy and lingering with the fatigue of our climax.

"I remember your period usually starts around the 20th, right?" She shifted slightly in my arms and asked with a hint of curiosity, "How did you know that?" "I’ve known since that summer vacation when I brought you meals," I said. "I even made sure to prepare food suitable for when you were on your period; for those few days, I switched everything to hot, non-spicy dishes." She was silent for a moment, seemingly recalling that summer. Then, she gently placed her palm over the back of my hand, which was resting on her waist, and said in a voice I couldn't quite label as either gratified or wistful, "I remember now. You were quite thoughtful back then." "So, when did your period start this time?" I asked her.

She thought for a moment and said, "It started on the 23rd." I did some mental math and then asked, "Did it end around the 28th?" "How did you know?" my mother asked, puzzled.

"I guessed. You were so weak the day you arrived that I just felt like your period had only just ended; otherwise, you wouldn't have been that frail," I said earnestly.

She didn't speak. The room fell quiet for a moment, with only our breathing intertwined.

I recalled something else and asked her, "That first day I came home before starting work, I saw you coming out of the bathroom with a sanitary pad. Was that on purpose?" She hadn't expected me to bring this up, and her body stiffened noticeably in my arms. She quickly defended herself, "I certainly didn't do it on purpose! I hadn't completely finished yet, there was still a tiny bit left. How was I supposed to know you’d wake up so early?" "It was on purpose," I insisted, my tone teasing. "You just wanted me to see." "I really didn't..." she started to protest, but I had already begun tickling her. I reached for her sides and armpits. She was ticklish, and as I tickled her, she squirmed and curled into a ball, letting out muffled laughter and begging for mercy in broken gasps: "Stop... stop it... hahaha... I... I really didn't..." She dodged my fingers, shaking with laughter in my arms; the sound was exceptionally crisp in the quiet room. After a while, she grabbed my wrists, and we both stopped, breathless. I looked down at her in my arms; her eyes were brimming with tears from the laughter, and her cheeks were flushed, like a newly ripened apple. She hadn't caught her breath yet, her chest rising and falling slightly, and one of the straps of her nightgown had slipped down during our scuffle, revealing one of her snowy, full breasts.

My gaze settled on her face, and the desire I had just satisfied began to flicker back to life, like a fire fanned by the wind. I felt myself stirring beneath her gaze, slowly hardening once again.

I rolled over, pinning her beneath me, and her legs wrapped around my waist. She hooked her calves gently around my lower back, her ankles crossed like a soft lock, securing me above her. I propped myself up on either side of her, my elbows slightly bent to distribute the weight of my upper body so I wouldn't crush her completely. This classic missionary position brought us face-to-face, our noses nearly touching, our breaths mingling and brushing warmly against each other’s cheeks.

I didn't rush to enter her; instead, I lowered my head to kiss her. This kiss was entirely different from the ones during our previous, frantic coupling—the predatory urgency and hunger were gone, replaced by something incredibly tender and lingering. My lips first brushed hers lightly, like a feather skimming across water, before slowly tracing the soft contours of her mouth. She parted her lips slightly, responding to my movements, her tongue tip gently reaching out to meet, entwine, pull away, and meet mine again. We kissed slowly and deliberately, as if using our lips to memorize each other’s taste and shape, as if using this kiss to confirm that everything that had just happened was real and permitted. Her fingers wove into my damp hair, the pads of her fingers gently pressing against my scalp, and that subtle sensation made every pore on my body open up.

I thrust my hips forward slowly, the head of my cock pressing against her still-moist, warm entrance. She drew a sharp breath as I entered, a low, satisfied moan escaping her throat—a sound squeezed from the depths of her chest, laden with the sense of being filled.

I began to thrust slowly. Each entry was deep and steady, and with every withdrawal, I pulled back until only the head remained inside her before easing back in. I leaned down, maintaining this slow, rhythmic pace while continuing to kiss her. Our lips barely parted, our tongues exploring and teasing within each other’s mouths. She wrapped her arms around my neck, her fingers occasionally digging into my shoulder blades, then relaxing and sliding down the muscular lines of my back. Her nails lightly traced the skin along my spine, a sensation that was a mix of ticklishness and pleasure, raising a fine layer of goosebumps across my back.

We locked eyes amidst our kissing and movement. Her eyes seemed exceptionally bright in the dim, warm light, her pupils slightly dilated like obsidian soaked in both desire and emotion. Her gaze was incredibly tender, holding something I had never seen before—the soft, dependent look a woman reveals only when she has found peace in the man she deeply loves. It was no longer the maternal affection of a mother for her son, nor the tentative avoidance between lovers, but a complete, unreserved surrender. The corners of her mouth turned up slightly in a faint, fleeting smile—a smile filled with satisfaction, shyness, and an indescribable sense of relief, as if she had finally arrived somewhere.

I held her like this and thrust for a while, feeling the pleasure slowly building and surging in waves. I lowered my head to press a kiss to her forehead and whispered, "Mom, I want to do this while holding you." She froze for a moment, a flash of confusion in her eyes: "Holding me... how?" I smiled without answering, instead slowly withdrawing from her. Under her puzzled gaze, I climbed off the bed, my feet touching the cold floor. Then, I bent down, placing one arm around her back and the other beneath her knees, lifting her entire body from the bed. She let out an instinctive gasp, her arms immediately locking around my neck as her legs clamped tightly around my waist.

"Oh my... you..." Her voice held a hint of panic, yet it was laced with a certain indescribable softness. Her cheek pressed against the side of my neck, her warm breath brushing against my skin.

I held her, feeling the full weight of her body settle against me. Her legs were wrapped around my waist, her arms tight around my neck; she clung to me like a docile koala. Her breasts pressed against my chest, rising and falling gently with her slightly hurried breathing. I looked down at her; her cheeks were flushed, her eyes filled with a mixture of shyness and curiosity.

"How... how do we do this?" she whispered, her voice tinged with a bewildered bashfulness.

I smiled, not rushing to answer, but instead leaned in to kiss her lips. They were soft and warm, parting slightly beneath my own. As I kissed her, I adjusted my posture to hold her more securely. Then, I applied a little pressure with the hand supporting her hips, shifting her body upward so that my glans was aligned with the wet entrance between her legs.

Sensing my intent, her body tensed slightly, yet her arms tightened around my neck. Her lips brushed against my ear, her voice as light as a feather: "You... take it slow..." "Mmh," I replied, then pushed my hips forward, slowly, inch by inch, sliding inside.

As my glans slipped into her wet, tight body, we both let out a stifled groan. The sensation of being enveloped by that warmth spread from the tip of my member through my entire body, as if I were submerged in a pool of warm water. Her vaginal walls clung to me tightly, contracting and undulating with my every movement, as if savoring every inch of me.

"Mmh... so deep..." Her voice trembled, her face buried in the crook of my neck as her breathing grew ragged.

"Does this feel good?" I paused to let her adjust to my size, nuzzling her earlobe gently with my lips.

She nodded without a word, though her fingers tightened around my neck, as if that were her way of answering me.

I began to thrust slowly. Because she was hanging onto me, each thrust caused her body to jolt upward, only to settle back into place as I withdrew. This position allowed for incredible depth; every movement felt as though I were piercing right through her. Her breathing grew increasingly rapid, and her moans shifted from suppressed whimpers to broken, fragmented gasps, as if shattered by the force of my movements.

"Mom... hold me tighter..." I whispered into her ear, picking up the pace of my thrusts.

She obeyed, tightening her arms and pressing her entire body flush against mine. As I moved faster, her body bounced in my arms, her long, dark hair spilling over my shoulders and swaying gently with the rhythm. Her moans became more unrestrained, surging from deep within her throat, carrying a softness and submission that spoke of total surrender.

"Where... where did you learn these things..." she gasped, her voice laced with feigned reprimand but hiding a glimmer of pleasure. "Always... up to no good..." I didn't answer, simply leaning down to seal her lips with mine. She let out a muffled sound against my mouth before going limp, yielding to my tongue as it explored her mouth and tangled with hers. I continued to thrust, kissing her all the while, each deep movement making her body shiver in my arms.

I don't know how long it had been when I felt the muscles inside her begin to contract irregularly—the signal that she was nearing her peak. Her breathing grew frantic, her moans dissolving into intermittent gasps, and her hands locked tightly around my neck as if she feared falling from my embrace.

At the moment of her climax, I held her even tighter, feeling her body tremble violently against me and her vagina spasmodically clench, tightening around me in wave after wave. Her moan stretched out, long and seductive, as if pulled from the depths of her soul. Then, she went limp, collapsing into my arms, gasping for air as sweat soaked her forehead and my chest.

I held her against the edge of the bed, both of us breathing heavily, our sweat mingling until it was impossible to tell whose was whose. Her body still clung to me, legs wrapped around my waist, arms looped around my neck; she was as soft as a pool of melted spring water. Her head was buried in the crook of my neck, her warm breath brushing against my skin, carrying the heat and languor that linger after an orgasm.

We held each other in silence for a while, the only sound in the room our gradually steadying breath. Moonlight from outside filtered through the gap in the curtains, casting a thin, silver ribbon of light across the floor. Her fingers traced slow, unconscious circles on the back of my neck, a gesture of post-coital relaxation and peace.

After a moment, I leaned down and gently laid her on the edge of the bed. As her back hit the sheets, her body naturally unfurled, her hair fanning out over the pillow like a black flower blooming in the night. Her eyes remained unfocused, the flush on her cheeks still fading, her lips parted slightly with a look of languid, feminine satisfaction.

Standing by the bed, I leaned over, took her fair, slender calves in my hands, and lifted them onto my shoulders. Her knees bent slightly, thighs pressed toward her chest, leaving her most intimate parts completely exposed to me—still glistening with moisture, the entrance pulsing faintly with the aftershocks of her climax, a bead of our mixed fluids trickling slowly down her perineum.

She let out a soft "mm," a sound of surprise at the sudden change in position, yet she didn't resist. She looked up at me; there was no tension in her eyes, no fear, only a lazy, smiling acquiescence.

"Still not enough?" she teased, her voice raspy, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

I lowered my head and kissed the entrance, my lips brushing against the warm, damp heat. Then I looked up at her and said earnestly, "It's not enough. A lifetime wouldn't be enough." She smiled, a look in her eyes that was hard to define—a mix of shyness, satisfaction, and the calm serenity of someone who had finally opened up completely. She didn't say anything more, just rested her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes, as if telling me in her own way: do as you please.

I guided my stiffened cock toward her still-damp, warm entrance. It was coated with the fluids from our earlier union, slick and heated, as if prepared specifically for me. I lowered my hips, sliding inside slowly, inch by agonizing inch. She was still tight and hot, the aftershocks of her orgasm causing her inner walls to pulse rhythmically, like a small mouth gently suckling me.

A low, drawn-out moan escaped her, filled with satisfaction and the fullness of being occupied once more. Her fingers gripped the sheets beneath her, but there was no sign of resistance.

I began to thrust slowly. Every entry was deep and steady; every withdrawal brought with it slick fluids, creating faint, sticky sounds of friction. Her body swayed gently with my rhythm, her full breasts tracing soft arcs against her chest. Her breathing grew increasingly ragged, yet she kept her eyes closed, lying quietly as she let me enter her again and again.

"Mom..." I whispered, bowing my head as I moved slowly inside her.

"Hmm?" Her voice carried a lazy, nasal lilt, her eyes still shut.

"I love you." Her eyelashes fluttered slightly. She didn't speak, but her hand let go of the sheet, reaching up to rest lightly on the back of the hand I was using to brace myself beside her. Her fingers curled slightly, holding mine—a grip that was light, yet carried a sense of affirmation.

I quickened my pace. It was no longer the slow, deep rhythm from before, but something forceful and urgent. My hips hammered against the base of her thighs, creating crisp, rhythmic slapping sounds that echoed through the quiet room. Her body was pushed upward by my thrusts, forcing her to grab the sheets to steady herself, broken, breathless moans spilling from her lips.

"Mmm... ah... slow... slow down..." Her voice was breathless, but it sounded less like a request and more like a playful, pleasure-filled protest.

I didn't slow down. I grabbed one of her legs, lifted it from my shoulder, and tucked it into the crook of my arm, adjusting the angle to push even deeper. This shift made her gasp sharply, a deep, trembling moan escaping her lips as I hit her core.

"You... you need to be gentler..." Her voice had turned soft as water, laced with both pleading and hidden enjoyment.

I leaned down, continuing my rapid thrusts while lowering my head to kiss her lips. She parted them slightly beneath mine, responding to the kiss as her soft tongue reached out to entwine with my own. Our breaths mingled, exchanging air and saliva between our lips.

I don't know how much time passed before I felt the muscles inside her begin to contract irregularly. Her breathing grew increasingly rapid, her moans turning into intermittent gasps, and her body began to quiver. She was close. I was close, too; the pleasure building in my lower abdomen felt like a volcano on the verge of eruption.

"Mom... I'm going with you..." My voice was hoarse and hurried.

She didn't speak, just gripped my hand tightly—with much more force than before. Her body suddenly tensed, and her vagina began to spasm violently, clenching around me in rhythmic waves. At the moment of her climax, I could no longer control myself; I thrust my hips forward, burying myself deep within her, and in a series of intense, uncontrollable contractions, I emptied every drop of my hot seed inside her.

She let out a long, trembling moan as I ejaculated, her body arching sharply before collapsing limply back onto the bed, gasping for air. I collapsed on top of her, panting heavily, sweat dripping onto her smooth chest. We were both drenched, as if we had just been pulled from the water, yet we remained pressed tightly together, neither of us wanting to let go.

A while later, I slowly withdrew from her. As I pulled away, a mixture of lubricant and semen trickled from her slightly parted opening, sliding down the inside of her thigh and blooming into a damp patch on the bedsheets.

She glanced down at the mess, then looked up at me with a slight frown, her tone tinged with helplessness and reproach: "How could you finish inside again?" I rubbed the back of my head, feeling sheepish, and gave a self-conscious laugh. "I... I couldn't help it," I muttered. Seeing my guilty expression, she shot me a glare, eyes full of mock annoyance that quickly melted into resignation. She let out a soft sigh, shook her head, and murmured, "I really don't know what to do with you..." She then grabbed a few tissues from the nightstand, sat up, and began to wipe away the fluid flowing from her body. Her movements were meticulous and calm, as if she had already accepted the situation.

Once finished, she balled up the used tissues, tossed them into the trash, and lay back down, turning onto her side with her back to me. But I knew she wasn't truly angry—as she settled in, her hand reached back from under the covers and gave my thigh a gentle pat, as if to say, "It's alright, it's fine."

Two rounds of intense activity had left me completely exhausted. I rolled over and sprawled out on the bed, panting heavily. Sweat rolled off my forehead and trickled into my ears. She lay on her side next to me, her body still flushed with the afterglow of orgasm, the warmth spreading from her cheeks to her chest. Fine beads of sweat clung to her smooth skin, shimmering under the dim light. She was still breathing shallowly, her eyes unfocused, as if she hadn't fully returned to reality from the lingering sensation.

I sat up in bed, stepped onto the floor naked, and walked to the kitchen. I took a bottle of chilled drink from the fridge, twisted off the cap, and tilted my head back to finish half of it. The ice-cold liquid slid down my throat, bringing with it a refreshing jolt of clarity. Carrying the rest of the bottle, I walked back to the bedroom and asked her, "Mom, do you want some?" She took the bottle, took a cautious sip, and immediately frowned. "It's too cold," she said. "Don't drink so much ice-cold stuff; it's not good for you." I placed the bottle on the nightstand and replied, "I know." She lay back down on the bed, fanned herself with her hand, and said, "I feel so sticky. I'm going to take a shower." With that, she rolled out of bed and walked toward the bathroom, completely naked. I lay on the bed, my gaze following her back—her waist was slender, and her hips swayed slightly as she moved. Those full, rounded cheeks shifted gently with every step, still marked with the faint, reddish imprints left by our lovemaking just moments before. She reached the bathroom door, glanced back at me, and then pushed the door open and stepped inside. I heard the sound of the shower turning on; she was rinsing off. A moment later, she pulled the door ajar, poked her head out, and called to me, "Can you hand me my nightgown?" I picked up her nightgown from the floor where I had tossed it—that beige camisole dress—and walked to the bathroom door. She opened it just a crack, and she reached out a damp arm, glistening with water droplets, to take the gown before pulling it back inside.

When it was my turn, I stepped into the bathroom. She had just finished, and the light reflected off the walls while a thin layer of water remained on the floor. The air was heavy with the sweet scent of body wash and the lingering warmth she had left behind. I took a quick shower, and by the time we were both ready, it was already 11:20 p.m.

I lay in bed while she turned off the main bedroom light, leaving only the dim glow of the bedside lamp. She snuggled into my arms, and I pulled the duvet up to cover us both. Her body pressed against mine, still carrying the coolness and dampness from her shower. We chatted for a while longer before drifting off to sleep.

"Tianjin doesn't have the kind of eggplants and green beans we have back home," she said. "The eggplants in the markets here are all round, and the beans are those long, thin ones—not the wide, flat ones we’re used to." "True," I replied. "Every place has its own way of eating. I wasn't used to it when I first moved here either, but I grew accustomed to it over time." "Maybe in a few weeks, the market by our building will start stocking the kind from back home," she added. "It's summer, after all; you can find almost anything." I hummed in agreement, my fingers gently winding a strand of her damp hair.

We chatted a while longer, but her voice grew softer and her pace slowed, eventually trailing off into a faint murmur before she went silent. I heard her breathing become steady and deep; she was resting on my arm, her body completely relaxed.

This time, I didn't let my mind wander. I knew that my mother had fully accepted me—not as a son, nor as a lover in some ambiguous test, but as a whole man whom she loved, and who loved her in return. The hesitation, the fear, and the moral struggles that had once stood between us would not vanish as if they had never existed, but for tonight, at least, we had set them aside together.

The night deepened, and the sounds outside the window grew sparse. Her breathing rose and fell steadily beside my ear, like the softest rhythm of the night. Inhaling the familiar scent of her shampoo and feeling her soft body nestled in my arms—the shape of a complete, warm embrace—I closed my eyes. Untroubled by chaotic thoughts, I soon drifted into a peaceful sleep.
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Chapter 30

The price of love is learning to live with the shadow of another person...

The next morning, I was jolted awake by a knocking at the door.

The sound wasn't loud, but it was urgent, delivered with an insistent force that struck the security door again and again. It traveled down the hallway, through the ajar bedroom door, and hammered directly into my eardrums.

I hadn't fully shaken off my sleep, but my body reacted instantly—my heart tightened, as if squeezed by an invisible hand.

Before I even fully opened my eyes, I felt the body in my arms go rigid.

My mother was lying next to me; her once-even breathing stopped the moment the knocking began. Immediately, her entire body tensed like a bowstring pulled to its limit.

I could feel the muscles in her shoulders go stiff, and I could feel her breathing shift from steady to short, suppressed gasps.

The knocking continued, faster than the usual rhythm my father used.

My mind was still thick with the haze of sleep, but one thought cut through the fog like lightning: my father was back.

Wait, didn't he say he wasn't coming back until tomorrow?

Why would he be at the front door at this hour?

My mind raced under the covers, desperately trying to find a logical explanation, but the knocking didn't allow for much thought. It rang out, blow after blow, like some sort of countdown.

My mother was wide awake now.

She pulled away from my embrace with startling urgency, practically springing out of my arms.

Her hair was disheveled, and her face still held the dazed, nervous look of someone startled from a deep sleep.

She looked at me, her beautiful eyes filled with panic—an expression I had rarely seen on her face.

In my memory, my mother was always the one in control, someone who could handle anything that came her way.

But at this moment, the look she gave me held a nearly helpless fear, like a thief caught in the act, unsure of how to face the door that was about to be opened.

She lowered her voice, whispering with a trembling breath, "Your dad... how did he get back?" Her eyes were wide open, reflecting the morning light streaming in from the window. The light flickered, mirroring the frantic rhythm of her heartbeat.

My own heart was pounding like a drum in my chest, but I knew I couldn't panic—not now.

If I lost my composure, we would truly be finished.

I steadied my mind and took a deep breath, feeling the cool air fill my lungs, which helped clear my muddled head a little.

In a voice as calm as I could muster, I whispered to her, "It's okay, it's okay. I'll go open the door. You check the bed and make sure there’s nothing out of place." As I said this, I was already sitting up from under the covers.

My movements were quick, yet I maintained a deliberate sense of calm—I couldn't let her see that I was nervous too. If I panicked, she would only panic more.

My bare feet hit the cold floor, the sensation sharpening my senses further.

I bent down to pick up my underwear, pulled them on quickly, and then headed for the door.

The bedroom door remained slightly ajar behind me.

I walked briskly into the hallway, noting that the clothes hanging in front of the makeshift wardrobe were still on their hangers, and the sheets I’d changed yesterday were already washed and hanging on the balcony.

I quickly shook out the thin quilt on the hallway bed, making it look as though I had just woken up.

It all happened in a flash—less than half a minute.

I glanced back toward the bedroom; the door was still ajar.

I imagined what she was doing inside—she must be rushing to tidy herself up, checking the bed for any traces of us, and burying used tissues at the bottom of the trash bin.

The knocking came again, more urgent this time, with an impatient force.

I took a deep breath, rubbed my eyes, and deliberately messed up my hair—to make it look like I had just rolled out of bed—before walking to the door and opening the security gate.

My dad was standing there.

He was wearing a gray work uniform stained with grease and dust. He looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes and a longer-than-usual stubble. He looked like a man who had pulled an all-nighter.

Yet, when he saw me, he still managed to squeeze out a smile—a smile weary, but also filled with the sense of relief that comes with being home.

"You were out cold," he said, his voice raspy with the telltale hoarseness of an all-nighter. "I knocked for ages and you didn't hear a thing."

I feigned a yawn, covering my mouth with my hand, and asked in the muddled tone of someone just woken from sleep, "How come you're back so early? Did you forget your keys?" My dad, bending down to untie his shoelaces as he entered, didn't even look up. "I only finished unloading the truck this morning. I was close enough to home, so I just headed back." He took off his dust-covered work boots and slipped into the slippers on the shoe rack. "And no, I didn't forget my keys. I left my change of clothes at the office; I'll head back tomorrow morning. I’m taking the day off at home." As he shut the door and turned around, my mom walked out of the bedroom.

She had already tidied up her nightgown—the beige spaghetti-strap one she’d worn last night. The straps were adjusted, and the neckline didn't look as loose or disheveled as it would have on someone who had just slept through the night.

Her hair was a bit messy, and she smoothed it back with her hand, her bare feet padding against the floor. She, too, wore the look of someone just woken up.

She tried her best to maintain a look of drowsy confusion, but I caught a flicker of nervousness in the depths of her eyes that she hadn't quite managed to hide.

In a voice thick with sleep and nasal tones, she asked my dad, "Have you eaten?" The moment their eyes met, I could have sworn my mom’s pupils contracted slightly, but she covered it up well.

My dad didn't notice anything unusual. He was busy stomping his feet on the entryway mat, saying, "I have. The breakfast stalls at the intersection were already open, so I had some soy milk and fried dough sticks." Before he had even finished, my mom walked into the bathroom and closed the door. I heard the sound of her using the toilet.

I went back to my bed in the hallway and lay down.

I pulled the thin quilt over me and stared at the ceiling, my heart still pounding violently in my chest.

The tension of the last minute or two ebbed away like a receding tide, leaving behind a wave of exhausted collapse and a belated sense of dread.

My mind was a mess.

Countless thoughts swirled in my head like scraps of paper scattered by the wind.

I felt a sudden, intense wave of lingering fear. What if he hadn’t knocked, but had just used his key to come in? What if he had walked in while we were still asleep? What if he had seen us curled up together? I couldn’t even bear to imagine that scene; the mere thought sent a chill down my spine and made my palms break out in a cold sweat.

But then, on second thought, even if my father had his key, he couldn’t have gotten in because the door was locked from the inside. That realization brought me a little bit of relief.

After the fear came a deeper, more profound worry.

I was afraid that this unexpected incident would cause my mother to retreat back into her shell once again.

I knew her too well; she was the type of person who needed time to process trauma.

The scare this morning would surely make her re-examine our relationship. She would start to question whether what we were doing was truly safe, and she would begin to worry that, sooner or later, we would be found out.

This thought pressed down on my chest like a heavy stone, making it hard to breathe.

Immediately after, something even more complex welled up—a mixture of guilt and self-reproach.

I regretted not being able to control myself last night.

I knew that doing something like this, with my father liable to return at any moment, was inherently reckless.

As I lay there with my mind in a chaotic whirl, I heard the water in the bathroom stop, followed by the door opening. My mother stepped out.

As she passed by my bed, I caught a glimpse of her through the gap in my quilt.

She had washed her face with cold water; the loose strands of hair on her forehead were damp and clung to her skin.

Her expression was calmer, but she looked unwell—pale, with the characteristic look of someone burdened by heavy thoughts.

Her gaze swept over, and our eyes met in the air.

There was so much in those eyes: tension, lingering fear, and a complex, indefinable emotion, as if, after the shock we had just endured, she didn't know what kind of face to show me.

But when she saw that I was watching her, she still managed to force a smile.

It was a faint smile, just a slight curve of her lips, but I knew she was telling me: It’s okay, don’t worry.

Then, she turned and walked into the bedroom.

I heard her get into bed, the mattress springs letting out a faint creak, followed by the sound of my father and her speaking in low voices.

My father said something, but his voice was so soft that by the time it traveled through the walls and down the hallway, it was already indistinguishable.

My mother replied with a few words, just as softly.

I couldn't make out what they were saying, but judging by their tone, it was a mundane conversation, like they were just chatting about daily life.

Soon, my father began to snore.

The snoring was steady and heavy, carrying the exhaustion of a sleepless night. My father had fallen asleep.

But I could not sleep. I lay on the five-foot bed in the hallway, staring at the ceiling, my mind in a dizzying whirl.

I began to replay everything that had happened yesterday—from the night market at dusk, to how she looked standing at the bathroom door in her beige camisole nightgown after her shower, to the kisses and embraces we shared, to our late-night conversation on the balcony, and finally, to the sound of her breathing as she drifted off to sleep in my arms.

Those images played over and over in my mind like a movie on an endless loop.

They were so vivid, so sharp, that I could remember the texture of her skin, the rhythm of her breath, and the warmth of her voice when she whispered in my ear.

It all felt like a dream, completely surreal.

Yet, I couldn't find any peace of mind.

I kept thinking back to that moment just now—the way her body stiffened when she heard the knock at the door, the panic in her eyes when she looked at me, and the hurried steps she took as she retreated into the bathroom.

I knew that brief but intense surge of anxiety must have left a mark on her heart like a branding iron.

I know my mother too well; she isn't the type to easily let things go.

What I feared most was that she might pull back because of the scare this morning.

I recalled how, in similar situations before, she would use silence to create distance, use coldness to build a defense, and use eyes that no longer met mine to express her inner conflict.

I know that wasn't what she truly wanted; it was an instinctive self-preservation measure she took when faced with overwhelming ethical pressure.

She was telling herself in that way: I can't go on like this; it’s wrong.

I lay on the hallway bed for over an hour, turning these thoughts over in my mind.

During that hour, I drifted between wakefulness and a fog, but I never truly fell asleep.

The chaotic thoughts in my head circled like a swarm of buzzing flies, impossible to shoo away.

I could hear the street outside gradually growing louder—the voices of early-rising seniors, the whir of electric scooters taking children to school, and the calls of street vendors pushing their breakfast carts past.

The world was waking up, yet I felt trapped in a dream from which I couldn't emerge.

I don't know how much time had passed when I heard my mother get up.

There were faint sounds from the bedroom—the rustle of the quilt being pushed aside, the creak of the mattress springs settling back into shape, and the soft patter of bare feet on the floor.

Then, footsteps moved toward the kitchen.

I turned my head slightly and, through the glass of the window between the hallway and the kitchen, caught a glimpse of her.

She was standing at the stove, wearing an apron.

She had changed out of her beige spaghetti-strap nightgown into a light gray lounge set, her hair pulled back into a low ponytail with a rubber band.

Her movements were mechanical, as if she were acting on instinct rather than truly thinking about what she was doing.

She opened the fridge to look inside, then closed it again; she took a bowl from the cupboard, then put it back; she turned on the faucet, then turned it off.

I could tell her mind was clearly elsewhere.

Sunlight streamed in through the kitchen window, falling upon her.

Only then did I clearly see her expression—her face was clouded with anxiety.

It wasn't an amplified or exaggerated anxiety, but a quiet, restrained, and deeply rooted one that settled in her eyes.

Her brows were slightly furrowed, her lips pressed downward, and she seemed to be enveloped by an invisible low-pressure system.

The sight of her made my heart ache.

I knew what she was thinking.

She was thinking about this morning, about what to do in the future, and about where our relationship was headed.

Those questions were tangled in her mind like a ball of knotted yarn, impossible to shake off the moment she woke up.

I don't know when she had looked through that window and seen me watching her.

The moment our eyes met, the look of anxiety on her face hadn't yet been hidden, and it fell straight into my line of sight.

Then, as if realizing something, she hurriedly forced a smile—it was strained, the corners of her mouth pulled up unnaturally, a thin veil of pretense layered over the anxiety that still lingered in her eyes.

"Should I make you some fried rice?" she asked softly, her tone strained as she tried to maintain a sense of calm. Her voice was barely a whisper, as if she were intentionally keeping the volume low to avoid waking my father, who was still asleep in the bedroom.

There was exhaustion in that voice, along with hidden worries and a forced composure that she couldn't quite mask, no matter how hard she tried.

Lying on the bed in the hallway, I watched her through the window.

A thousand thoughts raced through my mind.

I wanted to tell her not to worry; I wanted to comfort her and help her relax.

But I knew that now was not the time to say anything—my father was sleeping just a few meters away, separated from us by a single wall, his steady snoring still audible.

Any conversation even slightly louder than a whisper might wake him.

After a moment of hesitation, I kept my voice just as low. "Don't bother," I said. "I'll go out and grab a bite. Let's not disturb Dad's sleep." I was telling the truth.

Having my mother busy in the kitchen making me breakfast would surely only add to her anxiety and inner turmoil.

I couldn't bear to see her like that.

Besides, with my father asleep, the clatter of pots and pans in the kitchen would inevitably wake him—he had always been a light sleeper, and after driving all night, he really needed the rest.

Hearing my words, my mother paused.

She set the bowl she was holding back down on the counter and fell silent for a few seconds.

In those few seconds, she didn't look at me, just stared down at the empty bowl on the counter as if lost in thought.

I knew she was weighing her options—whether to insist I eat at home or follow my lead and let me go out.

Finally, she nodded.

"Okay," she said. The single word was faint, as if squeezed from her throat.

With that, she turned and headed back into the bedroom.

As she turned, I saw that her eyes were still clouded with sorrow.

That sorrow hung over her beautiful peach-blossom eyes like a thin mist, dimming the sparkle they usually held.

The sight sent a sharp pang through my heart.

I knew something was weighing on her, but I also knew that, for the moment, there was nothing I could do to ease her burden.

I sat up on the bed, pulled on the clothes I’d left on the chair the night before, and quickly washed up in the bathroom.

I splashed cold water on my face; the icy sting helped clear my somewhat muddled thoughts.

I looked up at myself in the mirror—my hair was messy, there were signs of sleep deprivation under my eyes, and my mouth was set in a slight, downward line.

I told myself: Don't panic. Life has to go on.

As I stepped out of the bathroom, I saw a trash bag by the door, filled with used tissues and the fruit peels from last night.

I didn't know when she had put it there—probably while I was washing up, seizing the moment while my dad was still asleep to do it quietly.

I bent down, picked up the bag, opened the door, and headed out.

The voice-activated light in the hallway flickered on, its dim, yellowish glow blurring the walls of the stairwell.

I carried the trash downstairs and tossed it into the large green bin by the entrance.

The morning air still held a lingering chill from the night, which felt refreshing against my face.

High up in the old locust trees in the residential complex, a few sparrows chirped, their voices crisp and loud.

A few early risers were practicing Tai Chi in the garden, their movements slow and fluid.

Everything in the world looked normal, business as usual.

But my heart was not so calm.

I didn't eat breakfast.

I had no appetite.

I wandered aimlessly down the street for a while before stopping at a breakfast stall, ordering a cup of soy milk, and drinking it slowly by the roadside.

The soy milk was warm with a faint sweetness; as it slid down my throat, it made my stomach feel a little better.

I then sat down on the edge of a flower bed and stared blankly for a long time, watching the cars and pedestrians passing by.

I was thinking about my mother and how she was doing at home right now.

She must be putting on a facade of indifference, playing the role of a normal wife in front of my father.

She would fold up the sheets changed yesterday, tidy the house, and prepare the ingredients for lunch.

When doing these things, her movements would be efficient and her expression natural, looking no different than any other day—except for the moments when she would pause, staring out the window in a trance for a few seconds.

I know her habits well.

When she has something on her mind, she does housework without even realizing it.

She needs those concrete, trivial tasks to fill her time, to keep her mind from having a spare moment to dwell on the things that make her anxious.

She will mop the floor until it’s spotless, tidy up everything on the coffee table, and refold all the clothes in the closet.

She uses that mundane, mindless physical labor to numb herself.

I felt tormented too.

I wanted to send her a message, to ask her how things were, to ask if she was okay.

But I held back. I didn't send it.

I knew that what she needed most right now was silence, for my father to leave the house immediately, and to be allowed to process the shock she had just experienced—not my prying questions or my concern.

My questioning would only make her more anxious and make her feel even less sure of how to face me.

You could see it in her expression this morning; the turmoil inside her had not yet settled.

Based on my past experience, no matter what I said at this point, it would be useless.

As for the hurdle of my father, my mother has to cross it herself.

She needs time to think things through, to digest that sudden shock, and to re-evaluate whether our family dynamic should continue, and if so, how.

Any outside interference—whether well-intentioned or not—would only make this process more difficult.

So, I didn't send that message. I put my phone back in my pocket, stood up, and started walking toward the office.

I spent that whole day at the office in a daze, too.

I sat at my desk, facing the computer screen, and though my eyes were fixed on the dense tables and text, my mind was entirely elsewhere.

I kept imagining what my mother was like at home, imagining the conversation between her and my father, and imagining the difficult internal struggle she was going through.

She didn't reach out to me all day.

This both brought me a sense of relief and made me even more uneasy.

I felt relieved because her not reaching out at least meant she hadn't done anything drastic on impulse; I felt uneasy because the fact that she didn't contact me all day was just too abnormal.

Even on the most ordinary days, she would occasionally send me a message to ask what I had for lunch or tell me what she had cooked.

But today, she didn't send a single thing.

This silence made me even more restless.

I have no idea what is going through her mind—whether she is still hesitating and struggling, or if she has already made a decision but just doesn't know how to tell me yet.

The uncertainty is like an invisible hand, gripping my heart tightly and leaving me in a state of constant restlessness.

In order to get home early and find out how my mom was feeling, I made up an excuse to leave the moment work ended.

There were still a few people working overtime in the office that evening, but I couldn't stay a second longer.

I packed my things, casually told the colleagues still at their desks that I had something to take care of, and walked briskly out of the office.

I didn't stay even a minute past closing time, so I was at my front door before half-past six.

As I unlocked the door, the aroma of a home-cooked meal wafted from the kitchen.

My mom was in there, cooking.

She was wearing a light blue short-sleeved T-shirt with that familiar plaid apron over it, standing by the stove and tossing vegetables in a pan with a spatula.

The hum of the range hood mixed with the rhythmic sound of her spatula, creating a familiar, domestic backdrop.

Hearing the door open, she paused for a split second, then looked up from the stove toward the doorway. Her eyes met mine.

In that fleeting moment, I saw a complex flicker of emotion cross her face.

There seemed to be a trace of lingering tension in her eyes—the residual shock from this morning, like a plucked string still vibrating.

But immediately after, I saw something else: an unexpected look of relief, as if she had been waiting for me all day and was finally glad I was home.

I noticed her complexion was much better than it had been that morning.

Back then, her face had been etched with anxiety and sorrow, as if she were enveloped in a dark cloud.

Now, although a trace of exhaustion remained, the anxiety and sorrow had faded significantly, replaced by a much calmer expression.

Throughout the day, she had likely been processing this morning's shock in her own way.

Perhaps, in the process of cleaning and doing housework, she had slowly managed to sort through those turbulent emotions.

Seeing me walk in, she asked in a tone that was both surprised and slightly puzzled, "Back so early today?" There was a note of unexpectedness in her voice. I knew she was likely accustomed to me working overtime until seven or eight every evening; appearing at the door at six-thirty had clearly caught her off guard.

"Oh, no overtime today. Nothing much to do, so I just came back," I replied casually. As I spoke, I changed into my slippers by the entryway and set my backpack on the floor beside the shoe cabinet.

Hearing my voice, my father also emerged from the bedroom.

He must have been home resting all day—after all, sleeping away from home is never as comfortable as sleeping in one's own bed.

He was wearing an old T-shirt and shorts, his hair a bit messy, looking as if he had just woken up.

Seeing me home so early, he remarked in the casual way a father speaks to his son, "Back early today, huh?" I gave a grunt of acknowledgment.

I noticed a detail in the bedroom: the bedsheet my mother had changed yesterday and washed this morning was hanging out on the balcony.

That pale blue sheet swayed gently in the afternoon breeze, like a silent declaration that the traces of last night had been washed away.

Watching the sheet flutter in the wind, I felt an indescribable sensation—a mix of regret and relief.

It once held the evidence of our intimacy, the warmth and sweat we shared in the dead of night.

Now, it had been scrubbed clean, returned to nothing more than an ordinary bedsheet.

At dinner, I took special care to observe my mother and found that, on the surface, she seemed no different than usual.

She scooped rice for my father, then for me, before sitting down to eat, picking at her food, and sipping her soup with natural, rhythmic movements.

She chatted with my father about mundane things—asking how he had rested today and what time he was leaving tomorrow.

Yet, when I observed her closely, I could still detect subtle anomalies.

There was a hidden exhaustion in her expression—a remnant of the intense emotional turbulence she had yet to fully recover from.

There were faint dark circles under her eyes, as if she hadn't rested properly all day.

She avoided looking at me directly, her gaze intentionally or unintentionally shying away from mine.

Whenever our eyes met by chance, she would quickly look away, pretending to be focused on the dishes on the table or the television.

That deliberate avoidance carried both the distance of a mother toward her son and the lingering, indefinable ambiguity of lovers.

My dad didn't notice anything wrong between us.

He remained in his usual seat, eating and drinking—he was rarely home to rest, and he had happily poured himself a glass of baijiu—while telling us about things at his trucking company.

He said a new driver had joined the team, but his skills were poor, and he’d smashed the rear bumper while backing up.

He said the boss had been complaining lately that fuel prices were up while shipping rates remained stagnant, making the profit margins on their runs thinner and thinner.

He said he’d seen several rear-end collisions on the road over the past few days, warning us to be careful when we drive.

These were all topics he brought up often; there was nothing new about them.

But he loved talking about these things at the dinner table, as if it were his way of fulfilling his role as a father and husband in the household.

He also enjoyed being talkative after a few drinks; it made him feel like the master of the house.

Finally, he mentioned one more thing: "We need to get a TV for this place, otherwise it’s boring for your mother to be stuck at home all day." He was saying this to me.

It was true; my rental apartment had never had a television. I was busy with work and rarely spent weekends at home, so I didn't feel like I needed one.

But since he had been staying in Tianjin for a few days, he had seen my mother home alone all day, staring at her phone from morning to night, and felt it was simply unacceptable, which was why he made the suggestion.

I nodded and said, "I'll look into it in the next couple of days." My dad heard this and said generously, "Sure, you pick one out and I'll pay. Doesn't need to be huge, just something that works." That was the kind of man he was—never stingy when it came to spending money, especially on things for my mother. Although he wasn't the type to proactively buy her gifts, he never refused whenever it was brought up.

After the meal, I helped my mother clear the dishes. She carried a few plates into the kitchen, and I followed behind. I said, "Let me wash the dishes." She replied, "No need, you go on out, I can do it myself." She said there was no need, but her tone lacked any real firm refusal. I didn't listen to her, insisting, "I'll wash them. You've been busy all day, take a break." She glanced at me—it was a fleeting look, but it held something complex: surprise, gratification, and an indescribable emotion.

She said nothing more, untied her apron, hung it behind the door, and turned to walk out of the kitchen.

After washing the dishes and drying my hands, I walked into the living room. Both my parents were sitting on the sofa. I called out to them, "Dad, Mom, do you want to go for a stroll?" I already knew my father's answer—he was never one for walking, let alone after driving all night; even though he’d caught up on some sleep during the day, he was still exhausted.

As expected, he waved his hand and said, "You take your mother. I'm not going." My mother said nothing.

She didn't agree immediately, but she didn't refuse, either.

She stood up and went into the bathroom to change into a dark-colored tracksuit.

When she came out, she bent down to put on her shoes at the door, her movements natural.

I knew she wanted to go—if she hadn't, she would have found plenty of excuses to decline, but she hadn't.

We walked out the door one after the other.

It was just past seven in the evening, and the sky hadn't completely darkened yet.

Early summer evenings are long, and the sky was a shade between blue and gray, carrying a sense of gentle transition.

The streetlights had already flickered on, their dim, yellow glow beginning to spread across the street, casting pools of light.

We walked south through the residential complex.

The complex wasn't large; a few old-fashioned brick buildings enclosed an irregular courtyard, with a concrete path running north to south through the center. A few nameless trees were planted along the sides, their leaves already a lush green.

There were quite a few people out for an after-dinner walk: young parents pushing strollers, elderly people walking their dogs, middle-aged women chatting in groups, and several children chasing each other, their laughter echoing in the evening air.

We crossed through the complex and exited the south gate.

Opposite the south gate was a vacant lot, surrounded by a wall over two meters high. Inside, waist-high weeds grew wild; it was clearly a plot where construction had yet to begin.

This area was usually quiet, with only the occasional pedestrian taking a shortcut.

Along the sidewalk outside the wall, the streetlights were much sparser than in the complex, and the light was dimmer.

We began to walk along the wall.

Throughout the walk, my mother’s expression remained somber.

She didn't speak, just kept her head down, watching the path beneath her feet, walking at a steady, moderate pace.

Her steps were somewhat heavy, as if she were measuring something with every stride.

Occasionally she would look up at the road ahead, but her gaze was unfocused, resting on nothing in particular.

I knew she had something on her mind—she was thinking about this morning, about the relationship between us, and about where we should go from here.

I noticed there weren't many people around here. The streetlights were dim and sparse, stretching our shadows out long and casting two blurry silhouettes onto the ground.

I had so much I wanted to say to her, but I didn't know where to begin.

I spent a long time deliberating, mentally rehearsing countless opening lines, only to discard them all.

In the end, I spoke up in a very clumsy way.

"Mom," I said, "this morning... are you alright this morning?" I asked cautiously, my heart rate quickening for a brief moment. I watched her profile, waiting for a response.

My mom didn't answer. She continued walking forward, her pace neither slowing nor quickening. Her expression remained unchanged, as if she hadn't heard me, or perhaps as if she had heard but didn't want to respond.

Not sure what to do, I could only follow her.

I didn't dare say anything more—that tentative question had already made me nervous, and since I didn't know what to say next, I decided to keep quiet.

I walked beside her, keeping a half-step distance, following the wall as we moved along.

After a while, my mother suddenly stopped.

She stopped so abruptly, without any warning.

Her body swayed slightly for a moment, as if she needed a second to steady herself.

I stopped with her, standing by her side, watching her with a sense of unease.

She looked up at me.

In that moment, I saw that her eyes were brimming with tears.

The tears weren't just welling up—they had already spilled over, sliding silently down her cheeks.

Her eye rims were red, a redness that spread from the corners across her lids, making her eyes look both bright and fragile.

I panicked instantly.

She stopped suddenly and looked up at me.

In that moment, I saw that her eyes were brimming with tears.

The tears weren't just welling up—they had already spilled over, sliding silently down her cheeks.

Her eye rims were red, a redness that spread from the corners across her lids, making her eyes look both bright and fragile.

I panicked instantly.

This was the second time in three days that I had seen her shed tears in front of me.

The last time was in that room, late at night, when she curled up in my arms and asked me through her tears, "Are we doing the right thing?"

Now, she stood before me once again, tears streaming silently down her face.

Her lips trembled slightly, and her shoulders shook; she seemed to be crushed under the weight of an invisible force, finally unable to hold it together any longer.

I had never seen this expression on my mother's face before.

In my memory, my mother was the kind of woman who feared nothing. She was strong-willed and never showed weakness in front of others.

When she scolded me, her voice was full of vigor; when she argued with my father, she never gave an inch; and in front of our relatives, she always held her head high.

In my memory, she was forever the woman who kept everything under control, never bowing her head to anyone.

But at this moment, she stood there, face bathed in tears, like a child who had suffered a great injustice with nowhere to turn.

She was no longer the Liu Hongyu who could carry the weight of the world on her shoulders.

She was just a fragile woman, torn apart by the conflict between morality and emotion.

And the thing that had torn her to pieces was something I had handed to her with my own hands.

My heart felt as if it were being squeezed by an invisible hand, the pain making it hard for me to breathe.

It wasn't a sharp, piercing pain, but a dull, heavy pressure that spread upward from the depths of my chest, clogging my throat and making my own eyes sting.

I wanted to say something, but it felt as if my throat were stuffed with cotton; I couldn't utter a sound.

I could only look at her, at her eyes blurred by tears, at the glistening tracks on her face shimmering with faint light under the streetlamp.

Each of those tears felt like a branding iron, scorching my heart and leaving behind one charred mark after another.

Without a second thought, driven by pure instinct, I stepped forward and pulled her into an embrace.

My arms wrapped around her back, drawing her close to me.

Her body was soft, trembling slightly in my arms like a leaf falling in the autumn breeze.

Her head rested against my chin, her tears soaking through my shirt, the warmth of the moisture seeping through the fabric onto my skin.

In that instant, my true feelings spilled out completely; I could no longer control myself.

"Mom, please don't cry," I said. "I know how difficult this is for you. Whatever you choose this time, I will support you." By the end, my own voice was thick with emotion.

I meant those words with all my heart—whether she chose to continue or stop, whether she chose to be with me or retreat back to just being mother and son, I would respect her decision.

I could no longer bear to see her suffer because of me.

My mother wept with a deep sense of grievance.

At first, she cried quietly, tears welling up in silence and falling, drop by drop, onto the fabric of my shirt against my chest.

Slowly, those suppressed sobs escaped from the depths of her throat, turning into broken, intermittent gasps.

Her shoulders trembled violently in my arms, and she curled up against me like a wounded animal.

Then, she began to sob aloud—not loudly, but with a weight that spoke of a long-suppressed release.

She poured out all her difficulty, her sorrow, and her inner turmoil—everything she had bottled up for far too long—into those tears.

As she cried, she began to hit my chest with her fists.

Her hands were clenched, striking me again and again. The force wasn't great, but it was clearly a way to vent her feelings.

She sobbed and scolded, "It’s all your fault... it’s all your fault... What am I supposed to do? What am I supposed to do?" Her voice was fractured, cut into pieces by her weeping.

Those words held so many emotions—grievance, helplessness, conflict, love, hate, and everything else she couldn't even begin to untangle.

Her crying made my heart ache, as if someone were gripping it tightly in their hand.

It was a pain that went deep into my bones—not from her fists, but from the helplessness and confusion in her voice.

I had told myself countless times that I wanted to make her happy, that I wanted to bring her joy.

But at this moment, she was sobbing in my arms like a child, and I was the reason for her tears.

This realization cut through my heart like a dull blade.

I could only hold her tight, wrapping my arms around her completely. I kept repeating the same words: "It's all my fault, it's all my fault. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry..." I didn't know what else to say.

I apologized clumsily, repeating those words over and over, as if it were the only way to express the guilt within me.

One of my hands rested on her back, while the other gently cupped the back of her head, shielding her face against my chest to keep her from being seen by passersby.

Occasionally, a pedestrian or two would walk by the wall and cast a curious glance our way.

They probably found it strange—two people standing under a streetlamp at dusk, a woman sobbing in a man’s arms, the man holding her tightly and whispering words of comfort.

They didn't know who these two people were, what had happened between them, or what secrets and struggles they carried in their hearts.

They just glanced, and then hurried on their way.

In everyone’s eyes, we were nothing more than two ordinary people going through an emotional entanglement.

My mother cried for a long, long time before she finally stopped.

Eventually, her voice grew quieter, fading from wails into soft sobs, and then from sobs into the occasional choke.

Her tears soaked the fabric of my shirt, the damp cloth clinging to my skin, carrying her body heat and the distinctive warmth of her tears.

She seemed exhausted from crying; her body went limp in my arms, no longer struggling or striking my chest. She simply leaned against me, as if surrendering all her weight to me.

After a long while, she lifted her head from my chest.

Her eyes were red and swollen, her eyelids inflamed, with tiny droplets of tears still clinging to her lashes.

Her face was pale, the tip of her nose red, and she possessed that particular fragility and stillness that follows a bout of weeping.

In a voice light and raspy from crying, she murmured against my chest, “Xuyang, this is the only mistake I’ve made in my entire life.” She spoke so softly, as if talking to herself or perhaps to me.

That voice contained a complex mix of emotions—a sigh, a sense of helplessness, and the relief of finally admitting to something.

As she said this, her gaze drifted into the distance, toward the wall amidst the night, toward the darkening sky above it, as if recalling something or perhaps confirming it.

Then, she paused and added, in a whisper so faint only she could hear, “But I don’t regret it.” Those four words—“But I don’t regret it”—felt like an electric current, traveling from my ears and striking my heart directly.

My body jolted, and I felt as though I had been frozen in place.

She said she didn't regret it.

She said she didn't regret everything that had happened between us—those late-night embraces, those kisses under the dim light, and our union in the darkness.

After all those things that defied ethics, challenged morality, and risked destroying everything, she said she didn't regret it.

My mother had fully accepted me. She had finally broken the shackles within her own heart.

A massive tremor went through me.

I looked down at the woman in my arms who had just been crying, her cheeks still streaked with tears—she was my mother, but at this moment, she was also my woman.

I looked at her, and with all the sincerity I possessed, in a tone so grave I hadn’t even realized I was using it, I whispered to her, "Falling in love with you has been the greatest joy of my life. No matter what happens, I don't regret it either." This was the truth from my heart.

From the time I was an ignorant boy, from the moment that forbidden emotion first sprouted in my heart, through the long and agonizing pursuit that followed, through those nights spent struggling between ethics and desire, to the countless times I had doubted and denied myself—no matter how much pain and struggle I endured, I never truly regretted falling in love with her.

Because loving her gave my life meaning and made me want to become someone worthy of that love.

Hearing my words, my mother let out a hum against my chest.

That hum carried a note of coquettish playfulness, a stark contrast to the woman who had been weeping just moments before.

Lying in my arms, she said in a tone of feigned dissatisfaction, "You’ve got what you wanted, yet you still insist on fishing for compliments." With that, she pinched me hard.

It was a truly painful pinch—she caught the most tender skin on the inside of my arm, her nails digging in precisely, and gave it a sharp twist. A jolt of stinging pain instantly erupted on that small patch of skin.

I hissed in pain and my arm jerked involuntarily, but I didn't pull away.

Enduring the pain in my arm, I said with a flattering grin, "Yes, yes, of course. To have won the favor of a great beauty like you must be a blessing I earned in my past life." I said it exaggeratedly, intentionally adopting a glib, oily tone.

But beneath that glibness lay my most sincere heart.

I kissed her on the forehead—a light, fleeting touch, filled with a sense of cherishing.

Then I said, "Stop crying now, or such a great beauty will turn into a tear-streaked kitten." My "great beauty" and "tear-streaked kitten" remark made her laugh. "Pfft—" My words brought a giggle out of her.

With tears still in her eyes, she laughed; that mixture of crying and smiling held a unique, heart-stirring vulnerability and authenticity.

She wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes with the back of her hand and scolded me, "You’re the one who’s a kitten. You never have a kind word to say." Her voice was still hoarse and nasal from crying, but the sorrow and heaviness were gone, replaced by a tone of mock reproach mixed with sweetness.

I knew she had recovered from that sudden emotional outburst.

The words she had been holding back, the emotions that had troubled her for so long—they had all been released in that fit of crying.

The heavy stone that had been hanging in my heart finally dropped to the ground at that moment.

I knew my mother had let out all those pent-up knots by this wall.

She would no longer struggle alone in the dead of night, no longer keep asking herself if this was right when she was by herself, and no longer build a new wall in her heart after our moments of intimacy.

She had accepted her choice, and she had accepted me.

So, I continued in a wheedling tone, "Yes, yes, I’m your little puppy, following at your heels every day." My mother laughed even harder at that.

She looked up at me, tear tracks still on her cheeks and tiny droplets clinging to her eyelashes, shimmering under the dim, yellow streetlights.

But there was already a smile in her eyes; that smile rose from the depths, slowly washing away the traces of her tears.

"Get lost," she said, "you’re more like a mangy dog." Looking at her slightly swollen eyes, a complex surge of emotions washed over me.

There was heartache—heartache for the many tears she had shed for me, and for the fact that she had endured far more torment in this relationship than I had.

But there was also a deep, deep love. That love was so clear and so intense in this moment that it made me want to express it in every way I could imagine.

I couldn't help but lower my head and kiss my mother on the eyes.

My lips brushed gently against her still-red and swollen eyelids, which still tasted of the saltiness of her tears.

That saltiness flowed into my mouth, carrying the warmth of her tears and all the softness and vulnerability she kept hidden beneath her strong exterior, melting on the tip of my tongue.

I looked up and said to her with deep sincerity, in a tone that was completely earnest: “Don't cry anymore; it’s all my fault. From now on, whether it’s climbing a mountain of blades or descending into the depths of hell, let me be the one to go.” My words felt heavy, like a vow or a promise I was making to myself.

In my view, if someone had to bear the consequences of this relationship, it should be me—it had to be.

It was I who had crossed the line that shouldn't have been crossed in the first place, I who had persisted for so long, and I who had refused to let go when she wanted to step away.

I should be the one to bear all the causes and effects.

Upon hearing my words, the face that had been streaked with tears immediately took on a serious expression. She spoke sharply, in that warning tone unique to a mother: “Don't talk nonsense!” Her voice held an unquestionable firmness, as if she were stopping me from saying something inauspicious.

Her expression turned serious, even stern, for a moment—a mother’s instinct to protect her son when he spoke of “climbing mountains of blades or descending into hell.”

She could not bear to hear me say such things; even if it were just a casual remark, she wouldn't allow it.

But then, the sternness on her face dissipated like clouds scattered by the wind, replaced by a tender, aching softness.

She looked at me, and in those eyes still marked by tears, there was a complex, glowing softness that blended motherhood and romance.

She hugged me again, burying her face back into my chest, and whispered in a voice so light it was barely audible: “I have no regrets.” Those four words were just like what she had said before, but this time, her tone held no hesitation, no testing—only a calm, confirmed certainty.

She wasn't just speaking to me; it was as if she were speaking to herself—confirming her choice one last time, deciding never to look back.

My arms tightened around her.

As I rested my chin on the top of her head, I could catch the familiar scent of her shampoo, mingled with the warmth radiating from her body.

I wrapped my arms around her completely, making a silent vow in my heart: in this life, she is the only woman I will ever acknowledge as mine.

No matter what the future holds, no matter how many hardships we may face, I will never let go of her hand.

We stood there under the streetlamp for a long time.

Night had fully descended, and the glow of the streetlamp formed shimmering halos in the darkness.

Beyond the wall, the weeds in the vacant lot rustled in the night breeze, creating a soft, fragmented sound, as if the darkness itself were whispering around us.

Occasionally, a person or two would pass by the wall, but no one spared us a second glance. In their eyes, we were merely an ordinary couple embracing under a streetlamp.

After a while, my mother lifted her head from my chest.

Her sobbing had stopped completely, though tear tracks still lingered on her face and her eyes remained somewhat red and swollen.

She spoke to me in a tone that had returned to her usual composure: "Let's go, let's head back." I murmured an acknowledgment and loosened my grip.

She pulled away from me, wiped the remaining tears from her face with the back of her hand, and gently pressed her fingertips against her reddened corners of her eyes, trying to make them look less noticeable.

I reached out to straighten the collar she had ruffled while in my arms; she didn't pull away, simply standing there quietly as I fussed over her.

We walked back along the path we had come.

The sky had turned completely dark, and the streetlamp stretched our shadows out long.

The night breeze blew in from the wall, carrying the scent of soil and grass.

She walked beside me, her steps a little lighter than they had been on the way here.

There were a few puddles on the road, reflecting the streetlamp's light like irregular mirrors.

She walked carefully, veering slightly whenever she encountered a puddle, but she didn't stop.

After walking for a distance, my mother suddenly slowed her pace and turned her head to look at me.

The light from the streetlamp shone down at an angle from above, making her slightly swollen eyes stand out in the glow.

She hesitated for a moment, then asked in a low voice, "Are my eyes still red? I don't want your father to notice when we get back." I stopped and leaned in to look.

In the dim, yellowish light of the streetlamp, I could clearly see the faint redness around her eyelids and the slight puffiness of her skin.

I studied her face for a few seconds before saying softly, "It's still a bit red and swollen. When we get back, go wash your face and press some cold water against it; that should help." She nodded, looking relieved, and reached up to gently press the corners of her eyes with her fingertips, gauging the extent of the swelling.

Seeing her cautious movements, a wave of tenderness washed over me.

I reached out and took her hand; her fingers were cool, still holding the chill of the evening air.

"How about we don't cook tomorrow night?" I said. "I'll take you out to eat." She turned to look at me. The streetlamp's glow was reflected in her eyes, and that faint redness actually gave her a unique, gentle look.

She paused for a moment before saying, "You get off work too late. Let's wait a couple of days until you have a day off." I replied, "All right, we'll talk about it in a couple of days." We walked on a bit further, the roadside trees casting mottled shadows under the streetlights.

After a moment of silence, she spoke up, her tone tinged with a hint of hesitation: "Xuyang, we need to be more careful from now on. We can't be so reckless." As she spoke, her voice dropped lower, as if she were afraid the night breeze might overhear.

She glanced at me, her eyes still holding the remnants of her tears, but also a look of serious, earnest contemplation.

I nodded solemnly. "I know. Don't worry." She spoke again, her voice even softer, as if she had spent some time weighing her words: "And you... you shouldn't be so... you know..." She hesitated. In the darkness, I could see her face flush slightly, that hint of shyness standing out sharply under the streetlamp. "Doing it too much isn't good, either. It's not good for your health." She looked away as she spoke, as if the advice felt embarrassing, like something a mother would say.

I was stunned for a moment, then sheepishly rubbed the back of my head, giving a vague reply: "I know, I know. I'll be careful from now on, don't worry." She looked over at me again.

The dim, yellowish light of the streetlamp fell upon her face. The flicker of worry in her eyes, still marked by the traces of her tears, seemed to be gently blown away by the night breeze, replaced by a relaxed and natural smile.

The smile was faint, with just the corners of her lips slightly upturned, but it was a genuine, relieved expression.

Standing under the streetlight, watching the look of relaxation on her face, something that had been weighing on my heart finally settled.

She was no longer wrapping herself in that hard shell, no longer using a facade of strength and indifference to mask her inner struggle.

She was willing to cry in front of me, to show me her vulnerability, and to caution me about "hurting my health" in a tone that felt both maternal and womanly.

It wasn't some earth-shattering transformation, but to me, it carried more weight than any grand, sweeping vow.

I hesitated for a moment, then finally asked the question that had been stuck in my throat.

I turned my head and asked, trying to keep my tone as casual as possible, "So... how often do you think is appropriate for us?" The moment the words left my lips, I regretted them.

Sure enough, as she heard me, the smile she’d been wearing froze for a second, as if she hadn't quite caught what I’d said, before the meaning hit her.

She didn't say a word; instead, she reached out and pinched my arm hard.

The pinch was precise and sharp, landing right on the most sensitive skin on the inside of my arm.

I hissed in pain, my entire arm recoiling by reflex.

"Give you an inch and you take a mile," she glared at me, her tone carrying a clear note of reproach, yet deep in her eyes, there was an unmistakable hint of amusement. "You’re actually daring to bargain with me now, aren't you?" As she spoke, she shot me another sharp, knowing look—an expression I was all too familiar with. It held a touch of disdain, a touch of exasperation, and a kind of unreserved intimacy that only exists between the closest of people.

Then she paused, as if she had just made a decision in her heart.

The night breeze brushed past us, blowing a few strands of hair against her cheek. She reached up to tuck them behind her ear, her gaze dropping slightly as she lowered her voice, speaking with a newfound sincerity: "Depends on my mood." The four words were spoken so softly, as if they had been carried into my ears wrapped in the night air.

Listening to her, my heart gave a sudden leap, and a scorching wave of warmth surged from deep within my chest.

But I didn't get as flustered as I had before. Instead, I put on a flattering expression, stepped closer to her, and said in a tone so sycophantic it reached my very bones: "Alright, then. From now on, I'll listen to everything you say. I promise to be on my best behavior and keep you in a good mood every single day." My mother’s footsteps faltered slightly, and she turned her head to look at me.

The dim light of the streetlamp fell upon her face, and her expression held a trace of complexity—as if she had been deliberating for a long time before finally making up her mind to speak.

She lowered her gaze and, in a voice that was low and tinged with a mix of seriousness and embarrassment, said, "Then from now on... you have to wear a condom." My smile froze instantly at her words.

I stood there dumbfounded for two seconds. The curve of my lips collapsed uncontrollably, my brows furrowed slightly, and a look of obvious reluctance and resistance appeared on my face.

That expression wasn't faked—I truly, from the bottom of my heart, did not want to.

That thin layer of rubber was more than just a physical barrier; it felt like a symbol that severed the intimate, unreserved connection between us.

I didn't like that feeling; I was even repulsed by it.

As soon as my mother saw my long face, the nervousness that had been in her eyes vanished instantly.

She stopped walking, turned to face me, and crossed her arms over her chest. With a tone that held both mockery and a hint of a warning, she said, "And you claimed you’d listen to me. This is the very first thing I've asked, and you're already giving me attitude. Fine, forget it. If you don't wear one, don't touch me." As she spoke, she made a move to turn and keep walking, her expression carrying the certainty of someone who meant exactly what they said.

Seeing her attitude, the reluctance in my heart was immediately crushed by a greater sense of panic.

I quickly caught up to her, beaming with a smile, and pleaded in an almost desperate tone, "Fine, fine, fine! I'll listen! How could I not? If you say wear one, I'll wear one—I won't say another word." But as I said it, my smile was full of bitterness. Although the corners of my mouth were turned up, a sense of helpless compromise was clearly hidden in my eyes, like a child who had their candy taken away but was still forcing themselves to say, "I didn't like candy anyway."

My mother looked at my forced, miserable smile, stared at me for a couple of seconds, and then let out a sudden, stifled laugh.

A mischievous glint lit up her eyes, which were still slightly red and swollen. That look held the smugness and playfulness of someone whose scheme had succeeded, much like a cat that had just stolen a fish and was contentedly licking its paws.

She didn't say another word, simply turning around with a smile and continuing on her way with a light step. Her retreating figure radiated an indescribable sense of ease and joy.

I stood where I was, watching her triumphant back, gave a helpless, wry smile, then shook my head and started walking to catch up with her.

The night breeze blew in from over the wall, carrying the scent of grass and earth. As I caught up to her, the light from the streetlamps stretched our shadows out again, overlapping them until they looked like a silent embrace.
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Chapter 31

The deepest love is hidden in the most ordinary days...

When my mom and I returned home, it was already past eight o'clock.

The voice-activated light in the hallway went out behind me, and I took out my keys to open the door.

The lights were on in the house; the foyer light was glowing, casting a warm yellow hue over the shoe cabinet at the entrance.

My mom followed me in. She changed her shoes with quick, practiced movements, and without even stepping into the living room, she went straight into the bathroom.

The bathroom door closed behind her, followed by the sound of the toilet flushing, and then the faucet was turned on, the water rushing steadily.

I stood at the entrance, leaning over to straighten my sneakers and tuck them into the shoe cabinet.

After putting on my slippers, I stood in the foyer for a moment.

The bathroom door remained closed, the sound of water continuing from within.

My mom hadn't come out since she went in.

I walked straight to my room, took off my jacket, hung it on the back of my chair, and changed out of the T-shirt I had worn out, putting on an old one I wore at home.

After changing, I came out of the hallway and headed toward the bedroom.

When I reached the bedroom doorway, I saw that my dad was already awake.

He was sitting on the sofa, leaning against a cushion with his legs stretched out under the coffee table, holding his phone in his hands.

A pot of tea had been brewed in front of him, and an enamel tea mug sat on the corner of the coffee table, the amber-colored tea inside wisped with a trail of steam.

As I walked over, my dad heard my footsteps and looked up at me. He put his phone down, his gaze lingering on my face for a moment before he asked, "Back already?" His tone was perfectly ordinary, just like any other night when he would ask, "Off work?"

But as I stood before him, I still felt a strange, indescribable sensation—perhaps because of what had happened over the past few days, I always felt a bit guilty when facing him, even though I hadn't shown anything on the surface.

I said, "Yeah, I'm back." He said, "Want some tea? I brewed a pot." I replied, "Sure." He lifted himself slightly from the sofa and picked up the spare glass cup from the coffee table.

He first picked up the thermos to pour some hot water into the cup to rinse it, dumped the water out, and then picked up the teapot to pour me a cup.

The tea flowed from the spout, rising in a wisp of white steam. The fragrance of jasmine instantly dispersed, drifting right into my nose.

He placed the cup on my side of the coffee table and pushed it toward me, saying, "Sit and have a drink." I sat down on the other end of the sofa.

The cushions were from a fabric sofa that had seen better years; they sank in a bit when you sat on them, but I had long grown used to the curve of that familiar indentation.

I picked up the cup and cradled it in my palms. The sides were quite warm, and that heat seeped through the glass into my hands—it felt rather comforting on this early summer evening.

I blew away the steam and took a small sip.

The tea was a bit hot, but the jasmine aroma was rich. Once it spread through my mouth and I swallowed, it left a warm glow in my stomach.

My dad picked up his own cup and took a sip as well.

After setting the cup down, he leaned back against the sofa and turned his head to look at me.

His gaze rested on my face, and I could tell he was studying me, probably trying to read something from my expression.

He watched me for a moment, then asked, "Where did you two go for a stroll?" His tone was casual, as if he were just making conversation.

But when I heard him ask that, my heart still tightened involuntarily.

I knew that my mother and I going for a walk was perfectly normal, but because I was hiding something, hearing him ask made me wonder if he knew or had sensed something.

This sense of guilt made me instinctively avoid his eyes as I answered.

"We didn't go far, just walked around the neighborhood," I said. As I spoke, my eyes were fixed on the teacup in my hands, watching the tea leaves unfurl and drift up and down in the hot water, my fingers absentmindedly stroking the side of the glass.

My dad nodded. He didn't press for more details; his expression remained natural, as if he really were just asking casually. He shifted his gaze away from my face and looked down to take another sip of tea.

After he finished his tea, he set the cup down, leaned back against the sofa, and remarked, "We really need to hurry up and buy a TV. Otherwise, it’s just too boring—sitting around the house doing nothing all day." As he said this, his tone carried the restless feeling of someone who had been cooped up for too long and was looking for something to do.

I could understand him—he really hasn't had much to do at home these past few days. He goes out for work during the day, but when he returns at night, the house is completely quiet. There’s no television, not even any background noise; it really is desolate.

I said, "Alright, I'll take a look tomorrow." My dad replied, "You don't need to spend your money, I'll pay for it." I said, "It doesn't matter whose money it is, either of us can pay." I said that out loud, but in my heart, I was thinking that I'm already earning money, so it's only right for me to buy a TV for the house.

And I really do want to buy one, not just for my dad, but for my mom as well.

When I'm not home, she stays here by herself; having a TV to watch would at least make it less stifling for her.

My dad didn't pick up on that thread. He reached over, grabbed his phone, and swiped a few times, probably checking his work schedule for tomorrow. After a moment, he put the phone back down.

I took the opportunity to take a sip of tea and asked, "Dad, what time are you leaving tomorrow?" My dad said, "Leaving around seven or eight tomorrow will be fine." I asked again, "Will you be back tomorrow night?" My dad placed his phone on the coffee table and said, "I'll be back. I'm working nearby for the next few days, the job isn't far, so I can come back every night." He said this in a very natural tone, but he didn't notice the sliver of anticipation and apprehension hidden in my heart when I asked that question.

But when he said those words, "I can come back every night," my heart suddenly sank.

It’s hard to describe the feeling—it wasn't disappointment, nor was it anger; it was more like the sense of loss that comes when a plan is disrupted.

I couldn't quite put my finger on what I was expecting, but subconsciously, I had really hoped he would say, "I might not be back tomorrow," or "I might be home late tomorrow."

But he said, "I can come back every night."

I didn't let those emotions show on my face.

I picked up my teacup and took another sip. As the tea went down, the warmth traveled down my esophagus, but it didn't make the slight tightness in my chest go away.

My dad and I just kept chatting like that.

He asked how my work had been lately, and I told him it was alright, though there was a lot to do and several reports I needed to rush.

He mentioned that the job at his construction site would likely continue for a while longer. I said that was good, since it was close to home and would save him from traveling back and forth.

As I said these things, my voice sounded normal, and my speaking pace was normal, but I knew the feeling I had while talking to him—there was always a hint of tension.

That tension wasn't from being afraid of him, but from having a secret; I felt like any word I spoke might reveal a flaw.

We talked for about ten minutes or so.

My mom stayed in the bathroom the whole time and didn't come out.

Sometimes the sound of the faucet turning on would drift out from the bathroom, sometimes the clicking of the soap dispenser, and occasionally the sound of her moving around inside.

She never came out, just kept herself locked in there. I didn't know what she was doing—washing your face doesn't take that long.

But I didn't think much of it; I figured women always have their own things to do in the bathroom.

Nearly half an hour passed before the bathroom door finally opened.

Hearing the door, I glanced toward the hallway.

When my mom stepped out of the bathroom, I caught a glimpse of her and froze.

She had a sheet mask on her face—the white paper covered her entire face, leaving only her eyes, nostrils, and lips exposed.

She was still wearing the same outfit she had on when she went out earlier, with her hair pinned back, fully revealing her face. The white mask shimmered with a damp sheen under the lights.

My first reaction was to laugh—the way she walked out with that mask on, you couldn't see anything on that stark white face of hers.

But I immediately understood why she had done it.

Her eyes had been crying earlier; although the swelling had gone down a bit, you could still see it if you looked closely.

By putting on the mask, she covered her whole face so my dad wouldn't notice her swollen eyes.

I secretly admired her. She really was clever, quick-witted, and full of ideas. My dad probably wouldn't even think of this; he would just assume she was doing a skincare routine.

When my dad saw her come out, he did freeze for a moment. He looked at the white mask on her face and asked curiously, "Putting on a mask before washing up?" When he asked, his tone was one of genuine confusion, with a hint of amusement—he probably thought the order was wrong, since people usually wash their faces before applying a mask.

My mom’s footsteps faltered for a second, and she turned her head.

The mask on her face made her expression hard to read, but I could hear the impatience and reluctance to talk in her tone.

"Mind your own business," she said. Her tone was a bit sharp—not truly angry, just a "don't bother me" kind of sharpness.

My dad was taken aback by the retort, but he didn't take it to heart.

That’s just how he is; sometimes even when he gets snapped at, he doesn’t take it to heart—he just laughs it off and moves on.

He chuckled and said, "I’m not trying to rush you, just asking." My mother didn't reply.

She turned and headed into the bedroom, paced around for a moment, pulled a set of pajamas from the wardrobe, and then walked toward the bathroom.

When she reached the bathroom door, she paused and looked back, saying, "I’ll go first; you two can shower when I'm done." I said, "Okay." My dad added, "I already showered earlier, so don't count me in." My mom didn't say anything else and simply stepped inside. The door closed, and the sound of the shower running filled the air.

My dad and I remained on the sofa, drinking tea.

The tea in my cup was more than half gone, so my dad picked up the teapot and topped it off for me.

As the hot tea poured into the cup, the scent of jasmine drifted up once again.

We chatted for a few more minutes about trivial things—my dad mentioned that the electric scooter repair shop downstairs seemed to have closed, and I agreed, saying I hadn't seen it open when I walked by these past few days.

After a bit, the conversation trailed off. We both held our cups, sipping tea, occasionally exchanging a word or two here and there.

Feeling like there was nothing left to say, I set my cup down, stood up from the sofa, and said, "I’m going to go lie down for a while." My dad nodded, "Sure, go get some rest." I walked back to the hallway and lay down on my bed.

The sheets had been changed earlier that afternoon; they carried the scent of laundry detergent—a faint, soapy fragrance that felt comforting.

I lay on my back, my head on the pillow, staring up at the ceiling.

There was a thin crack on the ceiling that stretched from the corner toward the light fixture, looking like a slender river.

The hallway light was on, casting a triangle of illumination through the doorway and onto the foot of my bed.

The sound of the water in the bathroom continued, a steady splashing that was muffled by the walls, yet in the quiet of the night, it felt reassuring.

I lay on the bed, listening to the sound, my mind empty, just resting quietly.

My mom didn't come out until around nine o'clock.

I heard the bathroom door open, followed by footsteps heading toward the bedroom.

I turned onto my side in bed and glanced across the hallway toward the bedroom doorway.

My mom had already come out of the bathroom. She was wearing that light pink nightgown, which fell just below her knees, revealing her calves.

Her hair was still wet and draped over her shoulders, with water dripping from the ends, dampening a patch of fabric on her shoulder that was now a shade darker than the rest.

She held a towel in her hand, tilting her head to dry her hair as she walked, her movements casual.

When she reached the bedroom doorway, she paused. She turned her head and said to me across the hallway, "Xuyang, you can go wash up now." I replied, "Okay." I sat up in bed.

As I sat up, I glanced at her.

She was standing at the bedroom entrance, the hallway light hitting her from the side and outlining her silhouette with a soft, glowing edge.

The light pink nightgown looked soft under the light, the fabric clinging to the curves of her body, accentuating her slim waist, the hem swaying gently with her breathing.

Her hair was damp, with a few strands clinging to her cheeks, and her face still held that moist glow from having just bathed.

I looked at her, and she looked back at me. It was a brief glance—just the kind of look you give to confirm someone heard you after finishing a request—and then she turned and walked into the bedroom.

I picked up the change of clothes I had prepared earlier and walked into the bathroom.

The bathroom was still filled with steam, like the air after a light rain: warm, humid, and possessing a temperature that made you feel relaxed.

A layer of white fog covered the mirror, making it impossible to see my own reflection.

The air carried the scent of body wash—the kind she uses. I’ve smelled it many times; it’s a sweet floral fragrance with a hint of creaminess that smells very pleasant.

The tiles on the floor were still wet and a bit slippery, marked with the water footprints she had left behind, stretching from the shower area all the way to the door.

I turned on the showerhead, and hot water poured down from above, filling the air with steam once more.

I stood under the hot water, closed my eyes, and let it wash over me for a while.

The hot water poured from my head to my toes, streaming down the curves of my body. That warmth enveloped me, letting my muscles, tight from the long day, slowly relax.

I didn't think too much, just showered in silence.

I didn't take long; I was done in about ten minutes.

I dried off, put on the clean clothes I had brought, and tossed my dirty ones into the laundry basket in the corner.

My mom’s loungewear was already in the basket, folded neatly right on top—she always had a habit of folding her clothes before putting them away.

I pulled open the bathroom door and stepped out.

The hallway light was still on, and it felt a bit harsh; my eyes needed a moment to adjust after coming out of the dimmer bathroom.

As I reached the bedroom doorway, I glanced inside.

My mom was already in bed.

She was lying on her side, back to the door, facing the wall.

The quilt was pulled up to her shoulders, revealing a sliver of the collar of her light pink nightgown, her collarbone partially visible above the edge of the blanket.

Her hair wasn't entirely dry yet; it was spread across the pillow, a shade darker than usual, glistening with a damp sheen under the light.

My dad was sitting on the edge of the bed, not yet lying down. Seeing me standing in the doorway, he stood up and said, "I'm going to the bathroom, you go to sleep." I replied, "Okay." He didn't say anything else, walked past me in his slippers, and headed toward the bathroom.

I stood in the hallway, watching him walk into the bathroom and close the door, then I turned and went back to my own bed.

I lay down and pulled the quilt up to my chest.

The hallway light was still on. From the bathroom came the sound of the toilet flushing, followed by the sound of the faucet running as he washed his hands.

A moment later, footsteps sounded again—my dad was coming out of the bathroom.

He walked into the hallway, reached out to turn off the light, and then walked back to the bedroom door.

He pushed the door open and went inside, then turned around and pulled the bedroom door shut.

The latch gave a soft click.

That sound was exceptionally clear in the quiet of the night.

Once the hallway light went out, the entire house fell into darkness.

The curtains weren't drawn completely shut, and a thin sliver of light from the streetlamp outside seeped through the gap, landing on the floor and casting a faint, blurry reflection on the ceiling.

The furniture in the room had turned into dark silhouettes, with only that sliver of streetlamp light carving a line through the darkness.

I lay in my bed, and after my eyes adjusted to the dark, I could make out the general outlines of the furniture—the cabinet at the foot of the bed, the suitcase in the corner, and the clothes hanging behind the door.

Everything was quiet, so quiet that I could hear my own breathing and the beating of my heart.

I didn't close my eyes immediately; I just lay there, facing the ceiling, eyes open, staring into the hazy darkness.

The events of the past few days slowly swirled through my mind.

From that rainy night when my mother and I couldn't help but cross the moral line again, to her red-rimmed eyes as she asked, "Is what we’re doing really right?"—followed by our passionate lovemaking last night.

Then came this morning, when my father’s sudden return sent us into a panic, and finally what she said to me while we were out for a walk this evening—she said she had no regrets, that we needed to practice restraint, and that from now on, it would depend on her mood, and we would need to use protection.

She had taken the initiative to draw that line; she had overcome her own internal struggle and chosen to stand by my side.

I remembered every word she said clearly, as if they had been carved into my brain with a knife.

Thinking back on the last few days, it all felt like a dream.

Just a few days ago, I was the one she pushed away, the one she rejected, the one she told, "Let’s go back to being mother and son." But now, she had completely accepted me.

It wasn't a reluctant nod forced out of her; she had figured it out on her own and made her own choice.

We had stumbled along this path for so many years, with more advances, retreats, tugs-of-war, and back-and-forth than I could count. But in the end, she had accepted me.

Thinking of this, the corners of my mouth couldn't help but curve upward.

I lay in the darkness with a smile on my face, a smile that welled up naturally from the bottom of my heart—one I didn't need to control, and couldn't suppress if I tried.

I chuckled softly in the dark; it was faint, just a slight curve of the lips, making no sound at all.

My mother had said so many confusing things to me in the past, but looking back now, those were all part of her own journey.

She would say "no" with her lips, but her heart was moving closer step by step.

She would tell me to "let go," yet her fingers were clenched tighter than anyone's.

I turned over, resting my cheek against the pillow.

The pillow held a faint scent of laundry detergent, a clean, refreshing smell.

I pulled the quilt up, wrapping it around my shoulders.

A closed door separated the bedroom from the hallway, and some faint sounds drifted through from the other side—perhaps them turning over, or someone reaching out to turn off a light; they were very soft, indistinct.

I closed my eyes, a lingering smile still on my lips, and slowly, my consciousness began to blur.

Before long, I fell asleep.

The next morning, I was once again woken by the sound of a spatula clinking against a pan in the kitchen.

It was a very distinct sound—the metal spatula striking the iron rim of the pan with a sharp ring, followed by the sizzling of the oil, all mingled with the low, steady hum of the range hood.

These sounds wove together to form the background noise of an ordinary morning.

I opened my eyes; the room was already bright.

The light filtering in from outside the curtains had that unique, clear brilliance of early morning, tinged with a hint of gold. It shone against the wall, where I could see tiny specks of dust dancing in the air.

There was movement in the hallway: the sound of footsteps pacing back and forth, and the clatter of dishes being set on the table.

I sat up in bed.

As I sat up, I rubbed my eyes; my fingertips felt a slight dryness on my eyelids—I probably hadn't slept very deeply last night, but overall, it had been a good sleep.

I threw off the quilt, slipped on my slippers, and walked out into the hallway.

In the kitchen, my mother was standing in front of the stove, her back to me.

She was wearing that blue-and-white checkered apron, the ties knotted behind her waist. The fabric was wrinkled, a sign of having been washed countless times.

She was frying something, the spatula moving back and forth in her hand, the pan sizzling and the range hood humming away.

The air was filled with the aroma of fried eggs mixed with scallions, along with the scent of heated oil—it made me feel hungry.

My father was already up, sitting at the dining table in the living room.

In front of him sat a bowl of porridge, and beside it, a small plate with two boiled eggs.

He was peeling an egg, the shells coming off in little pieces, falling into a small dish on the table.

He peeled with focused concentration, head bowed, his fingers moving with practiced dexterity.

Noticing me emerge, he looked up and said, "You're awake? Come on over and eat." I replied, "Yeah." I headed to the bathroom first.

I turned on the faucet and splashed a handful of cold water onto my face.

The water was chilly, and the splash instantly jolted me awake.

I dried my face with a towel, rinsed my mouth, and then walked out to the dining table and sat down.

A bowl of porridge had already been served for me, with a pair of chopsticks placed beside it. On the small plate were two slices of pan-fried mantou, fried to a perfect golden brown with crispy, slightly charred edges that looked incredibly appetizing.

I picked up the bowl and took a sip.

The porridge was warm—not scalding, not cold, just the perfect temperature.

The rice grains were cooked until they had blossomed, melting in my mouth and going down smoothly.

My dad sat across from me.

He dropped the peeled egg into his porridge, dipped it slightly, took a bite, chewed a few times, and swallowed.

After swallowing, he looked up past me—toward the kitchen—his gaze moving over my shoulder to land on my mother.

My mother was busy at the stove, her back turned to us; she did not look around.

A moment later, my dad spoke. His eyes remained fixed on the kitchen: "What's wrong with your eyes? They look a bit swollen." I sat beside him, hearing it clearly.

His tone carried a hint of concern and curiosity, exactly the way anyone would ask their spouse if they noticed their eyes were puffy in the morning.

My mother’s movements faltered.

I saw the hand holding the spatula freeze in mid-air for a second or two, before she tapped the spatula against the edge of the pan with a sharp clink.

She didn't turn around, simply saying in a casual tone, "Must be from sleeping." Her voice sounded no different than if she were commenting on the weather—calm and perfectly natural.

I knew why she didn't turn around; she didn't want my dad to see her expression. Even though her back was to us and she kept her voice perfectly steady, I could tell she was trying to brush the topic aside as quickly as possible.

Furthermore, as she spoke, she glanced in my direction—just one quick look, as if to make sure I wasn't going to say anything out of turn. That look carried a clear note of warning.

Naturally, I said nothing.

I lowered my head and took a sip of porridge.

The bowl shielded half my face as I picked up a piece of fried mantou with my chopsticks, took a bite, and began to chew.

The surface of the mantou was fried to a crisp, while the inside remained soft. It had that distinct, savory aroma unique to fried carbohydrates, but I chewed slowly, as my father’s previous remark had made the atmosphere at the table somewhat delicate.

My mother scooped the fried eggs onto a plate.

She carried the plate out of the kitchen, walked over to the dining table, and placed it in the center.

Then, she untied her apron, draped it over the back of a chair, and sat down next to me.

Once seated, she picked up her bowl of porridge, used her chopsticks to pick up a fried egg, took a bite, and chewed slowly.

I snuck a sideways glance at her.

Her eyes were indeed a bit puffy—not noticeably or exaggeratedly so, but her upper eyelids were a tiny bit thicker than usual, and the creases at the corners of her eyes were slightly deeper.

If you didn't look closely, you wouldn't notice. But because you knew in your heart that she had been crying yesterday, you focused on that area and caught those faint traces.

My father looked at her, too.

His gaze lingered on her eyes for a moment, but he didn't press the matter any further.

Perhaps he found the explanation of "sleeping wrong" reasonable—sometimes, if you sleep in an awkward position, your eyes can indeed be puffy when you wake up.

He lowered his head and continued drinking his porridge, saying nothing more.

The three of us sat at the table eating breakfast in silence.

My father drank his porridge quickly, finishing a bowl in a few loud gulps before standing up to head to the kitchen for another half-bowl.

When he returned to his seat, he used his chopsticks to pick up the remaining two pieces of fried mantou, dipped them into his porridge, and polished them off in a few bites.

He had always eaten this quickly, and he did everything quickly—he spoke fast, walked fast, and worked fast. His whole being was set to this rhythm, like a machine that was always running and couldn't stop.

After breakfast, my father set his bowl down, wiped his mouth with his sleeve, and stood up, saying, "Let's go, it's time." I stood up as well and went back to my room to grab my bag.

By the time I came back out, my mother had already cleared the dishes from the table and taken them into the kitchen.

She didn't wash them right away, but left the dishes soaking in the sink, the faucet running with a steady splashing sound.

When she came out of the kitchen, I had already put on my shoes and was standing by the door.

My father had also finished putting on his shoes and was waiting for me.

My mother stood in the living room, a rag still in her hand, watching the two of us by the door.

The expression on her face was calm, without any hint of anything unusual, just like any wife and mother seeing her husband and son off on a typical morning.

She said, "Drive safely." My father replied, "Mm." I said, "Got it." One after the other, we walked out the door.

The door clicked shut behind me as the latch slid into place.

The motion-sensor light in the hallway flickered on, casting a pale yellow glow over the stairwell.

We descended the stairs one by one, our footsteps echoing in the corridor.

Reaching the ground floor, the air of the early summer morning hit us, crisp and damp. The sky was fully bright, with a pale orange hue tinting the eastern horizon.

My father turned left, the direction of the construction site.

I turned right, the way to the subway station.

We parted ways at the entrance of the apartment complex.

He walked with a quick, brisk pace, his back straight, never looking back.

I caught a glimpse of him—wearing a dark work uniform with his pant legs tucked into rubber boots. After about ten meters, he rounded a corner and was obscured by the roadside trees.

I looked away and turned toward the subway station.

I arrived at the office, clocked in, and sat at my desk.

We had a morning meeting, and my colleagues filed into the small conference room one by one to take their seats.

I sat in the corner, a notebook spread out before me and a pen in my hand.

The supervisor walked in, stood before the whiteboard, and began outlining the work schedule for the week.

I listened, occasionally jotting down a few keywords.

I had taken quite a bit of leave lately and had a backlog of work; I couldn't afford to be distracted anymore.

After the meeting, I returned to my desk and turned on my computer.

The screen stayed black for a moment as it booted up, then the login interface appeared.

I entered my password, and the system began to load.

In that brief interval, I pulled out my phone, opened WeChat, found my mother’s profile, and tapped on it.

I typed: "Mom, you're a genius." As I sent the message, the corners of my mouth curled into a smile.

I was thinking of the scene last night when she walked out of the bathroom with a facial mask on—using it to cover her swollen eyes so my dad wouldn’t notice anything.

That trick of hers was indeed clever. I understood it the moment I saw her come out with the mask on, and I thought to myself how sharp she really was.

She must have been looking at her phone, as she replied quickly. She sent back one word: "Scram." I stared at that word for two seconds and couldn't help but chuckle.

I could imagine the expression on her face as she said it—a hint of impatience, eyes widening slightly, and perhaps a small pout of the lips. But that impatience wasn't genuine; it was the kind of "annoyance" laced with mock reproach, the sort of tone used only by people who are close to each other.

It was just like the tone she used when she’d say, "You think I don't know what you're up to?" On the surface, it’s dismissive, but in reality, it’s just a different way of communicating.

I sent another message: "It’s all my fault that you’ve been on edge all day. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry." She didn't reply right away. I stared at the phone screen, waiting. After a minute or two, the phone buzzed. She replied: "Glad you know." Looking at those words, I smiled again.

I knew she meant "Glad you know" with a sense of "at least you're sensible."

That’s how our conversations go—her words might be sharp, but her attitude has already softened.

The fact that she was willing to reply and speak to me in that tone meant she wasn't truly angry, or at least that she was in a decent mood.

I sent another message: "I’ll be more careful in the future and won't make you worry." She replied with an eye-rolling emoji. I looked at the emoji, smiled, and set my phone on the desk to wait for the computer to finish loading.

I set my phone on the desk and waited for the computer to finish loading.

Once the desktop appeared, I opened my work software and email to start handling the day's tasks, but one thing was still on my mind: how was she feeling today?

Last night, my dad said he’d be able to get home early for a while, which meant he would be home tonight too, so my mom and I still wouldn't have any time to be alone together.

Just as I was thinking about this, my phone buzzed again.

I picked it up to see a message from my mom: "What time are you coming home tonight?" Looking at the message, I felt a little disappointed, but I replied honestly: "It’ll be late today. I’ve been leaving early every day this week, and the boss brought it up during the meeting. Just go ahead and eat; don't wait for me." She replied quickly: "Alright, then get yourself something good to eat out there. Don't go hungry." Seeing this, the disappointment in my heart faded a little—at least she was looking out for me.

I asked her again: "What do you want for dinner? I’ll pick something up on my way back." She said: "No need. We have food at home, I’ll just save some for you." I said: "Alright, I'll try to get back as early as I can." She replied: "Don't forget about the TV." Seeing that message reminded me about the TV. My dad mentioned buying one last night, and I really should have looked into it this morning. I replied: "Right, I'm checking now." I opened the JD app and searched for TVs.

I typed "50-inch TV" into the search bar, hit enter, and a list of results popped up.

I scrolled through them, checking each one—size, resolution, price, brand, reviews—comparing them item by item.

After about ten minutes, I finally settled on a 50-inch LeEco TV.

It was priced at over 3,200 yuan, came with a smart system, had all the necessary features, and most of the reviews were four stars or higher, noting the clear picture quality and good value for money.

I took a screenshot of the product page and sent it to my mom on WeChat, adding: "How about this one?" She took a while to reply.

I stared at the chat screen, watching the "Typing..." status flash a few times, then vanish, then reappear.

In the end, she replied: "Fine, you decide." I said: "Okay, I'll place the order then." She asked: "Mm, how much is it?" I said: "Over 3,000." She replied: "A bit expensive. Is there anything cheaper?" Looking at that message, I could imagine her instinctive reaction upon seeing the price—she had been thrifty her whole life, and spending over 3,000 on a TV was something she’d genuinely find painful.

I understood her reaction, so I thought for a moment and typed: "The price is actually okay. For a 50-inch, it’s quite good value." She was silent for a while again, probably considering it. After about a minute, she replied: "Alright then, you go ahead." I placed the order.

When filling in the shipping address, I double-checked our home address and selected delivery for tomorrow.

As I submitted the order, a "Successfully Ordered" notification appeared on the screen.

I took a screenshot and sent it to her: "Ordered. It'll arrive tomorrow." She replied with one word: "Good. I'll have your dad pay you back." I sent another message: "No need to pay me back, just consider it a gift from your son." A moment later, she sent back a happy emoji—the one with the eyes curved into crescent moons.

It’s the most common emoji on WeChat, but looking at it now, I felt a warmth in my heart.

When she’s happy, I’m happy.

It’s a simple feeling, much like the satisfaction I felt as a child when I brought home a certificate of merit and saw the smile on my mother's face.

I sent another message: "How are you feeling?" She quickly replied: "Happy, of course." Seeing her response, I felt happy too. But she immediately sent another message, even faster than the last: "What are you up to now?" I couldn't help but laugh out loud at my desk when I saw that.

My colleague sitting next to me glanced over, so I quickly composed myself, lowered my head, and pretended to be busy with my phone.

I knew why she asked—because she knows exactly what’s on my mind.

She can read the hidden meaning behind every single thing I say.

I’m usually so cheeky with her that she naturally assumed my sudden question about her mood must have some ulterior motive.

I typed back: "No, no, I was just asking." She replied: "You think I don't know you?" I looked at the message, my shoulders shaking with laughter.

She was spot on—my little schemes really can't be hidden from her.

I didn't bother explaining and just sent a laughing emoji back.

After a while, she sent a "hitting" emoji, followed by: "Get back to work." I said: "Okay." Then I put my phone into the drawer. It made a muffled thud as it closed. I took a deep breath, pulled my focus back to the computer screen, and started on my work for the day.

After a busy day, it was nearly nine o'clock by the time I got home.

I took out my keys and opened the door. The living room lights were on; my dad was sitting on the sofa with his legs crossed, holding his phone and looking at something.

My mom was sitting on the other end with a glass of water in front of her, also looking at her phone.

As I was changing my shoes, my mom heard the noise, looked up, and asked, "You're back?" "Yeah, I'm back," I replied. My dad also looked up and asked, "Have you eaten?" "Not yet," I said. My mom put down her phone, stood up, and said, "I saved some for you in the kitchen; I'll go heat it up." "I can do it myself," I said, but she had already walked into the kitchen.

I heard her turn on the stove, followed by the sound of her peeling the plastic wrap off the plates.

She placed the dishes into the pot one by one, where water had already been set to boil. A steaming rack sat above the water, and as it rose, the steam carried the scent of the food with it.

She switched on the range hood, and it began to hum.

When I washed my hands and walked into the kitchen, my mom was standing at the stove with her back to me.

She was stirring the food with a spatula, which clinked sharply against the edge of the pot.

The light from the range hood shone down on her, casting a soft, glowing halo around the edges of her hair.

She was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt she kept for around the house. The collar was a bit worn, but it was clean. Her sleeves revealed a portion of her arm, the lines of which were balanced, her skin gleaming with a healthy sheen under the light.

I stood behind her, my gaze fixed on her back.

For a split second, I wanted to hug her from behind.

The thought flashed through my mind, and my body even leaned forward ever so slightly—but my dad was right there in the living room, just beyond the open door, and I could hear the occasional sound of short videos playing on his phone.

I couldn't make a move.

My mom brought out the warmed food—a plate of braised pork ribs, a plate of stir-fried greens, and a bowl of rice. She set them on the dining table, laid out the utensils, and said, "Eat." I sat down at the table, picked up my chopsticks, and popped a piece of rib into my mouth.

The ribs had been braised yesterday and reheated today, making the meat even more tender; it fell off the bone at the slightest touch. The flavor had completely soaked into the meat—perfectly seasoned with a subtle hint of sweetness, that rich, deep taste you only get after long, slow cooking.

I chewed a few times and swallowed. I was genuinely hungry, so I took another piece and shoveled in a mouthful of rice.

My dad stood up from the sofa and walked over to the dining table.

He was still holding his phone, but as he reached the table, he tucked it into his pocket.

He sat down in the chair opposite me, rested his hands on his knees, and watched me eat.

After a moment, he spoke up: "Did you buy the TV?" I was chewing, so I just gave a muffled "Mm." I swallowed the rice in my mouth before adding, "Yeah, ordered it on JD.com. It’ll be delivered tomorrow." My dad nodded and said, "How much was it? I'll pay you back." I waved my hand quickly: "No, no, I’m earning my own money now; I shouldn't be spending yours." My dad insisted, "We agreed I’d pay for it." I replied, "Really, there's no need. Just take it as a gift from me." My dad was about to say more, but my mom, who was sitting on the sofa, spoke up.

She sat there holding her glass of water, her voice steady and unhurried: "If he says there's no need, then don't pay. It’s the child's gesture; if you insist on paying, he won't be happy." Her tone was matter-of-fact, as if she were stating something perfectly natural.

But I could tell she was taking my side—she knew I didn't want my dad to pay, so she stepped in to stop him from pushing the issue.

My dad heard this, looked at my mom, and then looked at me.

When he looked at me, there was something in his gaze I couldn't quite name—it was like he was appraising me, or perhaps confirming something, probably checking to see if I truly didn't want him to pay.

After a few seconds, he smiled.

There was a sense of satisfaction and relief in that smile, the kind of genuine joy that comes from seeing your child finally grow up and become willing to contribute to the family.

He smiled and said, "Alright, have it your way then." My mom smiled too.

She was still sitting on the sofa, sipping from her water glass. The smile on her face was faint—just a slight curve of her lips, her eyes filled with a sense of peace.

Her gaze rested on me, and in that look was a gentle message: "That's settled."

Seeing them both smile, I felt happy, too.

It was a grounding feeling—as if, through this small interaction, I had confirmed that our home was intact and the relationship between the three of us was harmonious.

I couldn't put into words why such a trivial matter made me so happy, but I just was.

I lowered my head and continued eating. The rice was still warm, and so was the food. I picked up a mouthful of stir-fried greens and chewed; they were cooked perfectly—crisp, refreshing, and seasoned just right.

After a few bites, I looked up at my dad and asked, "Dad, you're home early today?" My dad leaned back in his chair and said, "Yeah, the work went quickly today, so I finished early." I replied, "That's good." My dad nodded and didn't say anything more.

I continued eating.

My mom also returned to the sofa and sat down next to my dad.

Both of them were on their phones, occasionally exchanging a few words. They spoke quietly, and I didn't pay close attention to what they were saying.

I heard my dad say something, my mom replied, and both of them laughed—a very natural sound.

After I finished my meal, I took the dishes into the kitchen to wash them.

I turned on the faucet, squeezed a bit of dish soap onto the sponge, and washed the dishes one by one.

The water rushed from the tap, making a crisp sound as it rinsed the dishes.

When I was done, I placed the dishes in the drying rack, wiped my hands with a cloth, and walked out of the kitchen.

I stood in the living room for a moment and said, "I'm going to go wash up." My mom said, "Go ahead." I went into the bathroom, brushed my teeth, washed my face, and changed into my pajamas.

In the mirror, my face looked a bit tired under the lights, with dark shadows under my eyes—my sleep hadn't been great these past few days, but it wasn't terrible either; just the typical look of an office worker.

I looked at myself in the mirror for a moment, then turned off the light and walked out.

I went back to the hallway and lay down on my bed.

Occasional voices and laughter drifted in from the living room—my dad was telling my mom something funny, and she was laughing softly.

Lying on the bed, I listened to the sounds without trying to make out what they were saying. I just listened to that background noise, which felt like the steady, unhurried breathing of this home.

I lay there for a while, then closed my eyes.

The next day, while I was at work, my phone buzzed. I picked it up and saw a WeChat message from my mom. It was simple, just one sentence: "The TV is here." I replied, "Great, just keep it there; I'll set it up when I get home tonight." She said, "Sure, it's already in the living room; it's quite a big box." I typed back, "Yeah, it's fifty inches, so the box is bound to be big." She sent another photo.

In the photo was a long rectangular cardboard box, standing in the corner of our living room. The brand logo and a picture of the TV were printed on the box, and it looked quite large.

Next to the box was our old TV stand; seeing the two together made the old cabinet look even more worn.

I looked at the photo and replied with a thumbs-up emoji.

I worked a little late that evening and left just after seven.

After getting out of the subway station, I didn't linger on the road and went straight home.

Passing by the fruit shop at the entrance of the residential complex, I saw fresh watermelons on display. After a moment's thought, I stopped to buy one.

I carried the watermelon into the building and went upstairs.

When I arrived home, my dad was already back.

He was sitting on the sofa, but today he wasn't looking at his phone or lounging against the cushions in a daze. Instead, he was sitting sideways, his gaze fixed on the TV box in the corner, studying it intently.

His expression held a sense of anticipation and curiosity, as if he were looking at a new item he'd just received, eager to see what it was really like.

My mom was busy in the kitchen. The range hood was humming, vegetables were being stir-fried in the pan, and the aroma of sautéed minced garlic wafted out from the kitchen.

I changed my shoes, set the watermelon on the floor by the kitchen door, and said to my mom, "I bought a watermelon." My mom glanced back and said, "Alright, we'll cut it after dinner." I walked into the living room. Seeing me come in, my dad stood up and pointed at the box in the corner: "Is this what you bought?" I said, "Yeah, it's a LeEco, fifty inches." My dad walked over to the box, bent down, and leaned in close to look at the picture of the TV printed on it.

He examined it very carefully, like a child looking at the packaging of a new toy, his eyes scanning back and forth over the image.

After a while, he straightened up and asked me, "What size did you say it was again?" I replied, "Fifty inches." He said, "That's much bigger than the one we had before." There was a palpable sense of satisfaction in his tone as he said this.

I could tell he was genuinely happy—with this TV, he wouldn't just have to sit there idly when he got home in the evenings.

He was the type who couldn't sit still; he felt restless if he had nothing to do, and watching TV was his way of unwinding.

I said, "TVs are cheap now; a fifty-inch one only costs a little over three thousand." My dad nodded. He didn't say anything more, but his gaze returned to the box, as if he were imagining what the TV would look like once it was set up.

I put down my bag and went to the kitchen to wash my hands.

My mom was at the stove stir-frying vegetables; the greens sizzled as they tumbled in the oil.

I didn't disturb her, and after washing my hands, I returned to the living room and crouched down in front of the TV box.

I tore open the tape sealing the box, which made a sharp ripping sound as it came apart.

I opened the box and lifted the TV out.

The TV was lighter than I had expected—modern LCD TVs are so thin, with narrow bezels and large screens, that they don't feel like much in your hands.

I set the TV down on the living room floor, peeled away the foam packaging piece by piece, and then found the base and the screws.

It took me over half an hour to assemble it. Once the base was screwed on, I lifted the TV and placed it on the living room media console.

When connecting the power cord, I noticed a tangle of wires behind the console—some were old set-top box cables, some were power cords, and others were wires whose purpose I couldn't identify.

I crouched down, untangled the wires one by one, and located the port for the set-top box.

I reconnected the set-top box, straightened out all the cables, tied up what needed to be tied, hid what needed to be hidden, plugged it into the power outlet, and pressed the TV's power button.

The screen lit up.

The LeTV logo appeared first—a red icon glowing against a dark background—before transitioning into the system interface. The picture was crisp, and the colors were vivid.

My father stood about two steps in front of the TV, his hands on his hips, staring at the screen for a moment.

A clear smile spread across his face—starting at the corners of his mouth, reaching his eyes, until his whole expression softened.

"This is clear, and the colors are good too," he said. Just then, my mother peeked out from the kitchen.

She was still holding a spatula, her apron stained with grease, and her hair was a bit disheveled from the heat and steam of cooking.

She glanced at the system demo playing on the screen—a landscape video showing crystal-clear blue water lapping against a white sandy beach under a brilliant blue sky.

Her gaze lingered on the screen for a few seconds, and then she smiled too, saying, "It's certainly much better than our old one." After saying this, she watched for a few more seconds before ducking back into the kitchen to continue cooking. But I noticed that when she turned away, she was still smiling.

"Definitely," I said. "The technology is different now." I handed the remote to my father and said, "Dad, give it a try." My father took the remote.

As he held it, he first looked down at the button layout—there were more buttons than on the old remote, and they were arranged differently. He studied it for a few seconds before finding the power and channel buttons.

He pressed them a couple of times, flipping through a few channels.

The channels switched quickly without any lag; every time he pressed the button, the screen instantly jumped to the next channel, the picture fluid and crisp.

He landed on a news channel.

A host in a suit sat in the studio, with news headlines displayed on the screen behind him.

The image was so clear that you could even see the texture of the host's hair, and the buttons on his suit jacket caught the studio lights with a faint sheen.

My dad watched for a moment and nodded with satisfaction. "This is much better; no need to just sit around the house all day now." By then, my mom had finished cooking.

She brought a plate of food out to the dining table, then turned back to the kitchen to dish up the rice.

I noticed that when she brought the plates out, her steps were a little lighter, and there was a relaxed expression on her face.

I said, "Let's watch TV while we eat tonight." My dad smiled and replied, "Sure, let's eat and watch." That night, I brought the food to the table, and the three of us sat in the living room, using the coffee table as our dining table, watching TV as we ate.

The new TV’s large screen gave the whole living room a different feel—the picture was bright and vibrant, and the sound was clear and crisp, lacking that raspy, muffled quality of the old TV, replaced instead by a clear, surround-sound effect.

My dad picked up some food with his chopsticks, popped it into his mouth, and chewed, his eyes fixed on the screen.

The news was running a report on a newly built park in a certain city, featuring beautiful aerial shots of green trees and walking paths.

My dad’s gaze followed the footage, his chewing slowing down as if he were completely absorbed in the broadcast.

My mom would also look up at the TV every now and then.

She ate slowly, sometimes taking a bite of food, chewing while looking up at the screen, then lowering her head to take a sip of porridge.

There wasn't any particular expression on her face, but that sense of relaxation couldn't be faked—her shoulders were loose, her gaze was soft, and she leaned back in her chair with an air of ease.

That night, the two of them kept watching until after ten o'clock before heading to bed.

After I finished washing the dishes, I went back to the bed in the hallway and lay down.

The bedroom door wasn't shut tight; a sliver of light leaked through the gap, accompanied by the sound of the television program.

I heard my dad say something—I couldn't make out the exact words—followed by my mom’s reply, and then they both laughed.

That laughter was natural and lighthearted, the kind of sound this home was always meant to have.

I lay in the darkness, listening to those sounds, feeling a complex mix of emotions.

Seeing them happy—seeing my dad sitting in front of the new TV looking satisfied, seeing the relaxed smile on my mom’s face—I was genuinely happy for them.

Because of this television, the house had become a bit livelier; it had a sense of vitality.

Before, when my dad came home at night, he would just sit there, and after my mom finished working in the kitchen, she would go to her room and lie down. The whole house was so quiet it felt stifling.

Now, with the TV, there was at least background noise, moving images, and the sight of the three of us sitting in the living room together, which finally made it feel like a real family.

Yet, there was an indescribable feeling lingering in a corner of my chest.

It wasn't a sharp feeling, more like a tiny splinter lodged in a spot on my chest I couldn't quite reach—you barely feel it when you don't touch it, but the moment your mind brushes against that spot, it gives you a little prick, reminding you it’s there.

The name of that splinter was: my dad has been home every night lately.

The thought flashed through my mind, but it passed just as quickly.

I turned over onto my side and pulled the quilt tighter around me.

So much had happened over the past few days; my emotions had been like a rollercoaster, but at this point, the intense cravings in my heart had faded.

What remained was a sense of stability—knowing that things between my mom and me were settled, knowing she had accepted me, and knowing where she had drawn the line.

All that was left was to follow the pace she set; she said to be restrained, and she said it would depend on her mood.

I would respect the line she had drawn.

That was enough.

I closed my eyes, listening to the sound of the television and the occasional murmur of my parents' conversation from the living room. Slowly, those sounds grew more distant and blurred, and my consciousness began to drift away.
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Chapter 32

Many people think that once a mother and son break ethical boundaries, there are no more conflicts, but that is fundamentally wrong...

Two days passed just like that, with the rhythm almost identical for both.

Every morning, my mother got up early to cook.

By the time I woke up, she was already busy in the kitchen, wearing that blue and white checkered apron.

When I put on my slippers and walked down the hallway, I would pass the kitchen door and see her back as she stood before the stove. She would be hunched over, focused on stirring the food in the pan, her hair tied loosely behind her head, with a few strands slipping down against her cheeks.

After my father and I finished washing up and sat down at the dining table, the porridge had already been served, and the dishes were set out.

Sometimes it was fried eggs and slices of steamed bun, sometimes cucumber salad and boiled eggs, and sometimes just leftovers from the day before, warmed up.

Although simple, every meal was hot.

After breakfast, my father and I would head out one after the other.

He would change his shoes first, while I cleared the bowls and chopsticks. I usually left my own bowl to soak in the kitchen before going to change my shoes.

We would leave the house, walking down the hallway one after the other, and then part ways at the main entrance—one going left, the other right—neither of us looking back.

During the day, I worked at the office.

There was plenty to keep me busy, and I would sit in front of the computer for half the day, occasionally standing up to get a glass of water or use the restroom.

In my spare time, I would send my mother a few WeChat messages.

They were all about trivial things: asking what she had for lunch, telling her I had noodles downstairs at the office, asking if she wanted to go for a stroll in the afternoon because the weather was nice.

She replied quite quickly, her tone light and relaxed.

She would say she made soup for lunch and had a bowl herself; that she planned to go to the market in the afternoon to buy some fresh vegetables; and she would ask what I wanted to eat for dinner so she could make it for me.

Her words carried that everyday, leisurely warmth, allowing me to feel the atmosphere of home even while I was at work.

When I got home from work in the evening, my father was already back before me.

He was sitting on the living room sofa, leaning against a cushion, with a cup of tea in front of him and the remote control in his hand, the television turned on.

Since we bought the new TV, he has kept it on almost every night, sometimes watching the news, other times putting on a movie.

He leaned back into the sofa with his legs stretched out under the coffee table, looking much more comfortable than before.

With the TV, his evenings were no longer spent just sitting around doing nothing.

My mother was cooking in the kitchen.

The sounds of the range hood and the spatula came from the kitchen, mingled with the aroma of the meal.

After changing my shoes, I would first stand at the kitchen doorway to tell my mother I was home. She would glance back at me and say, "Go wash your hands, we’re eating soon," before turning back to her work.

At dinner, the three of us sat around the coffee table.

The food was spread out on the table, and the TV was on, playing either the news or a soap opera.

My father’s gaze was fixed on the TV most of the time, his movements with the chopsticks entirely subconscious—he would watch the screen, his hand automatically reaching out to grab food, bringing it to his mouth, and chewing, all without ever taking his eyes off the screen.

My mother would occasionally scold him, "Either eat your food or watch TV, don't try to do both at once." My father wouldn't argue back; he’d just chuckle, turn his gaze away to take a few bites, but before long, he’d be back staring at the screen.

Seeing him like that, my mother would stop saying anything, just giving a helpless shake of her head.

I sat to the side, eating and watching this daily interaction between them. That complex feeling in my heart would surface again, but it wasn't as intense as before—like a cup of tea that had passed its prime; the flavor was still there, but it had faded significantly.

After dinner, I took the initiative to clear the dishes and wash them.

This was a habit I had developed over the past few days—getting up to clear the table immediately after eating so my mother wouldn't have to.

At first, she would say, "Leave it, I’ll do it," but after I insisted a couple of times, she stopped pushing.

She sat on the sofa watching TV with my father, while I stood in the kitchen washing the dishes. The sound of the running tap drowned out the TV in the living room.

Once the dishes were done, I would dry my hands and sometimes go to the living room to sit for a while, watching TV with them.

I stared at the images on the screen, listening to the news anchor reading a script in standard Mandarin or the actors reciting lines in a drama. Sometimes, I would turn to glance at my mother; she was sitting on the sofa, leaning against a cushion, her hands resting on her knees, her eyes fixed on the screen.

The glow from the television cast a sharp silhouette of her profile; the bridge of her nose was soft, her lips were pressed slightly together, and there were faint, fine lines at the corners of her eyes.

I watched her for a few seconds, then looked away and turned my attention back to the TV.

Because my father was home every night, I felt a restless itch; I hadn't had any time alone with my mother these past few days. I had no chance to say anything intimate to her, no chance to get close to her, and I even had to be careful not to let my father notice if I lingered on her for a second too long.

Sometimes, when she brought dishes out from the kitchen with her sleeves rolled up to her elbows, revealing her forearms with droplets of water clinging to her wrists, or when she leaned over to place a dish on the table and her neckline dipped slightly—these moments would stir that itch within me, like a feather lightly brushing against the tip of my heart.

But I pushed it down.

I told myself: no rush, there is plenty of time.

Over these last two days, the three of us seemed no different from any other family.

A husband, a wife, and a son, gathered around a table to eat, sitting together to watch television, chatting about everyday trifles.

Occasionally we laughed together, occasionally we traded barbs, and occasionally we sat quietly doing our own things.

Life was very peaceful, and I quite enjoyed that peace.

But as time passed, that suppressed desire began to rise again.

On May 20th, while passing the subway station exit on my way to work, I saw the florist's shop filled with roses, a red so bright it was stinging.

A handwritten sign hung on the flower rack that read, "520 Valentine’s Day."

A boy in his early twenties was crouched in front of the rack picking out flowers. The collar of his white T-shirt was slightly yellowed. He was bent over, picking up bundles one by one to examine them, using his fingers to part the petals and check their freshness.

His girlfriend stood a few steps away, pretending to look at her phone, though she couldn't suppress the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

I walked past them, my pace slowing down involuntarily.

In the morning light, those roses looked as if they were about to drip with red, the color so thick it could never be diluted.

I stared at them for a few moments, and my mother’s face flashed through my mind—when was the last time she received flowers?

If she received flowers, would she smile just like that girl?

I didn't let myself dwell on it any further and quickened my pace into the subway station.

Once I arrived at the office, I sat at my desk and turned on my computer. The screen lit up, but I stared blankly at the desktop for a few seconds.

The urge that had been suppressed for a few days began to stir in my chest again, like tiny flames darting just beneath my skin.

I picked up my phone, opened WeChat, and found my mom's profile. I clicked on it, my finger hovering over the keyboard for a moment before I typed, "Happy Valentine's Day, Mom." She replied quickly: "What Valentine's Day?" I said, "It's 520 today." She sent a question mark, followed immediately by, "What does that even mean?" I explained, "520 is a homophone for 'I love you.' It's something young people have started doing over the last couple of years." My mom sent back an emoji—the one with eyes smiling into crescents—followed by a line of text: "Just silly nonsense from you young kids." But I knew she was actually quite happy, because she immediately sent another message: "But thank you." Looking at those three words, "But thank you," the flame in my heart burned a little brighter. I quickly typed, "Mom, let me take you out to dinner tonight." She was silent for a few seconds before replying: "Your dad is home, why would we go out to eat?" As soon as I saw that message, my heart sank halfway.

She was right—my dad was home, and there was no way to make sense of this.

I couldn't exactly say "Mom, let me take you out for Valentine's Day" in front of my dad; explaining that would be more trouble than poking a hornet's nest.

I sighed and typed back, feeling a bit defeated: "I guess I can't celebrate with you then." She replied: "What does it matter? It’s not a real holiday anyway, and I already received your well wishes." Looking at this message, that itch in my heart was triggered again, like a feather repeatedly brushing against the tip of my soul.

I typed another message: "I'll make it up to you in a few days when Dad isn't home." She replied quickly: "Sure, no rush. Your dad is home these next two days, so we need to be extra careful. Focus on your work." The words "be extra careful" struck a chord in me; she was still thinking about what happened that day. Since then, she had become even more cautious than before.

I didn't press the matter any further. I replied, "Okay, love you, Mom," and put my phone down.

But after the screen went dark, I sat at my desk, my fingers tapping lightly on the surface. My mind was already churning with images from a few days ago—my mom beneath me, her hair spread across the pillow, her eyes half-closed, her lips slightly parted, her breasts, the curve of her waist, and the sensation of her legs clamped tight around me.

The feeling of riding her, that pleasure seeping from the very marrow of my bones, the sight of her knuckles turning white as she gripped the sheets.

My breathing grew labored, and a surge of heat flared in my lower abdomen, a fire rising from beneath that left my throat parched.

I reached for the water glass on the table and took a sip. The water was cold, but it couldn't quench that fire.

I sat in my chair, my palms sweating, the computer mouse turning hot in my grip.

In the end, I had to stand up and head to the bathroom. I splashed my face with cold water and took several deep breaths in front of the mirror, finally managing to suppress the urge for the moment.

When I returned home that evening, dinner was already set on the table.

My dad was sitting on the sofa watching the news, one hand resting on the armrest, the other holding the remote.

My mom was in the kitchen dishing out soup. She was wearing an apron, carefully carrying the bowl to the table. When her fingers were burned by the heat, she quickly pinched her earlobe—a habitual gesture of hers.

I changed my shoes, washed my hands, and sat down at the dining table.

As I sat, my mom brought out the final bowl of soup and sat down across from me.

During the meal, I shoveled down a few bites of rice, then looked up at my dad and asked, "Dad, when will that job of yours be finished?" My dad was reaching for some food; upon hearing my question, he chewed, swallowed, and then said, "A few more days, I suppose. Probably have to work until the end of the month." He said this in a casual tone, as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world.

But he had no idea what those words meant to me.

My heart sank instantly. I lowered my head and shoveled another bite of rice into my mouth, chewing it slowly. I did the math in my head—the end of the month, that was still over ten days away.

My mom’s period was likely due in the next few days. I remembered her last one was around the middle of the month; by my count, it was almost time.

If she started her period, it would be the end of the month or even the beginning of the next before it ended.

That meant I would have to wait at least another ten days or more before I would have a chance to be intimate with her again.

At that thought, the rice in my mouth lost all its flavor.

The food that had tasted so good just a moment ago now felt like chewing on a wad of cotton; I couldn't taste a thing, and my throat tightened as I swallowed.

My hand holding the bowl froze, my chopsticks poking aimlessly at the rice, pushing the grains from the left side to the right, then back again, but not once did I lift them to my mouth.

My mother must have sensed the change in me.

She sat across from me. I couldn't see the expression on her face; my head was bowed, my eyes fixed on the bowl.

But I could feel her gaze resting on me.

She watched me for a moment, then spoke.

Her tone was light and breezy, with a hint of playfulness: "Eat up, I made all your favorites today." I looked up at her.

She sat across the dining table, the warm, yellow light from above casting down onto her face.

The corners of her mouth were curved, and there was a glint in her eyes—a brightness that didn't come from the reflection of the lights, but from within.

There was a teasing look in her eyes as she watched me—a look I knew all too well. She understood everything. She knew exactly why I had suddenly lost my appetite, and she was teasing me on purpose.

Looking into those eyes, I felt an indescribable emotion: half helplessness, half the embarrassment of being seen through, and a touch of grievance.

I pouted and lowered my head to go back to my rice.

I chewed the rice in my mouth, forcing myself to swallow.

That night, when my mother came out of the bathroom after her shower, my father was sitting in the bedroom watching television.

As she walked out of the bathroom, the hallway light shone upon her.

She was wearing that beige nightgown, which was slightly translucent in the light, outlining the contours of her body. Her waist looked slender, and the hem of the dress swayed gently with her steps, revealing a glimpse of her calves.

Her legs were well-proportioned, her skin glowing with a damp luster under the light. Her collarbone was partially visible above the neckline of the nightgown, her neck was slender, and a few undried water droplets clung behind her ears, glistening faintly.

I stood in the hallway, watching her walk past me, my eyes following her figure until she reached the bedroom door.

My eyes were practically burning. I took a step forward and called out to her in a low voice, "Mom." She stopped in her tracks.

She turned her head to look at me.

The hallway light caught her face from the side, making her eyes shine, with a faint mist of moisture still clinging to her lashes.

"Could you pour me a glass of water?" I asked. Even to me, the excuse sounded clumsy; there was a glass right on my nightstand that I could reach easily, but it was the only reason I could think of at that moment to make her stop and speak to me.

My mother glanced at me. There was everything in that look: insight, mockery, resignation, and a subtle yet clear warning.

She knew exactly why I had called out to her, and she knew perfectly well that I didn't actually want any water.

She didn't fall for it.

She didn't even acknowledge my request, simply saying, "Pour it yourself," before turning and walking into the bedroom.

The bedroom door wasn't closed, but she had gone inside.

I heard her say something to my father once she was in there. It wasn't loud, so I couldn't make out the words, but her tone was casual—probably something about her hair not being dry yet.

My father replied, but the sound of the television drowned him out, and I couldn't hear him either.

I stood in the hallway, watching as she disappeared through the doorway, and remained there for a few seconds.

The hallway was very quiet, save for the faint, humming drone of the overhead light.

After standing for a while, I walked over to the coffee table, picked up the pitcher, and poured myself a glass of water.

The water was cold. I lifted the glass and took a sip, the chill sliding down my throat.

The restlessness surging in my chest was dampened slightly, but it didn't disappear completely. It was like a fire covered in ash—it looked extinguished on the surface, but it was still smoldering underneath.

I finished the water, set the glass down, and went back to my bed.

I lay down and turned off the light, plunging the room into darkness.

But as soon as I closed my eyes, my mind was flooded with images of her: the way she looked walking out of the bathroom in that beige nightgown, the shape of her breasts beneath the fabric, the way the neckline dipped when she bent over, the lines of her legs, and the way she walked.

I recalled the scenes of us making love just a few days ago—the way she wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist, the feeling of being inside her, her breathing, her voice, and the way her hair fanned out across the pillow.

Those images surged like a tide, wave after wave, crashing against every shred of my reason.

My body began to heat up, my palms grew sweaty, and my heart hammered against my ribs. The fire rising in my lower abdomen burned brighter and brighter, making me feel as if I were being roasted over an open flame. I tossed and turned, unable to find sleep.

The mattress creaked faintly beneath me. I turned to my side, then flipped over, then turned back again, kicking the quilt off and pulling it back over me.

Finally, unable to stand it any longer, I climbed out of bed and walked barefoot into the bathroom.

I turned on the faucet to the cold setting, and the water splashed down, spraying onto the white vanity.

I took off my T-shirt and stood under the showerhead. As the cold water poured over me, I shivered.

The icy water streamed down my hair, over my forehead, down my cheeks and neck, and trickled down my spine.

The chill seeped into my skin, bit by bit suppressing the heat within me.

I stood in the water with my eyes closed, hands braced against the wall, letting the cold stream wash over me until I was chilled to the bone. Fine goosebumps broke out on my skin, and my teeth began to chatter.

Only then did I turn off the tap, dry myself with a towel, and head back to bed.

This time, my body was cold, and the fire had finally been quelled. I lay in the dark, eyes open, staring at the small patch of streetlamp light on the ceiling, and slowly drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, I went to work.

Sitting at my desk, staring at the computer screen, my mind kept replaying the image from last night: my mother stepping out of the bathroom in that light pink nightgown, the fabric clinging to her curves. She walked down the hallway, a slow-motion shot playing on a loop in my mind.

By ten o'clock in the morning, I couldn't hold back anymore. I took out my phone, opened WeChat, and tapped on my mother’s profile picture.

I typed, "Mom, how are you feeling today?" After sending it, I stared at the screen, waiting. A few minutes later, my phone vibrated; she replied, "I'm doing well." Seeing those three words, my heart skipped a beat. It was a feeling hard to describe—like a tightly pulled string that had suddenly been plucked, vibrating with a low hum.

When she said she was in a "good mood," my ears automatically translated that into "today is a good day." I knew I was overthinking it; I knew I shouldn’t interpret it that way, but I couldn't help myself.

I stared at those three words on the screen for a few seconds, my fingers hovering over the keyboard before I typed: "Then I'll head back a bit earlier this afternoon." The implication was clear enough.

I wanted to be intimate with her before my dad got home; I wanted my mom all to myself.

It had been five days. Five days without being alone with her. My patience had been worn thin, like a rope pulled repeatedly until it was on the verge of snapping.

My mom’s reply didn’t come for a while.

She first sent a laughing emoji—the one with eyes crinkled into crescents.

Looking at that icon, a flicker of hope welled up in my heart.

But then she followed it with a line: "You focus on work. Your dad is coming home early today." Seeing that message, my spirits plummeted as if sliding down a steep slope.

One second I was on a high, the next I had hit rock bottom.

It was a feeling I can’t describe—like someone walking through a desert for a long time, seeing the silhouette of an oasis in the distance, running toward it with a heart full of joy, only to realize when they reached it that it was just a mirage.

My dad is coming home early today. I wouldn't have a chance tonight either.

I sat at my desk, staring at that line on my phone screen, stunned for a long time.

I put my phone down, feeling as though all the strength had been drained from my body. My shoulders slumped, and I leaned back against the chair.

A few seconds later, I picked the phone up again.

I wasn't ready to give up.

I typed: "Then send me a photo." I hit send and waited. I hadn't specified what kind of photo, but she definitely knew what I wanted. I waited for about two or three minutes before my phone buzzed.

I hurriedly opened WeChat and tapped on the message. She had sent a selfie.

She was standing in the living room, wearing the same loungewear she’d had on during the day, smiling at the camera lens.

The corners of her mouth were turned up, her eyes crinkled—she looked natural and relaxed, just an ordinary woman taking a casual photo in her own home.

Beneath the photo was a line: "Focus on your work." And that was it.

I stared at the photo for a long time.

I zoomed in, zoomed out, and zoomed in again.

Her smile was beautiful—clean, natural, and carrying a hint of warmth, yet devoid of any hidden meaning.

It was just an ordinary selfie—an ordinary woman in her living room taking a photo to send to her son.

I looked at the photo and gave a bitter smile.

The bitterness was born of helplessness, tinged with a touch of self-mockery—I knew I was pushing my luck, and I knew my luck wouldn't be that good.

I put the phone into the drawer and closed it.

When I got home that evening, I felt that something was off the moment I stepped inside.

The living room lights were on, and the TV was playing some drama, the sound low and murmuring in the room.

My father was sitting on the sofa with his legs crossed, a cup of tea in front of him and the remote control in his hand.

His expression was incredibly relaxed—not just the usual sort, but a deeper, more profound kind of ease that seemed to radiate from within his very body.

He leaned back into the sofa, looking as if his bones had been removed, slumped limply into the cushions. His eyes were fixed on the TV, his lips curled into a faint, almost imperceptible smile, as if he were in the afterglow of something very pleasant.

My mother was in the living room too.

She sat next to my father, wearing loose loungewear, her hair hanging down, unstyled. She held a bowl of cubed watermelon, eating it with a toothpick.

She looked relaxed as well, her face glowing with a soft, dewy radiance, like someone who had just stepped out of a bath. But I noticed her hair was dry; she had bathed in the afternoon.

The scene felt strangely familiar.

The atmosphere—two people sitting side by side, each doing their own thing, yet sharing an unspoken rapport and comfort, a quietness like that which follows the sharing of a secret.

As I stood at the doorway changing my shoes, my gaze involuntarily swept toward the balcony.

There were a few items of clothing hanging on the drying rack.

My mother’s loungewear from earlier that day was there—a light gray T-shirt and dark trousers—the same ones she had been wearing when I left that morning.

Now they hung on the rack, water still dripping from the hem; they had clearly just been washed.

Hanging alongside them were other things: her underwear.

The white bra and a pair of light-colored panties hung side by side on the rack. Beads of water traced the weave of the fabric, sliding down to leave a small puddle on the balcony’s tiled floor.

I stood at the doorway, my gaze fixed on those clothes for several seconds.

Something in my mind suddenly clicked; all the scattered pieces fell into place at that very moment.

My dad had come home earlier than usual today.

My mom had taken a shower this afternoon, but her hair was dry, meaning she hadn't just washed it; it had been a while.

Freshly washed clothes hung on the balcony, including the loungewear and underwear she had been wearing during the day.

The two of them were sitting in the living room now, each occupied with their own business, yet both exuded a shared, radiating sense of relaxation.

I knew what that feeling was. That sense of ease only comes after sex.

They had made love at home this afternoon.

I stood in the doorway, my bag still in my hand, frozen in place.

My eyes were pinned to the clothes on the balcony, unable to look away.

An indescribable emotion welled up inside me—something sour and bitter rising from my stomach, lodging in my chest and throat, making it difficult to breathe.

I changed into my slippers and walked over to the dining table to sit down.

The meal was already laid out: two dishes, a bowl of rice, and a bowl of soup.

They were my favorite dishes—braised pork ribs and stir-fried seasonal vegetables—and the soup was tomato and egg, with a few scallions floating on top.

But looking at the food, I had no appetite at all.

I picked up my chopsticks, took a piece of rib, and put it in my mouth, chewing a few times.

The meat tasted the same—tender and perfectly seasoned—but in my mouth, it felt like I was chewing on a piece of rubber; it had no taste at all.

I picked up some greens, put them in my mouth, and chewed, but they were flavorless too.

I shoveled some rice into my mouth; it felt dry, and my throat tightened as I tried to swallow.

My dad was sitting on the sofa watching TV, oblivious to my distress.

He was likely engrossed in the show, completely immersed in the plot on the screen, and hadn't noticed my state as I ate.

But my mom noticed.

She was sitting in the armchair, holding a bowl of fruit, her gaze fixed on me.

Even though I kept my head down, I knew she was watching me.

I could feel her gaze; it had a certain weight to it, resting on the top of my head, on my shoulders, and on my hands.

When I looked up at her, our eyes met.

Her expression was complex—not guilty, not remorseful, nor indifferent.

It was an expression I couldn't quite read, as if she had known I would find out and had prepared herself to face me, yet now that the moment had arrived, she still didn't know how to begin.

She furrowed her brows slightly, her lips parted as if to say something, but in the end, nothing came out.

She looked away, lowered her head to spear a piece of fruit, and began to chew slowly.

I took a couple of bites of rice, but I simply couldn't swallow anymore. I rested my chopsticks on the edge of the bowl with a soft clink and said, "I'm done." My mom heard me and glanced my way.

Her voice was calm, but that calmness held a hint of chill, like water taken straight from the fridge; it looked as clear as room-temperature water on the surface, but it constricted your throat the moment you drank it.

She said, "Leave it there if you're not eating; I'll clean it up in a bit." I didn't answer. I stood up from the dining table, not looking at her or my dad on the sofa, walked straight through the living room, into the hallway, and lay down on my bed.

The sound of the TV in the living room continued.

I heard my dad say something, likely asking what was wrong; he must have noticed me suddenly put down my chopsticks and walk away.

I couldn't make out his words because I was lying on the bed in the hallway, some distance away, and the sound of the TV drowned out part of it.

Then, I heard my mom reply.

Her tone wasn't good—it was sharp, as if she were losing her temper.

Her voice was higher than usual, laced with impatience: "Why do you care so much? Just watch your TV." My dad mumbled something else; I couldn't hear it clearly, but based on his tone, he was probably saying, "I was just asking what happened."

My mom's voice grew louder again: "Asking what? Are you that bored?" Then her voice trailed off. The sound of the TV took over once more; actors on screen were reciting lines, the background music played, and everything returned to normal.

I lay on the bed, facing the wall.

The wall was white, painted many years ago, and its surface was covered in fine cracks and bumps.

I stared at the crack extending from the corner of the wall, watching it wind through the dim light like a slender river.

Something was stuck in my chest, heavy as a stone, making it hard to even turn over.

I knew I had no right to be angry.

My mother is my father’s wife; they are a married couple.

She had told me from the very beginning that she was his wife, and that their marriage certificate was perfectly legal and valid.

For them to be intimate as husband and wife was only natural; there was nothing wrong with it.

But knowing it was one thing; how it felt in my heart was quite another.

It’s a difficult feeling to describe—like holding a bowl of hot soup in your hands. You know the soup is yours; you hold it, feeling its warmth, but then someone suddenly walks up and takes a sip from your bowl.

You haven't lost anything—the soup is still yours—but it is no longer something you enjoy alone.

You know that person has the right to take that sip, and your reason tells you it’s fine, but your heart still can’t help but feel: That’s mine.

I lay on the bed, staring at the crack on the wall, not moving a muscle.

For the rest of the night, until I went to sleep, I didn’t speak to my mother again.

My father must have sensed that the atmosphere was off.

He stood up from the sofa, turned off the TV, paused in the living room for a moment, and then walked into the hallway.

He stopped beside my bed and looked down at me.

I could feel his shadow blocking the light filtering in from the living room.

He stood there for a few seconds before asking, "What's wrong? Not feeling well?" I replied, "I'm fine, just a bit tired." His voice was lower than usual, carrying a hint of concern: "If you're tired, get to sleep early." I said, "Yeah." He stood there for another few seconds, as if hesitating to ask something else, but in the end, he said nothing. He turned and walked back to the bedroom.

A while later, I heard him talking to my mother in the bedroom. He said something, but before he could finish, my mother snapped back, "Keep your mouth shut, nobody’s going to mistake you for a mute." After being scolded like that, my father didn't say another word.

I heard him mutter something under his breath. It was very soft, and through the wall, it was hard to make out—just a few muffled syllables, something like "What did I do to deserve this?" or something similar.

Then, the bedroom fell silent.

A moment later, the bedroom light went out, and the door clicked shut.

The whole house sank into darkness and silence.

I lay in bed, my eyes open in the darkness.

The light from the streetlamp outside filtered through the gap in the curtains, casting a small, blurred patch of light onto the ceiling.

I stared at that spot, listening to the sound of my own breathing.

In the quiet of the night, my breath sounded exceptionally clear—inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale—as if it were the only thing still awake in the house.

I don’t know when I eventually fell asleep.

Perhaps I had stared at that patch of light for too long; my eyelids slowly grew heavy, my consciousness began to blur, and then, without realizing it, I drifted into sleep.

My last memory was the position of that patch of light on the ceiling and the lingering, suffocating ache in my chest.

The next morning, I woke to the sound of my mother cooking.

I sat up in bed.

As I did, my head felt heavy, as if I hadn't slept enough, and there was a faint, tight sensation at my temples.

I sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed my eyes; my fingertips could feel the dryness of my eyelids.

I put on my slippers and walked into the hallway toward the kitchen, where my mother was busy at the stove.

I heard the crisp clatter of a spatula against a pan, the low hum of the range hood, and the sound of the faucet turning on and off.

She didn't turn around as I walked down the hall.

Her gaze remained fixed on the pan, her hands moving rhythmically, as if she hadn't heard my footsteps.

I glanced at her back—she was wearing that blue-and-white checkered apron, her hair tied back, hunched over the stove.

Then, I walked into the bathroom.

I stood before the sink, turned on the tap, and looked at myself in the mirror.

The face in the mirror looked weary; the shadows under my eyes were darker than usual, my eyelids were slightly puffy, and the corners of my mouth drooped downward.

I turned on the faucet and cupped cold water in my hands, splashing it onto my face.

As the cold water hit my skin, I closed my eyes, feeling the sharp, icy sensation slowly waking me up.

I dried my face with a towel, rinsed my mouth, and walked out.

At breakfast, the three of us sat at the table.

None of us said much.

My father sat across from me, head bowed as he ate his porridge. He was focused on his bowl, never once looking up.

His movements were quieter than usual; he must have sensed that the atmosphere this morning was different from any other day.

My mother sat beside me.

She, too, ate her porridge with her head down. She reached for the side dishes a few times, but only took tiny amounts each time, chewing slowly.

Her expression was calm, but it was a studied calmness, as if she didn't want me to guess what she was thinking, nor did she want my father to notice anything amiss.

Her eyes never once met mine.

I kept my head down, but after finishing about half my bowl, I couldn't eat any more.

I picked up a few bites of food with my chopsticks, chewed, swallowed, and then put them down again.

I just sat there, staring at the remaining porridge in my bowl, saying nothing.

Perhaps finding the atmosphere too stifling, my father finished his porridge, set his bowl down, and said, "I'm done." He then got up to go change his clothes.

His footsteps echoed down the hallway for a moment before disappearing into the bedroom.

A few minutes later, he came out dressed. While changing his shoes at the door, he called out to me, "Let's go." I replied, "Okay." I stood up from the table and went to my room to grab my bag.

As I walked to the door to change my shoes, I looked back and saw my mother stooping to clear the table.

She kept her head down, her profile turned toward me. I couldn't see her expression clearly, but her movements were efficient, carrying a sense of resolve that suggested she didn't want to say another word.

She stacked the dishes and carried them into the kitchen. The faucet was turned on, and the sound of rushing water filled the air.

I looked away, finished changing my shoes, and followed my father out the door.

On the way to the office, I sat in the car, leaning against the door, watching the scenery outside retreat bit by bit.

My mind kept circling back to last night and this morning—my mother’s expression yesterday, the way my father looked on the sofa, the clothes hanging on the balcony, the heavy atmosphere at the breakfast table, and the fact that my mother never once looked at me.

I figured she must be angry.

Once I arrived at the company, I sat at my desk.

I turned on the computer and the screen lit up, but I stared at the desktop, lost in thought for a long time.

There was a knot in my chest that made it impossible for me to focus on work.

I knew I had to talk to my mother.

I picked up my phone, opened WeChat, found her profile picture, and clicked on it.

I typed a few words into the input box—"Mom, what are you doing?" Then I stared at the words, my finger hovering over the send button. I hesitated for a few seconds before pressing it.

A while later, she replied: "Watching TV." Just those three words.

Looking at them, I felt as if something had lightly grazed my heart.

Those three words were too flat, too indifferent—they felt like a brush-off, as if she didn't want to say anything more.

If she were in a good mood, she would have replied, "Just watching a show," but she had only sent "Watching TV."

I sent another message: "What show are you watching?" She replied: "Monkey King." Still just two words, still that same flat tone.

Looking at those two words, my heart suddenly sank.

I knew she was truly angry.

She isn't the type to make a scene; when she's angry, she becomes calm and cold. She speaks very little, and every word feels like it has been weighed before being sent.

The more she acts like this, the more uneasy I feel.

I started sending longer messages, one after another.

I wrote, "Mom, I'm sorry about last night. My attitude was bad." After a moment, she replied, "It's fine." Looking at those two words, I knew full well that when she says "It's fine," it usually means it is anything but fine.

If she were actually fine, she would have scolded me, or said "At least you know it," or sent an emoji.

This indifferent, polite "It's fine" is what makes me feel the most unsettled.

I added, "I know I shouldn't have acted that way. I just couldn't process things in the moment; it wasn't aimed at you." She didn't reply.

I wrote again, "Mom, please don't be mad. I really know I was wrong." A while later, she replied, "I'm not mad." The tone of her saying "I'm not mad" was exactly the same as her saying "It's fine"—calm, brief, and devoid of any extra information. I knew she was definitely angry.

I sent a few more messages.

I said I knew I shouldn't have given her attitude, that I knew she was good to me, that she owed me nothing, and that I shouldn't have put her in a difficult position.

I said I had thought a lot after getting home last night and realized I was wrong; I shouldn't have acted like that.

She still didn't say much.

She replied to every message, but each response was just a few words—"Mm," "I know," "It's fine."

Those words were as brief and cold as blocks of ice, and I could feel the chill even through the screen.

As noon approached, I sent another message. It was shorter than the others, but as I typed those words, I felt an indescribable sensation in my heart.

I sent: "Mom, please don't ignore me. I can't take it." After hitting send, I stared at the screen, waiting.

One minute, two minutes, five minutes.

She didn't reply.

Every few moments, I picked up my phone to check. The chat window was open, with my last message sitting there, and no new replies below it.

About ten minutes later, the phone finally vibrated. I quickly opened WeChat—it was a reply from her. But this time, it wasn't a brief, few-word response; it was a longer message.

She wrote: "Xuyang, let me make this clear. Your father is my husband, and no matter what happens, he always will be. We have marital obligations, which were established the moment we married. I do not have those obligations toward you. If you can't accept that, there’s nothing I can do. I don't want you giving me attitude every time something like this happens." I looked at the text, reading it once, then again, and then a third time.

I scrutinized every word, as if trying to dismantle them one by one to see exactly what they meant.

Her tone was calm—no scolding, no temper—but that coolness carried a weight that made my heart sink. It felt as though she had thought this over many times; she had prepared these words, just waiting for the right moment to say them.

I sat at my workstation, phone clutched in my hand, the words on the screen glowing faintly before my eyes.

I chewed over those words in my mind again and again. Once every bit of meaning had sunk in, a bitter, stinging sensation slowly rose in my chest.

She was right.

My father was her husband, and he had been from the start.

When they married over twenty years ago, that relationship was already set in stone.

And me—I was someone outside of that bond.

Between her and me, there was no marriage certificate, no wedding ceremony, no legally recognized obligation.

There was only what she was willing to give me, and what I had no right to demand.

I spun my chair around to face the window.

The sky outside was a grayish-blue, with a few clouds drifting slowly. Sunlight occasionally pierced through the gaps in the clouds, striking the glass of the buildings in the distance and reflecting a patch of light.

I stared at that light, took a deep breath, and began to type.

I typed very slowly, pausing after every word to consider if it was the right one.

"Mom," I typed, "I understand. It wasn't that I couldn't accept you and Dad together last night; it was just a shock to see it, and it made me feel uncomfortable. I love you, and I don't want to share you with anyone else, but that 'anyone else' doesn't include my father. I know he is your husband, and I know you are a married couple. I know everything. I just need a little time to process it." I continued, "I was wrong last night. I shouldn't have given you the cold shoulder. I felt so overwhelmed and didn't know how to handle it, so I ran away. But I wasn't upset with you; I was upset with myself." I hit send.

After sending it, I leaned back in my chair and looked out the window.

A few minutes later, my phone buzzed.

I picked it up and saw she had replied.

Her tone was softer than before, but her message remained clear.

"I cannot belong only to you," she wrote. As I stared at the message, the feeling in my heart was hard to describe—like something had been gently nudged. It didn't hurt, but there was a dull, lingering vibration.

I knew she was telling the truth.

She is my mother, but she is also my father's wife.

She couldn't discard either identity, nor did she want to.

She had never promised to belong only to me; she never had, not from the very beginning.

The boundary she had drawn included this very fact.

She gave me what she could, and she could not give me what she couldn't.

I sat there for a long time holding my phone, then typed back: "I know. I'm not asking you to belong only to me. It’s just that every time I see it with my own eyes, I need a little time to adjust. Don't worry about me; I can handle it on my own." After sending that, I added another message: "I'm sorry about last night. It won't happen again." This time, it took her a while to reply. I waited for about five minutes before the phone buzzed. I opened it to see her response: "Alright, you should get to work." Looking at those words, I knew the conversation was over. She was ready to move on.

This was the first time we had formally talked about my father.

Before this, we had always avoided the subject, neither of us willing to touch it.

Whenever it came up, we would sidestep it, using silence or changing the subject to gloss over it.

But today, it had finally been laid out on the table, discussed openly and clearly.

Even though it was a heavy topic, once it was out in the open, my heart didn't feel quite so congested.

It was as if a stone that had been pressing on my chest had been moved. Though it left an indentation behind, at least the air could flow in again, and breathing felt a little easier.

I set my phone down on the desk, and as I did, I noticed my hand was trembling slightly—not from the cold, but that kind of tremor that lingers when the body hasn't fully calmed down after an emotional surge.

I placed my hands flat on the desk, looked at my fingers, and took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. Then, I opened the work document on my computer and began to tackle the day's tasks.

For the next few days, I became exceptionally well-behaved.

It wasn't an act; I truly was.

The fire of desire that had been seeping from my very bones was thoroughly doused by my mother’s words. When she said, "I cannot belong only to you," it felt as though someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over my head, chilling me to the bone.

I chewed on those words repeatedly. The more I thought about them, the more I realized she was right, and the more I felt that my previous thoughts had indeed crossed a line.

My mother is my mother, and my father is my father; they are the husband and wife. I am merely a son who happened to stumble into this relationship.

This realization sat in my stomach like a heavy stone, weighing me down and making me feel completely subdued.

What made me give up entirely, however, was what happened the next morning.

I had just gotten out of bed and was walking down the hallway when I saw my mother stepping out of the bathroom. She was holding a sanitary pad wrapper, which she tossed into the trash can.

I glanced at the bin and saw a rolled-up sanitary pad inside, wrapped in tissue, with a faint, dark red stain visible on the edge.

I understood in an instant.

My mother was on her period.

Calculating the time, it was about right for these few days.

Since she was on her period, it meant that for at least a week, any ideas I had were pointless.

I stood in the hallway, staring at the trash can, and felt a strange sense of relief. It was as if heaven had made the decision for me, completely blocking off my wayward thoughts and sparing me the trouble of struggling with them.

I turned into the bathroom, and while washing up, I looked at myself in the mirror and said, "Just stay put and stop causing trouble."

My mother must have noticed my newfound restraint—no more sneaking glances at her, no more lingering in the hallway, no more staring at her with that clingy, heavy gaze.

She stopped giving me the cold shoulder. It started that evening at dinner when she took the initiative to put a piece of spare rib into my bowl. She didn't say a word, but that gesture alone was like the first crack in a frozen lake.

I glanced at the rib in my bowl and looked up at her; she looked back at me, the corners of her mouth curling ever so slightly.

From then on, the atmosphere at home began to thaw, bit by bit.

At dinner, my father would sit on the sofa watching TV, while my mother moved back and forth between the kitchen and the dining table. I took the initiative to go into the kitchen to help with the bowls and chopsticks.

After washing the dishes, I went to the living room to sit for a while, staying right beside them as we watched the news on TV.

My father would occasionally offer a comment on current events, my mother would chime in, and I would add my own two cents. The three of us chatted back and forth.

That daily rhythm of a family of three had returned—though I knew deep down that some things had changed, on the surface, we looked no different from any other family.

May 26th was a Sunday, which happened to be my day off.

I woke up earlier than usual that morning, lying in bed listening to the occasional sound of cars on the street outside. The light filtering through the gap in the curtains was bright, but not glaring.

I lay in bed for a while, listening to the sounds of my mother cooking in the kitchen; the range hood hummed, and the spatula clinked crisply against the edge of the pan.

I sat up, put on my slippers, and walked into the kitchen.

She was standing at the stove frying eggs, wearing her apron with her hair tied loosely behind her head.

I walked over, stood beside her, and said, "Mom, let me take over today. You go rest." She turned to look at me, her movements pausing for a second, looking a bit surprised.

"Are you sure you can handle it?" she asked. "It's not like you haven't had my cooking before," I replied. "Just sit back and tell me what to do." She studied me for a few seconds, the expression in her eyes shifting from surprise to satisfaction—not an exaggerated sort, but a faint, smiling kind of contentment.

She handed me the spatula and said, "Alright then, the eggs are about to burn, flip them over." I took the spatula and clumsily flipped the eggs; it wasn't very smooth, but I managed to turn them over.

My mother stood by watching, let out a laugh, and said, "Alright, alright, let me do it. Don't go setting the kitchen on fire. You just help me wipe the table and set the bowls." I was exceptionally diligent that morning.

I wiped down the dining table, set out the bowls and chopsticks, ladled the porridge, and brought it to the table, followed by the stir-fried dishes.

My mother sat at the table, a bowl of steaming porridge in front of her. She watched me bustling about, the corners of her mouth curled into a constant smile.

While eating breakfast, she took a couple of bites, looked up at me, and said, "You're behaving yourself today." I replied, "Well, I upset you earlier, so I'm making up for it." She huffed, not saying anything more, but the smile lines at the corners of her eyes never faded.

After breakfast, I took the initiative to clear the dishes and wash them.

As I stood in the kitchen washing the dishes, I heard the television coming from the living room. My mom had turned it on to a variety show; the host was laughing and chatting, with the sound of a studio audience in the background.

When I finished washing the dishes and dried my hands, I walked out to see her sitting on the sofa, her legs curled up, leaning against a cushion. She was holding a bowl of freshly cut fruit, eating it with a toothpick.

On the coffee table sat a cup of tea, wisps of steam curling up from the rim.

Seeing me walk over, she gestured toward the kitchen with her chin and asked, "Did you wipe the stovetop?" I replied, "I did." She continued, "What about the floor? You didn't sweep it this morning." I said, "I'll do it right away." She nodded with satisfaction, speared a piece of apple, put it in her mouth, and chewed, her gaze fixed on the TV screen.

I grabbed the broom and swept the living room and hallway, then followed up with a mop.

My mom sat on the sofa, directing me while watching TV: "Sweep under the coffee table; that corner wasn't cleaned properly last time." I bent down to sweep under the table, and sure enough, I pulled out a small clump of dust.

My mom took one look and muttered, "I knew it," before spearing another piece of fruit and popping it into her mouth.

She was wearing her loose loungewear, her hair tied in a low ponytail, curled up in the sofa and looking completely relaxed and at ease.

By noon, the sun had climbed overhead, and the light in the living room grew bright.

I dried my hands, walked into the living room, and stood before her. "Mom, don't worry about lunch," I said. "Let me take you out to eat." She was sipping tea, but at my words, she set the cup down, looked up at me, and agreed without a second thought: "Sure."

She took her legs off the coffee table, sat up straight, and added, "Cooking every day gets boring anyway. I'll let you treat me today." Her tone was light, carrying a hint of justified matter-of-factness, like someone who had been waited on all morning and was finally receiving their due reward.

Seeing her like that, I actually felt happy. The fact that she was willing to go out meant she was in a good mood, which meant she had truly moved past what happened earlier.

I took her to a Japanese restaurant.

It was near my office, and I sometimes went there for lunch; I liked the atmosphere and found the food fresh.

I had booked a booth by the window in advance—it was quiet and had good light.

As she followed me inside, she stood at the entrance and looked around. The restaurant was decorated in a natural wood style, with ukiyo-e prints hanging on the walls and warm yellow light casting a soft glow over the wooden tables.

The servers, dressed in kimono-style uniforms, spoke in soft voices as they led us inside.

"This place looks quite impressive," my mom whispered to me. Her tone held a sense of novelty, as well as the pleasure of feeling valued.

After we sat down, I handed her the menu.

She took it and flipped through, her expression a bit bewildered—she didn’t recognize most of the dishes. Salmon sashimi, eel rice, tempura, miso soup—these were things she never saw at the local wet market.

She turned two pages, looked up at me, and said with a chuckle, "What is all this? I can't read a single word." I smiled, took the menu, and ordered a few things for her: salmon sashimi, eel rice, shrimp tempura, two bowls of miso soup, and an extra serving of matcha ice cream for dessert.

"You order," she said. "I don't know any of this anyway, as long as it tastes good." When the food arrived, her reaction was even more interesting than I had imagined.

When the salmon sashimi was served, I picked up a slice, placed it on her plate, and gestured for her to dip it in the soy sauce and wasabi.

She looked at the orange-red fish, then at the green wasabi on her plate, her expression filled with a hint of skepticism, but she picked it up, gave it a dip, and put it in her mouth anyway.

After chewing a couple of times, her eyes lit up—they truly did, as if her pupils had been ignited by something. She nodded, and with a mouthful of fish, she mumbled, "Hey, this is actually pretty good. Not fishy at all." I pushed the eel rice toward her, and she took another bite. This time, her reaction was even more pronounced. After chewing and swallowing, she looked at me and asked, "This is delicious. How do you make this fish? The meat is so tender." I explained that it was eel, steamed first and then grilled with a layer of sauce.

She listened intently, picking up another piece to put in her mouth as she did, then remarked, "Fancy." When the shrimp tempura arrived, she looked at the platter of golden, crispy shrimp and smiled. It wasn't a polite smile, but one of genuine delight and curiosity; her eyes curved into crescents and the corners of her mouth turned up, like a child seeing an amusement park for the first time.

She picked up a piece of tempura, dipped it in the sauce, and took a bite. The sound of the crispy batter shattering was remarkably clear in the quiet atmosphere.

As she chewed, her smile widened, and she said to me, "You have to admit, this thing is really crispy." Seeing her like that, I felt a warm, sunny glow spread through my heart.

I picked up my teacup, took a sip, and smiled as well.

By the time we were halfway through the meal, she had really opened up.

She talked to me about her younger days, mentioning a time in her twenties when she and some friends went to Shenyang and tried a Japanese restaurant. Back then, she found the sashimi so fishy she couldn't bring herself to eat it and didn't even finish a single bite.

She said that now, it actually tasted quite good—perhaps her palate had changed with age, or perhaps this place really was just that fresh.

I listened to her, chiming in every now and then, and our laughter echoed softly in the booth.

She asked how my work had been lately. I told her it was fine, just that there was a lot of overtime when projects were on tight deadlines. She said that while overtime was inevitable, I shouldn't ruin my stomach, adding that’s how young people give themselves ulcers.

I told her I understood. She glanced at me and said, "You don't know a damn thing. You'll see when you get to my age."

I chuckled at her comment and didn't argue.

After we finished eating, I paid the bill. As she stood up, she caught a glimpse of the receipt and hissed, "So expensive? If I'd known, I wouldn't have let you pay." I told her it was no problem, just an occasional treat.

She glanced at me, her eyes holding something indescribable—a mix of relief, heartache, and that subtle sense of pride a mother feels when her son is finally able to treat her to a meal.

She didn't say anything more, just patted my arm and said, "Let's go, let's head home." As we stepped out of the Japanese restaurant, the sun was perfect; the late May sunshine was already growing warm, leaving a cozy, glowing sensation on our skin.

She walked ahead of me, her steps light and brisk. Her hair caught the sunlight, gleaming with a soft luster, and the hint of a smile from our meal still lingered at the corners of her mouth.

Watching her back, the things that had been clogging up my heart—the knots, the inner turmoil—all dissipated in that moment.

Like snow left out in the sun, it slowly melted into water and flowed away, leaving nothing behind.

I quickened my pace to catch up, walking side by side with her in the sunlight. Neither of us mentioned what had happened before, but I knew that page had been turned.


  第33章

Chapter 33_Half Fate - Flowers Blooming on the Path (Mother and Son Edition) - Alice Bookstore (ALICESW.COM) - All-Attribute Free Novel Creation Website

===================================================

Chapter 33

The most beautiful scenery isn't necessarily in the distance, but the person walking the road with you...

It was a little past two in the afternoon when my mom and I returned home.

I changed out of the t-shirt and long pants I wore outside in the entryway, hanging them casually on the coat rack.

My mom walked straight into the master bedroom to change out of the floral dress she had worn for our outing.

I put on a loose white cotton t-shirt and a pair of dark gray athletic shorts, and with my bare feet on the cool floor, I walked into the bedroom as well.

In the bedroom, my mom had just finished changing.

She was wearing that green short-sleeved, short-shorts loungewear set—a color somewhere between grass green and olive green—which made the skin on her exposed arms and calves look even fairer and more delicate.

The fabric looked like a soft cotton, breathable and comfortable.

She was standing with her back to the bedroom door, beside the coffee table near the window, her head slightly bowed as she held the white ceramic mug she always used, taking small sips of water.

In the soft afternoon light, her figure outlined a mature and graceful curve; her waist was slender, and even under the loose shorts, one could still see the full, rounded shape of her hips.

Watching my mom's back and smelling the scent radiating from her—a blend of the faint fragrance of laundry detergent and her own unique body scent—a sudden, indescribable urge welled up in my heart, a complex emotion mixing attachment and longing.

Almost without thinking, my body reacted automatically.

I softened my footsteps, quietly walked forward a few steps, and then wrapped my arms tightly around her from behind, pulling her into my embrace.

My arms circled her waist, overlapping in front of her flat abdomen, and I squeezed her firmly against my chest. I rested my chin gently in the hollow of her shoulder, my cheek brushing against the delicate, warm skin behind her ear.

My mom was clearly startled by this sudden, possessive embrace.

Her body stiffened noticeably, and the hand holding the mug shook slightly, causing a few drops of water to splash over the rim.

She quickly set the mug down. I felt her take a deep breath, and then her voice rang out, carrying a trace of lingering surprise and deliberate feigned annoyance: "Fang Xuyang, I give you an inch and you take a mile, don't you?" Her tone sounded like a rebuke, but the end of her sentence rose slightly, lacking any real sternness and instead sounding more like the helplessness one feels when speaking to a mischievous child.

Breathing in the fresh scent of shampoo in her hair and feeling the warmth and softness of her body, the longing I had felt from days of distance was somewhat eased, making me even less willing to let go.

I buried my face deeper, my lips nearly brushing the skin of her neck, and whispered in a tone tinged with playfulness and stubbornness, "I haven't held you in days. I just wanted to hold you." The words were blunt, laying my inner yearning and desire bare before her without reservation.

My mom fell silent for a few seconds after hearing this.

I could feel her body, which had been somewhat stiff and resistant, slowly relax after hearing my near-childish remark.

She didn't say anything else, but I could feel the weight of her body against mine shift slightly backward, leaning into me.

Then, a very soft, knowing chuckle—filled with helplessness and indulgence—escaped her throat.

The laugh was light and brief, but I heard it clearly. Like an invisible hand, it instantly smoothed away the unease in my heart.

I knew she wasn't truly angry.

I pulled my mom’s warm, mature body tighter into my embrace, feeling her body heat radiating through her thin loungewear and the supple texture of her skin.

In the quiet of the afternoon, the only sounds in the bedroom were the low hum of the air conditioner and our clearly audible breathing. This atmosphere of intimacy acted like a spark landing on a long-neglected pile of dry wood; the desire I had suppressed for over a dozen days began to stir uncontrollably, inching its way through my veins and making my skin start to flush with heat.

My hands began to wander tentatively and unconsciously across her body.

My fingers first gently stroked her bare, smooth little arms under her house clothes, then slowly moved up, across her round shoulders, then down her spine, all the way down, and finally stopped at her waist, my thumb gently rubbing through the fabric
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My breath became a little hot, and the hot breath sprayed unobstructedly on the sensitive skin around my mother's neck and behind her ears. I could feel the skin there trembling slightly with my breathing, and a layer of fine particles emerged.

At the same time, my lower body, also under the unconscious slight friction of my mother's soft and elastic buttocks, quickly and uncontrollably became congested and erect, like a red-hot iron rod, with burning desire and hardness, separated by two thin layers of cloth, strong

 Hard-topped between my mom's hip seams.

My mother immediately felt this series of changes in my body keenly.

Especially with her hips held against the hard, hot object, her body froze suddenly.

She began to struggle hard in my arms, no longer with the symbolic writhing she had just done, but with a clear intention to refuse and break free.

As she twisted her body, trying to break free from my confinement, she said in a tone of imperceptible panic and feigned anger: “It's okay, I'll hold it for a while, it's weirdly hot.” Her voice was slightly higher than before.

With that, she took advantage of the moment when my arm loosened a gap due to her sudden struggle and left my arms with force, almost free.

She turned and looked at me, a thin blush on her face, fine beads of sweat seemed to seep out of the tip of her nose, and there was a throbbing in her eyes that had not yet been completely calmed. But her tone had tried to restore the usual kind of elder-to-younger, undeniable

 Calm: “I'm a little sleepy and want to get some sleep. What should you do on your own.” She said, no longer looking at me, turned and walked to the wall, bent down to pick up the air conditioner remote control, turned the temperature down a few degrees, then took off her slippers and lay sideways on the bed with her back to her

 I, curled up, put on a posture of clearly wanting to sleep and refusing to be disturbed.

 I looked at my mother lying on her side in bed, in that slightly defensive posture. The newly ignited and burning flame in my heart was like a bucket of cold water poured on her face. With a scoff, bursts of white smoke came out. Although it was not completely extinguished, it also made me feel a few
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I know that continuing to pester her will only really bore her.

I was indeed a little tired myself. I packed up the housework in the morning, had lunch with her at noon, and worked hard all morning.

I had to go back to my room in the hallway and lie on my own single bed.

I picked up my phone and casually scrolled through my WeChat Moments, but all I could think about was the feeling of holding my mom just now, the warm body temperature, the soft touch, and the friction of her body as she struggled.

Sleepiness and restlessness were intertwined, and after some time, I fell asleep drowsily.

I don't know how long I slept, but I was woken by a crisp ringing of the phone. The ringing came from the next bedroom and was a ringtone unique to Apple phones.

I opened my eyes drowsily, still dimly conscious, and heard my mother answer the phone through the unclosed door in the bedroom.

Her voice, still with the characteristic lazy hoarseness of her waking life, came into my ears intermittently: “Um... not coming back?”“ Ah, okay... then pay attention to yourself and eat on time... well, okay, I get it.” Hear these

 In response, my sleepy mind suddenly woke up.

It's my dad!

It's my dad calling!

I practically held my breath as I listened to my mom's response, and that last line “got it” was undoubtedly the closing words before hanging up.

My dad isn't coming back today!

This news cut through the hazy sky in my heart like a bolt of lightning, making my heart burst into a state of instant euphoria and my facial expression almost ecstatic.

Amitabha, thank God, my God.

From the 15th to today, my dad has been coming back every night for more than ten consecutive days because the work in his hands is nearby. This has left me and my mom with almost no space and time to be alone and intimate, which has really broken me down.

I was brimming with joy, pondering how to make the most of this rare evening that belonged entirely to my mother and me, but then a bitter realization washed over me: my mother was still on her period.

At that thought, my joy was suddenly stifled, replaced by an indescribable, aching bitterness in my heart.

Once I heard it go completely quiet on her end, confirming she had hung up the phone, I sat up in bed almost instantly. I didn't even bother with my slippers, rushing barefoot into her bedroom in a few quick strides.

I saw my mother still lying in bed, holding her phone with its darkened screen, appearing as if she were about to set it aside.

I jumped onto the bed, the mattress bouncing sharply under my sudden weight.

I lunged behind her, wrapping my arms around her tightly again, clinging to her back like an octopus.

I buried my face deep into her warm back, and through her thin loungewear, I could even feel the heat of her skin and the line of her spine.

Like a child desperate for attention, I nuzzled against her intensely, almost coquettishly, rubbing my cheek repeatedly against her back and pressing my body close to hers, as if trying to merge into her very being.

My mother was tickled by my eager, affectionate antics and couldn't help but laugh. She squirmed slightly in my arms to dodge me, saying with a tone of playful annoyance, "You're so annoying today, just like a puppy." Although her words were dismissive, I couldn't detect any genuine impatience in her laughter-filled voice; on the contrary, it was brimming with indulgence and intimacy. This undoubtedly gave me immense encouragement and confidence.

My courage grew even further, and my hands began to explore her body more actively, with a clear sense of purpose.

My palms first rested on her waist, savoring the soft, flat sensation there, before slowly moving upward, stroking her ribs and spine through the fabric.

My lips pressed against the back of her neck, savoring her delicate skin, while I murmured words that were slurred and childish with intense longing: "I've missed you so much..." Mom didn't turn around; she just asked with a smile, "And how exactly have you missed me?" Her voice held a hint of lazy teasing.

"Just like this," I replied. No sooner had the words left my lips than I reached out, gently but firmly turning her by the shoulders, shifting her from her side to lie flat, facing me.

I looked into her smiling eyes, which held the hazy, indulgent softness of someone just waking from sleep.

I leaned down and kissed her lips.

It was a kiss filled with the urgency and craving of long-suppressed desire.

My lips were a little dry, and as they met her soft, warm ones, a jolt of electricity surged through my entire body.

I kissed her intensely, my tongue gently prying apart her teeth to explore her warm, moist mouth, twining softly with hers.

At the same time, my hand reached eagerly and unerringly under the hem of Mom’s top, groping upward until my fingertips finally touched the breasts I had been longing for and thinking about for days.

The sensation was soft, smooth, and supple; even through her thin bra, I could feel their fullness and weight.

Almost trembling, I undid the front clasp of her bra, letting those two soft mounds break free from their constraints and fall into my palms.

My palms immediately covered them, feeling the warm weight of her breasts and the skin as smooth as cream.

My fingertips found her nipples, already slightly erect from arousal, and I began to gently and repeatedly knead and tease them with my pads.

However, I hadn't been able to cherish this intimacy or fully enjoy our reunion for long before Mom pulled herself out of my embrace.

Her movements weren't violent, but they were firm.

She sat up, the flush on her face deepening, her breathing slightly uneven. She gave me a playful, feigned glare, though her eyes held a hint of reproach: "Just woke up and already being clingy? I need to use the restroom." With that, she pushed away my hand that was still resting on her, nimbly climbed out of bed, slid into her slippers, and walked quickly toward the en-suite bathroom.

I watched her back disappear into the doorway. The door closed gently, and I heard the click of the lock.

I could only let out a long, helpless sigh and fall back onto the bed, which still held the warmth of her body.

My desire had been stirred but left unfulfilled; the feeling hung in the air, neither here nor there, making me feel as restless as if a thousand ants were crawling inside me.

I sighed bitterly to myself once more, wondering when all of this would ever end.

Soon, the sound of the toilet flushing came from the bathroom, followed by the door opening.

My mom walked out.

She glanced at me, still sprawled out lazily on her bed, then instinctively took a look at the simple round quartz clock hanging on the wall above the headboard. "It's almost five," she said. "That was quite a long nap." I replied in a voice still thick with laziness and contentment: "Yeah, it was so comfortable." As I spoke, I deliberately stretched out my limbs on the bed, letting out a satisfied sigh.

Mom walked over to the coffee table, picked up the remote to turn on the TV, and then took a sip from her white mug to moisten her throat before asking, "Are you hungry? I'm not really hungry yet." As she spoke, the afternoon light slanted in through the window, creating a soft halo on her profile and highlighting the bridge of her nose and the soft curve of her lips.

She casually tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. In every movement, the effortless charm unique to a mature woman flowed naturally, making her look particularly beautiful at that moment, like a quiet and heartwarming painting.

Watching my mother in such a relaxed and comfortable state, I looked at her with a mix of fascination and admiration, and said softly, "I’m not hungry either; let’s eat later." Without looking at me, she sat back down on the sofa and kept clicking through the channels with the remote, searching for something that caught her interest, and replied casually, "Fine." My eyes darted around, and I immediately suggested, "Why don't we go out for dinner, too? It’ll save us the trouble of cooking." Only then did my mother look up, shifting her gaze from the TV screen to take a look at me.

Her eyes happened to catch the slightly dazed, ulterior expression on my face, and she couldn't help but burst into a laugh, her smile full of realization and teasing. "Why go out again? We already went out for lunch. Let's just eat at home tonight; it looks pretty hot outside, too." As she spoke, she gestured toward the window.

I followed her gaze and looked out the window. The afterglow of the sunset had painted the sky a warm orange-red, but you could still feel the lingering heat from the day trapped in the air.

I nodded, "Eating at home is fine. Let's have some cold noodles; they're refreshing." By this time, my mother had already found a program she seemed interested in—it looked like a rerun of a TV drama on one of the satellite channels.

She leaned back into the sofa, adjusted to a more comfortable position with her legs slightly curled up, and said, "Sure, let's have some noodles with sauce, nice and cool." She paused and asked me, "What kind of sauce do you want?" I thought for a moment and gave a simple, homey answer: "Let's do egg sauce." My mother nodded and said that was fine, but then she immediately thought of something and added, "We seem to be out of sauce, though. You’ll have to go out and buy some." She then asked, "Do you want dried noodles or hand-rolled ones?" I answered without hesitation, "Hand-rolled." Hearing this, a look of nostalgia mixed with hesitation crossed her face. She thought for a moment and said, "Hand-rolled... it’s such a hassle to roll them out in this place. The kitchen is so small; remember how much effort it took last time?" Hearing her words, I quickly jumped in to ease her concerns, "You don't have to roll them yourself. When I go out to get the sauce, I’ll just pick up some hand-rolled noodles. They sell them ready-made at the market." My mother’s brow relaxed, and she nodded, "Alright, go ahead and get them later." With that, her attention returned completely to the television screen.

We enjoyed a simple and heartwarming dinner.

I used the store-bought hand-pulled noodles and egg sauce, topped with cucumber strips my mother had sliced and some blanched bean sprouts, to toss two large bowls of noodles.

We sat across from each other at the dining table, slurping up the cool, chewy noodles. Every now and then, we would look up, catch each other's eyes, and share a smile. The atmosphere was peaceful and harmonious.

By the time we finished dinner, it was completely dark outside, and the digital clock on the wall showed it was past eight.

I took the initiative to clean up, gathering the bowls and chopsticks into the kitchen sink and turning on the faucet to start washing.

My mother sat lazily on the sofa, stretched, and said to herself, "Oh, I'll rest a bit after a full meal, then take a shower." It was as if she were speaking to me, or perhaps just to herself.

Hearing this, my hands, which were busy rinsing a bowl, froze mid-motion.

I put the bowl down almost immediately, not even bothering to dry my hands, and turned to look at my mother in the living room. My voice carried a hint of irrepressible anticipation and urgency: "Mom, is your period over?" Upon hearing my question, the relaxed expression on my mother's face instantly became guarded.

She turned to look at me, her eyes filled with scrutiny, and replied slowly, "It just cleared up this afternoon. Why? What is it?" A complex expression, a mix of ingratiation and a mischievous grin, spread across my face as I tentatively asked, "Hehe, so tonight... could we...?" Before I could finish, my mother rolled her eyes at me, her tone turning serious with an air of non-negotiable authority: "No, it just cleared up." I knew my mother was telling the truth.

For a day or two after a woman's period ends, the endometrium is still healing and the cervix hasn't fully closed, so it is indeed not suitable for intercourse; otherwise, it could easily lead to infections or other gynecological issues. I at least have that basic physiological knowledge.

My face fell instantly, twisting into a miserable grimace. "My luck is terrible..." I muttered, full of grievance and frustration.

With that, I turned around and, with a sense of resigned helplessness, went back to washing the dishes.

My dejected figure, shoulders slumped, caught my mother's eye.

Watching me from behind, she seemed to find the sight both amusing and pathetic, and couldn't help but let out a "pfft" of laughter. The sound rang out particularly crisp in the quiet living room.

I gloomily finished cleaning up the kitchen, wiped my hands dry, and slunk back to the living room sofa, sitting down next to my mother.

Even though I knew full well that nothing was going to happen tonight, I was like a cat that had caught the scent of fish—I couldn't help but try to get a little something out of her to satisfy my craving.

I sat right up against her, my arm brushing against hers, ever so slightly.

A moment later, I casually reached out and used my fingertips to lightly tickle her bare, smooth, and delicate calf.

A while after that, I pretended to turn my body inadvertently and quickly gave her rounded thigh a stroke.

Another while later, my courage grew; I reached my hand over her shoulder and quickly brushed across her chest, feeling the soft sensation of her loungewear for a fleeting moment.

My hand seemed to have found a place it didn't want to leave, wandering and stroking her smooth, warm skin repeatedly.

Eventually, I gave up on sitting altogether, tilted my body, and lay down, resting my head on her soft, warm lap.

I turned my face toward her, my nose almost pressed against her flat stomach, inhaling deeply the familiar scent emanating from her—a mix of faint cooking odors and her own natural fragrance.

Like a small animal seeking comfort, I rubbed my face gently and repeatedly against the fabric covering her chest.

My mother was focused on watching a TV drama, "Three Heroes in Troubled Times," airing on Tianjin Television. The plot seemed to be at a critical point, and she was completely absorbed in it.

I kept fussing about in her lap like a restless loach, and finally, I annoyed her.

Without even looking down, she reached out on instinct and gave my bare arm a sharp, firm pinch.

The pinch was both accurate and painful, and I immediately hissed, gasping for air and grimacing in pain.

My mother said, slightly annoyed, "Get up, sit properly and watch TV. You're rooting around like a pig."

I heard her, but I didn't budge. I just stayed there, whining and refusing to get up, acting like a complete brat.

My mom was indeed in a good mood today. Perhaps she felt refreshed after her nap, or maybe the TV show had really drawn her in. She wasn't actually angry; she just kept watching TV while occasionally reaching out to pat or pinch me, half-heartedly wrestling with me until the show, "Three Heroes in the Chaotic Times," ended and the screen cut to commercials.

As soon as the show finished, my mom let out a long, satisfied stretch, loosening her stiff neck and shoulders.

Then, she looked down at me, still sprawled across her lap, and said, "Keep rooting around if you want; I’m going to take a shower." With that, she gently pushed my head aside and stood up.

She walked over to the wardrobe in the bedroom, pulled open the door, took out the light pink nightgown she had already set aside, and headed into the bathroom.

I lay on my back on the sofa alone. The only sounds in the living room were the noisy TV commercials and the low, steady hum of the air conditioner.

The pent-up desire I had been suppressing for over ten days hadn't been quelled by our physical contact and playfulness; instead, it was like fuel thrown on a fire. It burned even brighter, rampaging through my body, impossible to push down.

My mind was like a pot of boiling water, tossing and turning with only one thought: how could I get close to her again once she finished her shower, and what could I do to break through her final defenses?

I lay there, lost in these wild thoughts, as the sound of water in the bathroom went from a steady stream to a trickle, and finally stopped altogether.

A moment later, the bathroom door handle turned, and the door opened.

My mom stepped out, wearing that light pink nightgown.

Her hair was partially damp, with a few wet strands clinging to her cheeks and neck, making her skin appear even fairer.

Droplets of water trickled from the tips of her hair, occasionally falling onto the shoulder or chest of her nightgown, leaving small, dark damp spots.

The spaghetti-strap nightgown hung lightly over her rounded shoulders, revealing her delicate collarbones and a large expanse of smooth, fair skin on her chest.

The fabric of the nightgown was incredibly thin and slightly lustrous. As she walked, the hem swayed gently, clinging softly to the curves of her body and outlining her slender waist and the full contours of her hips.

She wasn't wearing a bra, and I could clearly see, beneath the thin fabric of her nightgown, the natural, slightly pendulous fullness of her breasts, with the two small, delicate peaks faintly visible.

As she moved, the outline of her panties was dimly visible beneath the hem of her skirt, tracing the full, perky shape of her buttocks.

My eyes were drawn to her like a magnet, staring fixedly, unblinkingly, burning with raw, unconcealed desire and possessiveness.

Seeing me stare at her like a starving wolf, a look that was both exasperated and amused flickered across my mother’s face.

She laughed, chiding me with a habitual, playful annoyance: "Look at you, have some self-control. Go take a shower, quickly." To my ears, this smiling command was nothing short of a tacit approval and an invitation.

I thought there was a chance for tonight, and the flame of hope that had been nearly extinguished in my heart suddenly roared back to life.

I sprang up from the sofa almost instantly, agile as a leopard, and called out, "You got it!" Then, taking the stairs two at a time, I rushed into the bathroom like a whirlwind.

I showered at lightning speed.

I practically slapped the body wash onto my skin, rinsed it off, and barely wet my hair without even bothering to shampoo it properly.

The whole process couldn't have taken more than five minutes.

I didn't even bother to dry myself off completely with a towel; I just gave myself a rough wipe so I wouldn't drip, pulled on a pair of clean underwear, and dashed out of the bathroom, shirtless and still damp, eager to return to the bedroom.

When I walked in, my mother was standing with her back to the door, hunched over the coffee table, tidying something up.

Her bending posture lifted the hem of her nightgown slightly, tracing the round, full curves of her hips even more clearly. Those tight, supple lines were, to me in that moment, the most lethal temptation in the world.

Seeing this, the desire I had been suppressing erupted completely. All my capacity for rational thought vanished, leaving behind only the most primal impulses and urges.

Without a second thought, driven almost entirely by instinct, I strode forward and, with all my strength, pulled her into a tight embrace from behind.

My arms, like iron bands, circled her waist, pulling her forcibly back against my chest until our bodies were pressed firmly together.

Startled by the aggressive and possessive nature of my embrace, my mother shuddered, letting out a soft, surprised cry: "Goodness! You scared me!" I held her waist tightly, feeling her smooth, supple, and mature body, which still radiated the warm, humid steam of a recent bath.

The scent clinging to her—a mixture of fresh body wash and her own warm, natural fragrance—acted like the most potent aphrodisiac, causing my reason to crumble instantly.

My groin hardened almost immediately, becoming like a searing hot iron rod. Driven by an uncontrollable desire, I pressed it firmly and directly against the soft, yielding crevice between her buttocks through the thin layers of fabric.

My mother felt the heat of my desire and my hardness at once.

She began to twist and turn in my arms, trying to break free.

But this time, my grip was too tight; she couldn't pull away.

I leaned in, pressing my burning lips to her ear, and whispered in a low, husky voice, thick with repressed longing: "Mom... I've missed you so much..." My breathing was rapid and scorching, each breath fanning the skin behind her ear and along her neck.

Hearing my words, I felt her struggling body pause for a moment, and then, gradually, her movements became smaller and slower.

Her tense frame seemed to soften and relax within my hot embrace and amidst the sound of my yearning.

She, too, was becoming aroused.

When she stopped struggling and leaned limply against me, our balance, already precarious from the earlier tug-of-war, gave way, and we tumbled together onto the large double bed behind us.

I could no longer contain the desire that had been suppressed by reality for so long, to the point of explosion.

With almost rough movements, I turned her over to face me.

I leaned over, eager and with a predatory frenzy, and began to kiss her.

I started with her lips, kissed them hard, pried her teeth open with the tip of my tongue, tangled with her tongue, sucked, and tasted the cool taste of the toothpaste left in her mouth.

My hands didn't stop for a moment, and with an eager, slightly trembling feeling, I lifted the hem of my mother's nightdress up and up to her waist, revealing her fair, flat belly, slender waist and the fullness of the light cotton underwear wrapped around her

 Round hips.

Almost rudely, I slipped my hand over the hem edge of the nightgown and covered it directly over her warm, slippery breasts, which were slightly spread out to the sides from lying flat on my back.

That familiar, perfect touch gave me a sigh of satisfaction.

I began to knead the soft mass under my palm vigorously, feeling it change shape in my hand, and my thumb and index finger accurately found the nipple that had quietly stood up, began to clamp it, and gently twisted and pulled it.

My mother also began to respond to me. Instead of pushing back, her hands slowly and naturally lifted from behind me and wrapped around my neck gently and with a sense of acquiescence and acceptance.

Her fingers slipped gently into the still wet hair behind my head, and the tips of her fingers gently rubbed against my scalp.

I kissed her for a long time, until both of us had some difficulty breathing, and I slowly raised my head.

My lips followed her chin and slid toward her long, white neck, leaving a thin, kiss there.

Then, I continued down and gently pulled down the spaghetti strap on one side of her nightgown, letting it slide limply into the bend of her arm.

One of her breasts was thus completely exposed to the air, with a warm sheen in the dim bedside light of the bedroom.

The breasts were full and upright in shape, the areola was a light pink, and the nipples were already bloodshot and upright with emotion, like a ripe cherry.

I lowered my head and took that nipple in my mouth without hesitation.

I hold it gently with my lips, then use the tip of my tongue to play and lick it quickly and repeatedly, occasionally sucking gently with my lips.

At the same time, my other hand was not idle; it slid down her flat, smooth abdomen, two fingers slipping beneath the edge of her panties to touch the most intimate core between her legs.

It was already hot and wet there; when my fingertips brushed against those moist, slightly parted lips, my mother’s body shuddered visibly.

My fingers slid into the damp crevice, quickly finding the sensitive clitoris, slightly swollen and hidden beneath the mound.

I used the pad of my finger to press and rub the small protrusion gently and rhythmically.

With my movements, she became even wetter, and my fingers were enveloped in her warm fluid.

I reached further down, gently parting the slippery petals to find the slightly opened entrance, then slowly and tentatively pushed two fingers inside.

It was tight and warm; the tender flesh of her inner walls immediately clamped down, gripping my fingers.

I began to thrust and stir slowly and rhythmically within her, occasionally curling my fingers to explore every fold of her inner walls.

As I sucked and toyed with her nipples, my fingers continued their relentless motion inside her.

Under this dual stimulation, my mother’s body began to tremble and arch involuntarily.

Her breathing grew increasingly ragged, and she let out small, stifled, intermittent moans from her nose, as if struggling to hold something back.

The arms she had wrapped around my neck tightened instinctively.

I felt as though I, too, were about to be reduced to ashes by the desire that had been building for so many days.

I had to have her.

I lifted my head, stopping my suction on her nipples.

I withdrew my fingers, now slick with the clear, viscous fluid from her warm, tight hollow.

I sat up straight and, with a few quick movements, stripped off the only pair of underwear I was wearing, which had been stretched to its limit, and tossed it to the foot of the bed.

Freed from its constraints, my cock—already hard as iron and mapped with throbbing veins—sprang forward, pointing directly at her.

I leaned forward and reached for my mother's legs, spreading them wide so that I could enter her body.

Yet, just as my body was about to cover hers, and the tip of my cock had already touched the warm skin of her inner thighs, my mother suddenly clamped her legs shut.

Her movement was resolute, blocking my body from entering.

Her face was now flushed with desire, a crimson hue staining the corners of her eyes. Her breathing was quick and erratic, and her chest heaved violently with every gasp.

She looked at me; although her eyes held a hazy longing, there remained a glimmer of clarity and unquestionable insistence. Panting, she said, "No... didn't I tell you..." Her words were fragmented by her unsteady breathing, but the refusal was crystal clear.

My mother's words were like a bucket of ice water, doused directly over my burning desire.

My soaring passion felt as if it had been hit with a pause button, and a wave of intense disappointment and frustration immediately filled my heart.

I froze completely.

Looking at the expression on her face—a mixture of arousal and determination—I knew that if I forced her legs open and tried to push my way in, I might eventually succeed. But doing so would not only hurt her body, it would also severely damage the hard-won, delicate, and intimate trust between us. That would truly be a loss that outweighed any gain.

I took a deep breath, trying my best to suppress the surging desire and restlessness within me, and forced myself to calm down.

I changed my strategy.

I stopped all aggressive movements, and my body no longer tried to press against her.

I straightened up, quickly masking the predatory look on my face and replacing it with a cheeky, pleading grin.

Looking at her, I said in a soft, wheedling tone, "Mom... let me just kiss you... can't I just kiss you?" My mother watched my sudden change in attitude and listened to my near-shameless request.

The wariness and insistence in her eyes slowly, bit by bit, began to waver under my harmless, ingratiating posture.

Her tensed body also seemed to relax slightly.

She looked into my eyes for a moment, then, with a hint of helplessness and a touch of tacit consent, she slowly closed her eyes.

Her long eyelashes cast a small shadow under the light, trembling ever so slightly.

Seeing her finally lower her guard completely and tacitly allow me to explore further, I felt a secret thrill.

I reached out and gently gripped the sides of my mother’s light-colored cotton panties, carefully and slowly sliding this final barrier down along the curve of her rounded hips and shapely legs.

As I moved, her legs, which had been tightly pressed together, began to part slowly and involuntarily, driven by instinct and the anticipation of what was to come, cooperating with the removal of her underwear.

I pulled the panties, still warm and damp with her scent, completely off and set them aside.

My mother now lay before me completely naked. In the soft light of the bedroom, her body possessed a breathtaking beauty unique to a mature woman.

Her skin was fair and delicate, glowing softly under the lamp.

Her breasts were full and soft, rising and falling gently with her slightly hurried breathing.

Her lower abdomen was flat and smooth, and her waist was slender.

Her hips were rounded and full, and her thighs were long and shapely.

But my gaze was drawn most intensely to the most hidden, intimate area between her legs.

Her pubic hair was trimmed into a neat, inverted triangle, covering the slightly raised mound of Venus.

Her labia majora were full and plump, a healthy pale pink, glistening with a layer of moisture from the stimulation and her arousal.

The labia minora looked like pink petals dampened by spring rain, slightly parted to reveal the deep, mysterious entrance between them.

Above that entrance, the bean-sized clitoris had emerged from its hood, appearing exceptionally prominent and sensitive.

Everything there appeared so moist, soft, and alluring, exuding a scent unique to a mature woman in the throes of passion—a faint, musky sweetness.

I was completely captivated by the sight before me, and the fire of desire within me surged once more, but this time, I suppressed the reckless impulse to rush forward.

With a feeling bordering on reverence and worship, I slowly lowered my head and buried my face between my mother’s legs.

I reached out my tongue, exploring and tasting, as I gently and tentatively touched that slightly parted, slick, and warm crevice.

It was moist and soft, carrying a unique scent and warmth that instantly ignited all my senses.

My tongue began to glide along those two soft petals, moving slowly from bottom to top, starting from the perineum and tracing upward until I brushed against that sensitive, slightly swollen clitoris.

With every stroke, my mother’s body gave a slight shudder.

My movements possessed a gentle rhythm; at times I used my tongue to softly part the petals to explore the inner folds, at others I pressed against the protruding clitoris to flick it quickly and lightly, and then I would flatten my entire tongue to lick the whole moist area in broad, tender sweeps, drawing her fluids into my mouth—a taste that was faint, salty, and sweet.

Like a greedy traveler, I explored every hidden path on her body.

Under the service of my lips and tongue, my mother’s body began to writhe and react violently, completely beyond her control.

Her hands shifted from lying limply to pressing firmly against my head, her fingers digging deep—almost burying themselves—into my hair, as if she were unsure whether to push me away or pull me closer.

Her legs would occasionally clamp tightly around my head in a surge of extreme pleasure, nearly making it hard for me to breathe, before falling back, trembling and spread wide as if inviting me to explore even deeper.

Her entire body began to toss and turn restlessly on the bed, her waist arching upward instinctively to meet the rhythm of my tongue.

Her breathing grew increasingly rapid; every intake of air carried an irrepressible tremor, and every exhale sounded like a long, silent sigh.

Feeling her mounting intensity, I moved my hands from where they had been braced on the bed and firmly cupped her full, firm breasts.

I kneaded the soft flesh with gentle but steady fingers, then pinched her nipples—which were already as hard as pebbles—between my thumb and forefinger, rolling them quickly and rhythmically.

My lips and tongue continued their work on her lower body, at times licking gently, at others sucking with force. My tongue even tentatively and shallowly probed her warm, tight entrance.

This pincer-like stimulation, striking from both ends, completely shattered the last remnants of my mother's defenses and restraint.

My mother could finally hold back no longer, and from the depths of her throat came a groan, laced with obvious sobs and tremors.

It was no longer a suppressed nasal sound, but a fully released murmur and soft cry, filled with endless pleasure and relief.

Her body began to arch and tense uncontrollably, her entire frame forming a graceful curve.

Her hands slid from my head, clutching at the bedsheets beneath her in a weak, futile gesture, her knuckles turning white from the intensity of her grip.

Her head tossed violently from side to side on the soft pillow, her long, damp hair splayed in disarray.

My gaze traveled upward, and I could see her expression at that moment—eyes squeezed shut, long lashes fluttering, brows slightly furrowed by the intensity of the pleasure. Her nostrils flared, and her lips parted slightly to reveal her white teeth, her throat emitting broken, intermittent groans with every breath.

Her face was completely flushed with the heat of passion, a faint pink hue staining even her neck and chest.

Her expression was a mixture of supreme pleasure, a trace of almost imperceptible pain, and the indulgence and surrender of someone who had completely abandoned all resistance.

I felt that she was not far from the peak.

My tongue moved faster, deeper, and more forcefully, probing almost entirely into her, mimicking the rhythm of intercourse.

The fingers kneading her nipples also reached their peak frequency, using their pads to rapidly rub and tease those two buds, now engorged to their limit.

Finally, with a long, drawn-out, near-weeping groan that she could no longer suppress, my mother reached her climax.

Her whole body began to convulse violently and uncontrollably.

Her legs first snapped together, pinning my head tightly, before collapsing and trembling open to the sides a few seconds later.

Her waist arched upward sharply, her entire abdomen tensed, forming an exaggerated curve.

A jolt of pleasure, intense as an electric current, swept through her entire body, leaving her convulsing and trembling for several long seconds before it slowly receded like an ebbing tide.

Her body finally went completely limp, collapsing like a pile of cotton drained of all strength, lying lazily and defenselessly on the bed. All that remained were her heavy, ragged gasps, her high chest heaving violently.

Her gaze turned hazy and unfocused, as if her soul had soared to the clouds in that very moment.

Post-climax, my mother lay on the bed, languid and weary with the exhaustion of fulfillment, seemingly without the strength to lift a finger.

I slowly lifted my head from between her legs; my lips, chin, and the tip of my nose were covered in her clear, slightly viscous fluids, glistening wetly under the light.

I watched her lying there limp on the bed, wearing a complex expression that mixed satisfaction and triumph with a hint of deliberate innocence and feigned grievance.

I deliberately asked her in a pitiful, ingratiating tone, "Mom... did that feel good?" My mother’s breathing had not yet fully steadied; she kept her eyes closed, her chest still rising and falling.

Hearing my question, her eyelashes fluttered slightly. After a moment, she let out a low, muffled "mm" with a lazy, satisfied nasal hum.

Though that response was faint, it felt like a medal, filling my heart with a sense of achievement.

Hearing her confirmation, a wave of joy surged through me, and a cunning, wicked grin immediately spread across my face.

I straightened my back on purpose, displaying my cock—still hard and erect from the previous stimulation, its tip even throbbing slightly—to my mother, letting her see that I was in a state of equal, desperate desire.

I said, "Mom, look at me..." Hearing my words, my mother lazily and slowly opened her eyes.

Her gaze followed my voice and movement, landing on my still-towering, vein-mapped male organ.

The flush that had just begun to fade from her face instantly surged back.

She rolled her eyes at me, a look that carried a mix of feigned annoyance and a hint of subtle shyness, but her tone returned to that uncompromising firmness: "No, didn't I already tell you?" Although I had expected it, hearing the explicit refusal made my face fall instantly.

I pulled a long face and continued to beg her in an incredibly aggrieved and pleading tone: "Then what am I supposed to do? Mom, look at it..." As I spoke, I deliberately thrust my hips, making my cock sway a few times.

My mom looked at my miserable state, then glanced back at my still-thriving member. A flash of almost mischievous amusement crossed her eyes, and with a smirk like a prankster who had succeeded, she offered a suggestion for me to solve the problem myself: "Handle it yourself." I immediately smirked back, and with a tone filled with probing and anticipation, I pushed further: "How about... you help me out?" A look of pure confusion appeared on my mom's face; she seemed to genuinely not understand what I meant: "How could I help you? How is something like that even helped?" I felt a bit embarrassed, but I gathered my courage and voiced the request I had always craved but never dared to ask: "I mean... use your mouth..." Seeing the sudden change in her expression, I quickly added where I had gotten the idea: "I've seen it in movies..." Upon hearing this, an expression of extreme disgust and resistance immediately surfaced on her face, and she wrinkled her nose almost instinctively: "I don't want to! That's so gross!" I seized the moment, explaining in a near-begging tone: "Why? Mom, I’ve already helped you before... please..." As I spoke, I looked at her with those watery, puppy-dog eyes.

My mom watched me, seeing how truly uncomfortable I was. The thing was standing bolt upright, the glans a full, deep purple-red from the congestion, a bead of transparent, viscous pre-cum seeping from the tip.

She hesitated, sat up, and brushed back some of the messy, damp hair from her ear. There was an unprecedented seriousness on her face, along with a hint of curiosity and nervousness she couldn't quite hide.

"How do I do this?" she asked. "I don't know how..." Hearing my mother's question, so purely inquisitive, a thought flashed through my mind: Could it be that she had never done this for my father?

This realization filled me with sudden, wild ecstasy—I was practically delirious with joy.

If my mother had never done this for my father, then her mouth was a completely untouched, virgin territory that belonged solely to me!

This discovery made me so incredibly excited I could have danced with joy.

I quickly suppressed my elation, put on a smile so eager it bordered on sycophantic, and enthusiastically "instructed" her: "Just use your mouth... hold it gently... just like I did to you a moment ago..." As I spoke, I adjusted my position, kneeling on the bed and bracing myself with both hands. With my cock still hard as iron, I carefully brought the full, smooth glans right in front of her, just a few centimeters from her lips.

My mother's gaze involuntarily fell upon my male organ, now so close at hand.

Her face flushed a deep crimson, the color rapidly spreading to her ears and neck.

She stared at the sight before her, looking flustered, her eyes a mixture of curiosity, shame, and a hint of instinctive resistance.

Her nostrils flared slightly as she leaned in to sniff, much like a wary little animal.

Immediately, she frowned deeply, her face twisting into an undisguised expression of disgust. "It's hideous... did you even wash yourself?" I quickly gave her my word, "I did! I scrubbed twice with body wash just now!" My mother still didn't seem convinced. With a skeptical look, she wrinkled her nose and said, "I don't think you did. Go wash again." Hearing her fussiness flare up again left me speechless, but I had to patiently explain, "I really did wash, Mom! I was very thorough!" My mother stubbornly crinkled her nose, looking as if she couldn't stand the smell. "Then why do I smell something fishy?" I was completely at a loss, and had no choice but to explain the physiological reality: "That... that's just normal secretion... Mom... it's not that I'm not clean." My mother seemed unable to argue with that, but she immediately adopted a "fine, forget it" attitude, pouting dismissively. "Suit yourself then; I'm not doing it anyway." Once she said that, I panicked.

This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity; how could I let her just slip away?

I immediately put on my most sincere and desperate expression, blurting out, "I'll wash! I'll go wash right now! Mom, just wait for me!" With that, I didn't even bother putting on clothes; I turned and dashed back into the bathroom, still completely naked.

This time, I was extra thorough and careful.

Standing under the showerhead, I lathered every inch of my body with soap, especially my lower half, scrubbing repeatedly before rinsing thoroughly with warm water. Once I was certain there was no lingering odor or stickiness, I dried off with a towel.

When I came out, I walked over to the front door to double-check that the security lock was engaged, ensuring no one would disturb us, before returning to the bedroom with a sense of gravity and anticipation.

By the time I got back, my mother had already tidied her nightgown.

She had pulled the straps I’d pushed down back onto her shoulders, smoothed out her hem, and had even put back on the light-colored cotton underwear she’d taken off earlier.

She was propped up against the headboard with her legs slightly drawn up, her posture appearing somewhat guarded and reserved.

She saw me push the door in naked, a glint of nervousness and shame evident in her eyes, her fingers subconsciously twisting the lace of her nightgown.

I could see her tension and contradictions.

I knew I couldn't rush it and needed to soften her resistance with Wencun again.

Instead of making the previous request directly, I walked to the edge of the bed, knelt on one leg on the soft mattress, leaned down, lowered my head again, and kissed her gently on the lips.

This kiss was no longer eager and predatory as before, but full of tenderness and comfort.

I kissed her gently and slowly, tracing the shape of her lips with the tip of my tongue.

At the same time, my hand reached through the neckline of her nightgown again, accurately finding her still warm and slippery breasts.

I covered her entire palm, feeling her heart beating beneath her chest, and then gently, rhythmically, kneaded her nipples with my fingertips.

I kissed her tenderly and, with skill, rekindled the desires deep within her body.

After a while, under my unremitting teasing, my mother's tense body slowly relaxed again, her breathing became a little rapid again, and her closed lips opened slightly and began to respond to my kiss.

She was moved again.

The time is ripe.

I reached out to my mom's hand, kneading her breasts in her neckline, and gently, with a sense of guidance, I held her wrist and pulled her hand, moving slowly and downward, eventually guiding her hand over my still-high cock.

My mom's hand, when it touched my hot, hard cock, shivered visibly as if it had been burned.

She hesitated for a second or two.

My fingers covered the backs of her hands, giving her the strength to encourage and guide.

Finally, with a complex mixture of shyness, curiosity, and compromise, she gently and tentatively grasped my cock with her fingers.

Her fingers were long and white, with a slight coolness at the tips caused by tension, which formed a sharp, even violent, contrast with my hot, pulsating cock.

She held my cock with such an unfamiliar grip, seemingly having no idea how much pressure to apply; that sense of bewilderment was transmitted to me through the movements of her fingertips.

I could feel her palms were warm, damp with a fine layer of sweat born from her nervousness.

At first, she held it loosely, using only a few fingers to gently cup it, feeling the shape and hardness of my cock, as well as the slightly raised veins along its length.

With my hand gently and patiently guiding hers, she began to try stroking up and down.

Her movements were incredibly slow and soft, as if she were afraid of hurting me, or perhaps as if she were embarking on an unknown, cautious exploration.

Yet, every slide of her fingers, filled with both awkwardness and curiosity, brought me an intense pleasure unlike anything I had ever experienced from my own touch.

When the delicate, authentic texture of her fingertips rubbed against the corona, the extremely sensitive ridge just below the head of my cock, an indescribable, tingling pleasure immediately surged through me like an electric current, racing up my spine and straight to the top of my head, making my scalp prickle.

Under my guidance, her movements gradually gained a rhythm. Though still appearing somewhat clumsy and inexperienced, that touch—filled with love and hesitation—moved me more than any practiced skill ever could.

I pulled away from our locked lips.

I lifted my head, looking deep into her eyes with a gaze full of tenderness and longing.

Her cheeks were still flushed, and her eyes were a mixture of shyness, curiosity, and a hint of intoxication.

My voice was almost hoarse, and with a tone filled with love and pleading, I whispered, "Mom..." My mother clearly grasped all the emotion and request contained in that single call.

She looked at me, at the longing and love in my eyes; her gaze flickered, and then, with an expression that seemed like she was throwing caution to the wind—tempered by a shy indulgence for the one she loved—she gave a soft smile.

There was a touch of embarrassed hesitation in that smile, yet also a girlish innocence.

Then, playfully, with a look of reproach that seemed to say, "I really don't know what to do with you," she rolled her eyes at me.

She took a deep breath, as if bracing herself for an incredibly daunting task, and lowered her head.

Her gaze fell once again upon my erect cock.

She hesitated for a moment, then reached out and gently gripped it again.

With her head bowed, I watched her profile, sensing the struggle and determination within her.

She took another deep breath, then slowly parted her full, soft lips, revealing her white, even teeth and the tip of her pink tongue.

As the head of my cock neared her lips, she habitually paused, wrinkling her nose like a wary little kitten and leaning in to sniff it.

Only after confirming there was truly no unpleasant odor this time did she seem to finally make up her mind. With a sense of near-tragic sacrifice, she opened her mouth slightly and gently took the tip of my cock into her warm, moist mouth.

The sensation at that moment made my very soul tremble.

My cock was enveloped by an incomparable nest—warm, wet, and incredibly soft.

It was a feeling entirely different from when my fingers entered her body; this was a brand-new, ultimate embrace that reached deep into my soul.

The inner lining of my mother's mouth was so warm, so slick, and so soft. The head of my penis was being gently touched and wrapped by her soft palate and agile tongue.

A completely unfamiliar, dizzying surge of pleasure instantly shattered all my rational defenses.

I let out a deep, uncontrollable groan of satisfaction from the back of my throat.

My hands, almost instinctively, reached out and pressed gently and excitedly onto my mother’s head. My fingers dug slightly into her still-damp hair, as if to confirm that all of this was real.

It was clearly my mother’s first time doing something like this; her movements were completely raw and clumsy.

She had simply taken the head of my penis into her mouth and wrapped her lips around it, holding it there like a large piece of candy. Beyond that, there were no further movements; her mouth remained motionless, encasing me as if she didn't know what else to do.

Although I was already immensely enjoying the feeling of being taken into her mouth—a satisfaction that touched both body and soul—that alone was clearly not enough to bring me to my final release.

I pushed past the overwhelming sense of dizziness, gently and tenderly pressing down on the side of her head, and whispered to guide her: "Mom... move a little..." My mom understood my instruction.

Following the direction of my hand, her head slowly and tentatively sank downward, taking my erect cock deeper into the warmth of her mouth.

I could feel my glans touching the narrower, warmer area of her soft palate at the back of her throat.

The sensation of being enveloped more deeply and tightly made me let out an uncontrollable groan of pleasure.

However, just like last time, she stopped halfway, holding it there without moving a muscle.

The fire of desire within me, already stoked to the breaking point, made it impossible to endure such shallow treatment any longer.

I had to speak again, my voice filled with irrepressible desire and urgency: "Mom... you need to move back and forth... just like I did for you... with my tongue earlier..." Hearing my guidance, she lifted her eyes—which looked slightly comical and watery from having her mouth full—and cast a glance upward at me.

There was a clear hint of playful reproach in that look, as if to say, "Why are you so demanding?" But perhaps because of our intimacy, or perhaps because she wanted to please me, she complied and began to move.

She first slowly and awkwardly lifted her head, and my cock was gradually, lingeringly withdrawn from her warm mouth until my engorged glans was just caught between her soft, moist lips.

Then, with a sense of determination, she slowly lowered her head, taking my cock back into her mouth until it was more than halfway submerged.

My cock was completely engulfed and rhythmically taken in and out of her warm, slick mouth.

The feeling of being surrounded by that wet, tight, softness, and the friction of it sliding in and out as her head moved, was so pleasurable I nearly lost my senses.

I closed my eyes, all my senses seemingly stripped away, focused entirely on that single point of contact where I was joined to my mother's lips.

I gently cradled her head in my hands, my fingers weaving through her hair, tenderly guiding her movements and adjusting the angle and depth to match her rhythm.

My mother performed this act a dozen times or so; while her movements were still very unpracticed and even appeared somewhat clumsy, it was a significant improvement over the complete stillness from moments before.

Every thrust brought me immense pleasure.

Then, she suddenly stopped and abruptly pulled my cock completely out of her mouth.

She lifted her head in a flash, her face flushed deep red, and even her eyes were rimmed with a hint of crimson.

A trace of transparent saliva, drawn out by the movement, still lingered at the corner of her mouth.

She was breathing in large, rapid gasps; clearly, she had been holding her breath the entire time to serve me, never having learned how to breathe through her nose while performing oral sex.

She immediately turned away in a fluster, spat a mixture of saliva into the trash can by the bed, and then, with an expression of someone who had "nearly suffocated," she panted heavily and said, "I almost suffocated..." As she spoke, she tried to sit up to escape a position that left her feeling both shy and humiliated.

How could I let this hard-won, wonderful experience end just like that?

I quickly reached out, pressed down on her slender shoulders, and in a tone filled with extreme pleading and pitiful desperation, I whispered, "Mom..." My mother wiped the remaining saliva from the corner of her mouth and looked back at me, her face a mix of shame, annoyance, and helplessness.

She reached out, pinched the tender skin on the inside of my arm with all her might, and grumbled, "I must have owed you in a past life!" After scolding me, she seemed to have completely resigned herself to her fate.

She stopped trying to get up and instead readjusted her position, making herself more comfortable as she knelt.

She reached out again and grasped my cock, which remained rock-hard and perhaps even more imposing due to the recent stimulation.

She looked down at it, her eyes still holding a trace of lingering shyness and a flicker of curiosity.

She took a deep breath as if to summon her courage once more, then lowered her head again, opened her mouth, and with firm resolve and little hesitation, she took my cock back into her mouth.

This time, her movements were noticeably much smoother than before.

She was no longer as stiff and flustered as she had been the first time; her lips and tongue seemed to be gradually growing accustomed to the work.

Her tongue was no longer just being passively squeezed; instead, it began to move proactively, tracing and licking the surface of my glans and the frenulum with tentative, gentle strokes.

I felt a surge of delight, but I didn't dare to offer frequent verbal guidance like before, fearing I might interrupt this rare display of initiative and her process of discovery.

I simply used the most tender and encouraging tone to guide her carefully: "Yes... don't use your teeth... mm... use your tongue... that's it... exactly like that... mm... that feels so good..." My mother’s ability to learn was truly remarkable.

Under my soft guidance and encouragement, she quickly mastered the basics.

She learned how to wrap her lips over her teeth to prevent them from scraping against my sensitive skin.

She learned how to use her soft, warm tongue with agility to lick, flick, and coil around my glans, especially on the most sensitive tip and the coronal ridge.

She even began to experiment, using the muscles of her throat to gently contract and suck when she took me in deep. That brand-new sensation of being sucked felt so good that I almost groaned aloud.

Her improvement was so great and so rapid that I couldn't help but feel a flicker of doubt in my mind—was her earlier awkwardness and clumsiness just an act?

Or is a woman’s instinct in this regard truly that powerful?

After standing for a while, my legs began to ache, and looking down at my mother, who remained hunched between my legs, it seemed uncomfortable for her as well; her shoulders and back appeared quite tense.

So, I said to her, "Mom, I’m going to lie down." Hearing this, my mother stopped her rhythmic motions and released my cock. She didn't say anything, just gave a small nod of silent consent.

I obediently lay down beside her, stretching out on the bed and surrendering myself completely to her.

My mother adjusted her position accordingly, turning to her side and settling between my legs.

She reached up to gently brush back her long, falling hair, tucking it behind her ears to reveal her smooth face and focused profile.

She looked down at my member standing tall before her. Though her eyes still held a trace of lingering shyness, the initial resistance and aversion were gone.

She took another deep breath, as if to steel herself.

Then, she reached out once more with her fair, slender hand and gently gripped the base of my cock.

Lowering her head, she opened her mouth and, without a moment's hesitation, took the entire head and part of the shaft into her warm, moist mouth.

This time, her movements were smoother than ever before.

She began to take me in and out with an active, rhythmic motion.

Her head bobbed up and down, finding a rhythm as she settled into the act, her long, dark hair swaying gently with every movement.

Each time she leaned down, she took me in deep, almost to the hilt. The sensation of being completely enveloped and pushed against the back of her throat was so exquisitely warm and tight that my toes curled in pleasure.

As she pulled back, her lips lingered at the edge of my glans, creating a suction that felt almost reluctant to let go.

Her tongue was not idle either; it danced nimbly inside her mouth, flicking and teasing my glans in time with her rhythmic movements.

I was swept away into boundless ecstasy by this unprecedented service from my mother, offered with love and an increasingly practiced touch.

I closed my eyes in comfort, relaxing my entire body as I surrendered completely to this ultimate pleasure.

I reached out and cupped one of her soft, smooth breasts, which hung down as she leaned over me.

I gently kneaded the soft flesh in a steady rhythm, savoring the shape and weight of her breast while rolling her already hardening nipple between my thumb and forefinger.

Driven by extreme excitement and pleasure, along with the psychological satisfaction of having "claimed my mother's virgin mouth," I felt the desire I had bottled up for over a week quickly reaching its breaking point.

The impending eruption of pleasure, surging like a tidal wave, gathered and climbed rapidly within me.

My breathing grew heavy and ragged, my chest heaved, and every muscle in my body tensed involuntarily.

The hand I had pressed against my mother’s head began to exert pressure unconsciously, my fingers tightening slightly as if to pull her deeper into me, urging her to pick up the pace.

My mother was clearly sensitive to the changes in my body and the increasingly urgent, suggestive pressure of my hand on her head.

Just as I felt that cord was about to snap and my control was on the verge of breaking, she suddenly lifted her head, pulling my cock out of her warm, lethal mouth at the very last second.

Immediately, she reached out and gripped the base of my cock—now swollen to its limit with veins bulging—and began to stroke it rapidly and forcefully with her warm, saliva-slicked hand.

I understood her intention instantly; she didn’t want me to climax in her mouth.

This realization brought a fleeting flash of disappointment and regret, but at that moment, the mountainous, impending wave of pleasure had completely overwhelmed my reason and ability to think.

I was beyond caring or even feeling that momentary loss.

At the exact instant that ultimate pleasure was about to breach the dam, I used the last of my strength to move the hand that had been on her head, shifting it to firmly and fiercely grab one of her full breasts. My fingers sank into the soft flesh, kneading it with a near-brutal intensity.

With a surge of ultimate pleasure erupting from the very depths of my spine, leaving my mind a blank slate, I could no longer hold back. I erupted violently, without reservation.

The first jet of milky, viscous semen shot from my urethra with powerful force.

Although my mother had prepared for this and began stroking rapidly the moment she pulled away, attempting to catch the fluid in her hand, the force of that first spurt was too intense to avoid completely. A portion of it arched through the air, splattering onto her cheek near the corner of her mouth, with a small drop even landing on the tip of her nose.

The moment my scorching semen splashed onto her face, she let out a short gasp, instinctively recoiling, and her hand, which had been stroking me, reflexively let go.

Without the stimulation and guidance of her hand, my desire, which hadn't been fully spent, spiraled out of control.

The subsequent spurts of semen erupted uncontrollably, one after another, splashing onto the bedsheets beneath me, as well as my own abdomen and chest.

I ejaculated seven or eight times in a row, the viscous, pungent, masculine-scented fluid leaving a messy, glistening white stain across my stomach and the light-colored sheets below.

Post-orgasm, my body was instantly engulfed by an overwhelming sense of exhaustion and satisfaction.

I collapsed onto the bed like a puddle of mud, every limb and bone in my body filled with the languid, aching weakness that follows fulfillment.

I gasped for air greedily, the room thick with a faint, raw scent, and I felt as though the ceiling were spinning slightly.

My mother quickly wiped the semen from her face.

She turned back to look at the mess I had made of the sheets, then at my half-dead, sprawled-out form, and her temper flared instantly.

Without a word, she reached out and pinched my exposed side, hard and sharp.

The pinch was precise and brutal; her nails nearly dug into my flesh.

The sharp pain instantly pierced through my post-coital lethargy, forcing a sharp cry from my throat.

The pain and the lingering, ebbing pleasure collided and mingled within me, twisting my face into an expression that was both bizarre and unreadable—half-agony, half-ecstasy.

After the first pinch, my mother didn't seem satisfied.

She stared at the mess, her anger mounting, and in a tone of exasperated reproach, she launched into a rapid-fire scolding: "Fang Xuyang! Look at the mess you've made! Now I have to wash these sheets tomorrow! Ugh! This is so annoying!" As she spoke, seemingly feeling that words alone couldn't express her fury, she reached out and pinched the corresponding spot on my other side just as viciously.

This time, she didn't just pinch; she grabbed a small roll of skin between her thumb and forefinger and gave it a harsh, 180-degree clockwise twist.

It was her signature move, the one guaranteed to cause the most pain.

That was the breaking point for me.

The weakness brought on by the post-coital "sage time" combined with the piercing pain from that twist, and I surrendered completely.

I sucked in a sharp breath, my face contorted, and begged for mercy: "Mom! Mom! I was wrong! I really was! Stop pinching! It hurts like hell! You're going to tear my skin off!" My mother finished that pinch with a vengeance, as if she had finally vented all her frustration.

She let go and watched me gasping in pain on the bed, wearing a triumphant expression that seemed to say, "Let's see if you dare do that again."

Ignoring my wails and pleas, her tone instantly switched from raging fury to a calm, commanding mode: "That’s enough. You’ve had your fun, now get out of here. Don't be in the way." Watching her pull off that skill of flipping her face faster than turning a page, I felt like I had just been swept out the door, despite having been immersed in that ultimate, intimate pleasure between mother and son only moments ago.

Yet, I didn't feel any real anger or resentment; instead, there was an indescribable, familiar sense of happiness and satisfaction.

Because this is my mother—the woman I love deeply.

This is Liu Hongyu. At our most intimate, she can be a seductive, compliant partner, but in daily life, she instantly reverts to that strict, nagging, domineering, and sometimes temperamental mother.

In front of me, she is always this complex and authentic figure—part wife, part mother. She indulges my desires and satisfies my needs, but once it’s over, she shows no mercy in throwing a tantrum or acting out.

I was unceremoniously kicked out of bed by my mother, and I stood there naked, feeling somewhat disheveled on the cold floor.

Seeing me standing there like a wooden post, my mother immediately put on a look of disgust and impatience again, scolding, "What are you still standing there for? Don't you need to go wash up? Are you waiting for me to wash you?" With that, she stopped looking at me, turned, and bent over, beginning to tug at the soiled bedsheet with a forceful, cathartic intensity.

I watched her busy back and asked tentatively, "Mom... are you... changing them again tonight?" Without turning her head or pausing her movements, my mother replied with ironclad resolve, "You made this mess, how are we supposed to sleep without changing them? Can't you smell how bad it is?" She quickly ripped the sheet off, balled it up, and then turned to glare at me. "Stop standing there like a telephone pole—you're in the way!" She knew that staying here would only be asking for trouble and would likely make her even more irritable.

I had no choice but to turn away. With a sense of languor from the physical and mental exhaustion following our intimacy, mixed with a hint of helplessness from being scolded, I walked barefoot and slow into the bathroom, turned on the showerhead, and began to wash the lingering fluids from my body.

By the time I finished showering, dried myself with a towel, and walked out wearing a pair of clean underwear, my mother had already efficiently pulled a set of fresh, crisp-smelling sheets from the cupboard and made the bed.

She was holding the bundle of soiled, crumpled old sheets, preparing to head toward the bathroom.

I leaned against the doorframe, watching her back, and couldn't help but say again, "Mom, it's so late... why not just leave the washing for tomorrow?" Hearing this, she stopped, turned around, and shot me another glare. "You sleep your sleep, I'll wash my wash—does it have anything to do with you?" She paused, her eyes darting as if she had thought of something, and then she added an order in an indisputable tone: "By the way, you're sleeping in your own bed tonight." Without giving me a chance to argue, she carried the dirty sheets and walked into the bathroom without looking back.

Immediately after, I heard the sound of the washing machine lid opening, followed by the faucet being turned on and the sound of water rushing into the machine.

I stood at the bedroom door, watching the light spilling from the bathroom, listening to the hum of the washing machine and the sound of clothes tumbling in the water. I glanced at the pristine, neatly made double bed, and then my gaze finally settled on the somewhat narrow single bed in my own room.

Helpless, yet filled with an uncontrollable sense of deep-seated contentment and happiness, I smiled softly.

There was no bitterness in my smile, only a profound love and acceptance for life and for my mother.

Because I understand her.

I know that she wasn’t truly angry about what had just happened.

All of her fussing, pinching, complaining, and bossing me around were simply her own unique way of acting spoiled and expressing intimacy.

In my childhood memories, I saw her treat my father this way countless times—she would be happy and satisfied inside, but she would pick faults with her words and persist in pestering him with her actions. It was almost a fixed pattern for how she expressed her affection.

Now, this pattern—filled with feigned annoyance and endearment—has been applied to me, completely and unchanged. It gave me a strange, wonderful sense of being accepted and loved.


  第34章

Chapter 34_Half Fate - Flowers Blooming on the Path (Mother and Son Edition) - Alice Bookstore (ALICESW.COM) - All-Genre Free Novel Creation Website

===================================================

Chapter 34

Some boundaries are not meant to be broken, but to confirm how much each side is willing to compromise for the other...

That night, I slept exceptionally well.

My mother was busy in the living room until midnight. The low hum of the washing machine and the sound of her footsteps moving between the bathroom and the living room reached my ears through the curtain. Far from annoying me, they felt like a lullaby.

It was the sound of home—the sound of someone still working for you.

Amidst these sounds, I turned over, a smile I hadn't even noticed playing on my lips, and quickly drifted into a dreamless sleep.

The next morning, I was once again woken up by the commotion coming from the kitchen. Various sounds intertwined to form a morning symphony that belonged to home, that belonged to my mother.

I opened my eyes and lay in bed, not getting up immediately.

Listening to those sounds, I felt a sense of peace in my heart.

After a long while, I stretched, sat up in bed.

I rubbed my sleepy eyes, put on my slippers, and walked across the still-chilly floor, passing through the bedroom and the living room until I reached the kitchen doorway.

She was standing in front of the stove, her back to me.

She was slightly hunched over, focused on stirring something in the pan with a spatula. The hum of the range hood muffled any other subtle noises.

I leaned against the doorframe, let out a long, sleepy yawn, and said casually: "Mom, don't cook anymore. You wake me up every day and I can't sleep well." When I said this, my tone was completely unintentional; it was just something that slipped out while I was still waking up.

I didn't even think about it; I just wanted to express my protest at being woken up, with the kind of intimate complaint unique to a son toward his mother.

However, the effect of my words was like dropping a bead of water into a pot of calm oil.

The motion of my mother’s hands came to an abrupt halt.

She stiffened for a moment, then slowly turned around, radiating a sense of oppression.

The peace and focus she had while cooking were gone from her face, replaced by a cold, chilling expression.

She stared straight at me. The beautiful, peach-blossom eyes that were usually so tender were now devoid of all warmth, replaced by a cold, sharp look of offense.

"Oh? So, serving you has become a mistake, has it?" Her voice wasn't loud, but it cut like shards of ice, every word dripping with bone-chilling coldness. "Fine. Buy me a ticket tomorrow; I’m going home." With that, she stopped looking at me, spun around abruptly, and slammed the gas stove off with a sharp *snap*.

The sliced buns in the pan were a minute away from being done, but she clearly didn't care anymore.

She untied her apron, balled it up tightly, threw it onto the counter, and walked out of the kitchen without a backward glance.

I was completely stunned.

How could my mindless complaint have triggered such a massive reaction?

I watched her walk straight toward the bedroom. Her back was rigid, radiating a sense of finality, and I realized in an instant that my big mouth had caused trouble again.

I hurriedly followed her. She went to the bathroom first, so I waited by the door. When she came out, I followed her again as she walked into the bedroom. Just as she was about to shut the door, I wedged my hand against the frame.

"Mom, Mom, I'm sorry. I was still half-asleep. Don't be mad, please, don't be mad." My tone was frantic and desperate, like a child who had done something wrong and was scrambling to make amends.

She ignored me and tried to force the door shut.

I held it open, and she glared at me—the icy look in her eyes made my heart tighten.

Eventually, she let go. She didn't insist on closing the door but instead turned, walked to the edge of the bed, and sat down. She picked up her phone from the nightstand and stared at it, treating me as if I were invisible.

My apology hadn't fully extinguished her anger.

I knew my comment had been truly awful. She had gone to the trouble of getting up early to make me breakfast, and I had complained that she was "keeping me from sleeping well." Anyone would feel disheartened hearing that.

I stood at the bedroom door, watching her cold expression, feeling a mix of regret and anxiety.

A while later, she stood up from the bed. Still not looking at me, she returned to the kitchen. Moments later, the breakfast she had made was laid out on the table: millet porridge, sliced buns, and a dish of her homemade pickles.

She sat on the sofa, picked up her bowl of porridge, and began to eat in silence, not once sparing me a glance.

I knew she was still angry. To break the awkward atmosphere, I shamelessly sat down across from her.

I picked up my bowl of porridge, took a sip, and made small talk: "Mmm, this porridge is delicious." She didn't respond. I then picked up a slice of bun, took a bite, and exclaimed exaggeratedly, "These fried buns are perfect—crispy on the outside and tender on the inside. So good!" She still ignored me, not even lifting an eyelid.

I didn't lose heart.

I knew that the best way to handle my mom when she’s angry is to be thick-skinned and stick by her side, using a cheeky grin to thaw her cold shoulder.

I started initiating conversation, bringing up all sorts of random topics. I chattered away on my own while she kept her head down, drinking her porridge without a word.

It wasn't until I mentioned that I’d dreamt last night about her cooking me a huge feast and how happy I was eating it that the corners of her mouth finally, involuntarily, twitched ever so slightly.

Although she suppressed the curve immediately, I had caught it.

I knew the iceberg in her heart was beginning to melt.

I struck while the iron was hot, flashing an even brighter smile and adopting a more affectionate tone.

I set down my bowl and said in a tone bordering on wheedling, "Mom, I really know I was wrong. I was just half-asleep and didn't mean a word of it. Your cooking is the best in the world; I’d love to eat it every single day." She still didn't look up, but I could feel that her expression wasn't as rigid as before.

She took a sip of porridge, and as she set the bowl down, she said in a voice that still carried lingering annoyance but had clearly softened: "Save it." Though it was only two words, it was the signal that she was starting to relent.

My heart leaped; I knew the most dangerous moment had passed.

I continued to coax her with all sorts of sweet talk. Although she never gave me a smile, I could feel her tense body slowly beginning to relax.

After breakfast, she stood up to clear the table.

I hurriedly got to it before her, stacked the bowls and plates, carried them into the kitchen, and turned on the tap to start washing.

She stood at the kitchen doorway with her arms crossed, watching me wash the dishes clumsily, making no move to help.

As I washed the dishes, I glanced back at her and smiled. "Mom, take a break. I've got this." She let out a "hmpf" but didn't say a word, nor did she walk away; she just stayed there, leaning against the doorframe, watching me.

I knew she wasn't actually angry anymore; she was just saving face, unwilling to forgive me too quickly.

I finished the dishes, wiped my hands, and walked over to her.

I looked at her with a smile that was both ingratiating and a little mischievous.

She glared at me, but that look no longer held the coldness of the morning; it was replaced by a sense of "there's no helping you" resignation.

Right then, I suddenly reached out and—with a touch of retaliation—gave her arm a light pinch, right on the spot where she had pinched me during our intimacy the night before.

She hissed, reflexively swatting my hand away, and snapped with wide eyes, "Have you lost your mind?" I rubbed the back of my hand where she’d swatted me, grimacing and feigning pain with an exaggerated tone. "Stop pinching! It still hurts from yesterday. Look, it's still bruised." As I spoke, I actually rolled up my sleeve to reveal that small, still-reddened mark on the inside of my arm from where she had pinched me the day before.

She glanced down at the mark, and the corner of her mouth finally twitched, giving in despite herself.

She looked up and said with a tone of triumph and satisfaction, "If I don't pinch you, you'll never learn." I knew that, as far as this matter was concerned, we had turned the page.

My mother is the type whose anger comes and goes quickly.

As long as she is willing to bicker and trade blows with you, it means she’s no longer holding it against you.

After finishing that rather complicated breakfast, I changed my clothes and headed off to work.

Walking to the office, I thought back on everything from last night to this morning, and I felt exceptionally good.

Especially when I recalled her clumsy, love-filled first time performing oral sex on me—that blend of shyness, curiosity, and a sense of resigned devotion—I felt like I was walking on air.

Because of this excellent mood, my work that day went unusually smoothly. Even the data and reports that usually gave me a headache seemed much more tolerable today.

In just one morning, I efficiently cleared out files that had been piling up for days, and even my colleagues were surprised by my productivity.

However, my good mood didn't last the entire day.

When I got home that evening, I discovered that my father had already returned.

He was sitting on the living room sofa, watching the news on TV.

Hearing me come through the door, he didn't even turn his head, just casually remarked, "You're back?" "Yeah," I replied, changing into my slippers and walking into the living room.

My mother was busy in the kitchen preparing dinner. Seeing her back, the excitement I had built up from a productive day at work felt, the moment I saw my father, like it had been doused with a bucket of lukewarm water—not cold, not hot, but the momentum was gone.

My father being home meant that the intimacy we had shared the previous night was off-limits.

Although my mother and I had an unspoken understanding, in front of my father, we had to play the roles of an ordinary mother and son.

This feeling wasn't exactly disappointment, but it left me with a sense of stifled frustration, like a bone stuck in my throat.

Over the next few days, the situation took a sharp turn for the worse.

First, the company organized a team-building trip, and I spent two days at an outdoor training base in the suburbs; naturally, I couldn't be absent.

After the trip, back at the office, I was suddenly assigned an urgent project that required me to work around the clock.

For four consecutive days, I didn't get home until after eleven at night.

By the time I arrived, the bedroom lights were already off and my mother was usually asleep. Only the hallway light remained on. I would shower as quietly as possible, and by the time I crawled into bed, it was often nearly one in the morning.

Because we couldn't see each other, we went four straight days without even exchanging a single word.

In the blink of an eye, it was the end of May; this month was a long one, with thirty-one days.

For once, I got off work early that day and reached home just after seven.

As I pushed the door open, I felt a glimmer of hope, thinking that I had finally made it back early enough to have a proper conversation with my mother.

However, the moment I finished changing my shoes, I saw my father sitting on the living room sofa. He was holding a bottle of beer, with a plate of peanuts on the coffee table, watching TV in a leisurely manner.

I let out a helpless sigh.

Well, no chance today either.

Actually, after the initial restlessness, my mindset had undergone some subtle changes during these days.

My desire for my mother was, of course, still there; that longing was like an instinct buried deep in my veins, impossible to vanish just because of a few busy days.

But it was no longer the uncontrollable, scorching fire that used to leave me restless and uneasy.

I began to slowly realize that the relationship between my mother and me was not just about those moments of intense passion.

It was merely one part of our connection, perhaps even an ultimate expression of the deep bond we shared.

Beyond the intimacy, we had our lives, our work, and this family that we needed to maintain together.

I knew that at the right time and in the right setting, my mother would never refuse my advances.

She had accepted me to her very core; our bodies and souls had already become one.

But if I were to always act like an impulsive boy, demanding her attention regardless of the time or place, I would only make her feel uncomfortable and disrespected, and might even end up upsetting her.

That would truly be counterproductive and would completely shatter the delicate, precious balance we had worked so hard to establish.

Ever since I came to this realization, I stopped struggling with it so much.

I no longer treated being intimate with her as a task to be completed or an opportunity I had to seize.

My mindset became much calmer, and I felt good every day.

I could tell that my mother had noticed this change in me as well.

I stopped clinging to her like a shadow whenever my father was away, no longer looking at her with that naked, desperate hunger in my eyes.

I began to act as I had before—chatting about daily life, helping with chores, and watching TV with her.

This change in me made her feel much more at ease, too.

The smiles on her face became noticeably more frequent, and she no longer wore that subtle look of wariness and tension she used to have.

She was cheerful every day, and under this new balance, our home radiated a sense of harmony and warmth like never before.

It was a rare evening when I returned home early, so my mother made two extra dishes: a pot of braised pork and a stir-fry of crown daisy with garlic, which I loved.

The three of us sat around the dinner table, the atmosphere unusually harmonious.

My father sipped his baijiu, while my mother and I had beers, and we chatted idly as we ate.

Halfway through the meal, my father suddenly set down his chopsticks and, in a tone that suggested his mind was made up, said, "I'm planning on heading back to our hometown with your mother in a couple of days." My mother and I both stopped eating and looked at him.

My father continued, "This job here is going well; I’ve almost been at it for a month. I’ve decided to stay on for the long haul. I’ve already cleared it with the team leader to take some time off, go back home to sell the cars, and then come back." Hearing this, I instinctively looked at my mother.

She clearly already knew the news; there was no look of surprise on her face.

However, she didn’t look at me either, just lowered her head and poked at the rice in her bowl, as if using the motion to hide some kind of emotion.

I glanced at my mother and then turned to my father, asking, "So, how long will you be back there?" My father took a bite of food, chewed, swallowed, and then said slowly, "I’ve already been in touch with some buyers beforehand. There are a few good prospects, and I’ll meet with them once I get back. I figure about a month should do it." Hearing that he would be gone for a month, my mind immediately began to race.

I quickly looked at my mother and asked in a tone tinged with both probing and anticipation, "Mom, are you going back too? Why go through all that trouble?" My mother looked up at me, a knowing glint in her smile that told me she saw right through my intentions. She didn't answer my question directly, but instead countered, "You don't want me to go back?" Having been called out, I scratched my head, feeling a bit embarrassed, but I pressed on, "It’s too exhausting for you to travel back and forth. Why not just stay here?" My mother smiled, a look that seemed to say, *I know exactly what you’re thinking.*

She shook her head and said, "I have to go back, too. There’s so much stuff at home that needs to be sorted out. I have no idea what condition my flowers are in after your grandmother’s care." As soon as she finished, my father chimed in, "Exactly, your mother has to go. From now on, whenever we come back, we'll be staying for a long time, so everything at home needs to be tidied up. If it's not organized properly, it’ll just be a mess." Hearing them both, I knew the matter was all but settled; there was no way my mother wasn't going back.

The tiny flame of hope that had just sparked in my heart was instantly extinguished.

I asked, somewhat unwillingly, "So, what day do you plan to leave?" My father thought for a moment and said, "I'll hit the one-month mark on the fifth. If everything goes smoothly, your mother and I will head back then." I thought about it and said, "Alright then. Once you're finished with everything, I'll take you both out for a stroll and we can buy some things for you to take back to Grandpa and the others." When my mother heard this, her expression softened a bit. She said, "Yes, we should get some things. It wouldn't be right to come out here and not bring anything back." As she said this, I was looking straight at her.

In my eyes, there was nothing but reluctance and an indescribable longing.

I wanted her to stay, even if only for a few more days.

My mother saw the undisguised look in my eyes as I watched her, and she understood what it meant.

But she didn't say anything directly; she just offered me a gentle smile.

In that smile, there was comfort, understanding, and a hint of imperceptible helplessness.

I knew she understood me, but she also had things she had to do.

The next day was busy; I didn't even have time to eat. My father was home as usual, and I couldn't find any opportunity to have a heart-to-heart with my mother.

However, tomorrow is Sunday. It’s rare that I don’t have to work overtime this weekend, so I can finally get a good rest.

During dinner that evening, I said to her, "Mom, I'm off tomorrow. Let me take you shopping." She thought for a moment, nodded, and said, "Alright, let's skip that place we went to—let's go somewhere with wholesale prices." I knew where she meant and quickly replied, "I know, we'll go to Dahu Tong tomorrow; everything there is wholesale." My father chimed in from the side, "You take your mother tomorrow then; I won't be back." He turned to my mother and added, "Make sure you buy everything you need, don't leave anything out." My mother rolled her eyes at him and said with a hint of impatience, "I know." Hearing that my father wouldn't be around tomorrow, I felt a surge of wild joy.

But I didn't dare show any of this excitement on my face.

I suppressed my inner thrill, lowered my head, and pretended to poke at my food as if nothing were wrong, but I couldn't stop the corners of my mouth from curling upward.

On the morning of June 2nd, after breakfast, my mother and I set off.

Knowing we would be buying quite a lot, my father specifically left the car for us.

We drove to that massive wholesale market in Tianjin—Dahu Tong.

As soon as we stepped into the noisy, vibrant market, my mother was like a fish in water; she was completely in her element.

Her eyes lit up, and her step became brisk.

She darted between rows of stalls, looking at this, touching that, skillfully haggling with the sharp-witted shopkeepers, and then paying with deep satisfaction.

My mother went on a shopping spree; the way she bought things could only be described as fierce.

She bought herself a few new summer outfits, picked out two shirts and a pair of trousers for my dad, and chose several summer clothes for my grandparents. She also bought a heap of Tianjin specialties for our relatives back home, filling several large bags with twisted dough sticks and pastries.

I was like a little lackey tagging along behind her, responsible for carrying everything.

With several bags in each hand, the straps dug painfully into my shoulders, and my arms ached intensely. Yet, I felt happy inside; seeing her so delighted and so eager to pick things out made it all worth it.

We shopped for the entire morning. My legs were aching so much they felt like lead. But my mother’s enthusiasm hadn't waned in the slightest; she was still darting between shops with high spirits.

At noon, we found a random noodle shop and each had a bowl to fill our stomachs.

I thought she would be tired and ready to go home after eating, but to my surprise, she wiped her mouth and, brimming with energy, dragged me out to shop for another two hours.

By the time we finally got home, it was already past three in the afternoon.

After I hauled all those bags into the house, I collapsed onto the bed, feeling as if my bones were falling apart.

My mother was exhausted by this point, too. She leaned against the doorframe, gasping for breath, with fine beads of sweat glistening on her forehead.

She turned on the air conditioner, and as the cool air blew out, she let out a sigh of relief.

Then she walked over to the coffee table, picked up a glass, and downed half a cup of cold water in one go.

After drinking, she panted and said to me, "Let's take a break. I'm absolutely exhausted; I need to take a nap in a bit." With that, she began changing her clothes right in front of me, completely unconcerned. She took off her outer T-shirt, which was already soaked with sweat, revealing a white, wire-free cotton tank top underneath.

The tank top clung tightly to her voluptuous body, outlining her mature and alluring curves.

Her movements were natural and fluid, without a hint of shyness, as if I didn't exist at all.

I lay on the bed, squinting my eyes, watching her change with a lecherous gaze.

Sunlight filtered through the gap in the curtains, casting a soft glow over her smooth skin. I could see the light reflecting off the tiny beads of sweat on her collarbone and the gentle swaying of her breasts beneath her tank top as she moved.

My mother finished changing into her pajamas, and as she turned, she caught me staring with that lecherous look on my face.

She rolled her eyes at me, a look of mock annoyance rather than genuine anger.

"Go get changed and wash your face," she scolded. "Look at you, acting like a bum." With that, she ignored me and walked into the bathroom.

I lay on the bed for a moment before getting up to change into some comfortable loungewear.

I felt strangely calm today.

I knew my father wouldn't be back tonight, and I was certain that tonight would bring an intimate moment between my mother and me.

Since that was the case, there was no need to be impatient.

My mother finished washing up and walked out of the bathroom wearing a beige nightgown.

She looked a bit tired, but her spirits were good. Her cheeks were flushed with a healthy glow from the hot water, her almond-shaped eyes were bright and dewy, and her lips looked full and rosy from the steam.

She walked over to the bed, pulled back the covers, and lay down, drifting off to sleep almost immediately.

Shopping had clearly exhausted her; even if she wanted to cuddle with me now, she definitely lacked the energy.

I washed my face and rinsed my feet, then lay down on my own bed, thinking I should get some good sleep to recharge for our intimate time later that evening.

Closing my eyes, I quickly fell asleep, my body sinking into the soft mattress as my consciousness slipped into the darkness.

My mother and I slept until a little after six in the evening. I let out a satisfied groan as I woke up. Hearing me, my mother walked out of her room and leaned against the doorframe.

She had just woken up, and her beige nightgown was slightly disheveled. The hem rested just above her knees, revealing her fair, shapely calves.

The fabric of the nightgown was creased from her nap, clinging softly to her full, curvaceous body.

Her hair was slightly disheveled, with a few strands clinging to her cheeks. Her face still wore the hazy, languid expression of someone just waking up, and those beautiful, almond-shaped eyes were narrowed, clouded with sleepiness.

She let out a yawn and asked casually, "You're up? What are we having for dinner?" Watching her lazy, carefree demeanor, the desire that had been building up within me for so long instantly surged to life.

I didn't say a word.

I sat up abruptly, then rolled over, pulling my mother onto my bed in one swift motion.

Her body fell onto the soft mattress with a short gasp, causing the bed to bounce slightly under her weight.

I loomed over her, thrusting my hand straight into her nightgown and unerringly grabbing a soft, full breast.

That familiar, wonderful sensation—warm, resilient, like the finest silk wrapped around warm water—made my breathing turn ragged in an instant.

I began to knead it firmly, feeling the soft flesh change shape in my palm. My fingers sank into the supple curves, and my fingertips clearly felt her nipple hardening rapidly beneath my touch.

I leaned close to her eyes, watching the way her gaze shifted from surprise to desire, and said in a tone of undeniable dominance, "I want to eat you first." With that, I lowered my head to kiss her.

My mother was startled by my sudden movement, her body instinctively recoiling.

But she quickly regained her composure, a smile blooming on her face that was equal parts helplessness and playful reproach.

She laughingly blocked my mouth with her hand, her palm warm and soft, pressing against my lips and bringing with it the unique scent of her skin.

She let out a string of muffled protests: "Oh, that tickles! You're never serious for a single day." I paid no mind, still intent on kissing her.

She refused to let me, twisting and turning incessantly on the bed.

The more she squirmed, the more her lush, mature body inflamed my desire. The warmth and elasticity radiating through her thin nightgown, the silhouette of her breasts swaying with her movements, and the heated sensation of her thighs occasionally brushing against me—all of it was devouring my reason, bit by bit.

Since I couldn't reach her lips, I gave up on them and lowered my head, beginning to kiss her breasts through the thin fabric of her nightgown.

My lips pressed against those soft curves, and I used the tip of my tongue to trace the contour of her nipple through the material. I could clearly feel that tiny protrusion hardening and standing erect under my touch, like a flower bud unfurling its stamen.

At the same time, my other hand slid beneath the hem of her gown, resting over her warm, soft thighs through her panties.

I could feel the heat there, sensing the soft swell rising and falling beneath my palm with an alluring, living vitality.

My mother clearly didn't want to go all the way just yet. She pulled my hand away from between her legs and let out a soft whine: "Oh, I'm still covered in sweat and haven't showered yet. Stop that." I could tell she really wasn't in the mood right now; she had just woken up from her nap, still heavy with drowsiness and the scent of sweat, and hadn't quite gotten into the spirit of things.

Seeing that she wasn't interested, I didn't push her any further.

I sat up, pulled my hand away, and changed my expression. No longer looking impatient, I propped my head up and watched her with a mischievous grin. "How about we skip cooking? You've had a long day. Should I just order takeout?" Seeing me settle down and stop acting so restless, her tense body finally relaxed. Hearing my suggestion, she smiled and asked, "What should we order then?" I thought for a moment and said, "How about spicy hot pot?" She hesitated, "Won't it get all soggy by the time it gets here?" I replied, "It's not too bad; I eat it like that at the office all the time." She pondered it, agreed it would be easier, and nodded. "Alright then, go ahead and order it." With that, she sat up on the bed, smoothing out the nightgown I had ruffled, and said, "I'm going to tidy up a bit." My mother sorted through the things she had bought and then went to take a shower.

I could hear the sound of rushing water coming from the bathroom, and the fire of desire that had been ignited by our intimacy still hadn't fully died down.

But I knew I couldn't rush it; the night was long, and we had plenty of time.

I lay on the bed, picked up my phone, scrolled for a while, and ordered two servings of spicy hot pot, tailored to my mother's taste.

By the time we had both finished showering and changed into clean, comfortable loungewear, the delivery had just arrived.

It was past seven in the evening; the sky outside had turned completely dark, and the streetlights were glowing with an amber hue.

My mother and I sat down to eat, one of us on the sofa and the other on a small chair by the coffee table, opening our containers.

The air conditioning in the room was set quite low, but we were both sweating from the meal.

The scalding, spicy kick of the hot pot left our lips looking incredibly flushed.

I ate quickly, finishing in no time at all.

I took a long gulp of cola, then leaned back against the sofa, watching the television aimlessly.

As the saying goes, a full belly makes for an active mind.

Once I was full and satisfied, my thoughts began to wander.

My gaze no longer rested on the TV screen; instead, it drifted, almost unintentionally, toward my mother sitting on the small chair by the coffee table.

She was wearing a loose white T-shirt. Since she wasn't wearing a bra, I could see the outlines of her nipples protruding beneath the soft fabric, appearing like two small, raised points atop the soft mounds of her chest.

Perhaps feeling the heat, she had tucked the hem of her T-shirt up, revealing her long, snow-white legs.

The skin of her thighs shimmered delicately under the light, with the faint, pale blue patterns of veins visible beneath the surface.

My mother wasn't wearing pants. Her legs were slightly parted, and from my angle, I could vaguely see the slightly raised, triangular area between her legs, wrapped in light-colored panties. It looked plump, forming a soft curve beneath the fabric.

I sat there, half-watching the TV while distractedly admiring my mother's alluring figure.

My mother ate slowly, taking over half an hour to finish her meal.

She had long since noticed my restless gaze wandering over her, but she didn't make a fuss. It wasn't until she finished the last bite of vermicelli and set down her chopsticks that she looked up and glared at me.

That look held a hint of reproach, but also a trace of subtle pride—she knew exactly how much she attracted me.

My mother had just finished eating when I chose an inopportune moment to sidle up to her. I clung to her side, leaning my body against hers.

Seeing me acting so clingy, my mother gave me a look of disgust and held up a hand to block me, saying, "Oh, goodness, I just finished eating. Stay away from me, it's too hot." I knew it wasn't the right time; she had just finished her meal and certainly didn't want me sticking to her.

However, I didn't leave. Instead, I ingratiatingly picked up a book from the coffee table and used it as a fan, gently fanning her in an attempt to please her with that meager bit of cool air.

As the breeze brushed against her cheeks and neck, I saw her eyes narrow slightly in comfort.

Seeing my eagerness to please, my mother gave me a satisfied look and her tone softened. "Clear this away in a bit." I quickly agreed, "Don't worry, I'll clean it up in a moment." As I said this, I picked up the half-finished glass of water from the coffee table and eagerly handed it to her.

My mother took the water with a chuckle, took a sip, and then said, "Isn't the show about to start?" She set down the glass, picked up the remote, and started flipping through the channels.

I wasn't in a rush; I knew that to achieve my goal tonight, I had to get my mother in a good mood first.

So, I patiently sat there with her, watching television.

While she watched the show, I got up to clear the takeout containers from the coffee table, then went to the kitchen to slice a plate of fruit, which I brought back and set in front of her.

Then, just like the past few days, I leaned against her to watch TV. But I wasn't really watching; my hand rested restlessly on her thigh, beginning to stroke it gently and rhythmically.

The touch of her skin was smooth and warm. My fingertips glided slowly over that delicate surface, savoring the texture, which felt like silk.

My mother didn't seem to mind; it was as if she hadn't noticed at all. She would occasionally reach out to take a piece of fruit from the plate, and sometimes she would even feed a piece to me.

Her lips would occasionally brush against my fingertips, and that brief, warm sensation sent ripples through my heart. We stayed like that until past nine o'clock.

After the two episodes ended, my mother stretched, working out her stiff shoulders.

The movement caused her body to arch backward, making the soft curves of her chest stand out clearly, like two gentle, rolling hills.

Seeing her do this, a chord in my heart tightened instantly; I knew the real show was about to begin tonight.

I looked at her with a lecherous expression. As I watched my mother stand up, I hurriedly asked, "Mom, where are you going?" She turned back and glared at me, her eyes filled with a mix of understanding and warning. "I'm going to the bathroom," she said, before walking out of the bedroom and into the washroom.

By now, the fire of desire within me could no longer be suppressed.

The urges that had been building for over ten days had fermented to a breaking point during the intimacy and anticipation of this evening.

I followed my mother to the door of the washroom.

Standing outside, I listened to the sounds of her using the toilet. The crisp splashing of urine against the porcelain was exceptionally clear in the quiet night, like a spark igniting all the heat within my body.

After she finished, I heard the shower turn on, the water rushing out and splashing rhythmically against the tiles.

I was a bit curious about what she was washing, as she had already bathed.

A while later, the bathroom door opened.

My mother stepped out.

Seeing me standing at the doorway like a sentry, she wasn't the least bit surprised, as if she had known all along that I would be lying in wait for her.

She had just washed her face, and a flush remained on her cheeks from the steam, spreading all the way to her earlobes and making her look even more vibrant.

Her beautiful peach-blossom eyes looked exceptionally bright, moist and shimmering as they moved, with tiny, undried droplets still clinging to her lashes.

Her lips, plump and red from the warm water, glowed with a healthy luster, like petals freshly washed by rain.

She was wearing that thin beige nightgown, which hit just above her knees, revealing her fair, shapely calves.

The fabric of the nightgown was slightly damp from the bathroom steam, clinging gently to her chest and thighs, tracing the contours of her body beneath.

Her slender waist, full hips, and the soft, perky swell of her breasts were all visible; the nipples were faintly discernible, pressing slightly against the damp, clinging cloth.

Seeing her look like a lotus emerging from the water, the desire I had suppressed all night could no longer be contained.

I pulled her into my arms, holding her in a tight, firm embrace.

My chest pressed against her soft back, and I could clearly feel the curves and warmth of her body; the heat radiating through her thin nightgown made the blood in my veins boil.

My mother was caught off guard by my sudden embrace. She squirmed in my arms, letting out a stifled, playful scolding: "Oh, you're so impatient." I didn't answer her; my hands were already eagerly roaming over her body.

Through the thin fabric of her nightgown, I kneaded her full, perky breasts hard, feeling the soft flesh yield and reshape within my palms. My fingers sank slightly into the supple skin, savoring the texture, which felt as smooth as cream.

At the same time, my lips left a trail of light, burning kisses across her face, neck, and collarbone.

Wherever my lips touched, I could feel the lingering moisture on her skin and the unique scent of her body, mingled with the fresh fragrance of shower gel.

As I kissed her, I said in a tone filled with intense possessiveness, "I've missed you to death." My mother's breathing became shallow, and I could feel the rise and fall of her chest accelerate significantly.

Her body stopped struggling and gradually went limp in my arms, like melting butter, her entire weight leaning against me.

Just like that, I held her close, moving like a ball of fire as I walked toward the bedroom.

As soon as we reached the doorway, my hand, unable to wait any longer, slid along the hem of her nightgown and reached between her legs.

One touch was all it took to realize that her panties were gone, and the area was damp, warm, and slippery.

My fingers brushed against that smooth, moist skin and the soft petals, and the sensation of that heat made my heart skip a beat.

It dawned on me instantly: the sound of the shower I had heard earlier was her washing her most intimate place.

With a mischievous, knowing smirk, I leaned in close to her ear and teased, "Mom, did you just wash up?" Caught in the act, she looked a little embarrassed, but answered candidly, "It would be so dirty if I didn't. I just used the bathroom, and you’ve been kissing and licking me all over." As she finished, she grew shy herself; her voice trailed off, and her cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of red.

Hearing her words, I couldn't help but plant a deep, affectionate kiss on her soft, still-damp lips, saying sincerely, "Mom, you're so good to me. I was afraid you wouldn't want to." She let out a helpless sigh, one that held a sense of indulgence as if to say there was just no helping me. "Psh, you and your sweet talk," she said. "If I didn't give it to you, you'd probably eat me alive." I just chuckled, saying nothing more.

In a few swift motions, I stripped off my clothes, releasing my cock, which was already aching and primed for action.

It stood rigid, veins slightly prominent along the shaft, the head swollen and purplish-red from the rush of blood, looking like a peeled, hard-boiled egg. A bead of thick, clear pre-cum seeped from the tip, glistening under the light.

My entire member radiated an aura of raw, desperate desire.

I pulled my mom onto the bed, my movements eager yet still gentle.

I first cupped her face in my hands and kissed her deeply, not pulling away until she was breathless.

Then, I grabbed the hem of her nightgown and pulled it up, stripping the thin fabric away in one swift motion.

She wore nothing underneath, and her snow-white, voluptuous body was laid bare, fully exposed under the soft bedroom light.

Her skin was a healthy white—not pale, but a glowing, rosy white that seemed to shimmer with a warm, radiant luster, as if it were lit from within.

Her shoulders were rounded and symmetrical, and her collarbones stood out delicately, like two graceful arcs inlaid against her fair skin.

Her full breasts spread slightly to the sides as she lay there, yet they maintained their firm shape, like two gentle mounds rising and falling softly with each of her breaths.

The areola is a pale pink with smooth edges, like two small petals.

The nipples were already slightly erect from the stimulation just now, like two freshly peeled lotus seeds, dotted in the center of the pink areola.

Her waist was slender, without a trace of excess fat, and she harvested in a smooth curve from the ribs down.

The lower abdomen is flat, and the navel is small and concave in it.

Further down is the black forest that fascinates me. The pubic hair is not particularly dense, but curled and neat, covering the slightly raised mons pubis, like a meadow soaked by spring rain.

The long, well-proportioned thighs were now slightly together, the skin at the base of the thighs with a moist sheen from the previous rinse. In the shadow of the light, the most hidden area loomed, emitting an irresistible mysterious attraction

 Force.

I leaned over and pressed on, feeling her warm body cling to me.

My chest was pressed against her soft breasts, and the elastic touch made me sigh with satisfaction.

I lowered my head and took one of my mother's breasts directly into my mouth.

I took the soft and elastic milk with my lips, and first gently swirled the tip of my tongue around the slightly upright areola, feeling the touch of the fine texture under my tongue.

Then I wrapped my lips around the cherry-sized nipple and began to suck gently, like a baby sucking its mother's milk.

With the tip of my tongue, I plucked the sensitive tip quickly, bit by bit, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, sometimes with my teeth biting extremely softly, and then quickly licking it with my tongue, as if tasting a rare treasure.

I could feel her nipples becoming harder and fuller in my mouth, standing upright like a small stone, under the alternating stimulation of my lips and tongue. Every time I fiddled with the tip of my tongue, I could feel the slight trembling that followed in her body.

At the same time, my fingers slid down her smooth belly.

My fingertips first traced lightly over her flat abdomen, feeling the smoothness and warmth of her skin, before crossing the soft, curled thicket to touch the wet, yielding center. With unerring precision, I slid into her warm, damp honey pot, which was even more sensitive from her recent wash.

The moment my finger entered, her tight, silky walls wrapped firmly around it.

It was an indescribably wonderful sensation—warm, wet, and snug. The layers of tender flesh seemed to suck at my fingertip like countless tiny mouths, and the folds and textures of those walls were clearly discernible under my touch.

I used my finger to explore within, rotating and spreading, feeling every inch of her internal anatomy.

Stimulated by my touch, her honey pot quickly secreted more nectar, becoming even slicker, until the movement of my finger in and out produced soft, squelching sounds.

The warm fluid flowed out along my finger, wetting the back of my hand and staining the sheets beneath her.

My mother was left limp by the double stimulation, her body beginning to writhe involuntarily with the unique, unconscious rhythm of arousal.

Her legs parted slightly, like a blossoming flower, silently inviting me to go further.

She let out suppressed, broken moans: "Mm... ah... you... be gentle..." The desire that had been suppressed for too long left me with no patience for foreplay.

I gave her lips and neck a few hurried kisses, then dug my finger into her honey pot a few times, feeling the warm nectar coat my entire finger.

I withdrew my finger, which was slick with the crystal-clear fluid, glistening under the light.

Confirming she was fully aroused, I couldn't wait to spread my mother's legs.

I gripped her fair, delicate ankles and pushed them apart, laying her most private garden completely bare before me.

Because of the stimulation and washing moments ago, her labia majora were plump and damp, glowing with a healthy, fleshy pink. They were parted slightly, like petals dampened by dew, revealing the even more delicate and moist labia minora within.

The labia minora were thin and soft, their edges marked with fine, delicate folds, peeking out between the labia majora like butterfly wings.

At the point where the labia minora converged at the top, the clitoris, the size of a red bean, had emerged completely from its hood. It looked exceptionally prominent and sensitive, glistening with moisture under the light.

Further down was the slightly pulsing, warm entrance, like a spring; it was contracting rhythmically, as if silently beckoning me.

The entire scene under the light possessed a peculiar beauty, a blend of soft elegance and eroticism, exuding an alluring scent unique to a mature woman in the throes of passion—a mixture of the fresh fragrance of body wash and the sweet, musky aroma of her desire.

I gripped my cock, which was now as hard as iron, and aimed the head at her damp, pulsing entrance, preparing to mount her and penetrate the body I had craved for days.

I could feel the head of my cock already touching that moist, soft opening; the warmth of the entrance transmitted through the most sensitive skin of my glans, acting like a silent invitation.

With just a thrust of my hips, I could bury the entire length inside, entering the warm nest I had longed for day and night.

Just at this critical moment, my mother, who had already closed her eyes in anticipation of the impending ultimate pleasure, suddenly opened them.

Although her gaze was still clouded with the haze and mist of passion, there remained a glimmer of clarity and resolve.

She reached out and placed her palm between her legs, covering her damp mons pubis and blocking the head of my cock, which was already pressed against the entrance.

She panted slightly, yet her tone was undeniably serious as she said to me, "Did you bring a condom?" Upon hearing this, my head buzzed, as if it had been struck hard by something.

The raging fire in my heart felt as though a bucket of ice water had been poured over it.

I knew it wouldn't be that simple.

I froze, my expression shifting from eager anticipation to a look of utter misery.

With a long face, I said in an almost pleading tone, "I don't have any." My mother looked displeased; her brows furrowed slightly, and her tone turned more serious: "Didn't you promise me you'd use protection?" Knowing I was in the wrong, I quickly explained, "Oh, for heaven's sake, I really forgot! I'll definitely bring some next time." My mother said with absolute finality, "No, if you don't have any, then forget it." As she spoke, she actually pushed against my chest, trying to shove me away, her eyes filled with the determination of someone who meant what she said.

Looking at her unyielding expression, I felt like I was about to cry. With a pained look, I said, "Where am I supposed to get some right now?" My mother replied indifferently, "That’s not my problem; you figure it out. No protection, no deal." With that, she picked up the nightgown I had just removed and began putting it on, her movements carrying a firmness that brooked no argument.

As she pulled on her nightgown, I could see that the flush of passion on her cheeks hadn't completely faded, yet the resolve in her eyes was unquestionable—a stubbornness that wouldn't compromise on matters of principle.

Watching her, I knew that if I didn't get my hands on a condom tonight, I really was out of luck.

I know my mother's temperament; she never compromises on issues of principle, and pestering her further would only make her more resentful.

I gritted my teeth, as if making an incredibly difficult decision: "Mom, wait for me. I'm going to buy some right now." I immediately started getting dressed.

I moved with breakneck speed, filled with a desperate, all-or-nothing urgency. I threw on my T-shirt and shorts, didn't even bother with socks, and rushed downstairs.

Once I reached the street, the cool night air hit me, and I suddenly realized a serious problem—I had no idea where to actually buy condoms.

I had used them before, of course.

Back when I used to hook up with those mature women online, I used them all the time.

But back then, they either brought their own or we just used the ones provided by the hotel.

I had never bought them myself, not even once.

However, I remembered seeing them for sale near the checkout counters in supermarkets.

With that, I hurried toward the convenience store at the entrance of the residential complex.

I didn't choose the smallest supermarket at the entrance of the residential complex. For some reason, I felt uneasy buying them there; I was afraid of running into someone I knew, or that my mother would find out later and make fun of me.

I ran down the street to a slightly larger supermarket.

It wasn't even ten o'clock at night yet, so the shop was still open.

After walking in, I didn't head straight to the counter. Instead, I wandered between the aisles, looking left and right, feeling as nervous as if I were about to commit a crime, my palms sweating.

I hesitated for a long time. To build up my courage and avoid looking too out of place, I grabbed a bottle of cola first.

Then, I walked up to the checkout counter and placed the cola down. While paying, I took a quick glance at the small rack next to the register that held various brands of condoms.

Those colorful little boxes were right there, within arm's reach, yet they made me feel incredibly awkward.

In a tone so quiet it was barely a mosquito's hum—even I felt embarrassed by it—I said to the woman in the supermarket uniform behind the counter, who looked to be in her fifties, "I'd like a box of condoms." She clearly heard me.

She looked up and glanced at me.

Her eyes held the knowing look of someone who had seen it all, mixed with a scrutiny that made me want to crawl into a hole. She was probably thinking, "This young man looks so honest; why is he here buying this in the middle of the night?"

Without changing her expression, she asked, "What kind do you want?" At that moment, I felt like dying of embarrassment; my cheeks were hot enough to fry an egg, and my ears were burning.

I had no choice but to bite the bullet. Almost closing my eyes, I pointed randomly at a box placed in the most prominent spot.

The box was blue, with a brand name on it that I hadn't even clearly seen.

The woman didn't ask any more questions. She picked it up, scanned it, and handed it to me.

After paying, I grabbed the box of condoms and the bottle of cola, and practically fled the supermarket.

Once outside, the cool night breeze hit me, and I let out a long sigh of relief. It felt like I had just fought a battle; my back was damp with sweat.

I unscrewed the cola and downed half the bottle in one go. As the ice-cold carbonated drink slid down my throat, I let out a loud, resonant burp. Only then did I feel a bit better, and my heart, which had been ready to jump out of my chest, slowly began to calm down.

I took the box of condoms home and hurriedly locked the front door behind me.

After all that commotion, I was drenched in sweat again, my clothes sticking to me in a damp, uncomfortable mess.

The air conditioning in the house was nice and cool. As the cold breeze hit my sweat-soaked skin, I shivered, feeling a wave of relief.

I quickly stripped off my clothes, leaving me in just my underwear, and headed straight for the bedroom.

When I reached the bedroom door, I realized the lights were already off.

The room was pitch black, save for the glow of a streetlamp filtering in from outside, casting a small, hazy patch of light on the floor near the window and outlining the blurred silhouettes of the furniture.

My heart sank, as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over my head. I thought, "Surely Mom hasn't gone to sleep already?"

If she had, hadn't all my running around been for nothing?

The excitement I’d felt moments ago instantly drained away by half.

With a heart full of apprehension, I pushed open the bedroom door. Moonlight and streetlamp light mingled to illuminate a corner of the room. I called out softly, "Mom?" No one answered.

My heart sank even further. Feeling like a deflated balloon, I stood at the doorway, not wanting to move a muscle.

Just as I was about to give up and head back to sleep in my own bed in the hallway, I suddenly heard my mom laugh.

It was a stifled giggle that escaped from her throat, filled with the smug, mischievous tone of someone whose prank had succeeded. It sounded exceptionally clear in the quiet room.

Hearing her laugh, I understood everything in an instant.

She was just playing with me!

She hadn't been asleep at all!

I reached up and flipped the light switch. The sudden, blinding white light made me squint.

I saw my mom lying in bed, her face covered by the quilt, leaving only her forehead and eyes visible. Her eyes were brimming with laughter, and she was still giggling, her shoulders shaking so hard that the quilt trembled along with her.

I was annoyed and frustrated, but more than anything, I felt the wild joy of having what I thought was lost suddenly returned to me.

In that instant, all my previous anxiety and tension were swept away by pure delight.

I lunged onto the bed like a leopard pouncing on its prey, threw back the quilt, reached inside, and started tickling her all over.

I targeted her most ticklish spots—her sides, armpits, and neck—scratched away, and muttered, "That’ll teach you to trick me! That’ll teach you to scare me! See if you dare do it again!" My mother squirmed and thrashed on the bed like a fish hauled onto dry land. She couldn't stop laughing uncontrollably; her laughter was a mix of triumph at her successful prank and the sheer abandon of being tickled.

Between laughs, she begged for mercy: "Haha... stop it... hahaha... I was wrong... I'm really sorry..." We wrestled on the bed for a while until we were both too exhausted to move.

Her nightgown had bunched up during the commotion, revealing a patch of smooth, fair skin at her waist, and my underwear had shifted as well.

Eventually, we both came to a stop, gasping for breath.

My mother couldn't take it anymore and started begging in earnest: "No more, no more, I really mean it, I surrender." I was tired too, so I rolled off her and sprawled out on my back, panting heavily. My chest heaved, and the roughhousing had left me covered in a light sheen of sweat.

Seeing me breathless, my mother brushed back the strands of hair that had come loose and stuck to her face during our play, tucking them behind her ears. Her face was flushed with the joy of our laughter.

There were still tears of mirth in the corners of her eyes.

Then, she gave me a playful, reproachful glare and said, "Go take another shower." I let out an "Ah," and intentionally used a tone of extreme grievance: "Again? Didn't I just take one?" She shot me a look of disdain, sat up, and wrinkled her nose slightly: "You're all sweaty; don't touch me unless you wash up." After a pause, she flashed a slightly provocative smile and drawled, "Forget it then, I'm going to sleep." She then made a show of grabbing the quilt and lying down, pretending to ignore me, acting as if she were really going to sleep.

I knew she was teasing me, but I also knew that with my mother's fastidious nature, this shower was non-negotiable.

I stopped playing hard to get, did a kip-up from the bed, and announced loudly, "Off to shower I go!" Then, as I passed by her, I caught her off guard and gave her bottom a light pat.

The plump flesh of her bottom let out a crisp "slap" under my palm; it felt incredibly good, firm and full of elasticity.

My mom let out an "ah!" in surprise at my sudden ambush, but she was quick to react, immediately raising her hand to pinch me.

I didn't give her the chance, nimbly jumping off the bed and slipping into the bathroom in a flash, leaving her alone on the bed, caught between annoyance and amusement, likely muttering curses under her breath.
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Chapter 35

The best confession is not the words spoken, but the step one is willing to take for the other…

I finished my shower quickly again. A few minutes later, carrying a fresh mist of water, I returned to the bedroom in a rush, shirtless and wearing only my underwear.

My mother was lying lazily on the bed. She had already adjusted the angle of the bedside lamp. The dim, ambiguous light shone from behind her, casting a soft golden halo over her mature silhouette, making her curves appear exceptionally graceful in the glow.

She was covered by a thin quilt, revealing only her rounded, fair shoulders and delicate collarbones. In the light, her collarbones formed a shallow hollow, radiating an unconscious sexiness.

Her cheeks still held a residual flush from our earlier playful banter, but her eyes were already filled with a hint of haziness and anticipation.

She looked at me with a gaze full of charm and temptation—a gaze that held shyness, expectation, and a sense of calm readiness, as if she were saying, "I am ready." Seeing this, the fire of desire that had just been doused by cold water instantly reignited with the intensity of a prairie fire, burning even more fiercely than before, setting my whole body aflame.

Nothing could stop me now. Like a beast in heat, driven by an undeniable sense of possessiveness, I lunged onto the bed.

I pulled the quilt away from her, tossing it aside, and my mother’s mature body was fully revealed before me.

She was completely naked, her ivory-fair skin glowing with a warm luster under the soft light, like a piece of fine mutton-fat jade.

Her full breasts swayed slightly as they were suddenly exposed, the nipples tracing a gentle arc in the air.

I pounced on top of my mother, my body covering hers, feeling her warm, soft, and supple form pressed tightly against me.

Her full breasts pressed tightly against my chest; I could clearly feel the shape of those soft mounds and the firm touch of her nipples. That sensation of softness mingled with firmness made my heart race.

I felt like a traveler who had wandered through the desert for ages and finally found water, beginning to kiss her with frantic abandon.

I kissed her forehead, her eyes, and the tip of her nose, before finally pressing my lips hard against hers, kissing her with an intense, almost greedy hunger.

My tongue pried open her teeth, exploring her warm, moist mouth and entangling wildly with her soft, slick tongue, savoring the faint sweetness of the watermelon she had just eaten mixed with the taste of my own saliva.

At the same time, my hands were not idle, wandering wantonly over her smooth, voluptuous body.

I began by kneading her full, perky breasts firmly, feeling their perfect texture and every tremor of her body. My fingers sank deep into that soft flesh, relishing its cream-like texture, then released, watching the flesh regain its shape in my palm before sinking in once more.

My fingers pinched her nipples, which had hardened like tiny stones, gently twisting and tugging; they felt both hard and smooth between my fingertips.

My mother responded to me with a burning intensity. No longer passive as before, she actively writhed, winding around me beneath me like a snake.

Her hands climbed up my back, her fingers digging into my skin with a force that mirrored my own desire, leaving behind thin, stinging red marks.

From her mouth came no more suppressed silence, but low, relaxed moans. That sound acted as the sweetest catalyst, completely igniting my remaining reason and making my movements even more urgent.

I kissed my way downwards, lighting a small flame on her skin wherever my lips touched.

From her soft lips to her long, slender, white neck, I took a small piece of her delicate skin into my mouth, sucking gently before releasing it, leaving a faint, light-red hickey on her fair skin.

Then my lips slid over her delicate collarbone, and with the tip of my tongue I traced the beautiful bone line, feeling the outline of the bone and the delicacy of the skin.

Eventually I stayed on her pink nipples that stood up slightly from the emotion.

I gently, tentatively touched the stiff bump with the tip of my tongue, feeling her body's reaction.

Then I slowly spun around that areola, one circle closer to the center than the other, and finally I took the entire nipple in my mouth and sucked hard, just like a baby sucks its mother's milk, while quickly fiddling with the sensitive tip of my tongue.

I could feel that nipple becoming harder and fuller in my mouth, like a ripe cherry.

My mother's body arched in a beautiful arc because of my movement, her head tilted back, and a moan came out of her mouth that was more rapid than one: “Hmm...ah...so comfortable...” Her hands clutched my hair tightly, I don't know

 Is it to push me away or to push me deeper.

I went all the way down, kissing her flat, smooth belly, feeling the slight tension in her abs from tension and excitement, the lines of which loomed beneath her fair skin.

The tip of my tongue cut across her belly button, where it lingered, making a circle and feeling the small, sunken touch.

Eventually I separated my mom's legs and knelt between hers.

I lay between her legs, looking carefully and with a reverent gaze at her mysterious area, which was completely wet and slightly open because of the emotion.

The pubic hair there is neat and curly, covering the slightly raised mons pubis in an inverted triangle, and appears even darker and brighter because of the infiltration of love fluid, and is wet and attached to the skin.

The two large labia are full and thick, giving them a healthy, flesh-pink color as they open slightly due to congestion, revealing the more delicate and moist pink labia minora inside.

The labia minora are thin and tender, with fine folds on the edges that are as fine as the texture of a shell. At this moment, they are slightly turned outward due to congestion, like two newly opened petals.

At the meeting point of the two labia minora, the clitoris, roughly the size of a red bean, had fully emerged from its hood. It looked exceptionally prominent and sensitive, glistening with moisture under the light like a pearl set within petals.

Further down was the entrance to her honeyed cave, slightly parted and pulsing with warmth. It rhythmically contracted and expanded, shimmering with an alluring wetness as if whispering to me, "Come in, come in." The entire sight was lewd yet beautiful, radiating a unique, sweet, musky scent—a blend of her natural lubrication, a faint hint of sweat, and her own body fragrance.

I lowered my head and began to worshipfully, gently lick this moist and soft garden with my lips and tongue.

My tongue tip first glided lightly along the contours of her labia majora, moving from top to bottom, then back again, savoring that soft, smooth sensation—it felt like the finest silk.

My tongue tasted her unique flavor: a mix of salt and sweetness, warm with the essence of her body.

Then, I used my tongue to gently part the labia minora and probed the warm crevice, finding the pearl-sized clitoris hidden beneath its hood.

I first circled it softly with my tongue, feeling it grow even fuller and more pronounced under my stimulation.

Then, I took it into my mouth, sucking gently with my lips while flicking it rapidly and rhythmically with my tongue. The pace fluctuated, fast and slow, like a silent melody.

My mother’s body shuddered violently at my touch, and she let out a high-pitched, tearful moan: "Ah—! Don't... don't go so fast..." Her hands slipped from my hair to grip the bedsheets beneath her tightly, her knuckles turning white from the exertion.

I ignored her pleas and continued to stimulate her hyper-sensitive clitoris with my tongue.

I alternated between flicking it rapidly, enveloping it entirely with my lips to suck firmly, and grazing it with my teeth before soothing it again with my tongue.

At the same time, I slid my fingers into her warm, honeyed cave, starting with two fingers pressed together, moving them in and out with a slow, rhythmic motion that mimicked the act of intercourse.

I could clearly feel her tight inner walls wrapping around my fingers layer by layer, and her warm nectar trickling down my hand.

My lips and fingers worked in tandem on her intimate area, bringing her a dual, intense stimulation.

I stimulated her clitoris with my tongue while accelerating the rhythmic thrusting of my fingers inside her.

Her secretions flowed more and more freely, leaving my entire hand slick and wet, producing squelching, wet sounds with every movement.

Under this double stimulation, my mother’s body began to writhe and tremble violently; her hips arched upward instinctively, meeting the thrusts of my fingers.

Her moans grew louder and more frantic, carrying a sense of impending collapse: "Ah... hmm... I can't... I'm coming..." Sensing she was on the verge of losing control and reaching her climax at any moment, I didn't hesitate; I pulled away, momentarily releasing the clitoris I had stimulated until it was red, swollen, and glistening.

I grabbed the box of condoms I had left on the nightstand, fumbling with the serrated edge of the packaging.

In my haste, it took me two tries to tear it open.

The condom inside was rolled into a ring, coated in a layer of slick lubricant.

Because I had bought them without much thought, the condom looked a bit small, and I had to struggle to roll it onto my cock, which was already hard as iron.

The cool sensation of the rubber against my glans, coupled with a faint scent of mint, made my cock twitch slightly.

That cold touch helped me regain a bit of composure, keeping me from finishing too quickly due to over-excitement.

I knelt back between my mother’s legs, grabbed the tops of her smooth thighs with both hands, and spread them wide, positioning her fully saturated, slightly parted entrance directly in front of me.

I could see it glistening under the light, the soft pink flesh pulsing slightly, like a silent little mouth waiting to be fed.

My mother was clearly not fully prepared for this.

She lifted her head slightly, looking at my condom-clad, even more menacing cock aimed directly at her most private place, her eyes reflecting a mix of nervousness and anticipation.

Her breathing grew more rapid, her chest heaving violently, causing her full breasts to bob up and down.

"Be gentle..." she whispered. Her voice carried a hint of trembling—a sound that blended both nervousness and anticipation.

I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the scent of her body.

At this moment, I couldn't hold back any longer.

I lowered my hips and thrust forward. With a soft "shlick," my entire cock, slicked by her natural lubrication, slid into her tight, hot honey pot without the slightest resistance, yet with an undeniable, forceful power.

In that instant, my mother and I let out a long sigh of ultimate satisfaction.

It was a sigh born from the fullness of being filled and the ecstasy of being enveloped.

Her vaginal walls contracted sharply the moment I entered, gripping my entire length like a warm hand. The sensation of being wrapped in such heat, tightness, and absolute slickness made my scalp tingle, sending a shiver racing up my spine.

Even with the thin layer of the condom, it couldn't fully mask the extreme pleasure of being tightly swaddled and powerfully sucked by those layers of soft, delicate flesh.

As I entered, my mother’s body arched abruptly, her waist lifting off the bed. A groan—a mix of satisfaction, discomfort, and fullness—escaped her lips: "Mmm—ah—!" Her brows furrowed slightly, and her lips parted to reveal a row of white teeth. A deep flush spread across her cheeks, making them look like ripened apples.

She was clearly still adjusting to the sudden feeling of fullness and the sensation of being penetrated.

I took another deep breath and, rather than beginning to pump, I held my position, feeling her inner walls slowly adapt to my presence and sensing the rhythmic, pulse-like contractions of her vagina.

Then, I began to shift my hips.

I started with a few extremely slow, tentative thrusts, as if cautiously exploring unknown territory.

I could feel how the delicate, layered folds of her flesh inside wrapped around and rubbed against every inch of my skin; those fine ridges glided over my cock, sending waves of numbing pleasure through me.

With every withdrawal, I could feel her vaginal walls clinging tightly to my cock, as if trying to keep it trapped inside; and with every thrust, I could feel that warm, honeyed cavern swallowing my entire length, until my glans hit the soft, flower-like core deep within her. That sensation of being completely engulfed made me almost lose control.

Then I began to pick up the pace, moving from slow to fast, each thrust delivered with undeniable force and depth.

My thrusting became rapid and powerful. The room filled with the rhythmic slapping of skin against skin, mixed with the wet, sticky sounds of lubrication and my mother’s increasingly urgent moans.

My mother was trembling violently under my thrusts, her full breasts bouncing rhythmically with each impact, like a pair of lively white doves fluttering on her chest.

She murmured, "Slower... slower... it's too fast..." but I continued to thrust rapidly, pushing the speed even further.

Each deep, forceful plunge made her body sway intensely. Her head tossed from side to side on the pillow, her long hair disheveled, her eyes growing hazy and unfocused.

Eventually, I laid my body flat against hers, pressing us tightly together so that every thrust could penetrate deeper.

I supported my weight with my elbows to avoid crushing her.

This position allowed me to see her expression up close.

Her eyes were tightly shut, her long eyelashes trembling slightly from the intensity of her pleasure, like butterfly wings fluttering in the wind.

Her nostrils flared, her breath was hot and rapid, and her lips were parted, revealing her white teeth and the tip of her soft, pink tongue. With every impact, uncontrollable, broken moans escaped from her throat.

Her face was flushed with a deep crimson that spread from her cheeks to her ears and down to her neck, even staining her chest a faint, delicate pink.

My mother was so lost in the pleasure of my thrusts that she could no longer speak. Her hands let go of the bedsheets and wrapped around my neck, her fingertips gently threading through my hair.

She lifted her legs high, wrapping them around my waist with her ankles crossed behind my back, moving in rhythm with my pace.

The moans escaping her lips were low but joyful—a sound of pure, uninhibited indulgence, completely immersed in ecstasy.

Before long, a fine sheen of sweat coated both our bodies.

The sweat made our slick skin cling together even tighter, every friction between us creating a wet, sliding sensation accompanied by soft, squelching sounds.

Thanks to the natural lubrication and the condom, each of my thrusts slid in effortlessly, only to be tightly gripped by her firm inner walls. Every time I reached the depth, the head of my cock could feel a slight suction, as if she were trying to pull all of me inside—a sensation so intense it sent shivers down my scalp.

Because of the rapid pace, I soon began to tire, my breath growing heavy and ragged, my chest heaving like a bellows.

I straightened up, bracing my hands on either side of her, and looked down at my mother, who lay flushed, her eyes glazed and her hair disheveled from my exertion.

Her cheeks were flushed, her gaze unfocused, and her lips slightly swollen from our previous kisses. She radiated a seductive, languid charm, thoroughly drenched in desire.

"Mom, you take the top," I panted. She looked at me with hazy, breathless eyes and gave a slight nod, a gesture filled with submission and silent consent.

With a burst of effort, I gripped her sweat-dampened, supple waist and rolled over, shifting myself underneath her so she could straddle me.

However, due to the clumsy transition, my cock slipped out of her honeyed depths with a soft "pop," leaving a glistening, silky strand of fluid that dripped onto my lower abdomen.

My mother sat up, straddling my body.

She brushed the hair that had stuck to her cheeks from the sweat behind her ears, tucking it back to reveal her smooth forehead and flushed face, which looked as if she had just finished a long run.

She looked down at me, her eyes filled with shyness, but also a sense of novelty at having taken the initiative.

Then, she reached out and took hold of my cock, which was still slick and covered in our mingling fluids.

Her fingers paused for the slightest moment as they touched the slippery rubber surface, before she gripped it firmly.

She guided it, aligning it with her still-quivering, wet entrance.

She could feel the head of my cock pressing against her damp opening.

Taking a deep breath, she lowered her hips, and with a soft, wet "squelch," she took the entire length of my cock back inside her.

The moment I entered, both my mother and I let out a groan that felt good to our very bones.

The cowgirl position she was in changed the angle of my entry; I could clearly feel the head of my cock hitting a new, previously untouched corner deep inside her, a sensation of fullness that was deeper and more complete than ever.

Her cervix gently kissed the head of my cock, and the feeling of being completely wrapped, filled, and controlled by her was so pleasurable that goosebumps broke out all over my body.

Next, my mother pressed her hands against my firm abs, using them as leverage to begin slowly moving her hips up and down.

Her movements were hesitant at first, as if she didn't know what speed or range to use, but she soon found a rhythm that suited her.

She would lift slowly, a process that let me feel how her inner walls were clinging to my cock, bit by bit, with a lingering reluctance, before she sat down firmly and decisively. Every time she settled down with a crisp, wet smack of flesh against flesh, our bodies were pulled into an even tighter union.

I closed my eyes, savoring the feeling of my cock being sucked by her tight walls every time she lifted—a suction so intense it felt like it was pulling my very soul out. Then, as she descended, I would be swallowed whole by her warm, honeyed cave, the heat and moisture enveloping me and sending wave after wave of pleasure through my body.

The pleasure of being actively controlled, completely enveloped, and ridden with such intensity made me unable to hold back moans of sheer ecstasy: "Mmm... that feels so good... just like that..." Hearing my moans of pleasure, my mother seemed encouraged, and her movements grew even faster.

She moved faster and faster, her full hips rising and falling against my lower abdomen, each descent producing a crisp, forceful "slap."

Her body began to sway back and forth from the speed, and she had to adjust her posture slightly to maintain her balance.

The full, ample breasts on her chest bounced violently with her movements, tracing alluring, pale arcs under the light, with their tips circling through the air in a sight that was dizzying to behold.

I quickly reached out to steady her, gripping her full, sweat-slicked waist to stabilize her body as she moved so intensely.

My fingers could feel the tension of the muscles beneath her soft skin and the tremors of her exertion.

At the same time, I began to thrust my hips, syncing my rhythm with hers. I pushed upward as she descended, exerting force at the moment our bodies collided; this made every penetration deeper and more powerful, the head of my cock driving straight into the softest, deepest part of her flower, as if I were trying to thrust my very soul into her body.

Soon, we both began to feel that sensation of nearing the peak.

My mother’s hips moved faster and faster, as if driven by the pleasure, unable to stop, turning into a nearly frenzied, erratic rhythm.

Her breathing turned into rapid, tearful gasps, and her moans escalated into high-pitched, continuous cries that echoed through the quiet room, thick with the scent of desire.

I, too, began to thrust with all my might, our movements intertwining to form a rapid, violent symphony of intimacy.

Her body jolted against mine, my hands gripped her waist tightly, and our bodies collided faster and louder.

Finally, with a high-pitched, long, trembling moan from my mother—a sound of ultimate fulfillment that bordered on a sob—my own mind went blank, and my consciousness was swallowed by a flash of white light.

A surge of scalding semen broke through the final defenses of my reason, erupting deep within my lower abdomen.

With a muffled, beast-like roar, I reached the climax alongside her.

After reaching the peak, my mother’s body convulsed violently several times, as if in a spasm; the tremors originated from deep within her and were transmitted to me.

The inner walls of her vagina contracted sharply—a contraction so intense and lingering that it coiled tightly around my cock, ring after ring, as if trying to squeeze out every drop of my essence. The pleasure of that powerful suction left me feeling waves of numbness even after I had already ejaculated.

Then, as if all the strength had been instantly drained from her, she went limp, melting like spring water, and collapsed onto my chest.

Her supple, sweaty, and warm breasts pressed firmly against my chest. I could feel her heartbeat, rapid like a chased fawn, intertwining with my own equally frantic pulse.

We remained pressed tightly together, feeling each other’s pounding hearts and our quick, scorching breaths.

We held each other, savoring the afterglow of the climax. It took me quite a while to catch my breath and settle down.

I could feel my mother’s body still trembling slightly against me—the lingering ripples of the orgasm, like a breeze passing over the surface of a lake.

I turned my head to look at my mother, who was still lying on my chest with her eyes closed, savoring the aftermath.

The flush on her cheeks had yet to fade, spreading from her cheekbones to the roots of her ears. The stray hairs on her forehead were matted against her skin by sweat, damp and clumped together.

Her lips were parted slightly, still lightly panting, and her warm breath brushed against my chest.

Her eyelashes were still fluttering—an involuntary reaction to the lingering waves of pleasure.

I asked in a voice filled with satisfaction and possessiveness, "Mom, did that feel good?" She didn't answer immediately; she kept her eyes closed, as if she were unwilling to emerge from the lingering waves of pleasure.

After a while, she let out a lazy, satisfied "Mm" from deep in her throat.

That “hmm” sound carries a sense of relaxation and pleasure after a break, and a sense of laziness after being fully satisfied and not wanting to talk.

Hearing her affirmative answer filled my heart with a sense of accomplishment. We held each other quietly for a while, enjoying the tranquility after this extreme intimacy.

After another moment, my mother lifted her butt, and with a slight sound of water and a suppressed soft hum, our bodies separated.

I looked up and looked down. The cover was already full of milky white semen, falling heavily and shining turbidly under the light.

I sat up, then got out of bed and walked over to the trash can, holding the base of my cock with one hand and pinching the edge of the condom with the other, gently and carefully pulling down the condom that was filled with my desires for the night.

I was about to throw it straight into the trash when my mom's voice came from behind me: “Wrap it in paper and throw it away.” Her voice still had the hoarseness and laziness of a climax, but she still had that unquestionable habit of being clean.

As she spoke, she pulled a few tissues from her nightstand and handed them to me.

I understood what she meant instantly and was still directly in the trash can, easily exposed and prone to spilling semen.

I took the tissue and carefully wrapped the condom in several layers, making sure it would not leak out, before I safely threw it in the trash can.

I went back to bed and lay next to my mother.

I turned sideways and looked at her lovingly.

The flush on her face had not yet completely faded, and the corners of her eyes and eyebrows were filled with a kind of laziness and charm after getting out of her feet. It was a radiant state that only women can have after experiencing extreme satisfaction.

I reached out and gently helped her push aside a wisp of wet hair stuck to her cheek, pinning it behind her ear.

In a very serious tone, I said to her: “Mom, I will miss you when you are gone.” My mother listened to me and turned sideways, facing me.

We lay face to face on our sides, so close we could feel each other's breathing.

Her eyes, which had just experienced the baptism of lust, now had a different tenderness, like a clear spring of water.

She looked at me with tender eyes and whispered, "Silly, I'll be back in a little while." Like a child, I stubbornly insisted, a hint of pouting in my voice, "Why don't you just stay? It’s so good with just the two of us here." My mother sighed, a sigh devoid of impatience, filled only with understanding and resignation.

She reached out and gently patted my cheek, explaining, "We talked about this the other day—I have to go back and get things in order at home." I knew she was missing home, too.

She had been away for so long. Even though she was happy being with me, her heart was still anchored to the home she had lived in for over a decade, to her flowers, and to the friends and relatives back there.

Though I was reluctant to let her go, I understood.

I could only sigh to myself, helpless, and stop pressing the issue.

Seeing my dejected expression, my mother likely felt a pang of sympathy.

She reached out and placed her hand between my legs, her movements filled with tenderness and affection.

Her fingers first lightly caressed my cock, which had just been spent and was still slick and pulsing slightly.

It was semi-soft now, still coated in the lingering, sticky moisture from our intimacy.

Her fingertips circled my glans gently, a touch as light as a feather—a sensation of tenderness far different from the intensity of sex.

Then, she cupped it fully in her palm, stroking it up and down with a soft, gentle rhythm. There was no lust in the motion, only a sense of comfort and love.

She looked up at me, her eyes brimming with warmth and devotion.

Under her touch, my desire, which had just retreated, began to rise again, almost visibly.

I could feel the blood rushing back; in her warm palm, my cock rapidly grew hard, large, and scalding, transitioning from its semi-flaccid state back to being iron-hard.

I felt the silent love and acceptance my mother was offering, and I felt my body’s honest response to her touch.

My mother felt it too—my cock growing hard and burning hot against her palm once more.

She lowered her gaze to look, her expression a mix of curiosity and an "as I thought" sense of knowing.

With the pad of her thumb, she gently wiped the tip of my glans, where a bead of transparent pre-cum was leaking from the slit, spreading the moisture to make the head even slicker and smoother.

Then, she looked up and, with a tone that was a mix of mock reproach and doting affection, whispered, "You bad boy." No sooner had she said it than she did something that left me incredibly shocked and aroused: she lowered her head, parted her soft, warm lips, and slowly but firmly took my fully erect, awakened cock deep into her warm, wet mouth.

I never expected my mother to take my cock into her mouth on her own, without any warning.

Although we had already shared the most intimate of acts, she still remained shy and passive when it came to oral sex; just yesterday, it had been at my insistence that she offered up her first time.

Yet here she was, taking me into her mouth today with such natural, fluid ease.

I looked down at the woman who had given me life, raised me, and ultimately surrendered herself to me.

Seeing her focused, tender profile, her cheeks slightly puffed out as she held me, the lock of hair falling against her face, and her eyelashes trembling ever so slightly, I felt an indescribable, complex, and profound emotion wash over me.

She was my mother, the one who gave me life and raised me; she was also my lover, the one who had given me supreme pleasure and an emotional experience I had never known before.

These two identities fused perfectly within her, giving her an incomparable allure in my eyes—more beautiful than any other woman in the world.

Watching her as she took me in and out, observing her focused yet shy profile, her cheeks rounded around me, and the strands of her hair swaying gently with the rhythm of her head, a powerful surge of emotion stirred in my chest—a complex, deep blend of gratitude, love, tenderness, and a burning sense of possession.

Unable to help myself, I said in a solemn, deeply affectionate tone, "Mom, I love you." As soon as I spoke, my mother's movements came to a sudden halt.

I could feel her lips, still wrapped around my cock, freeze in place; she held me there, completely still.

She slowly lifted her head, her wet lips, slick with my fluids, pulling away from my glans with a tiny, soft "pop."

She looked up at me, and I saw that her eyes were a little red, brimming with a crystalline moisture that caught the light, sparkling under the lamp.

My words had clearly struck the most sensitive nerve in her heart—the one she had been hiding and suppressing all along.

Watching the shimmer in her eyes, I felt a wave of emotion wash over me as well.

I reached out, gently cupping her cheek, and used my thumb to tenderly wipe away the faint trace of tears at the corner of her eye.

Then, I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers.

It was a gentle, non-sexual kiss, just lips pressed against lips, feeling each other's breath and body heat.

She didn't pull away; she closed her eyes and responded to me softly.

My lips brushed hers lightly, and then I extended the tip of my tongue, gently slipping into her mouth to tease her soft, smooth tongue.

My kiss made her breathing grow shallow, her chest rising and falling slightly.

Finally, she couldn't hold it anymore; she pushed me away gently and gave my chest a light tap—a touch so soft it was like a kitten's paw.

With a coy, shy, and slightly annoyed tone, she said, "You're awful, you almost suffocated me." We lay there in each other's arms on the bed, her head resting in the crook of my arm.

I turned to look at her; her cheeks were still flushed from our intimacy, her eyes soft and misty with emotion, and she seemed to radiate a gentle glow, as if nourished by love.

Looking at her, I suddenly remembered the most important turning point in our relationship: the moment I confessed my feelings to her at the guesthouse.

She looked just as she did now, her cheeks flushed, her eyes filled with shyness, nervousness, and an unwavering sense of resolve.

And the way she had agreed so readily caught me completely by surprise and filled me with such wild joy at the time.

Even today, I still don't know what was going through her mind or why she had accepted me so decisively.

I pondered for a moment, but couldn't help asking the question that had been buried in my heart for so long: "Mom, can I ask you something?" Her face was flushed, and her eyes held a languid, satisfied glow. She gave a soft "Hmm?" in response, signaling her consent.

Looking into her eyes, which were still misty, I said earnestly, "Mom, when I confessed to you at the guesthouse, did you ever think about turning me down? I still can't believe you agreed so readily." As she listened, her thoughts seemed to drift back to that moment—to the memory of me holding flowers, nervous and sincere as I professed my feelings.

Her eyes were filled with sweet memories, a blend of shyness and happiness.

The corners of her mouth curled into a gentle, involuntary smile; it was a smile that held both a girlish bashfulness and a sense of wonder, as if she were thinking, "It still feels surreal when I look back on it now."

She thought for a moment, her gaze fixed on me, yet not quite focusing on my face, as if she were looking past me, toward that distant afternoon.

She spoke softly, with a touch of shyness: "My first reaction was definitely to refuse you. I thought to myself, 'How could I do this? I'm your mother.' I knew that if I agreed, I would be fully acknowledging our relationship, and there would be no turning back." "And then?" I asked, my hand unconsciously and gently stroking her smooth back, feeling the warmth and texture of her skin.

My mother looked at me with deep affection. That look held so much—love, helplessness, and the firm resolve of having ultimately chosen me.

She continued, "In truth, I had been lying to myself all along. I stopped seeing you as a son in my heart long ago. Ever since you started looking after me so selflessly, and from the moment you cared for me when I was ill, my heart had already changed." She paused, as if weighing her words, then added in a voice so soft it was almost a whisper to herself: "When you asked me to come to you, I knew what you were going to do. I had guessed it long before. So, when I finally stood before you and heard you say those words, the refusal I wanted to voice just wouldn't come out." Watching her look of deep affection, I couldn't help but lean down and kiss her gently, a kiss brimming with gratitude and love.

Then I continued, asking, "I saw how conflicted you were at the time; you hesitated for so long. But the moment you said 'yes,' my heart finally settled, and it felt like the whole world lit up." My mother raised her hand and gently stroked my face.

Her fingertips, cool to the touch, traced lightly over my brow bone, slid slowly down the bridge of my nose, and finally came to rest on my lips, tracing their shape with her thumb.

"How could I not be conflicted?" she said with deep meaning. "I am a woman who has lived through it all. I knew what saying yes to you meant. It meant betraying my husband, betraying my role as a mother, and betraying everything I have believed in for decades. I knew that sooner or later we would end up here; I knew we would inevitably reach this point. But I was already in too deep; I couldn't stop myself from thinking about you. I knew I couldn't escape it, so I hardened my heart, gritted my teeth, and gave you my answer." As she spoke, a complex and troubled expression surfaced on her face. Her brows furrowed slightly, as if she were still immersed in that heart-wrenching struggle and agony. The pain was real, and even now, recalling it made her heart flutter with unease.

At that moment, I finally truly understood the pain my mother had felt.

I realized how difficult it must have been for a mother to make such a choice when faced with a confession from her own son, and how immense the psychological pressure must have been.

She had to break through not only secular ethics and morality but also her own inner identity and perception as a mother. Just imagining that sense of tearing apart made me ache.

With a heart full of sincerity and gratitude, I looked at my mother—the woman who gave me life and who, in the end, sacrificed so much for me.

In a voice filled with love, I said solemnly, enunciating every word: "Mom, I love you. I will love you for the rest of my life." Facing my passionate confession, my mother didn't say anything earth-shattering.

She simply nodded, gently and slightly. The nod was subtle, yet firm.

She never said the words "I love you too," but she had already proven her love through her actions.

From her initial silent consent to her later initiative, and finally, that kiss just moments ago.

She lifted her head and kissed me tenderly. Her lips pressed softly against mine—a long, deep kiss that contained too much emotion to ever be expressed in words.

We kissed like that, feeling each other’s heartbeats and breath, as if time had stopped in that very moment.

This late-night conversation felt like it had opened a new door for us—a door leading into the depths of each other’s souls.

It shifted our relationship from simple physical union and carnal attraction to a deeper level of emotional and spiritual connection.

We began to talk about the past, about how we had made it to where we were today, and about the moments that had once caused us pain and struggle.

This kind of exchange slowly became a fixed ritual after our lovemaking, a special lubricant for our intimacy.

It made our union more than just a physical frenzy; it became a dialogue of the heart and a blending of emotions, making every encounter deeper and more meaningful.

After our passionate kissing and heart-to-heart talk, our physical desire was ignited once again—a desire even more intense for having been fused with such emotion.

We began to kiss fervently, more intensely than before, with a force that felt like we wanted to meld into one another.

My hands climbed back up to her breasts, while she gripped my cock, which had already risen again.

We caressed each other’s bodies, feeling our temperatures rise and our desire resurge.

My mother once again lowered her head without a moment’s hesitation, gently taking my cock—now fully erect and slick with our saliva and lubrication—into her mouth.

This time, her movements were clearly more practiced and more devoted.

She was no longer tentatively exploring; she moved with the confidence of someone who had mastered the technique.

First, she used the nimble tip of her tongue to circle the edge of the glans and the frenulum, each rotation precisely stimulating my most sensitive areas and sending shivers of pleasure down my spine.

Then, she wrapped her lips around the entire head, sucking with a force that was just right—not enough to cause pain, but enough to bring me exquisite pleasure.

She would then take me deep inside, until the head pressed against the narrower, warmer area at the back of her throat, pausing for a moment to feel the subtle contractions of her throat muscles, before slowly withdrawing and flicking her tongue rapidly and lightly against the tip.

She had also learned to lower her head and gently lick my testicles, which were slightly retracted from tension; the sensation of her warm tongue gliding over that vulnerable area brought a brand-new, intense stimulation.

Her movements grew increasingly skillful, and her rhythm quickened. The intense pleasure made me tilt my head back in comfort, a satisfied sigh escaping my throat as my fingers instinctively slipped between her legs.

I began by massaging my mother’s still-wet and warm honey pot for a moment, feeling the softness of the petals between my fingers and the sticky sensation of the warm nectar coating them.

Her honey pot remained slick, as if it had never fully recovered from her previous climax.

Then, I guided her, having her straddle me so that her dripping wet honey pot was positioned directly in front of my face.

This was my first time observing my mother’s honey pot from such a unique angle—so close, so intently, and in such detail.

Because of the intense lovemaking just moments before, it still remained damp and flushed from her climax.

Her labia majora were slightly swollen, bearing the marks of our repeated friction, and were still coated in clear, glistening love nectar that shimmered under the light.

Her labia minora were parted slightly, revealing the deep, mysterious entrance that also glistened with moisture, appearing to still pulse ever so faintly.

The entire scene was bathed in a strange, erotic, and beautiful glow, radiating a unique, aphrodisiac scent—a mixture of our love fluids and the steam rising from her warm body. It smelled like some ancient, mysterious spice that made one feel intoxicated.

And so, mother and son, we engaged in the most intimate and unreserved position: the 69.

My mother lay prone upon me, her full, warm body covering me like a heated blanket.

Her honey pot was perfectly aligned with my face, while my cock, glistening with saliva and love nectar, was presented right at her lips.

In this way, through a process of mutual giving, mutual pleasing, and mutual exploration, we became immersed in the dual pleasure of oral sex.

My mother first took my glans into her lips, gently and slowly licking the highly sensitive urethral opening with the tip of her tongue. Every touch of her tongue felt like an electric current surging from my glans through my entire body.

Then, she slowly took me deeper, her head beginning to bob rhythmically, a pace that gradually quickened.

Her movements grew more skillful, and every stroke brought me to the peak of pleasure.

I reached out and climbed my hands up her plump thighs, spreading them apart to feel the smoothness and warmth of her skin.

I then stretched out my tongue and began a gentle exploration of her fully exposed honey pot.

I traced the tip of my tongue along her pink, delicate petals from bottom to top, savoring the taste of our mingled fluids—a unique flavor that belonged only to this moment.

My tongue then found that protruding, sensitive clitoris, like the stamen of a flower. I circled it first, then began to flick it gently and rapidly with my tongue.

My mother’s body trembled slightly from my stimulation, the shivers traveling up from the base of her thighs, yet she persisted, continuing to perform oral sex on me.

She took me deeper and deeper, a muffled, satisfied "mm-hmm" sound vibrating in her throat, which resonated against my cock and brought me a whole new level of pleasure.

I used my tongue to mimic the motions of intercourse, sometimes plunging deep into her honey pot to stir and taste her sweet nectar, and other times pulling back to suck gently on her clitoris with my lips.

Mother and son, we were lost in this ultimate, intertwined pleasure; neither of us wanted to stop. We both wanted to give each other more delight, and we reveled in the pleasure the other provided.

We performed oral sex on each other for a long time, until we were both panting from the buildup of pleasure and physical exertion.

My mother stopped first, visibly tired.

She lifted her head, releasing my cock, which was now completely soaked and glistening under the lights. She sat up with a movement that carried a hint of fatigue, though her eyes remained tender.

With her back to me, she reached for the box of condoms on the nightstand and pulled one out.

She tore open the package, took out the ring of latex, and clumsily but with absolute determination, sheathed my still-hard, pulsing cock.

Her movements were earnest, as if she were performing a sacred ritual.

Without turning around, she reached back to steady my slick, latex-covered cock, while her other hand groped to find her own still-wet opening, which was pressed against me.

She adjusted her angle slightly, then lowered her hips and leaned back, slowly drawing my cock back into her body, inch by inch, while remaining in that vulnerable position with her back to me.

I could clearly see the taut muscles of her buttocks as she exerted effort, and the entire process of how my cock was gradually swallowed by her pink opening. The visual impact was so intense it made me catch my breath.

I lay on the bed, watching my mother’s full, curvaceous back, the way her waist arched with the effort, her plump, rounded buttocks rising and falling with her movements, and the delicate sheen of her skin under the lamplight.

I felt the strange, exquisite pleasure of being completely controlled by her as she took me into herself.

She braced her hands on the bed on either side of me and began to move up and down.

Her rhythm was faster than when she had been riding me earlier, and every downward thrust carried a sense of resolute force, producing crisp, rhythmic slapping sounds.

Her full breasts swung violently beneath her with every movement, like two lively white doves fluttering up and down.

After a while, my mother was clearly tiring; her movements began to slow, her breathing became ragged and uneven, and fine beads of sweat broke out on her forehead.

Sensing her fatigue, I sat up and held her slender, firm waist from behind to steady her.

I guided her, and together we stepped off the bed, our bare feet touching the cool floor.

I supported her as she rested her hands against the cold doorframe of the bedroom, bending over and arching her back, thrusting those full, firm buttocks out completely and thoroughly for me.

The curves of her rounded buttocks looked exceptionally alluring under the light, and the opening, slightly parted by her posture, faced me directly, glistening with a wet sheen.

Looking at her mature, seductive body—her skin shimmering with a crystalline glow from the sweat, the graceful curve of her waist and hips, and her buttocks trembling slightly in anticipation—my breathing grew heavier.

I held my condom-clad, still-hard cock and rubbed the head gently against her sodden entrance, which was fully exposed from behind, coating it in the fresh secretions of her arousal.

I could feel the warmth and wetness there.

Then, with a sudden thrust of my hips, I drove inside completely, unimpeded and with a force that felt like it pierced through everything.

Caught off guard by my violent, unannounced entry, my mother lurched forward, forced to press her hands firmly against the doorframe to keep her balance.

She let out a stifled, satisfied gasp: "Ah—! So deep—! Take it easy—" I gripped her soft, sweat-slicked waist tightly, feeling the smoothness of her skin and her body heat, and began to thrust into her from behind, wildly and without restraint.

Every strike was delivered with all my might; my pelvis slammed solidly against her full, fleshy buttocks with every movement, creating a loud and rapid "slapping" sound. The plump flesh of her bottom rippled with every impact, sending waves of alluring, pale skin undulating outward.

The force of my thrusts made it hard for her to stay upright; her knees began to buckle, and her body tipped forward. She had to press even harder against the doorframe, letting out intermittent moans that were a mix of plea and pleasure: "I can't... I can't stand anymore... slower... ah... it's too deep..." Seeing that she was truly struggling to hold on, I guided her, letting her collapse back onto the soft bed.

She obediently sprawled out on the mattress, her snow-white, voluptuous bottom still instinctively arched high in the air.

I leaned down, wrapping my hands around her buttocks—round and full as a harvest moon—my ten fingers sinking deep into the soft flesh, savoring the warm, elastic sensation that was impossible to keep my hands off of.

Then, I launched into another fierce sprint.

Holding her buttocks, I thrust into her again and again, deeply and with all my might.

The rhythmic slapping of skin against skin, the wet, sticky sounds of our union, and our ragged, heavy breathing and moans wove together into a primitive, wild symphony that echoed through the quiet bedroom.

My sweat dripped onto her smooth back, tracing the line of her spine.

A large patch of the bedsheets was already soaked through with our sweat.

Finally, under my increasingly fast, almost frenzied pace, an uncontrollable, intense surge of climax crashed over me once more.

I quickened my pace abruptly, using the very last of my strength to push to the absolute limit.

As my mother let out a high-pitched, satisfied, and tearful cry, I released a low, beast-like roar of fulfillment, thrusting my hips forward one last time to press firmly against her, emptying every last drop of my scalding seed into that thin rubber sheath.

After the climax, my mother and I both collapsed onto the bed, spent.

My body lay draped over her slick, smooth back, feeling her body heave from the aftershocks of our orgasm and sensing her rapid heartbeat pulsing against my chest.

A languid, satisfied serenity, unique to the moments after climax, enveloped us.

I lay on top of her, panting for a long while. Only when she stopped trembling did I roll off to lie beside her, reaching out to gently and tenderly stroke her sweat-dampened back, savoring the smooth texture and the warmth of her skin.

We lay there in the quiet intimacy for a while, neither of us speaking; only our gradually calming breaths echoed in the room.

After a while, once we had both composed ourselves, we got up to shower. I took a quick rinse first to wash off the sweat and fluids. Once I was done, my mother went in to shower.

By the time my mother finished and came out wearing a clean nightgown, it was already 11:30 at night.

I don’t know if it was because I’d slept too much during the day or because I’d been pent up for too long, but my desire was still burning incredibly strong. While my mother was showering, my body, which had just been satisfied, was somehow ignited with desire all over again.

By the time she stepped out of the bathroom, her figure wrapped in a nightgown and carrying the fresh, damp scent of a shower, the fire within me was rekindled.

Naked, I clung to her clingily once more.

Through her nightgown, I began to cherish her again, my hands wandering restlessly over her body.

My mother was clearly exhausted; the intense, continuous sex from before had drained her of most of her strength. She looked at me and gave a tired, helpless smile. "Haven't you had enough?" I thrust forward the cock that had quietly stiffened again while she was in the shower, showing it to her in a pathetic, pleading tone. "Mom, look." She lowered her gaze to look at my cock, which was still standing tall and spirited with no intention of resting, and let out a long, weary sigh.

There was a hint of tenderness and fatigue in her voice. "It’s starting to hurt down there." Hearing this, I felt a pang in my heart, and my surging desire subsided slightly.

But when she looked up and saw my pathetic, longing, and beseeching eyes, her heart softened in the end.

A flash of sympathy and indulgence crossed her eyes. With a sigh of reluctance, she said, "How about... I use my mouth instead?" Even though I felt bad for her, I was truly burning with discomfort from my desire. I hesitated for a moment, then finally nodded. "Mmh... okay." She smiled helplessly, a smile filled with a deep, indulgent sense of "I really can't do anything with you."

"Fine, my little ancestor," she said. She thought for a moment and asked, "Where should we do it?" I quickly offered a suggestion, gesturing with my hands. "I'll stand on the floor, and you lie on the bed with your head at the edge. That way, you won't be as tired." She rolled her eyes at me, a look that held both feigned annoyance and silent consent.

In the end, she complied.

She lay on the bed, slowly extending her head over the edge, tilting it slightly to find a more comfortable position.

A bit sheepishly, I stood by the side of the bed and slowly brought my still-erect cock to her lips.

My mom held my slightly slippery, re-hot cock in her hands.

She first extended the tip of her tongue, and with a kind of curiosity and teasing, she licked the front end of the glans penis gently and tentatively. The moment the warm tip of her tongue touched, I felt so comfortable that I almost hummed.

Then she looked up, looked at me with a look of anger and laughter, and scolded with a smile: “It's all because it's dishonest, which makes me have to work overtime.” When she was done, she stopped talking, lowered her head, and opened her warm and soft lips with a kind of unyielding spirit

 The gentleness took a bite of my glans.

After the first three practices and break-ins, it became clear that my mom's ventriloquism had reached a whole new level.

She had mastered the technique completely, no longer simply holding and passing, but began to use her tongue and lips consciously and flexibly.

She would first use the flexible tip of her tongue to quickly and circle along the edge and frenulum of the glans penis, and every precise stimulation made my scalp numb.

Then she would hold the entire glans penis in her lips and suck hard, and the force of the sucking combined with the fiddling of the tip of her tongue almost made me lose it in an instant.

Then she would swallow my cock deep down her throat, letting the warm, tight throat completely wrap around my glans, feeling the involuntary contraction of the throat muscles, and then slowly withdraw when I could no longer bear it, using the tip of my tongue

 Gently place it at the front of the glans penis.

She would also lower her head and lick my testicles, which were slightly constricted by excitement, with the tip of her tongue in a gentle, drawn circle, the slippery, soft touch of which brought a completely different, deadly thrill.

My mother worked hard to give me oral sex, which made me very comfortable. It was a bliss to be fully served and pampered.

But probably because it has been released twice in a row tonight, the urge of desire in my body is no longer as fierce and urgent as the previous ones.

No matter how hard my mother tried, although I was extremely comfortable, I never had that strong feeling of wanting to ejaculate. The feeling was so bad.

My mother worked hard and dutifully for me for a long time, and her cheeks were a little sore. Seeing that I still had no intention of ejaculating, she was a little tired.

 She looked up and slowly spit out the cock that was wet from her mouth and glowed seductively in the light, saying breathlessly: “No, I'm so tired and my mouth is numb.” Said she also took a piece out of her mouth with her finger

 Knowing when my pubic hair had stuck on, she frowned with a relaxed expression on her face that it was finally over.

I looked at my mother's tired look, and I really felt sorry for her.

I knew she was tired, and after a whole day of struggling and several intense sex sessions, she was reaching her limit in both physical strength and energy.

But the fire in my body was not as strong as before, but it was still strong, like a pile of charcoal fire that had not been completely extinguished. It was there, holding it in place, and burning me painfully.

I wanted her to continue, but seeing her like that, I was too embarrassed to say it again, so I could only look at her pitifully.

My mother seemed to see through my inner struggles and desires.

She didn't speak, just looked at me, a complex emotion flashing through those eyes.

Then she hesitated a little, and in that moment, a great, sacrificial light belonging to maternal love was completely revealed from her.

It is an unconditional, unrequited indulgence and pampering of a loved one, of one's own children.

That look was so familiar, as if when I was a child, I asked her for a toy that was very expensive at the time. I kept grinding it, grinding it softly and soaking it hard, crying and asking her to buy it for me. Although she eventually scolded me and looked impatient, she still had

 That deep helplessness and indulgence eventually paid me to buy a copy.

This expression was now fully restored on her face.

She looked at me with a look of love and helplessness, a kind of open-minded and sacrificial determination.

She sat up, reached out and took off her thin, just-put-on nightgown, and then bent down to take off the light-colored cotton panties she had just put on.

She was completely naked again, her body still so beautiful and seductive in the dim bedside light, that curve, that sheen, that skin that was slightly red from the emotion.

She lay back down on the bed and spread her legs, revealing her honey-pot, still slightly damp and glistening under the lamplight. With a tone of resolute love and indulgence, she said to me, "Come on then; I must have owed you this in a past life." Seeing her completely and unreservedly open to me, a warmth surged in my heart, washing away all my hesitation and reluctance with this pure, profound affection.

I chuckled, my heart a complex mix of gratitude and desire, and hurriedly climbed onto my mother.

My mother looked at me, her eyes filled with indulgence but also a flicker of caution. She shot me a glare and said with undeniable seriousness, "A condom." I snapped back to reality, my heart tightening as the reminder dampened the urgency of my impulse.

I scrambled up, fumbling in my haste to pull another one from the open box on the nightstand.

As I tore the wrapper, the serrated edge nicked my finger, but I ignored the sting, quickly rolling the thin latex over my already hard and searing cock.

The cool sensation enveloped me once more, helping me regain some composure.

I settled back onto my mother, my body covering her warm, sweat-slicked frame. I lowered my head, longing to kiss her lips and feel that familiar softness and warmth.

But just then, my mother tilted her head slightly, avoiding my lips.

A hint of exhaustion and distaste crossed her face as she whispered, "Don't kiss me. Just do it." Her voice lacked any tenderness; it held only a weariness, an eagerness to get it over with and avoid further entanglement.

With that, she reached out, took hold of my condom-covered, still-slick cock, and guided it toward her slightly parted, glistening entrance.

I complied, just as I had when I was a child, surrendering entirely to her lead.

As the head of my cock touched that warm entrance, I could feel that it was somewhat swollen and dry from our previous encounters, no longer as lubricated as it had been at the start.

Guided by her fingers, I lowered my hips and slowly, tentatively, pushed the head inside.

As soon as I entered, my mother let out a soft "Mmm," her voice clearly laced with pain and discomfort.

Her brows furrowed slightly as she murmured, "It hurts... slow down..." Hearing her in pain, I felt a pang in my own heart and immediately stopped.

Her honey hole was indeed a bit dry, making the entry quite difficult.

The tight, fleshy walls gripped my glans firmly; without the lubrication of her fluids, the friction felt exceptionally intense.

I didn't rush to push in further, choosing instead to stay still and let her adjust.

I raised my hand to gently cup one of her soft, warm breasts, beginning to knead it tenderly.

Using my fingertips, I teased her already softened nipples, attempting to use this gentle stimulation to help her relax and encourage her body to secrete more fluids.

My fingers felt the warmth and elasticity of her breast in my palm, circling round and round, sensing every subtle reaction from her body.

Under my caress, my mother's body gradually began to relax.

I could feel her honey hole beginning to turn moist again, little by little.

That slick, viscous fluid began to secrete, coating my glans and making the entry process smoother.

Feeling that she was ready, I began to push the full length of my cock into her body, slowly, inch by inch.

The process was slow yet firm, until my crotch was pressed flush against her full, rounded buttocks, locking us tightly together.

This act was simple—just the most traditional missionary position.

I lay atop my mother, feeling her softness, her body heat, and the rhythm of her breath.

My mother’s legs were wrapped naturally around my waist, her ankles lightly crossed behind my back; it was a posture of total relaxation, yet one that also carried a hint of exhaustion.

I had no desire for tempestuous passion, nor any urge to change positions to prolong the pleasure.

Instead, I maintained a steady, stable rhythm, thrusting deeply—reaching the very bottom with every single stroke.

Lying over her, I could see her expression up close. Her eyes were closed, her eyelashes fluttering slightly with the motion of our bodies, her lips parted to reveal her white teeth, and with every impact, a soft, satisfied moan escaped her throat.

The sound was not loud, but filled with pleasure and relaxation, like finding a moment of comfort after long exhaustion.

I don't know how long it lasted; there was nothing between us but the soft sound of our bodies colliding and our intertwined gasps.

I felt the pleasure within me accumulating bit by bit, slowly rising like the tide.

Finally, I felt that familiar sensation—the urge to ejaculate.

I didn't want to hold back anymore, and there was no need to.

I straightened up, gripped my mother's thighs, and spread them wide, exposing her entrance, now slightly flushed from our friction, completely to me.

I could see it glistening under the light; because of our continuous activity, her labia were flushed and slightly swollen from the wetness.

I adjusted my position to enter even deeper.

My hands gripped the base of her full thighs tightly; the skin was slippery with sweat, and my knuckles turned white from the force.

I began the final, unreserved, and all-out sprint.

My movements were fast and fierce, every thrust fueled by the strength of my core, my muscles taut, sweat raining down onto her body and face as we moved.

The room was filled with the rhythmic, sharp sound of skin meeting skin—the "slapping" sound echoed through the entire room, urgent and powerful, mingled with my heavy panting and my mother's broken, gasping moans.

Her body shook violently with my thrusts; her full breasts bobbed on her chest, and her buttocks rippled with every impact.

My mother's moans became high-pitched and frantic, but she had no strength left to respond, clutching the sheets beneath her and letting me do as I pleased, emitting muffled, tearful whimpers from her throat.

Finally, with a low growl, I released all of my semen into the condom, holding nothing back.

The scalding liquid surged against the inner wall of the rubber, bringing a wave of numbness and exhaustion after the release.

I collapsed onto her, panting heavily, my chest heaving as sweat dripped onto her smooth back.

After we finished, I lay on top of her, panting for a good while before slowly withdrawing from her body.

I sat up and walked over to the trash can. With one hand holding the base of my cock and the other pinching the rim of the condom, I gently and carefully pulled off the sheath, which was filled with the remnants of my final desire for the night.

I wrapped it thoroughly in several layers of tissue to ensure nothing would leak, then tossed it into the trash.

My mother lay on the bed, breathing heavily, still not fully recovered from her climax.

Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were unfocused and hazy.

After resting for a moment, she struggled to sit up, grabbed a few tissues from the nightstand, and wiped her private area, which was slightly swollen and red from the friction.

"I'm so exhausted..." she muttered. But despite saying she was sleepy, she fought through her fatigue, dragging her sore, limp body to the bathroom to give herself a quick rinse.

When she returned, she put on clean underwear and a nightgown, wrapping herself back up.

She walked to the bedside but didn't lie down immediately. Instead, she looked at me and said in a weary, commanding tone, "Hide that box of condoms well; don't let anyone see it. Change the trash bag, too, and turn off the light when you leave." Her voice was raspy and languid. Once she finished, she ignored me, pulled the covers over herself, and turned away, quickly drifting into sleep with her breathing becoming deep and steady.

Three consecutive rounds of intense release had left me exceptionally weak. I felt as though my body had been hollowed out; every muscle ached, and my eyelids felt as heavy as lead.

Fighting off my own overwhelming sleepiness, I first went to the bathroom to give my still-damp cock a quick rinse with water. Then, I returned to the bedroom and picked up the box of condoms from the nightstand.

The box was a bit crumpled, with a few left inside.

I glanced around, then carefully carried it out into the hallway toward my own small bed.

I knelt down and pulled open the small drawer of the nightstand, which held some of my miscellaneous belongings.

I thought about it and decided that the drawer wasn't hidden enough. Finally, I lifted a corner of the mattress and shoved the small box deep into the gap between the headboard and the mattress. After confirming that it was completely invisible from the outside, I let the mattress fall back into place, feeling relieved.

Then, I went back into the bedroom, pulled out the entire trash bag, and replaced it with a new one. I tied the old bag shut and set it by the door, intending to take it out tomorrow morning.

By the time I finished all this, I was so sleepy I could barely keep my eyes open.

I walked to the bedroom doorway and took one last look at my mother fast asleep on the bed. Her profile looked so peaceful in the dim light; her breathing was steady, the quilt rising and falling gently with every breath.

A complex sense of satisfaction welled up inside me.

Then, I reached out, turned off the bedroom light, and quietly pulled the door shut in the darkness.

I went back to my own small bed in the hallway and lay down.

The mattress was a bit hard, but as soon as my body hit the bed, all my exhaustion came rushing back like a tide.

I closed my eyes, my mind still replaying the times I had just spent with my mother—her gaze, her moans, the warmth of her body, and her final, weary words of instruction.

As I thought about it, sleepiness completely swallowed me, and I quickly drifted off into dreams.
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Chapter 36

Life is not just about passion; there is also the warmth of the everyday, and that unspoken understanding between us…

This sexual encounter had completely hollowed me out, not just physically, but with a sense of exhaustion that felt as if it had been drawn from the very depths of my soul. It was as if all the courage, guilt, longing, and struggle I had bottled up had been released all at once that night.

For several days afterward, I was exceptionally well-behaved. I no longer tried to find ways to be clingy with my mother as I had before; I would even instinctively take half a step back whenever she took the initiative to get close to me.

My mother, however, was glowing. She seemed to have been injected with a new vitality, and there was a light, rhythmic bounce to her step.

In the mornings, she would hum a little tune—"Young Friends Come to Meet," a song she loved in her youth—and the melody would drift out from the kitchen, mingled with the aroma of scallions and hot oil.

Even the way she wielded her spatula while cooking was much sharper than usual, and every dish she prepared seemed to overflow with a joy that bubbled up from her very bones.

Her complexion was so radiant it was hard to look away; her skin had a healthy glow, and the fine lines at the corners of her eyes had been smoothed out by this joy radiating from within.

Her spirit was so vibrant that even my father, a man who was usually oblivious to such things, took notice.

At dinner the next day, my father picked up a mouthful of food with his chopsticks, chewed, swallowed, and then set them down. With a tone of surprise and satisfaction, he said, "Hongyu, you’ve been looking more and more energetic lately." As he spoke, he took a closer look at her and added, "You look much better than you did when we first arrived in Tianjin. Does the climate here just agree with you?" Hearing this, a meaningful smile immediately tugged at the corners of my mother's mouth.

She picked up her bowl unhurriedly, took a sip of soup, and then replied with a tone that was both self-deprecating and smug: "If I didn't try to find some happiness for myself, I'd just be getting angry at the two of you every day and aging even faster." As she finished, her gaze swept across my face, and in that look was a glimmer that only the two of us understood.

I kept my head down, poking at the grains of rice in my bowl with my chopsticks, and felt my ears burn the moment her gaze swept over me.

I didn't dare look up or meet her eyes; I could only focus more intently on the food in my bowl, as if those few grains of rice held some monumental secret.

I could feel her eyes linger on my face for a moment. In that gaze, there was relief, satisfaction, and a tacit understanding between us that neither could put into words, yet both knew well—a warmth and danger shared only by two accomplices, a silent, mutual acknowledgement.

I couldn't respond; I didn't even dare to make eye contact with her.

I could only feel the temperature of her gaze, so hot it made my cheeks flush and my heart race.

I picked up my bowl and shoved a few large mouthfuls of rice into my mouth, trying to mask my inner panic with such crude movements.

With my mouth stuffed with rice, I chewed hard, as if I were chewing on those restless emotions that had nowhere to go.

Seeing me in such a flustered state, the smile at the corners of my mother's mouth deepened.

She said nothing more, simply picking up some vegetables with her chopsticks and eating slowly.

The atmosphere at the table was incredibly subtle at that moment. My father, oblivious as ever, didn't notice a thing, continuing to ramble on about his work at the construction site.

Between my mother and me, however, lay a transparent film, rippling with our shared secret—a surface of calm, but with churning tides beneath.

June 4th, the twenty-sixth day of the fourth lunar month, was my father's birthday.

Our family had never had a tradition of celebrating birthdays with any fanfare.

In my memory, a birthday was never anything special.

At most, it meant boiling an egg or cooking a bowl of longevity noodles—just a symbolic gesture.

My father never took it to heart either. He would always say, "What's the point of a birthday? That's just something for young people. Why would a grown man like me need to celebrate a birthday?"

When he said this, his expression was sincere; he truly didn't care. To him, it seemed that date was just the most ordinary of the three hundred and sixty-five numbers on the calendar.

Early on the 4th, before the sky had fully brightened, the sounds of my mother busy in the kitchen drifted out.

I lay in bed, listening to the familiar clatter of pots and pans and smelling the aroma of scallions drifting into the bedroom. The scent seeped through the door crack, cutting through the cool morning air and tickling my nostrils; I knew she was cooking longevity noodles for my father.

It wasn't long before I heard my father get up to wash and get ready.

I turned over and continued to feign sleep. I didn't want to face them so early, didn't want to expose the complex emotions within me to the light of this ordinary morning.

A while later, I heard my father leave. The sound of him shuffling as he changed his shoes by the door, the flat, indifferent "I'm leaving" he called out to my mother—it was just like every other ordinary morning for the past twenty-plus years.

Then came the dull "thud" of the security door closing, a sound that rang out with piercing clarity in the quiet of the dawn.

I sat up in bed, walked to the window, and pulled back a corner of the curtain to watch my father downstairs. He was wearing a dark gray work jacket, his back slightly hunched, walking with long strides toward the neighborhood gate.

His pace was still as hurried and brisk as ever, as if something were always pushing him forward. The sun had just begun to peek over the rooftops in the east, casting a silvery glint on his graying hair.

I stood there, watching his back disappear around the corner at the gate, and a sudden, intense wave of sorrow surged through me.

The bitterness traveled from my throat all the way down to my stomach, where it churned and fermented into a sharp, acrid taste.

My father has spent his whole life like a tireless old ox.

For as long as I can remember, he has been the one to leave before daybreak and return only after dark.

He worked from dawn to dusk in transport, wrapping himself in a military overcoat to ride the trucks in the freezing, thirty-degree-below-zero winters, his ears covered in frostbite; in the summer, he would be drenched in sweat while hunched over in the cabin in forty-degree heat, his back covered in heat rash.

He traded his youth and health on the open road in exchange for the relatively comfortable life our family enjoys.

He was always responsive to my every request; as long as I asked, he never refused.

As for my mother, he was entirely compliant, never once arguing with her, accepting whatever she said as law.

His world was simple: a wife, a child, and a warm hearth.

He never doubted anyone, nor did he ever overcomplicate things.

His trust in my mother and me was absolute and unconditional.

Yet, for a man like this, his wife—my own mother—tacitly allowed me to commit an act that crossed the boundaries of morality, all while he remained completely oblivious.

And I, the son he took such pride in, did not become his source of honor, but rather the greatest betrayer of his marriage.

I caused this simple, honest man to suffer a double betrayal from the two people closest to him.

The mere thought of it felt like a crushing weight on my chest, leaving me unable to catch my breath.

That sense of guilt was like a rusty, dull needle pricking away at the softest part of my heart; it wasn't fatal, but it was a constant, dull ache that I felt with every single breath.

I stood by the window for a long time, until the sunlight had fully illuminated the entire room, until the sounds of children chasing and playing drifted up from the neighborhood below, their laughter crisp and bright.

Only then did I slowly turn around and begin to get dressed.

My fingers felt stiff as I buttoned my shirt.

That morning, as I sat in my office, my mind was filled with nothing but my father’s guileless face.

I remembered how, every time he returned from a driving trip, he would bring me treats—soda, bread, sausages, instant noodles. In those days when material goods were scarce, every single one was a precious gift from my childhood.

I remembered the clandestine, cautious way he would slip me pocket money. He would look around to make sure my mother wasn't nearby, then quickly shove the crumpled bills into my pocket, whispering, "Don't let your mother know."

I remembered the warmth from his hands when he patted my shoulder—hands as rough as sandpaper, covered in calluses and cracks, feeling like coarse tree bark. Yet, that sensation was the most grounding sense of security in my memory.

I remembered the slightly reddened eyes he had when he turned away at the school gate after dropping me off for college. He thought he had hidden it well, but I still saw him forcefully wiping his eyes.

Those memories flashed through my mind like a film, each frame acting like a dull blade, slowly sawing away at my heart.

Outside the window, the sun moved from the east to directly overhead, and then began its slow descent toward the west.

I watched the clock on the wall, the second hand ticking forward, beat by beat.

I sat in my office, restless, for the entire morning.

I drank three cups of tea, but couldn't bring myself to eat a single bite of lunch; the food felt like stones in my throat.

The urge to do something to make it up to my father grew stronger, a fire burning in my chest that left me unable to sit still.

A little past two in the afternoon, I finally couldn't help myself. I picked up my phone and called my dad. My fingers trembled as I dialed.

The phone rang several times before he answered. On the other end, his voice came through amidst a cacophony of noise—the roar of machinery and the echoing shouts of people in the distance. He was clearly still at the construction site.

"Hello? Xuyang? What is it?" His voice carried that heavy, labored breathing typical of someone working hard, mixed with a hint of surprised delight.

I gripped the phone, silent for two seconds before I spoke. My voice was calmer than I had expected: "Dad, it’s your birthday today. Come home for dinner tonight." There was a pause on the other end.

I could hear someone calling out to him, and he replied—it was a coworker. Then he turned back to the phone. "What birthday? I've got work tonight. What's the point of celebrating?" He spoke with feigned indifference, but I caught a trace of softness in his tone; he probably hadn't expected me to remember.

Hearing him say that, a wave of bitterness welled up in my heart.

That was the kind of man he was—never putting himself first, never knowing how to take care of his own well-being.

I took a deep breath, my tone carrying an unprecedented stubbornness: "No, Dad, you have to come back today. I’m going to celebrate your birthday. Just come home, let's go out to eat." He seemed surprised by my insistence.

He was silent for a moment more, and then I heard him say something to the person beside him: "Old Zhang, you keep an eye on the work tonight," presumably delegating his tasks.

When he spoke into the phone again, his voice had softened, moved by my request: "Alright then, I'll listen to you. But let's not go out; eating out isn't great. We'll eat at home—your mom's cooking is better than anything else." After hanging up, a small weight lifted from my heart.

But it was immediately replaced by a much heavier one: I felt that I had to cook for him myself to truly express how I felt.

I checked the time; there were still over two hours left before I got off work, but I couldn't sit still anymore.

I took a half-day off from work, packed my things, and headed out.

When I reached the stairwell, I paused, took out my phone, and called my mom.

It rang twice before she picked up. Her voice came through: "What's wrong? Calling me during work hours." I gripped the phone, silent for a moment before speaking: "Mom, I'm going to buy groceries in a bit. I want to cook dinner for Dad's birthday." There was a silence on the other end for two or three seconds, and then my mom's voice returned, carrying a hint of surprise and an indescribable tone: "Alright then, go ahead and buy them. Be careful, don't pick anything bad, okay?" "Yeah," I said, "don't worry, I know." She didn't say anything else, just gave a simple "Okay" and hung up.

There was something soft in that single "Okay."

I couldn't see her expression, but from that brief response, I sensed a tacit acceptance, as if I had touched something in her. She knew what this meal meant; she knew what I was trying to make up for.

After hanging up, I headed first to the vegetable market.

The market was bustling with noise—the vendors’ calls, the customers’ haggling, and the sounds of chickens and ducks all mixed together to create a symphony of everyday life.

I carefully selected the ingredients, just as I had done when I used to bring food to my mom.

When I returned home, I saw my mom standing in the kitchen wearing an apron, with ginger, garlic, and a few side dishes already laid out on the cutting board.

The sunlight slanted in from the balcony, casting a warm beam across the floor. She stood in that light, head bowed as she chopped scallions, her movements steady and unhurried.

Hearing the door open, she didn't turn around, simply asking, "You're back with the groceries?" "I am." I carried the bags into the kitchen and set them one by one on the counter.

She glanced at me, her gaze sweeping over the ingredients in my hands and then across my face. Her eyes held a trace of scrutiny, but also a subtle, hidden softness: "Those shrimp look good, quite fresh." "Yeah, I spent a long time picking them out," I said, rolling up my sleeves to start de-veining the shrimp. I used a toothpick to remove every single vein, working with great care, terrified of breaking the meat.

My mom watched for a moment without a word, then turned to handle the chicken wings.

She made two shallow cuts on both sides of each wing to help the flavors penetrate, then placed them in a bowl to marinate with cooking wine, soy sauce, and ginger slices.

Her movements were efficient and practiced. The knife rose and fell with clean precision, the rhythmic tapping against the cutting board sounding like the steady pulse of the kitchen.

For a while, the only sounds were the chopping of the knife and the clatter of pots and pans.

We were both busy with our own tasks, speaking little, but the silence was a comfortable understanding that needed no words to fill it.

I could feel the distance between us closing—not through any forced effort, but naturally and effortlessly.

After finishing with the shrimp, I started on the beef.

I cut it into uniform cubes, each about two fingers wide, and blanched them in boiling water. As the scum rose to the surface, I carefully skimmed it away with a spoon until the broth ran clear.

Then, I started a new pan, sautéing star anise, cinnamon sticks, and ginger slices until fragrant. The dry spices released a rich, complex aroma as they sizzled in the hot oil.

I added the beef, searing it until the surface tightened and turned a caramelized brown.

I added light soy sauce for flavor and dark soy sauce for color; the moment the dark soy hit the pan, the beef took on a deep, glossy brown sheen.

Next, I poured in enough hot water to cover. It hissed as it hit the hot pan. Once it came to a boil, I lowered the heat to a simmer.

Before long, the pot began to bubble—a sound that felt like the rare, rhythmic heartbeat of this home.

Meanwhile, my mother had already put the braised chicken wings into her pan. The soy sauce and sugar caramelized in the oil, releasing a sweet and savory scent that mingled with the spiced aroma of the beef, filling the entire kitchen.

My mother glanced at my pot, then at my technique, and nodded. "Good. The steps are right, and you've got the heat under control." "Of course, I've had practice," I said lightly, though a warmth spread through me at her approval.

I spent the rest of the time assisting her. Whenever she reached for the salt, I already had the jar ready by her hand; whenever she needed a plate, I had already washed and dried one, placing it on the cutting board.

We didn't need much communication; a single look or gesture was enough to know what the other needed.

After a while longer, the potato beef stew was nearly done.

I lifted the lid, and a cloud of white steam billowed up to meet me.

The potato chunks had stewed until soft and tender, with the savory flavor of the beef fully infused into them.

I poked a potato with my chopsticks; they pierced through easily, a sign that it was perfectly cooked.

Finally, I sprinkled on a handful of vibrant green scallions. The dark beef and potatoes contrasted beautifully with the emerald greens, and the aroma was intoxicating.

My mom was just about finished with her tasks as well.

By the time the sun began to set, the meal was finally ready.

Braised prawns, beef stew with potatoes, red-cooked chicken wings, braised fish, pork rib and corn stew, and a cold vegetable dish—six dishes covered the entire table, a colorful and impressively hearty spread.

The rays of the setting sun slanted in through the west window, gilding the table in a warm, golden-red glow, making every dish glisten.

Standing beside the table, looking at the spread, I suddenly felt an indescribable sense of satisfaction—a feeling different from any professional success or high test score I had ever achieved.

I turned my head and saw my mom standing at the kitchen doorway, untying her apron. She was looking at the table, the corners of her mouth curling into a gentle arc.

In that smile, there was relief, contentment, and something that only the two of us could understand.

Just past seven in the evening, the sound of a key turning in the lock echoed through the quiet room. My mom and I both instinctively looked toward the door.

The door opened, and my father walked in. He was wearing his work uniform, stained with dust and grease, the dark blue fabric covered in white salt rings from sweat and black oil smudges.

His face bore the exhaustion of a long day’s labor; there were traces of sweat on his forehead he hadn't wiped away, and a few strands of graying hair were plastered damply against his brow.

But when he saw the bright, warm light of the room and the table laden with food, he froze.

Then, the weariness on his face was instantly dispelled by something.

The deep lines etched into his face smoothed out, and his mouth curled upward uncontrollably.

He broke into a wide grin—a smile filled with surprise and a touch of awkwardness.

Rubbing his hands together, he walked over to the table and leaned in to look at the dishes, muttering repeatedly, "Oh my, why make so much?" As he said this, his eyes seemed to glisten with a hint of red.

But he hid it well; with a quick blink, the moisture vanished.

I know he isn't one to show his emotions, but in that moment, I saw the depths of his touched heart.

I poured my father a glass of baijiu—the old-fashioned kind he always drinks. The liquid was clear and transparent, giving off the sharp, rich aroma of grain. I then poured beer for my mother and myself.

The amber liquid swirled gently in the clear glass, shimmering under the light with tiny, rising bubbles.

I raised my glass, looking at my father with a solemnity I had never felt before.

In the light, his face appeared older than usual; the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were carved deep like knife cuts, and his graying temples caught the light with a silvery sheen.

His knuckles were large and coarse, marked by calluses formed from years of gripping the steering wheel.

As I looked at him, the words I had prepared suddenly caught in my throat, refusing to come out.

I opened my mouth several times before I finally found my voice.

I took a deep breath—a long, deep breath to gather every ounce of courage I had—and finally spoke: "Dad, happy birthday. You've worked so hard all these years." As the words left my lips, my own eyes began to sting.

The words were simple and plain, but they were the most honest feelings in my heart.

I was sincere—sincerely grateful for everything he had done for this family, sincerely guilty for my own shortcomings, and sincerely wanting to make amends.

That guilt was so deep and heavy that it could only be expressed through this one sentence.

My father clearly hadn't expected me to say these things so suddenly.

His hand, holding the glass, froze in mid-air, and his gaze lingered on my face for several seconds.

His weather-beaten eyes, bloodshot and ringed with the dark, bruised shadows of years of staying up late, began to glisten with moisture as well.

He blinked hard, then grinned. In that smile, there was emotion, but even more, the pride and contentment of a father.

He didn't say much; he simply tilted his head back and downed the glass in one go.

As the fiery liquor hit his throat, he coughed twice, his face flushing red, but the smile on his face only deepened.

He set down the glass and wiped the stray liquor from the corner of his mouth with his sleeve. His voice was a bit tight, yet he was still smiling: "Good! Thank you, my eldest son!" That "thank you, my eldest son" hit me like a hammer, striking the softest part of my heart.

It made my eyes well up completely.

I lowered my head, pretending to pick at my food. My hand trembled slightly; I poked at the plate with my chopsticks a few times before finally managing to grab a piece of beef, trying to mask that momentary lapse in composure.

My mother sat beside us, watching the two of us with a smile on her face.

She poured another glass of wine for my father, scolding him playfully, "The sun must be rising in the west today; since when do you two start acting like this?" Though she said this, I saw her own eyes reddening, and she pretended to lower her head to sip her soup to hide it.

The atmosphere at the dinner table became exceptionally warm at that moment.

I placed a braised prawn, its shell a glossy red and coated in thick sauce, into my father’s bowl, and then added a piece of beef to my mother’s.

My father put a chicken wing in my bowl, and my mother added a piece of pork rib for me.

The three of us communicated a kind of unspoken care through the simple act of serving each other food.

After a few rounds of drinks, my father’s face was flushed, and he was more talkative than usual.

He began to talk about his work at the construction site and the funny stories about his fellow workers.

He spoke with great enthusiasm, his chopsticks waving in the air as he gestured.

My mother and I listened quietly, occasionally chiming in or sharing a laugh.

Halfway through the meal, I finally couldn't help myself. I set down my chopsticks—the sound of them tapping against the table was light—and asked the question that had been lingering in my mind: "Dad, have you decided which day you’re heading back?" My father put down his glass, thought for a moment, and said, "I’ll work until the 5th, that’s the last day. I’ll rest on the 6th to pick up some things, and then head back on the 7th." He said it casually, just a routine update.

But when I heard the words "heading back on the 7th," my heart skipped a beat.

It meant that the time I had left with my parents could be counted on one hand—only three days remained.

In that instant, a massive wave of reluctance surged up, drowning out my reason.

The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could even think: “Why not stay two more days? The Dragon Boat Festival is on the 12th; wait until after that to leave. Once I’m on break on the 11th, I’ll take you both to soak in the hot springs and have some fun. Dad, you should get some rest too—you’ll feel better before heading back.” I spoke in a rush, my tone stubborn and leaving no room for refusal. I hadn’t even considered whether my father would agree; the words just poured out of me.

My father didn’t answer right away. He turned to my mother, who was sitting to the side, and asked in a consultative tone, “What do you think about what Xuyang said?” My mother, holding her bowl, paused for a moment upon hearing my request relayed by my father.

Her gaze lingered on my face for a brief second. There was a sense of inquiry in her eyes, along with a complex emotion I couldn’t quite decipher—it looked like surprise, perhaps being moved, or something else entirely.

After a few seconds of silence, she replied in a tone she made sound casual, as if she were discussing something perfectly ordinary: “Why wouldn’t it be okay? Your son is treating you, you should be happy about that. Besides, doesn’t it make no difference whether you handle the car sale a couple of days earlier or later?” As she spoke, her gaze drifted away from me, and she lowered her head to take a sip of her drink. But I could tell—she was taking my side, intentionally nudging things in my favor.

My father, having his true feelings called out, let out a chuckle and took another sip of his drink. His tone carried a mix of satisfaction with his son and a willingness to go along with the new plan. “That’s true, a couple of days won't make a difference. Alright, it’s settled then.” Hearing my father agree, the heavy stone that had been weighing on my heart finally felt like it had landed.

But immediately, another stone took its place.

I realized that my mother would eventually have to leave anyway; if not on the 7th, then on the 12th.

No matter how much I tried to delay it, that day would always come.

The moment I thought of her leaving, that same tide of reluctance surged up within me.

It was a complex cocktail of anxiety, loss, and longing, tangled in my chest like a ball of yarn, making it hard to breathe.

Again, the words spilled out before I could really think them through: “Mom, just buy a sleeper berth ticket. Your body won’t be able to handle a hard seat. It’s over a thousand kilometers back by train, and with your motion sickness being so bad, you’ll end up feeling miserable for days if you don't.” My mother shot me a glare as soon as she heard that.

That eye-roll carried her usual blend of mock annoyance and disdain, yet deep down, there was a flicker of warmth.

She refused to give in, saying, "No need. Your father and I will have each other for company, and a motion sickness pill will do the trick." Hearing my suggestion, my father chimed in, "Listen to your son; a sleeper berth would be comfortable. You’d wake up there before you know it—far better than driving." My mother shook her head again, her tone firm and unyielding: "It’s fine. Why rush? We’ll just take it slow; we aren't on a schedule. If your father drives that far alone, I should be there to keep him company and keep him alert." As she said this, she cast a subtle glance at me—a fleeting look, but one filled with meaning.

In that glance, there was both a response to my concern and an unspoken understanding that belonged only to us.

She knew I hated to see her go, but she understood even better that she couldn't bear to take the train alone and leave my father to drive over a thousand kilometers by himself for a dozen hours or more.

Her devotion to my father was etched into her bones, a sentiment settled deep within the foundation of their twenty-plus years of marriage.

Watching her stubborn expression—her chin slightly lifted, her lips pressed into a thin line—that familiar ache welled up in my chest again.

She was always like this: sharp-tongued, yet softer-hearted than anyone.

Her insistence on driving back with my father wasn't because she didn't want to be with me, but because she couldn't set aside the man who had been by her side for over two decades. That bond was something my short time with her simply couldn't replace.

I thought about it and stopped pushing; I knew that no matter what I said, it would be useless. Once my mother made up her mind, it was hard to change.

Still, the disappointment I felt was real. I lowered my eyes, poking at the rice in my bowl with my chopsticks, and said nothing more.

My mother must have sensed my letdown. She was silent for a moment, as if something were brewing in that quiet, and then she said in a soothing tone, "I'll go back first and get the house all tidied up. If things are slow on your father's end, I’ll come back early." Her words were like a bolt of lightning cutting through the night, instantly illuminating the gloom in my heart.

That single sentence acted like a sedative, instantly sweeping away the anxiety and disappointment I had been feeling.

I looked up almost immediately, my expression shifting from somber to bright.

My heart suddenly lifted, and even those feelings of anxiety and reluctance became bearable.

I raised my glass, unable to hide the smile on my face, and said to my father, "Dad, here, let me toast you again. To your health and may everything go smoothly for you!" My father was amused by my sudden enthusiasm. He raised his glass to clink it against mine, muttering, "You kid, why are you acting so strange today?" But he couldn't hide the smile on his face either, and he downed the drink in one gulp.

By the end of the evening, the atmosphere at the dinner table was exceptionally harmonious.

We had polished off most of the dishes and drank quite a bit of wine.

After the meal, my father leaned back in his chair, his face flushed, his eyes drifting slightly as he rambled on about his old stories.

He was a bit tipsy; his voice was louder than usual, and his tongue was slightly tied.

I sat beside him, listening quietly. I had heard these stories many times before, and I used to find them annoying, feeling like he was just repeating the same few things over and over.

But today, as I listened, I felt an indescribable emotion stirring within me.

Those stories he had been repeating his whole life were, in fact, his entire life.

He had dedicated his youth, his health, and his time to this family, to my mother and me, leaving himself with nothing but these memories to chew over at the dinner table.

Later, my father fell asleep on the sofa, his head tilted to one side, his mouth slightly open, breathing in a steady, rhythmic snore.

Even with the flush of wine still on his cheeks, his brow was unfurrowed, and he looked peaceful in his sleep.

I cleared the dishes and carried them into the kitchen.

My mother was at the sink washing up; the faucet was running, and the water splashing against the plates made a crisp, clattering sound.

I walked over, picked up a rag, and began wiping the grease off the stove.

The two of us worked in the kitchen without saying a word.

Yet, this silence was comfortable—a kind that didn't need words to fill it.

I finished wiping the stove, rinsed and hung up the rag, and then stood in the kitchen doorway, watching my mother’s back as she stood on the balcony.

She was standing there, the night breeze stirring her hair and clothes, the hem of her white floral dress fluttering gently.

She held her head slightly tilted, gazing at the twinkling lights of the city in the distance.

I walked to the balcony door and stood beside her, following her gaze toward the distance.

"Mom," I said softly.

She didn't turn around, simply letting out a gentle "Hmm." Her voice sounded somewhat ethereal in the night breeze.

"Thank you," I said.

She still didn't turn, but I saw the corners of her mouth curve ever so slightly. She didn't ask what I was thanking her for; she likely already knew.

That night, as I lay in bed, my heart remained unsettled for a long time. My father was snoring in his room, and my mother had likely fallen asleep as well.

The house was quiet, filled only by the low hum of the air conditioner and the sound of my own heartbeat.

I thought about the dinner we’d shared, my father’s expression as his eyes reddened while thanking his eldest son, the warmth in my mother’s voice when she agreed to move to Tianjin first, and the rare harmony we shared as the three of us sat around the table. Such moments have become increasingly rare over the past few years; since I moved to Tianjin for work, the times our family has been together could be counted on one hand.

At that moment, I told myself: no matter what the future holds, and no matter where our relationship ultimately leads, at least today, at this ordinary birthday dinner, the three of us were happy. That was enough. That happiness was real, something I could see and touch.

I went to work as usual over the next few days. On the evening of the 7th, I had just changed into my slippers at home when my mother poked her head out of the kitchen, unable to hide a smile. "Your father was quite impressive today," she said. I put down my bag and sat on the sofa. She wiped her hands, walked over, sat down across from me, and began to tell me about their day.

She said that in the morning, my father had gone to his workplace one last time to finish the final handover with the fleet.

Then she told me that all of his paperwork was complete and his final wages had been paid.

What was rare was that this afternoon, instead of collapsing on the sofa to watch TV the moment he got home, he had taken the initiative to suggest taking her out.

As she said this, her tone held a hint of surprise and delight. "I don't know what got into your father today," she said. "He insisted on taking me out to buy something. We've been here so long, and he’s never really bought me anything." As she spoke, her eyes crinkled.

They had gone to a mall in Tianjin today, and my father had bought her a piece of clothing: a light beige knit cardigan.

After she finished speaking, she stood up and twirled around for me to see the cardigan: "Look, this is the one." They had also bought plenty of Tianjin specialties—twisted dough fritters, steamed rice cakes, and several boxes of beautifully packaged pastries—saying they were to take back home for relatives and friends.

I followed the direction of her finger to see the coffee table piled high with those local products.

In the blink of an eye, it was the 11th, and I was finally on break. The company was supposed to start the holiday on the 10th, but it had been busy lately, and I’d ended up working a full day of overtime on the 10th.

Counting it up, my mother and I hadn't had a moment alone together for eight straight days since the 2nd. Partly because I was too busy coming home late every day, and partly because my father was home all the time, leaving us no time to connect.

The exhaustion that had drained me earlier had faded with time, and those desires were beginning to stir once again.

Perhaps because I had been so busy for several days and was finally getting some rare rest, my body and mind both relaxed, and I slept exceptionally soundly.

In my dream, I was walking along a long road with rice paddies on both sides. The wind blew, sending ripples through the rice stalks. My mother was walking ahead of me; her silhouette was clear, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't catch up to her.

When I was jolted awake by the sunlight streaming through the window, I groggily reached for my phone and took a look—it was already nearly nine-thirty.

I rubbed my sleepy eyes and lingered in bed for a few minutes, feeling the warmth of the sunlight on my face.

The sky outside the window was a deep blue, without a single cloud—a rare, beautiful day.

I sluggishly climbed out of bed, and the feel of the cold floor beneath my feet woke me up completely.

By the time I finished washing up and getting dressed, and walked into the living room, my parents were already packed and sitting on the sofa waiting for me.

My father was wearing a dark short-sleeved shirt and looked in high spirits. His hair was neatly combed, his beard was clean-shaven, and he seemed to have taken a few years off his age.

My mother was wearing a light-colored floral dress today, topped with a thin white cardigan. Her hair was pulled up—not in her usual casual ponytail, but styled into an elegant bun that revealed her long, fair neck. She wore subtle makeup, with a touch of light pink lipstick on her lips, making her look both fresh and gentle.

"Awake?" my mom asked casually as she saw me come out. "Breakfast is in the pot." "I'll skip it," I said lazily. "We're going to the hot springs in a bit; let's just eat lunch together." I went to the kitchen to have a glass of water, then picked up the car keys and said to them, "Let's go." We drove all the way toward Jinghai. I was behind the wheel, my dad was in the passenger seat, and my mom was in the back.

The scenery outside the car window shifted constantly, transitioning from dense urban architecture—skyscrapers, overpasses, and commercial signage—to the open countryside, with farmlands, fish ponds, and scattered villages.

The afternoon sun was lovely, streaming through the windows and casting a warm glow inside the car.

The sunlight fell on my mom’s skirt, making the floral pattern look exceptionally beautiful in the interplay of light and shadow.

My mom sat in the backseat, leaning against the window, watching the fields and villages recede behind us.

She was in a great mood today, chatting with my dad the entire way about how nice the scenery was. My dad would occasionally chime in or respond, but most of the time it was she who spoke while he listened, a smile playing on his lips as he did.

I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. Her face was turned to the side, and the sunlight hitting it cast a soft halo over her fair skin, making her features look particularly gentle.

A faint smile graced her lips, and she looked completely relaxed and at ease—a sense of relaxation I hadn't seen in her over the past few days.

After about forty minutes of driving, we arrived at the Tuanbo Lake Hot Spring Hotel.

The hotel building was grand. There was a wide plaza at the entrance with a fountain in the center; the water jets shimmered brilliantly in the sun, and occasionally, a small rainbow could be seen in the spray.

My dad got out of the car and stood at the hotel entrance, looking up at the imposing structure. Its white marble facade and expansive glass curtain walls looked magnificent against the blue sky. He let out a sigh of admiration, saying, "This place is nice, looks pretty grand. Must cost a fair bit, right?" My mom had also stepped out and stood beside him, looking up at the building with a smile of anticipation on her face. She said softly, "I've been wanting to go to the hot springs for a long time." I locked the car doors and walked toward the lobby entrance, heading to the front desk first to check us in.

I had booked two adjoining rooms well in advance and purchased a package that included three hot spring passes, as well as two buffet meals for this evening and tomorrow at noon, plus breakfast for tomorrow morning.

Check-in was quick. The young woman at the front desk was very friendly; as she handed me the room cards, she smiled and said, "I hope you and your family have a wonderful time." After finishing the formalities, we took our luggage up to the rooms.

My room was right next to theirs, separated by just a wall.

The hotel room was quite spacious and furnished neatly. The bedsheets and duvet covers were white, and the pillows were fluffy and soft, making everything look crisp and clean.

The window was also quite large, offering a view of the man-made lake and the landscaped gardens in the distance. The surface of the lake shimmered, with an occasional bird flying past.

After dropping off our bags, I checked the time—it was almost noon. "Let's go grab something to eat," I said to the two of them. I turned to my father and asked what he felt like having. His eyes lit up, and he rubbed his hands together, saying with a hint of anticipation, "See if there’s any Northeast-style Chinese food. It’s been a long time; I’m craving it." As he spoke, the wrinkles on his face smoothed out, as if he could already smell the aroma of sweet and sour pork (guobaorou).

My mother, listening from the side, rolled her eyes at him first, but a doting smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. She drew out her tone intentionally and chimed in, "Our son is treating us, and you're already being picky? What, is Northeast cuisine made of gold?" Despite her words, she glanced at me with a softness in her eyes, clearly not truly objecting.

"No problem," I replied. "We're here to have a good time, so we should eat whatever we want."

Afterward, I went back to the front desk to ask for recommendations. The young woman was very helpful and pointed me in the right direction, telling me there was a Northeast restaurant nearby, less than a ten-minute drive away. She even added, "Their guobaorou is excellent; many guests go there specifically for it." Following her directions, we found the restaurant. It wasn't large, with only seven or eight tables inside, and since it was lunchtime, four or five tables were already occupied.

Although the storefront was unassuming, with a somewhat faded wooden sign and photos of dishes plastered on the glass door, the interior was kept very clean. The walls were decorated with paintings reflecting the spirit of the Northeast: the birch forests of Snow Town, Saint Sophia Cathedral in Harbin, and the autumn colors of the Greater Khingan Mountains.

The owner was a man in his forties. As soon as he spoke, his thick Northeast accent was unmistakable—a familiar, hearty tone that made my father feel right at home.

"Well, look at that! A fellow countryman!" My dad immediately leaned in, chatting with the owner with great enthusiasm. "Where are you from? How long have you been here?" His voice was an octave higher than usual, as if he’d just bumped into a long-lost brother.

The owner was a straightforward sort of person. As soon as he heard my dad was also from the Northeast, he broke into a grin. "I'm from Harbin! Been in Tianjin for seven or eight years now. You folks from the Northeast too?" He walked out from behind the counter as he spoke and shook my dad’s hand.

"Qiqihar, Heilongjiang!" My dad patted the owner on the shoulder like they were old friends reunited after many years.

He patted the owner's shoulder a few times, with enough force to make it seem like he was confirming the man was actually real.

The two of them started chatting back and forth. My mom stood to the side, watching my dad's animated display, and couldn't help but laugh and shake her head.

We ordered a few dishes: guobaorou (crispy sweet and sour pork), stir-fried pork slices, di san xian (sautéed potato, green pepper, and eggplant), and a home-style cold dish.

The owner even threw in a complimentary plate of spicy tofu skin, saying that when a fellow countryman drops by, a little extra dish is a must.

My dad was grinning from ear to ear. He asked for a glass of the owner's homemade medicinal liquor, saying he had to taste the craftsmanship of a fellow local.

The food arrived quickly. My dad picked up a piece of guobaorou, popped it into his mouth, chewed a few times, and his eyes lit up instantly. "That's the flavor! Authentic! Just like back home!" My mom also had a bite of the di san xian, tasted it, and nodded. "Mmh, it really is good. Tastes just like home." The three of us dug in with gusto, and we all thoroughly enjoyed the meal.

My dad finished a glass of liquor, but it didn't seem to be enough, so he ordered two bottles of beer.

My mom had a bottle of beer as well. The alcohol brought a soft flush to her cheeks that spread to her ears, giving her a charming, vibrant look I rarely saw in her day-to-day life. Since I had to drive, I didn't drink any alcohol, sticking to just a few sips of soda.

It was past one o'clock by the time we finished eating. We were all full, satisfied, and drove back to the hotel.

As my dad got out of the car, he let out a satisfied burp and patted his stomach, saying, "That was a meal well enjoyed." Once out, I said to them, "Let's go buy some swimwear first." We walked into the swimwear shop in the hotel lobby. The store wasn't large, but the racks were packed with all sorts of swimsuits. The men’s styles were simple trunks or briefs, mostly in black, blue, or gray. The women’s selection, however, was incredibly varied—one-pieces, two-pieces, bikinis—with colors ranging from understated solids to vibrant, patterned designs.

My dad didn't even look around; he just grabbed a pair of trunks at random. My mom, meanwhile, stood in the women's section, carefully examining the swimwear.

She flipped through them one by one, her brows slightly furrowed as if she were choosing something of great importance.

Her fingers slid over the fabrics, feeling their textures—silky, matte, thick, or lightweight—comparing each one with great focus.

Finally, her eyes settled on a teal-blue one-piece swimsuit. It was a beautiful color, a soft hue between blue and green that resembled the sky after a rain shower or the water of a lake in late autumn. The style was simple and elegant, without any flashy decorations, save for a thin silver trim at the waist that looked understated yet refined.

She took it off the rack, inspected it, and held it up against herself in front of a small mirror. She then turned to look at me, as if seeking my opinion; her eyes held both uncertainty and expectation.

Looking at the swimsuit in her hands, I secretly wished she would choose something a bit sexier—a bikini, perhaps, or a two-piece that showed off her midriff.

But with my dad standing nearby, haggling with the shopkeeper over a five-yuan discount, I simply nodded and said, "It looks great, go with that one. The color really suits you." I then walked to the counter, took out my wallet, and paid for both swimsuits. My mom stood to the side, glancing at me with a faint, subtle smile, but she didn't say a word.

After the purchase, my dad and I headed straight to the men's changing room, while my mom went to the women's.

The men's changing room was quiet, with only a few middle-aged men changing clothes, each occupying their own corner. The air carried a faint scent of disinfectant, mingled with the damp, humid atmosphere typical of a locker room.

My father and I found an empty locker, took off our clothes, and changed into our swimming trunks.

My father was quick, getting changed in a few swift motions.

His build was still sturdy; although he was older and had developed a bit of a belly, his shoulders remained broad and his arms thick. His chest muscles, while slightly slack, still showed the contours of a man who had trained in his youth.

His skin was bronze, a mark left by years of exposure to the elements, etched with fine wrinkles and a scattering of scars of varying depths.

Once I had changed into my trunks, I stood before the mirror to look at myself.

I looked thinner than I had a few years ago. Since starting work, I exercised less, and my muscle definition wasn't as sharp as it had been in college, but I still looked decent enough. My shoulders were broad, my waist was lean, and my skin looked rather pale from spending all my time in an office.

After my father finished changing, he headed first to the fish therapy pool next to the indoor swimming pool.

The pool was small and shallow, reaching only to our knees. It was filled with many small fish—black, gray, and gold—swarming through the water, specialized in nibbling away dead skin from people's feet.

He stepped into the water to test the temperature; it was warm, neither too hot nor too cold. He found a spot, sat down, and submerged his feet.

The little fish immediately swarmed around him, beginning to peck at his toes and the soles of his feet.

He couldn't help but laugh from the ticklish sensation. His laughter echoed through the empty pool area, accompanied by his "hissing" sounds as he kept twitching his feet in the water, though he couldn't bring himself to pull them out.

Watching him from the side, I stepped into the water and sat down as well. The pebbles on the bottom pressed against my backside, which was a bit painful, but I soon got used to it. The little fish gathered around me, too, and began to peck at my feet.

The two of us, father and son, sat there in the fish therapy pool, soaking our feet and chatting idly.

"This thing is actually quite interesting," my dad said with a smile, gently swaying his feet in the water as the little fish scattered and gathered again with the ripples. "These little guys are tickling my feet; it's like a massage." "This is called fish therapy," I explained. "These fish feed on dead skin, which is good for your skin and helps with blood circulation." "Oh, that’s quite fancy," my dad nodded, then turned his head to glance toward the women’s changing room. "Why hasn't your mom come out yet? It’s been twenty minutes; how long can it take to change?" "Well, she's a woman," I said with a smile. "She’s bound to primp a bit. Besides, it’s her first time wearing a swimsuit, so she’s probably checking in the mirror to see how it fits." We sat in the fish therapy pool for a few more minutes before my mom finally walked out of the changing room.

I looked up in that direction and was completely stunned. She was wearing that azure one-piece swimsuit.

The swimsuit fit perfectly, outlining her curves just right. Her shoulders were rounded, her waist was slender, and her bust looked full and firm encased in the suit. There wasn't an ounce of fat on her waist or abdomen; her lines were smooth and graceful.

The neckline of the swimsuit wasn't particularly low, but it revealed a bit of her delicate collarbone and a patch of fair chest, the skin dazzlingly white under the afternoon sun.

The hem of the swimsuit ended at the top of her thighs, exposing two long, well-proportioned legs. Her legs were beautiful—not skinny, but balanced and shapely, with soft, full contours.

Her skin glowed with a healthy, radiant whiteness in the sunlight.

Her hair was tied up, revealing her smooth forehead and long, slender neck.

The line of her neck was exquisite, like that of an elegant swan.

She was wearing light makeup, with a touch of pale pink lipstick, making her look years younger than her actual age.

My gaze lingered on her for a long moment, filled with astonishment and a feeling I didn't dare to explore, before I finally snapped back to reality.

I quickly looked away, pretending to watch the little fish in the pool.

But a chord in my heart had already been struck.

My mom walked over to the edge of the pool, looking at us with a hint of shyness.

Her cheeks were slightly flushed, whether from the sunlight or the shyness of being watched while wearing a swimsuit, I couldn't tell. Her hands instinctively tugged at the hem of her suit, as if trying to pull it a little lower.

"Mom, come on in," I called out to her. "The water isn't cold, it's quite comfortable." She hesitated for a moment, testing the water with her toes before carefully stepping in.

Ripples spread out from her, circling outward one by one.

She sat down next to me and slid her feet into the water.

The little fish immediately swarmed around, starting to nibble at her toes.

"Oh!" she exclaimed, recoiling sharply and nearly losing her balance. "They really do bite! And it actually stings a bit!" "They aren't biting," I said with a laugh, "they're just nibbling away the dead skin on your feet; it's good for your skin. It doesn't hurt, it's just ticklish." "Well, it's still pretty ticklish," she said, though she slowly put her feet back in.

This time she was prepared. Even though she couldn't help but laugh from the ticklish sensation, she bit her lip and trembled slightly, growing more accustomed to it.

She looked down at the fish pecking at her feet, a look of curiosity and amusement playing on her lips.

The three of us sat there in the fish spa pool, soaking our feet and chatting.

The afternoon sun shone through the glass windows, casting patches of golden light across the water. The light danced with the ripples, like scattered gold dust on the surface.

The water was warm and soothing, making it hard not to close your eyes.

The little fish swam all around us, occasionally pecking at our soles and sending a ticklish shiver up our legs.

"How does it feel, Mom?" I asked.

"Not bad," she said with a smile. "It's a bit ticklish, but very comfortable. My feet do feel smoother after those little fish have had their fill." "We can head to the outdoor pools later; there are plenty more over there. There's a red wine pool, a rose pool, a traditional Chinese medicine pool, an aloe vera pool—over a dozen in total." "Sounds good," she nodded, a glint of anticipation in her eyes. "Let's enjoy ourselves today. It’s not often we get a day like this." We soaked in the fish pool for about twenty minutes, and all the tension in our muscles began to melt away.

I stood up, water cascading down my legs, and said to them, "Let's go. Let's head outside and take a look. Those pools out there are the real hot springs." We got up, grabbed towels from the rack nearby, and draped them over our shoulders. The white towels absorbed the droplets on our skin as we pushed open the glass door and walked out toward the outdoor hot spring area.

The outdoor hot spring area was vast. At a single glance, I could see dozens of pools of varying sizes scattered across an expansive garden.

The pools came in all sorts of shapes—round, square, oval, and even a few irregular ones. Under the sunlight, the water shimmered with a soft, misty vapor that drifted across the surface.

Pebbled paths connected the pools, bordered by a variety of flowers, plants, and trees—Chinese roses, gardenias, jasmine, sweet osmanthus, and green bamboo. The air was filled with a faint scent of flowers mixed with the smell of sulfur.

In the distance, I could see an artificial lake and rockeries, creating a delightful view against the backdrop of the blue sky and white clouds.

"Wow, look at all these pools!" My mother stood at the entrance, gazing at the hot springs scattered throughout the garden, her eyes sparkling. "It’s much bigger than I imagined!" "It is," I said, pointing to the signs next to the pools. "Look, there’s a red wine pool, a rose pool, a traditional Chinese medicine pool, an aloe pool... they all have different functions. And the water temperature is different for each one, too." We began to soak in the pools one by one. At every pool we reached, I would explain its benefits to them.

My father asked questions about everything with childlike curiosity at every stop.

Some of his questions were quite absurd. For instance, he pointed at the red wine pool and asked me, with a perfectly straight face, "Is the red wine in this pool real? Can you drink it? It looks just like wine." He was completely serious; he wasn't joking at all.

Before I could even answer, my mother scolded him, "Can you use some common sense? This is bathwater! Can you drink it? If you want to drink it, go ahead and drink the whole thing! See if it doesn't kill you!" As she spoke, she cupped a handful of water, pretending to splash him.

My father just chuckled at her scolding; his laughter sounded remarkably loud in the quiet hot spring area. He didn't even argue back, just obediently stepped into the water.

He hissed when he first got in, likely finding the water a bit hot, but he adjusted quickly and let out a sigh of contentment. Watching the two of them bicker, I felt both amused and warmed inside.

We soaked in five or six different pools in a row, our bodies feeling warm and toasty from the hot spring water as our muscles completely relaxed.

We followed the path to a rest area equipped with lounge chairs and parasols, where a few tourists were lying down to sleep or read.

My dad’s eyes lit up the moment he saw the lounge chairs. He headed straight over, found an empty one, and sat down cautiously. He slowly lowered himself until he was lying flat, letting out a sigh of contentment as he said, “Ah, this is the life! You two go ahead and keep soaking; I’m not going back in, I’m just going to take a nap here.” My mom gave him a look and muttered, “We paid for you to come have fun, not to come here and sleep.”

I smiled at my mom, suddenly feeling a bit thirsty. Noticing a kiosk nearby, I said with a laugh, “A little break is fine, too. I’m going to go buy some water.” I walked over to the kiosk, bought two bottles of mineral water, and grabbed a sports drink for myself.

When I returned, I saw that my dad was already lying on the lounge chair with his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm.

It looked like he was truly asleep.

I set a bottle of water on the table next to him and handed the other to my mom.

My mom took the water and tilted her head back to take a few gulps. Perhaps she hadn't quite gotten it right, as a bit spilled out. Droplets slid down from the corner of her mouth, one by one, tracing a path down her slender neck, past her collarbone, and disappearing into the neckline of her swimsuit.

Her skin was glowing with a healthy, rosy hue from the hot spring—a flush that radiated from within, making her look absolutely radiant.

The cold drink felt refreshing. “Let’s go, let’s soak a bit longer,” I said to my mom, my voice dropping a little lower than usual. “Let’s go check out a few more pools.” She nodded, placed her water bottle on the table in the rest area, and followed me deeper inside. Her movements were much lighter and more graceful now, her steps noticeably springier than before.

The further in we walked, the fewer tourists we encountered, and the quieter and more serene the surroundings became.

The flora along the path grew denser; towering camphor trees, thick oleanders, and climbing vines blocked out most of the sunlight, leaving only dappled shadows dancing on the ground. The air was filled with a moist scent, a blend of floral fragrance and steam from the hot springs.
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Chapter 37

The steam from the hot spring blurred our vision, but it brought our hearts closer together…

We continued walking further in, soaking in three or four more pools. Each had a different temperature and therapeutic effect, and my mother experienced them all with great interest, sharing her feelings with me as we soaked.

She was having a wonderful time and seemed completely relaxed.

There was a smile on her face, and her tone was much softer than usual.

Warmed by the hot spring steam, her cheeks glowed with a healthy flush, and her skin looked even smoother and more delicate than usual.

She took out her phone and snapped a few photos of the hot spring area—the steaming pools, the distant mountains, the flowers, and the trees. She then asked me to take some pictures of her standing by the pool before posting them to her social media feed.

The caption read: "My son brought me to the hot springs, so happy!" Before long, there were plenty of likes and comments underneath.

I stood quietly beside her, watching her focused expression as she posted. Her brows were slightly furrowed as her fingers glided across the screen, carefully replying to every comment and acknowledging the likes. A sudden wave of warmth washed over me; this feeling of being out and about with her was truly wonderful.

After soaking for a while in a slightly more secluded pool, I didn't take her straight to the next one. Instead, I led her along an inconspicuous path that headed deeper into the grounds.

The path was narrow, flanked by dense shrubbery, with a cobblestone surface that crunched under our feet as we walked.

At the end of the path stood an independent wooden cabin, nestled among several thick trees. It was so hidden that you wouldn't notice it unless you were looking carefully.

The main door of the cabin was left ajar, with a soft, dim light spilling out from the gap. Inside, one could vaguely make out a few large wooden tubs and a small sauna room to the side.

I had brought my mother here on purpose. It was already past three in the afternoon, and there were far fewer tourists in the outdoor hot spring area than there had been at noon.

This cabin was in a very remote location. I had soaked here when I visited before, so I knew this place well.

My mother followed me into the cabin, curiously eyeing the furnishings. Inside was a large wooden tub, about two meters long and over a meter deep. It was a traditional Japanese-style soaking tub, constructed from joined planks of solid pine and reinforced with several iron hoops; it was spacious enough for two people to soak in at once.

The water in the tub was warm, with a few rose petals floating on the surface, swaying gently amidst the rising steam.

Next to the tub was a small wooden sauna. It had a sliding door, and inside, several heated stones were arranged, filling the air with a distinct aroma of wood and heat.

"This place is quite secluded," my mother said, her voice sounding soft in the quiet, steam-filled cabin. "There’s hardly anyone here. How did you find this place?" "Well," I said, sidestepping the question, "let's have a sauna for a while before we get into the tub. It opens up your pores, making the soak even better." We entered the sauna first.

The sliding door opened with a rattle, and a wave of heat rushed out to meet us.

The sauna was incredibly hot—so hot that you couldn't help but gasp the moment you stepped inside. Before long, sweat began to bead on our skin, seeping out in fine, dense droplets from our foreheads, the tips of our noses, and our backs.

My mother and I sat facing each other, about a meter apart.

The lighting in the sauna was dim, provided only by a small, faint lamp in the corner.

I could see the fine beads of sweat on her forehead, each one catching the dim light and shimmering. The droplets slid down from between her brows, traced the sides of her nose, pooled at her jawline, and then dripped off.

Under the influence of the heat, her skin grew increasingly flushed, a color that spread from her chest up to her cheeks.

Her breathing was a bit heavier than usual—not out of nervousness, but because the heat demanded more oxygen for her lungs. In the dim light, the rise and fall of her chest was particularly distinct.

After about ten minutes, we both felt we had had enough. Our backs were soaked with sweat and our skin felt burning hot. I called out to my mother, and we stepped out of the sauna and walked over to the large wooden tub.

I went into the water first, gripping the edge of the wooden tub and carefully stepping in. The water rose past my calves, my thighs, and my waist, finally settling at my chest. I tested the temperature, then reached out to steady her so she could join me.

She held onto my hand; her palm was warm, still carrying the lingering heat from the sauna. Stepping onto the small ledge along the rim of the tub, she eased herself into the water with care.

As she submerged herself completely, she let out a soft sigh, a sound filled with the contentment of being enveloped in warmth.

Our entry caused the water in the tub to ripple, sending the rose petals drifting between us, drawing together and drifting apart with the motion of the water.

The warm water in the tub rose above our chests, and the rising steam made everything around us appear hazy.

Although the tub was not small, it was inevitable that our bodies would brush against each other while soaking.

Her legs pressed against mine, and I could feel the warmth and smoothness of her skin. The swirling steam blurred everything around us, as if I were looking at her through a thin veil.

We sat facing each other, our feet touching. At first, I sat quite properly, my hands resting on the edge of the tub, eyes closed, enjoying this rare moment of relaxation.

Before long, I couldn't help myself; I slowly extended my foot and gently brushed my toes against the top of her foot.

The touch was light.

She opened her eyes and looked at me—a glance filled with curiosity and silent inquiry. She didn’t say anything, then closed her eyes again.

I moved my toes, tracing a slow, deliberate path up her calf, testing the texture and warmth of her skin.

She felt my movement, opened her eyes, and gave me a flushed, piercing look.

There was a warning in that gaze, as if telling me not to misbehave—a mix of rebuke and a silent, perhaps unconscious, acquiescence.

Emboldened, I slid my foot between her legs.

My toes brushed the softest part of her inner thigh, where the skin was even more delicate and warm than elsewhere. That heated sensation made my breath quicken.

Her face grew even redder, looking especially alluring through the veil of steam.

She said nothing, only blushing as she glared at me, her eyes filled with a complex mix of emotions.

The steam in the wooden cabin was thick. There were a few other wooden tubs nearby, but they were kept at a distance.

There had been a few people in those tubs earlier; I’d seen their backs when I walked in, but they left one by one shortly before we emerged.

Eventually, it was just my mother and me left in the entire cabin, so quiet that I could only hear the gentle lapping of the water and the sound of our breathing.

In this atmosphere, the desire I had been holding back ignited. Instead of standing up, I reached out under the water and gently took her hand.

Her hand was warm in the water—just a fraction cooler than the water itself—and her fingers curled nervously.

I slid my fingers between hers, interlocking them.

Her fingers curled slightly—an instinctive, subconscious reaction—but she didn't pull away.

I applied a little pressure, pulling her toward me. It was a gentle tug, an invitation rather than a force, and she let herself drift closer in the water.

Our bodies pressed tighter together in the warmth. I could feel the soft curves of her chest, separated only by the thin fabric of her swimsuit, brushing against my torso.

My other hand climbed to her waist under the water. Through the soaked fabric of her swimsuit, which clung to her skin and outlined her curves, I could feel the heat and shape of her body.

She rested her hand on my wrist—not gripping it, just resting it there.

My hand slid slowly from her waist to her lower abdomen, which was flat and warm. I could feel the slight rise and fall of her belly as she breathed, and then I continued downward.

My fingertips caught the hem of her swimsuit. I hooked my finger under the thin fabric and pulled it aside, sliding my fingers directly into the slick, hot secret place soaked by the spring water.

The skin there was hotter than the surrounding water, burning with a pulse-quickening heat.

Her body shuddered violently, as if struck by an electric current. Her hand instantly clamped onto my arm, her nails digging into my skin, but she didn't pull my hand away. She only bit her lower lip, her eyes filled with a mix of panic and a dazed, resigned look.

My fingers followed that scalding wetness, sliding slowly into the deepest part of her.

The sensation of being enveloped by that tightness and warmth instantly swallowed my fingertips, as if they were being held by a soft, wet mouth.

I could clearly feel the muscles deep inside her body contracting and trembling slightly; every contraction felt like a silent response.

She drew a sharp, sudden breath, her hands gripping the edge of the wooden tub so hard her knuckles turned white.

She didn't cry out, but her body had already betrayed her; her inner thighs were twitching, and her lower abdomen was rising and falling.

I moved slowly, sliding in and out, letting my fingers explore within her, feeling that heat and moisture made all the more sensitive by the taboo of the moment.

Just as I was focusing on the movement of my fingers, the water rippled, and I felt a soft hand, hesitant and probing, slide down along my abdomen.

My mother's breath grew rapid and hot, damply spilling over my shoulder. Her hand fumbled beneath the water with a clumsy but firm resolve, finally closing around my desire, which had already hardened beneath the surface.

In that instant, my mind went blank, and all my blood rushed to the place where she held me.

Her fingers were inexperienced and trembling, starting with a light touch before her entire palm wrapped around me, sliding up and down with a slow, awkward rhythm.

The sensation, combined with the slickness of the hot spring water and the warmth of her palm, created a strange, harmonious echo with the wet tightness my fingers felt inside her.

And so, in the warmth of the spring, we touched each other’s most intimate places.

My fingers felt the wetness and shivers within her, while her hand felt the scalding hardness and throbbing pulse of my lower body.

Our bodies pressed close, our hearts beating wildly against chest and rib, the rhythm nearly synchronized.

Neither of us spoke; the only sounds in the wooden cabin were the water being stirred by our movements and our suppressed, yet unmistakable, gasps.

Rose petals swirled around us, and the steam blurred our vision, making everything feel both illusory and vivid, like a dream we were drowning in and never wanted to wake from.

Just when the tide of lust was about to drown us and my fingers began to pump faster inside her, the door of the wooden house was suddenly pushed open.

“Squeak——” one sound.

For that moment, time seemed to freeze, and my mother and I froze at the same time.

My fingers remained in her body, maintaining that deep movement, our bodies pressed together tightly underwater, but all movement came to a screeching halt.

Our breathing also stopped in that instant.

Her hand, which she held at me, also flung loose and shrank back as if it had been burned.

What walked in was a middle-aged woman, about fifty years old, wearing a swimsuit, a white bath towel, and her hair wrapped in a shower cap.

She pushed open the door and saw that there was already someone in the wooden house. She was stunned for a moment and her eyes swept over us.

My mom and I quickly separated underwater.

My fingers pulled back from her, moving quickly, carrying a splash of water, and we quickly pulled some distance between us, each leaning against the sides of the barrel, pretending to be quietly soaking in the hot spring.

My mother lowered her head, looked at the water, and pretended to be fiddling with the rose petals on the water. Her fingers were gently fiddling with the water. The petals flowed between her fingers, but I could see that the roots of her ears were red, and the red glow on her neck spread all the way to her chest.

The middle-aged woman glanced at us. Her eyes did not stay on us for long. She probably thought there was nothing unusual about it, so she walked towards a wooden barrel next to her and went into the water to soak.

My mother and I looked at each other, each with the same nervousness and panic we had felt for the rest of our lives, the feeling of having just retreated from the edge of a cliff. Our hearts were still beating wildly, and our breathing had not yet stabilized.

My mother glared at me fiercely, with anger, fear, and a kind of blame for the good things you did.

Then my mom reached out and pinched my thigh hard underwater.

It was a real pinch, her nails almost pinched into my flesh, and it hurt so much that I almost cried out, but I bit my lip and swallowed the scream back.

She leaned in close, her cheeks still flushed and her breath warm against me. Lowering her voice, she hissed through gritted teeth, "We almost got caught! Are you trying to get us killed?" I offered a sheepish smile—a mix of embarrassment and the lingering adrenaline of our close call—and rubbed the spot where she had pinched me.

I said nothing, knowing that anything I uttered would only make her angrier.

A moment later, the middle-aged woman also began soaking with her eyes closed, clearly oblivious to our recent commotion.

My mother glanced at her, and only after confirming she wouldn't notice us did she finally relax a little.

But that ease didn't last long.

Far from being extinguished by the forced interruption, my desire only burned more fiercely, fueled by the thrill of having been so close to discovery.

I turned my head to look at her profile through the swirling steam. She was pretending to be intently focused on the petals floating on the water, but I could see her chest still heaving slightly; her breathing had yet to fully steady.

My gaze fell upon the curves of her body wrapped in her swimsuit. The wet fabric clung to her skin, outlining every contour.

My breath grew heavy, and an irrepressible urge surged within me.

I knew there were others nearby, and I knew this was dangerous, but that very sense of danger only intensified my desire.

I moved toward her slowly, my movements deliberate and light, terrified of causing the water to ripple too violently.

Under the water, I extended my foot until it brushed against her calf.

Her body went slightly rigid, and she looked up at me, her eyes filled with a warning and a silent question of what I thought I was doing.

I didn't back down. Instead, I let my toes slide gently up her leg, a gesture filled with an undeniable persistence.

She bit her lower lip and glanced again at the middle-aged woman in the neighboring tub, who remained with her eyes closed, seemingly lost in the comfort of the hot spring.

She turned back and shot me a fierce, cutting look that clearly screamed, "You're insane," yet she did not push me away.

Emboldened, I slowly shifted my body underwater, moving from across from her to behind her.

I kept my movements as soft as possible, careful not to stir the water.

My mother sensed my intentions, her body stiffening slightly. Yet, she did not stop me; she simply lowered her head, her fingers unconsciously brushing the petals on the water's surface as if to mask her inner nervousness.

I pressed against her back, my chest resting against her smooth skin through the thin fabric of her swimsuit.

I could feel the heat of her body and the slight tremor of her muscles caused by her anxiety.

Under the water, I gently rested my hands on her waist—a touch so light it seemed accidental.

She looked back at me, her eyes filled with complex emotions: nervousness, fear, and a spark of excitement ignited by my boldness that she herself was unwilling to admit.

I leaned close to her ear and whispered in a breathy, almost inaudible voice, "Don't be afraid, she won't find out." My mother didn't speak, her breathing merely growing more rapid.

Her hands caught mine at her waist, as if trying to hold me back, but the resistance was too faint—far too weak to make me stop.

I slowly guided her to turn around, facing away from me. Her movements were slow and hesitant, but in the end, she yielded to my lead.

She braced her hands on the edge of the wooden tub, leaning forward slightly and lifting her hips.

In that position, beneath the surface of the water, no one would notice anything amiss unless they were looking for it.

My fingers slid slowly down along her lower abdomen until they touched the edge of her swimsuit.

I gently lifted the thin fabric and slipped my fingers into that damp, hidden realm.

It was even wetter than before, slick with the warmth of the spring water and her own secretions.

My fingertips glided softly through the wet folds, feeling every inch of her skin shiver.

My mother’s body suddenly went rigid; her fingers gripped the edge of the tub so tightly her knuckles turned white.

She bit her lower lip, holding back any sound.

I could see the veins in her neck throbbing and feel the internal contractions brought on by her nervousness and arousal.

I adjusted my position, pulling down my trunks, and aligned my already hardened desire with that moist entrance.

I moved slowly, maintaining a deliberately restrained rhythm, sliding into her body inch by inch.

As my tip pushed past that tight entrance, my mother’s body shuddered violently. She suddenly bowed her head, her forehead nearly pressing against the edge of the wooden tub.

I could hear her stifled breathing, a sound heavy with groans she was forcing herself to suppress.

My palm rested on her lower abdomen, where I could feel her muscles spasming slightly from my intrusion.

I pushed deeper, feeling the tight, warm embrace of her body closing around me.

The moisture from the hot spring water made my entry exceptionally smooth; I could clearly feel every inch of her inner walls wrapping around me and responding.

When my body was pressed fully against her back, my desire was buried deep within her.

At that moment, our bodies were fused together, her back against my chest, with only the thin fabric of our swimwear and the warm spring water between us.

I pressed my lips to her ear and whispered, "Mom, relax. Don't be nervous." Hearing this, my mother slowly let out a faint sigh, a breath filled with the satisfaction of being filled.

Her body gradually began to relax in my arms, losing some of its rigidity.

In an incredibly faint, shy voice, she whispered, "Don't finish inside."

I nodded with a smile and began to move slowly, my motions gentle and cautious for fear of creating too much of a splash.

My rhythm was controlled, with every thrust carrying the caution and tension of an illicit affair.

Under my movements, my mother’s body swayed gently in the water—a subtle motion that, if not watched closely, would appear as nothing more than the natural ripples of the water.

Her hands gripped the edge of the tub, her body leaning slightly forward in a posture that remained discreet beneath the surface.

Each time I pushed in deep, she shuddered, biting her lower lip to keep from making a sound.

I could see the fine beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead, unsure if they were from the heat of the spring or the combination of her nerves and arousal.

"Mom, does it feel good?" I whispered into her ear, my voice so soft it was almost swallowed by the steam.

She was silent for a few seconds, then nodded very lightly, the nod so small it was almost imperceptible. Her cheeks were already red, and the red spread from her cheeks to the roots of her ears and neck.

I quickened my movements a little, but still exercised restraint and didn't let the water waves make too much noise.

I could feel the wrap around me inside her body getting tighter and tighter, and I could feel her breathing getting faster and faster.

Her fingers gripped the edge of the barrel tighter, her nails almost digging into the wood.

Just as our pace picked up and we both began to indulge in this secret pleasure, the middle-aged woman in the barrel next door suddenly opened her eyes.

She was probably about to switch positions and soak, her body moved in the water, and then her eyes accidentally swept towards us.

At that moment, our movements froze again.

My body stopped inside her, maintaining that deep position, not daring to move.

My mom's body tensed instantly too, and she lowered her head, pretending to be looking at the water, pretending nothing was happening.

The middle-aged woman's eyes stayed on us for a few seconds.

Probably because our underwater posture, while intimate, wasn't too obvious.

At this point I was holding her from behind, looking like an ordinary couple or couple in an intimate position while soaking in a hot spring.

Not seeing anything unusual, she closed her eyes again and continued to enjoy the hot springs.

But my mother didn't dare to continue. My mother's hand patted my thigh hard underwater, with warning and urging.

I understood what she meant and slowly and extremely gently withdrew from her body.

I was moving very slowly, afraid of the sound of water splashing.

The moment my desire completely left her body, I felt a gentle sigh of relief from her.

We quickly pulled away, each leaning against the sides of the barrel.

My mom looked down and adjusted her swimsuit, pulled the straps, and pulled the hem to make sure everything was dressed.

She glanced at the middle-aged woman in the barrel next door, made sure she wasn't paying any more attention to us, and then turned around and glared at me.

There were mixed emotions in those eyes, some anger, some fear, and a kind of blame that you were too brave to do. But deep in that blame, there was a subtle excitement that she had suppressed so much and that came from this adventure.

"You really are..." she lowered her voice, speaking through gritted teeth, "too bold for your own good..." I smiled, a mix of awkwardness and the thrill of having taken a risk. I leaned in close, whispering where only she could hear: "Thrilling, isn't it?" My mother’s face flushed bright red instantly. She reached out to pinch me, but I dodged her. She glared at me, her eyes filled with a mix of shame and anger, but in the end, she didn't say a word, simply turning her head away to avoid looking at me.

After a moment, she took a deep breath and stood up from the wooden tub. Water cascaded off her body, splashing against the rim. "Let's head back," she said. Her tone was flat, as if nothing had just happened, yet I could still detect a hint of panic beneath that composure.

I obediently stood up as well. We each grabbed a towel from the side, quickly drying ourselves off. We moved with haste, as if we were in a rush to get somewhere, stepping out of the cabin one after the other before we were even fully dry.

As we exited, the warm sun hit us, feeling cozy in stark contrast to the thick, misty steam inside the cabin.

Suddenly, a breeze blew by, carrying the scent of flowers and grass, dispersing the lingering, intimate tension that clung to us.

We walked back along the path we had come, a cobblestone trail lined with dense shrubbery, with dappled shadows cast by the trees above.

My mother walked quickly, as if trying to shake me off. After a short distance, I caught up and fell in step beside her.

She remained silent, her head lowered, watching the path beneath her feet.

I noticed her earlobes were still red, a color that stood out vividly in the sunlight.

"Mom," I called out.

She didn't respond, continuing to walk forward.

"Mom, are you angry?" I called again.

She finally stopped and turned to look at me. Her face still held a faint, lingering flush, but the reproach in her eyes had vanished, replaced by a sense of helpless complexity.

"What do you think?" she countered, though there was no real anger in her tone. "It was so dangerous back there. What if someone had seen us?" "So what if they did?" I said, intentionally feigning indifference. "We were just in the water; who would know what we were doing?" Hearing this, the flush on my mother's face deepened once more.

She raised her hand as if to strike my shoulder, but halfway through, she pulled back and gently pinched my arm instead. The pinch was playful, a sign of mock annoyance rather than actual force.

"You're still talking!" She glared at me. "They aren't stupid, you know." "What's there to be afraid of?" I said with a laugh. "They don't even know who we are; it's no big deal." "You..." My mother was rendered speechless by my words, the flush on her face deepening. She raised her foot as if to kick me, but I dodged away.

"Stop right there!" She chased after me, reaching out to pinch me again. I ran forward, laughing, with her in pursuit. After a few steps, she stopped, standing there and watching me with an expression that was a mix of exasperation and amusement.

I walked back and stood before her, watching her catch her breath from the chase, a wave of warmth washing over me.

"Mom, don't be mad. Can't I just apologize?" I let my smile fade and spoke in a sincere tone.

She looked at me, the helplessness in her eyes slowly softening. She reached out and tapped me lightly on the forehead with a gesture full of indulgence and affection. "You," she said, "you just know how to bully me." "I wouldn't dream of it," I said, taking her hand and holding it in my palm. Her hand was warm. "How could I ever bear to bully you?" She tried to pull her hand away, but when she couldn't, she let me keep holding it. We stood on that pebble path, dappled shadows of trees overhead, surrounded by dense bushes, with the occasional call of a bird drifting in from the distance.

"Let's go, let's head back," she said softly. There was no longer any reproach in her voice, only the tenderness of someone who felt relied upon.

I held her hand and continued back along the path.

We walked very slowly, as if savoring this rare moment of solitude.

Her hand gradually relaxed in mine; all tension and stiffness vanished, leaving it completely and trustingly in my grasp.

"Mom," I said as we walked, "let's come back here again next time, okay?" "We'll see," she replied. Her tone held a hint of hesitation, but the corners of her mouth curled up slightly—a smile she couldn't quite hide.

"It's a deal, then," I said.

"I didn't agree to anything," she countered, though her voice was soft, sounding almost like she was talking to herself.

We kept walking and talking like that, her hand held in mine the whole way, until we were nearly at the rest area, when she finally pulled her hand away gently.

When we returned to the rest area, we saw my dad still lying there. He was fast asleep, his mouth slightly open, letting out a steady, rhythmic snore.

My mom walked over to him, bent down, and gently nudged his shoulder. "Wake up," she said with a smile. "Don't sleep here; it's getting windy outside, and you'll catch a cold."

Her words carried that reflexive, habitual concern.

Hearing someone call his name, my dad opened his eyes groggily. They were a bit red from just waking up. He glanced at us, yawned, and asked, "Are you two done soaking?" "Yes," my mom replied. "We're finished. Don't sleep here anymore; let's go back and get some proper sleep." My dad sat up and stretched, raising his arms and arching his back. He rubbed his eyes, then stood up to follow us back.

As he got up, he took a good look at us, likely noticing the lingering, steaming warmth radiating from our bodies after the hot spring.

Our skin was still flushed, and our hair was still a little damp. He looked at my mom's rosy cheeks—the color from our intimacy hadn't fully faded yet—but he didn't think much of it. He just remarked, "A hot spring soak really is comfortable; it makes you feel so relaxed." Once we got back to our rooms, everyone was a bit tired. For my mom and me, it was a kind of mental exhaustion, a fatigue that follows intense nervous tension. For my dad, it was the lethargy that comes from oversleeping.

I looked at them and said, "Everyone take a nap and rest a while. I'll call you when the buffet opens tonight." With that, I went back to my own room and took a hot shower. As the water rushed over my skin, it washed away all the sweat and spring water. After I finished, I put on clean clothes and lazily collapsed onto the bed.

The hotel mattress was soft, and it felt wonderful to sink into it.

The cool breeze from the air conditioner filled the room with a clean, refreshing scent.

I closed my eyes, but the images from the wooden cabin involuntarily flooded my mind.

Those scenes played over and over again, like a film on a loop.

My heart was still racing from the earlier tension, but to my surprise, that tension was laced with a hint of excitement that even I found startling.

I rolled over, buried my face in the pillow, and took a deep breath.

The pillow carried the clean scent of laundry detergent, which helped me slowly calm down.

Then, drowsiness gradually took over; my consciousness began to blur, and soon I drifted off into a deep sleep.

I don't know how long I slept, only that I was awakened by my phone alarm.

The ringing sounded especially harsh in the quiet room.

I reached out to grab my phone and took a glance—it was already 6:00 PM; it was time for the buffet.

I scrambled out of bed and went to splash some water on my face. The cold water against my skin made me feel completely alert.

I looked at myself in the mirror; my eyes were still a bit red, and my hair was a mess.

I smoothed out my hair with my hands to look a bit more presentable, then walked out of my room and knocked on the door next to mine.

A moment later, the door opened. It was my dad; he had also just woken up, his hair was disheveled, and he still had sleep creases on his face.

My mom was standing behind him, brushing her hair.

She held a comb in her hand, running it through her long hair stroke by stroke.

She had changed into clean clothes—a light-colored floral dress—and wore her hair down.

She looked refreshed and energized.

"Let's go, it's time to eat. The buffet is open," I said lightly.

When we arrived at the buffet restaurant, there were already quite a few people inside, gathered in small groups—some were families, some were couples, and others were groups of friends. The aroma of food filled the air.

We found a table by the window and sat down. The window was large, offering a view of the garden outside and the lake in the distance. The sun was slowly setting, painting the horizon with a vast expanse of orange-red afterglow.

The buffet had a wide variety of options, including Chinese stir-fries, noodles, and dim sum, such as sweet and sour pork, kung pao chicken, steamed fish, and stir-fried seasonal vegetables.

There were also Western options like salads, roasted meats, and desserts, such as grilled lamb chops, pasta, tiramisu, and cheesecake, along with an assortment of fruits and beverages.

We each went to get the food we liked. I brought back a plate of steak drizzled with black pepper sauce, along with some fruit and a glass of orange juice.

My mom picked up some stir-fried dishes, like sautéed broccoli and steamed scallops with garlic vermicelli, as well as a serving of millet congee with sea cucumber and a small bowl of rice.

My dad headed straight for the barbecue section, grabbing a large plate of grilled meats—lamb chops, chicken wings, and beef skewers—along with a few bottles of beer.

My mom glanced at the beer in his hand and said softly, "Go easy on that." Before my dad could respond, I chimed in with a smile, "It's fine, we're just celebrating today." My dad immediately jumped in, his eyes bright and his face beaming with a smile. "Exactly! We're having a great time—hot springs and a buffet—it would be a waste not to have a drink." I looked at my mom, who wore a faint, gentle smile of resignation.

I took the opportunity to open a fresh bottle of beer, placed it in front of her, and filled my own glass. "Come on, Mom, have some too. It’s rare for us to be this happy, and besides, nobody has to drive today." My dad joined in, nudging her with his elbow. "Right, right, you should have a couple too, just to relax." My mom looked at me, then at my dad; her smile now held a touch of indulgence at being ganged up on by the two of us.

She didn't refuse again. Picking up the beer bottle, she tapped it gently against my glass and said, "Alright, let's all have a drink today then." There was a rare, carefree note in her voice. She took a sip, and before long, a lovely flush appeared on her cheeks.

We spent over an hour at the buffet, chatting as we ate. The atmosphere was incredibly relaxed, likely because the hot springs and the sleep had left us all feeling completely at ease.

My dad had finished six bottles of beer. His face was flushed red, the color spreading from his cheeks down to his neck, even his ears were red, and he became much more talkative.

My mom and I listened quietly, occasionally chiming in.

I had heard those stories many times before, but today, they felt different somehow.

Once we were full and satisfied, we headed back to our room.

After returning to the room, I lay on the bed for a while, browsing my phone and scrolling through my social media feed. I came across the photos of the hot springs my mom had posted earlier.

There was one I had taken for her: she was standing by the rose petal pool, turned slightly toward the camera. The sunset light shone from behind her, surrounding her in a golden halo. She looked beautiful.

The post already had plenty of likes and comments, with friends and relatives praising her for having such a filial son and complimenting her on how lovely she looked.

I read through the comments one by one, and thinking of how happy my mom would be when she saw them, a smile unconsciously tugged at the corners of my mouth.

By nearly eight o'clock that evening, I put down my phone, walked out of my room, and headed to the room next door to knock on the door.

The door opened quickly. It was my dad; he was shirtless, wearing only a pair of loose shorts, his hair somewhat disheveled.

I looked at him and asked, "Where's Mom?" He stepped aside to let me in and gestured toward the bathroom with his chin. "Your mom's in the bathroom. Come on in." I followed him into the room, my gaze sweeping across the interior.

The remote control lay on the nightstand, and the television was still on, playing a variety show.

My dad had already climbed back into bed, pulling a thin quilt over his stomach as he picked up the remote to change the channel.

Rustling sounds and the soft noise of water came from the bathroom. Just as I was about to ask, the lock turned, and my mom stepped out.

She was wearing that light pink nightgown. The neckline wasn't particularly low, just enough to reveal a sliver of her delicate collarbone and a small patch of her chest, the skin glowing with a warm luster under the light.

Her hair was draped loosely, the tips still slightly damp, and a faint scent of shower gel drifted through the air.

Her cheeks were naturally flushed from her bath, and she looked both refreshed and languid.

Seeing me standing in the room, she was slightly taken aback, then a subtle, barely perceptible smile appeared on her lips.

"Want to go for another soak?" I asked. "Soaking in the hot springs at night feels different. The night view is unlike the day, and the way the lights hit the water is really beautiful." Before my mom could answer, my dad had already rolled over in bed, his eyes fixed on the TV screen as he said without turning his head, "You two go ahead. I'm not going; I'm going to watch some TV." My mom glanced back at him, then turned her gaze back to me. There was a hint of hesitation in her eyes—a hesitation like a thin layer of mist—along with something else I couldn't quite decipher.

"Then let's just go, the two of us," I said.

My voice was calm, but my heart had already begun to race.

I had been harboring a desire in my heart; if my dad wasn't coming along to the hot springs, wouldn't I be able to share a moment of intimacy with my mom?

My mom was silent for a few seconds—seconds that felt stretched out many times over to me. I didn't know what she was hesitating about; perhaps she had guessed what was on my mind.

She didn't hesitate for long. She glanced at my dad, then nodded and said, "Alright, let me go change into my swimsuit." With that, she took her swimsuit and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.

Because my dad was still there, I felt awkward waiting in the room, so I stepped outside and waited by the door for a few minutes.

When the door opened again, my mom had already changed into the blue-feathered one-piece swimsuit she’d bought earlier that day. Its color looked deeper now than it had in the water that afternoon, making her skin appear even fairer.

"Let's go." My mom looked at me with her beautiful peach-blossom eyes, her voice soft, like that of a gentle young girl.

We walked along the same pebble path toward the outdoor hot spring area. The atmosphere at night was completely different from the day; the noisy crowds were gone, replaced only by the sound of insects in the distance and the occasional chirp of a bird.

Streetlights cast a dim, amber glow along the path, illuminating the way and throwing dappled shadows over the surroundings. Steam rose from the surface of the hot spring, shrouding the entire area in a haze under the glow of the lights.

My mom seemed a bit uneasy along the way, her face flushed with a redness that looked especially captivating under the combined effect of the mist and the light.

I didn't know what was wrong with her; I just assumed her cheeks were flushed because she had been drinking earlier that evening.

We found an empty pool. It wasn't large and was surrounded by dense shrubs, tucked away in a very secluded spot. If you weren't looking for it, you wouldn't even notice it was there. White mist curled over the water, creating a hazy, dreamlike scene under the dim lights that enveloped both my mom and me.

We stepped into the water one after the other. I sat down, bracing myself against the stones at the edge of the pool, while my mom sat about an arm's length away.

The warm spring water enveloped our bodies, and the fatigue accumulated throughout the day began to slowly fade away. I leaned back against the pool wall—made of smooth, polished pebbles—and closed my eyes, savoring the sense of relaxation and comfort.

My mother was also soaking quietly beside me. At first, neither of us spoke; only the sound of our breathing, steady and long, filled the tranquil space.

But this quiet didn't last long. The desire I had suppressed all day began to stir again, emboldened by the stillness of the night and the warmth of the spring water.

Those thoughts were like sparks buried in ashes—the slightest breeze was enough to set them ablaze once more.

I turned my head to look at her.

She had her eyes closed, her eyelashes appearing exceptionally long amidst the rising steam. Leaning against the pool wall, her expression was serene and relaxed.

The blue-feather-colored swimsuit shimmered softly under the dim lights, tracing the graceful curves of her body. In the misty haze, her skin looked remarkably fair and delicate.

I slowly moved a little closer to her, my movements gentle. She sensed the ripple in the water and opened her eyes to look at me. In that glance, there was a silent inquiry, yet also a tacit understanding, as if she already knew the answer. I didn't say a word; I simply reached out and gently took her hand.

Her hand was warm beneath the water, slightly hotter than my own palm, soft and supple.

I gave it a light squeeze. She didn't pull away, nor did she speak. She only lowered her head, her gaze falling upon our joined hands, a hint of evasion in her eyes.

"Mom," I whispered.

"Hmm?" She didn't look up, just responded with a soft hum.

"You're leaving in two days." My voice carried an unmistakable sense of reluctance.

She remained silent for a moment, then nodded faintly. "Yes." "I don't want you to go," I said tenderly, my fingers gently stroking the back of her hand. "I’ve gotten so used to seeing you every day when I come home. The thought of you leaving makes me feel so empty inside." Hearing this, she looked up at me. The moonlight reflected in her eyes, making them glisten. The corners of her mouth twitched slightly, as if she wanted to say something but held back.

"What will I do when I miss you?" I continued, my tone tinged with a childlike playfulness.

She finally spoke, her voice as soft as a sigh: "Then you can call me or video chat. Communication is so convenient these days; you can see me whenever you want." "That’s not the same," I said, gripping her hand a little tighter. "A phone call lets me hear your voice but not see you, and a video call lets me see you but not touch you." Hearing this, her cheeks flushed even deeper. That shade of red looked exceptionally soft under the moonlight. She gave her hand a slight tug—a gesture so light it was almost symbolic—but she didn't actually pull away.

"You child, how are you acting more like a kid as you get older? I’ve told you so many times, I’ll be back in a little while," she murmured, her tone carrying a hint of playful reproach, but mostly a softness born from being needed by me.

I smiled and said nothing more. We soaked in silence for a while, our hands clasped beneath the water, feeling the warmth of each other’s palms.

Mist drifted across the surface of the water between us, thickening and thinning, making our silhouettes blur and sharpen by turns.

After a while, I let go of her hand, sensing that her palm had grown slightly damp from being held for so long.

I moved closer to her and rested my hand on her shoulder. Through the thin fabric of her swimsuit, I could feel the heat of her skin.

She didn't shy away, though her body stiffened for a fleeting moment. That tension melted away in an instant, and she slowly relaxed.

Tentatively, I used my fingertips to gently stroke her shoulder. The swimsuit fabric was so thin that I could almost trace the contours of her shoulder bone and feel the warmth of her skin beneath.

Then, my hand slid slowly down from her shoulder, over her shoulder blade, following the curve of her back until it rested at her waist. With a gentle but firm pull, I drew her toward me.

My mother leaned into it as if she had known I would do this all along, her body pressing directly against mine.

I could feel the curves and warmth of her body, and that heat, radiating through the thin swimsuit, made my heart begin to race.

With her back against my chest, I could feel every rise and fall of her body as she breathed.

I lowered my head, my lips brushing against her ear. Her earlobe was warm and carried the scent of shower gel. I whispered, "Mom, I really don't want to let you go." She remained silent for a moment before replying softly, "I don't want to let you go either." Her voice held a sincere reluctance, along with a softness stirred by my blunt display of attachment.

Hearing her answer, the desire in my heart intensified, as if I had finally been granted some kind of permission.

My hands began to wander restlessly over her body, first stroking her waist and back over her swimsuit, then slowly sliding toward her chest.

When my fingers touched the softness encased in the swimsuit, she shuddered slightly. That tremor started where my fingers made contact and quickly rippled through her entire body.

She grabbed my hand, placing hers over the back of mine, trying to stop me.

But the force of her resistance was minimal—so slight it was almost purely symbolic.

I didn't stop. Instead, I continued my movements, my fingers gently kneading the soft contours through the fabric of her swimsuit, which made the shape look all the more full.

Her breathing began to quicken. She looked up at me, her eyes reflecting the moonlight and the glow of the streetlamps. Within that light, there was shyness, nervousness, and a sense of tacit consent.

I leaned down and kissed her lips. It was a light, gentle kiss, like a probe.

As my lips met hers, I could feel those two soft petals were warm and trembling slightly.

She hesitated for a moment, but that hesitation lasted only an instant before she gently kissed me back.

Her lips were soft and warm, carrying the distinct scent of the hot spring water and a faint, elusive sweetness.

Emboldened, I slid my fingers in from the hem of her swimsuit. The movement was slow, as if giving her time to refuse, tracing the path up her smooth thigh until I reached the softest place between her legs.

It was already soaked, warm and moist. The moment my fingers touched those tender petals, I could feel their slipperiness.

Her body shuddered slightly, a tremor that began at her inner thighs and rippled through her entire frame, yet she didn’t pull away; she simply closed her eyes.

My fingers glided slowly along that damp slit, feeling the shape and texture of every inch of her skin.

I could feel every fold and every curve, the slick, wet sensation making my movements exceptionally fluid.

As I gently slid my fingers between her legs, through the thin fabric of her swimsuit, I could clearly feel the wetness and warmth beneath.

Her body began to tremble, her breathing quickening; her breath grew heavier and hotter against my ear.

I heard a faint, stifled moan escape her throat—a sound so brief it was nearly drowned out by the water, but I caught it nonetheless.

My fingers toyed back and forth within the wet crevice. The slickness felt thicker than usual, giving every movement an unusual resistance.

That viscosity was different from the state of her natural arousal.

I examined that unusual thickness carefully.

Her fluids were slicker than usual, as if mixed with something else, making her even more saturated.

I worked my fingers into her wet folds, slipping in and out, bringing more fluid with them. The viscous sensation coated my fingertips, creating faint, sticky sounds of suction as I stirred.

After a moment, as the thick, cloying sensation became undeniable, a shocking realization struck me: it was semen.

My fingers froze, all motion stopping in an instant, the realization hitting my mind like a bolt of lightning.

I thought back to the unnatural flush on my mother’s cheeks when I saw her earlier. At the time, I had assumed it was just the alcohol, but reflecting on it now, there was a dazed, satisfied look in that flush.

I recalled the look of post-coital languor in her eyes, as if she had just stepped out of a heated sexual encounter.

I recalled a slight stiffness in the way she walked. I hadn't paid any attention to it at the time, but thinking back now, it was the unmistakable trace of having been deeply penetrated.

Those images all connected in that moment, forming a clear, heart-pounding realization.

I was certain: when we returned after dinner, while I was lying in bed sleeping, my mom and dad had made love.

This realization sent a complex wave of emotions surging through my body.

There was surprise; although rationally I knew they were a married couple and that sex was only natural, the emotional impact still caught me off guard.

There was jealousy—a sharp, stinging pain of having my sense of possession violated.

There was an indescribable bitterness, as if something that belonged to me had been touched by someone else.

But there was also an excitement that even I found surprising.

My mother's body still held my father's semen.

At this very moment, my fingers were inside her, sliding in and out of the slick mixture of her fluids and my father's.

This feeling, carrying the thrill of something forbidden and transgressive, set my entire body on edge.

"Mom," I whispered, my voice raspy with arousal and excitement.

"Hmm..." she kept her eyes closed, her body still trembling slightly. She didn't open them.

"Did you guys... just have sex?" My words were like a stone dropped into a calm lake.

In that instant, my mother's body went rigid. All her trembling ceased. She opened her eyes and looked at me; there was shock in her gaze. She hadn't expected me to ask so directly. There was the embarrassment of being caught by her son, and a complex, indefinable emotion.

Her cheeks flushed deep red, a color that spread from her face to her ears and neck, a heat that even the steam couldn't mask.

She reached out and pinched my arm hard—harder even than she had in the cabin that afternoon. It made me wince in pain. "You ask about everything..." she scolded, her tone a mix of embarrassment at being exposed and the feigned anger of someone caught in the act. Yet, deep in her eyes, there was a subtle emotion she herself likely hadn't realized: a flicker of satisfaction at being the focus of my attention.

From her expression, I had my confirmation.

My guess was right; after dinner, while I was asleep, my dad had made love to her.

He had ejaculated inside her, and she hadn't even had time to clean herself before coming out to the hot springs with me.

That semen was still inside her, and as I probed with my finger, I brought it out with me.

This confirmation flooded my mind with countless images: the room they were in, that bed, the positions they used, the words they exchanged.

Those images rushed into my mind like a flood, leaving me both jealous and aroused.

But the excitement of wanting to ejaculate again in that secret cave—the one my father had just filled—overwhelmed every other emotion at that moment.

It was an intense, primal instinct.

I wanted to possess her, to leave my mark inside a body already occupied by another man, to cover over his traces with my own semen.

The thought made my whole body burn, my cock throbbing with hardness.

But I didn't let my emotions spiral out of control. I embraced her gently yet firmly from behind, my arms encircling her waist and overlapping across her flat stomach, pulling her entire body into my arms.

I rested my chin on her rounded shoulder, my cheek pressed against her warm skin, where I could feel the pulse beneath her veins. With my lips near her ear, I whispered in a tone full of affection and understanding: "Mom, it’s okay. Don’t worry; I know what you mean. I’ve figured it out." I heard my own voice, remarkably clear in the quiet night, carrying a sincerity and a sense of relief that had taken me a long time to truly reach.

I paused to let the weight of those words sink in, then continued: "I can't possess you all to myself, and I shouldn't demand that of you. You are my father's wife; that is a fact that cannot be changed. As long as you have a place for me in your heart, that is enough." As I finished, I felt her body tremble slightly in my arms—a tremor that was faint, yet very real.

She didn't answer immediately, falling silent for a long time.

I could feel her breathing grow uneven for a moment.

After a while, she spoke in a voice so faint, tinged with a sense of yielding and relief: "You... do you really understand?" Her tone held a tentative sense of release.

"I understand," I said, my tone sincere. I tightened my arm around her waist, pulling her closer so she could feel my body heat and the rhythm of my heart. "It’s enough for me that you have me in your heart. You don't need to feel sorry, and you don't need to be conflicted. You have your family, and you have your responsibilities and obligations to Dad. I won’t be upset by that; I only want you to be happy." She remained silent for a long time. In that silence, I could feel the turmoil within her—the contradictions and struggles she had borne alone for so long, the difficulties she had never dared to voice.

How to find a balance between her family and me, how to find her own place between the roles of wife and mother.

Then, she hesitated, and in a voice so faint it was almost drowned out by the steam, she said, "I'm glad you understand." The four words were spoken softly, yet they acted like a key, unlocking the last closed door between us.

She didn't say anything more, but her body completely relaxed in my arms—a release that seemed to seep from her very bones, as if she had finally set down a heavy burden.

Her hand covered the back of mine, which was still wrapped around her waist, and she gave it a gentle squeeze. It was a silent response, and a promise.

She leaned into me, no longer holding any stiffness or guard, but offering complete trust and total surrender.

We held each other quietly like that for a while, neither of us speaking. The steam swirled, the lights were dim, and everything felt as though it were part of a dream.

After a while, she turned in my arms. Her movement was slow as she faced me.

Moonlight filtered through the gaps in the leaves, casting dappled, shimmering light onto the water. Those fragments of light danced over her, reflecting onto her face and making her eyes, misted by the steam, appear exceptionally bright.

She looked at me, and in her gaze was the emotion of being understood—an emotion that made her eyes rim with red, and a warmth that was rekindled by that very understanding.

That warmth was not gratitude, nor was it guilt; it was something purer, more primitive, something that belonged only to two people who longed for each other.

We looked at one another, the gaze lasting for several seconds. All the emotions that had built up throughout the day—the tentative probing in the hot spring, the passion interrupted in the cabin, the unspoken understanding at the dinner table—all surged forward in this moment.

I lowered my head, and she tilted hers up. The movement happened almost simultaneously, and our lips met in the humid air.

The initial kiss was gentle, tentative and cherished.

I lightly held her soft lips, feeling her breath dissipate against my own.

She parted her lips slightly, responding to me as the tip of her tongue brushed against mine.

Then the kiss changed in nature. Her hands climbed up to my neck with a sense of urgent possessiveness, and I tightened my arms around her waist. We kissed deeper, more eagerly, and with less and less restraint.

Her tongue was no longer just testing; it actively sought entry into my mouth, tangling with mine.

I could feel her body temperature rising, and her fingers lightly scratching at the nape of my neck.

The kiss lasted a long time—long enough that we were both nearly breathless.

She pushed me away slightly, though it was not a rejection, but a need to catch her breath. She was panting, her cheeks flushed, and that flush spread from her face all the way down to her chest. Her eyes were misty with a desire I had already learned to recognize.

She looked at me, her gaze filled with shyness, acquiescence, and a sense of desperate resolve.

I looked into her eyes, which were sparkling in the moonlight, and hesitated no longer. In a voice filled with longing and anticipation, I whispered into her ear, "Mom, let’s go to my room." Upon hearing my words, her body stiffened slightly. The tension lasted only half a second before she looked up at me. There was hesitation in her eyes—a genuine hesitation. Reason and emotion were warring within her at that moment; there was nervousness, and a complex conflict that made my heart ache.

She opened her mouth as if to say something—likely "no" or "this isn't right"—but in the end, the words never came out.

I held her, my fingers gently stroking her back; the gesture was both a comfort and an insistence.

I could see the struggle in her heart. She wanted to go with me; that desire was real, as real as the feelings she held for me. But the sense of taboo and the concern for my father in the next room—he was just a few meters away, perhaps not even asleep yet—tore at her emotions from within.

In a voice even gentler and more resolute, I whispered in her ear, "Before I leave, let me love you one last time." She lowered her gaze, and as her lids fell, I saw her eyelashes tremble. She remained silent for a long time.

In that silence, I could feel the struggle and conflict within her, like surging waves rolling over one another in her heart.

She surely knew what this departure meant—that we were about to engage in the most intimate of acts with only a single wall separating us from my father.

But in the end, the yearning for our connection—an emotion she could no longer deny or suppress—triumphed over her hesitation.

She looked up at me, her eyes filled with shyness, nervousness, and a touch of tender amusement.

Her voice was very soft, carrying a hint of indulgence she perhaps hadn't even realized, as she gave a faint, almost whispered "mm."

