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	Fifteen years ago…

	 

	Susan Dalrymple looked at the applicants and frowned. The she glanced to the side, at the plain brown envelope which had just landed on her desk.

	“This is…quite unusual,” she said.

	To be honest, it wasn’t just unusual, it was insane. She was half-tempted to throw the pair out of her office on general principles.

	Still…

	It was one hell of a lot of money. Enough to keep the orphanage going for quite a while. And with the cutbacks in state funding, she couldn’t afford to be too particular.

	She folded her hands in front of her. “Can I ask,” she went on, her tone frosty, “why you are not prepared to go through the formal application process?” Let them think she was insulted. There might be another envelope to keep the first company. “And why you have chosen this…unorthodox…way of getting my attention?”

	The man in front of her shrugged. A big, beefy man with a red, florid face and thinning black hair slicked back from his temples, he looked to be in his mid-thirties. The suit he wore was tailored to impress, but it couldn’t hide the beginnings of a paunch at his waist, or disguise the sour odor of a man for whom showering was an unwelcome chore.

	“I’m not getting any younger, am I?” he grunted. “And the little woman here wants a baby. Adopting seems quicker. Nothing wrong down there,” he added, nodding towards his crotch. “But, well, it’s all a gamble, you know. No telling how long it might take her to catch pregnant.”

	“Indeed,” she said dryly. “Mrs. DiScalso,” she continued, looking at the small woman seated to his left. “You realize that this is a lifetime commitment, don’t you? Adoption isn’t something that should be done on a whim. It’s not like getting a puppy from the animal shelter. If you don’t like her, or decide you’re not up for the job, it’s very difficult to give the child back.”

	She nodded. “Yes,” she said, speaking down to the purse which she clutched in her lap.

	“Look at the woman, Nicoleta,” Mr. DiScalso growled.

	Nicoleta looked up, and Susan blinked. Pale blond hair framed a lovely, sculpted face. High cheekbones shouted at a Slavic heritage, only enhanced by her full lips and midnight-blue eyes.

	“I vant…I want a baby,” she said. “I am so lonely, when Sonny is at his work. I have nothing to do. A baby…” she paused, obviously searching for the right words.

	“A kid gives her something to do,” Sonny put in. “I have responsibilities. Lots of people depend on me for their living. I can’t bust my ass all day and come home to a crying woman. It’s enough to make a man think he made a mistake, getting married in the first place.”

	Susan nodded slowly, as if she were agreeing. The situation wasn’t too hard to figure out. If Nicoleta wasn’t a mail-order bride, she was the next best thing. This hulking brute in front of her, no matter how wealthy, would never have been able to win a woman like her unless there was something shady involved. Where was she from? Russia? Or one of its former satellites, like Poland or the Ukraine?

	Part of her knew that she should kick the pair out. Even here, in Tennessee, where orphanages were treated with a sort of absentminded neglect, there was paperwork to fill out. Questions would be raised by the state regulatory agencies if a child was adopted in a matter of days.

	Of course, there was another possibility. If a child wasn’t officially in the system yet, the wheels of bureaucracy might be persuaded to turn a little bit faster.

	She stood up. “I do have one child who might…fit your needs,” she said. “Understand,” she continued, leading the pair out of her shabby office and through the small administrative area, passing into the main building of the orphanage, “that he is a little older than what you say you are looking for.”

	“How old?” Nicoleta asked eagerly, her earlier shyness forgotten.

	“Not quite three,” she replied. “His parents were killed in an automobile accident a few weeks ago, poor tyke. The Department of Child Services dropped him off here, but we haven’t been able to locate any other family. It’s only a matter of time before he is designated as a ward of the state, I’m afraid.”

	“Poor baby,” Nicoleta whispered. “How is he…does he know his mama and papa are dead?”

	Susan eyed the woman with approval. “He knows. But he doesn’t really understand. Not yet. He’s not old enough. We’ve told him they are gone, and won’t be coming back. And that we’ll be taking care of him until we can find him a new mother and father.”

	She stopped at a door, partially open. Clattering sounds could be heard inside. “He’s too young for school, obviously,” she said in a low voice. “And there aren’t many children here his own age. We don’t have a pre-school. We can’t pay the salary of a teacher here, and we can’t afford to send children to a place here in town. We look in on him throughout the day. But he’s a very well-behaved little boy. We’ve had no trouble from him at all.”

	“Is he housebroken? I mean,” Sonny amended hastily when she turned, scorching him with a white-hot glare. “Toilet-trained?”

	She nodded shortly, liking him less and less every minute. Why was Nicoleta with this useless sack of skin? “He’s had an accident or two. But every child does at his age. If you’re patient and make sure you ask him if he’s got to go, he’ll have no problems at all, I’m sure.”

	She knocked on the door softly, then pushed it all the way open. “Bobby, honey? I’ve brought some friends who would like to meet you.”

	A small boy sat on the threadbare carpet. He wore jeans, a faded green sweatshirt, and sneakers. His hair was sandy blond, tousled as if he had just gotten up from a nap. His eyes were a deep, guileless blue. In his hands he held a plastic toy dinosaur.

	“Hi there, sport!” Sonny boomed. He stood over Adam, a looming presence. “My name’s Sonny. I’m going to be your new dad! Do you like football?”

	Adam scrambled to his feet, his face a mask of confusion. He looked from Sonny’s hulking presence to Susan, then back again. Slowly, the confusion turned into fear. “You’re not my daddy,” he stammered, cringing away.

	Before Susan could do anything to defuse the situation, Nicoleta dropped to her knees. “Hello, Bobby,” she smiled. “What are you playing with?”

	Relaxing slightly, Bobby showed her the scuffed toy. “It’s a dinosaur.”

	“Really?” she looked at it admiringly. “What’s her name?”

	“Her name?” He blinked at her. “It’s not a girl dinosaur. It’s a boy dinosaur.”

	“Are you sure?” She scrutinized it carefully. “It looks like a girl to me. Can I hold her?” She held it to her ear, as if listening. “Yes. She says she’s a girl. And her name is…yes. Her name is Yelyzaveta.”

	His brows pinched down in a frown. “Yelly…”

	“Ye-lee-za-vay-ta,” she said, pronouncing each syllable carefully. “Can you say it?”

	“Yelyzaveta,” he repeated, the name falling nimbly from his lips. “I said it!” He looked at her suspiciously. “Are you sure dinosaurs can be girls?”

	“Well, of course they can,” she replied cheerfully, her accent lightening. Above her, Sonny gave a disgusted grunt. “What do you think is a good name for a girl dinosaur?”

	“I don’t know.” He looked at the toy, as if to see if there were any identifying marks to show him that it was a girl rather than a boy. “I have a friend named Maria.”

	“That’s a nice name. My name is Nicoleta. Do you want to be friends?”

	“Sure.” Adam smiled. “You’re pretty. Do you want to see my toys? And my bed?”

	God bless the woman. Susan sighed in relief as Adam took Nicoleta by the hand and led her to his bed, shoved into a corner of the small room. She had saved a situation which had been only a short distance from disaster.

	“She’s good with kids,” she said quietly to Sonny.

	The big man shrugged disinterestedly. “Yeah. She has a pack of little brothers and sisters. More than it’s worth, sometimes, all the money she sends back home.”

	She nodded, watching Nicoleta. She had pulled a book out of the small bookcase and was reading to Bobby quietly, the little boy curled up at her side as she ran her fingers over the words and pointed at the pictures.

	She wrestled with her conscience. She didn’t like Sonny. But Nicoleta…the woman was an angel. And God knew they could use the money.

	“All right,” she said to Sonny, turning her back on the pair and keeping her voice low. “Here’s what I can do. Bobby isn’t officially in the system yet. Which means I can hide some of the paperwork. I can fast-track the two of you. But everything still has to go through proper channels. Which means that every form I send you is filled out, every request for information is granted, every document I need is given to me.

	“You can’t take him home today. We’re not a pet store. You come by here, every day or two, for the next two weeks, so you can all get used to each other. If I like what I see, I’ll approve the adoption.”

	She poked a finger at Sonny’s chest, her voice soft but fierce. “But if you skimp on one detail, give me the slightest reason to believe you don’t have that little boy’s best interests at heart – if I come over on a check-up visit one time – and believe me, I will be checking on him, and you aren’t going to get advance notice – one time, and I think something fishy is going on, I will pull him out of your house and have you up on charges so fast you think you just got hit with the hammer of the Almighty Himself.”

	“Jesus.” Sonny stepped back, his eyes narrow. “What’s your problem, lady?”

	“My problem is people like you, Mr. DiScalso. People who think they can wave a stack of fifties at a problem and make it go away. I don’t have that luxury. We have to fight for every dollar we get from the state and the feds. And every year the cutbacks get worse.

	“So I’ll take your money. Though I won’t like it. But that doesn’t mean I’ll turn a blind eye to what’s going on in your home. If I think Bobby isn’t getting the care and love he needs, I’ll pull him back out. One day I’m going to have to face my lord and maker, and I don’t want any guilt on my conscience. I have enough already.”

	“Don’t worry.” He looked over her shoulder, where his wife and Bobby were deep in animated conversation. “She doesn’t have anything else to do. She’ll take care of him.”

	“A child needs two parents, Mr. DiScalso.”

	“My old man split when I was six. My mom raised me by herself. I turned out all right.”

	Perhaps wisely, Susan kept her opinion to herself about that. Protecting Bobby’s well-being was one thing. Needlessly antagonizing a man who was offering to funnel several thousand dollars into the orphanage’s coffers was another. With the envelope safely stowed in her pocket, she could think about badly-needed upgrades. Books for the small library. Clothes for the children, diapers for the infants. Maybe even a luxury or two, such as new toys or playground equipment.

	“So you live in Memphis?” she asked, changing the subject politely.

	“Born and raised.”

	“And what do you do there?”

	“Waste disposal.” An unpleasant smile crossed his features. “Good money in knowing where to send the garbage.”

	She forced an unfelt return smile to her features, chilled by the casual menace in his tone. Sonny was playing nice because he had to. But she didn’t have a doubt his bluff good cheer would melt away like snow in April if he didn’t get what he wanted.

	“Well, then it won’t be a terribly long drive for you to get here,” she said. “Do you want to set up some sort of schedule to spend time with Bobby?”

	“Yeah. I suppose. Pain in the ass, if you ask me. I wish there was some way we could avoid all this damn paperwork.” He eyed her sideways, doubtless wondering if she would pick up the hint.

	She had, and ignored it. “The rules are there for the protection of the children, sir,” she replied evenly. “Too many people who sit for an interview have no business thinking about adopting a child. We try to weed out as many potential problems as we can early in the process. It’s better for everyone in the long run.”

	“I suppose. I guess I should try to get to know the kid.” He brushed past her and stood by the bed. Nicoleta flashed him a quick smile, but continued reading, her voice low and soothing. Bobby looked up, his brow furrowed worriedly, but was seemingly comforted by the young woman’s presence.

	Susan felt a moment of sympathy for the big man. He stood there, his thick fingers fidgeting nervously, looking for all the world like the world’s biggest kid, hoping that someone would invite him out to play.

	He doesn’t have the least idea how to connect with the boy. And Bobby is scared of him. Nicoleta will have to do all the heavy lifting. Hopefully she can help the two of them get used to each other. I’m not going to let them take Bobby until he doesn’t look terrified.

	Hopefully, that won’t take long. We need the money.

	*****

	The Present.

	 

	“Austin Clark…Jeanine Collins…Seth Crawford…Demetra Crowley…William Culverson…John Deevers…Allison Denton…Shareed Dhar…

	Wait for it…

	“Robert DiScalso.”

	Bobby walked slowly across the stage, sweating in his graduation gown. Head up so the mortarboard didn’t slide off, take the diploma in the left hand, shake the headmaster’s hand with the right, pause so the photographer could snap a couple of quick pics, then back down the short flight of stairs and onto the floor of the auditorium. A spatter of applause, quickly muted, followed him as he walked back to his seat, the ongoing roll-call of graduates half-heard in the background.

	“Well, that’s over,” he muttered to Shareed as he sat down.

	“Thank Vishnu,” his classmate replied. He pushed his glasses a little higher on his nose. “Do you think old Weatherby will interrupt things if I pull out my cell? I want to text my girl.”

	“Knowing him, he’ll come down here and try to take your diploma back.” He glanced up, looking at the assistant headmaster, who was watching the proceedings with a suspicious frown. “What are you doing afterwards?”

	“My folks are having a party,” Shareed said. Despite his Indian heritage, he spoke with the same light, liquid drawl as Bobby, a result of a lifetime in the border South. “All thirty-seven Indians in Memphis will be there. And their daughters. I swear, Mom’s determined to get me engaged before I leave for Princeton. And heaven help me if I don’t want to date one of the ‘nice girls’ that are all mysteriously related to her best friends, and came over from Mumbai or Hyderabad or Brahmapur. Screw that. I don’t want a nice girl.” He stuck out his tongue, wiggling it suggestively. “None of them put out until they’ve got a ring on their finger. I don’t have to worry about that sort of shit with Tawni.

	“How about you?”

	“Same thing,” he said, leaning back in the chair. He took the cap and mortarboard off for a moment, trying to cool off. “Mom and Sonny have a party planned, once we’re out of here. You can come on by if you want. There’s plenty of food for everyone. And Mom bought some beer. She said she knew that if she didn’t we’d probably go off and find someone who would, and if we were going to drink, we might as well be supervised.”

	“Huh.” Shareed nodded. “Sounds smart.”

	“She is.”

	Back on the stage, the list of graduates droned on. Bobby sat back in his seat and prepared for a long wait.

	Of course, he thought, if you still had the name you were born with, you’d be at the back of the room, going crazy.

	Bobby Thompson. It was a nice, anonymous name. Ordinary. Safe.

	What would his life have been like, if his parents hadn’t died in the crash? What would it have been like, if Sonny and Nicoleta hadn’t decided to adopt him? Where would he be living? Would he, without attending Memphis College Prep, a prestigious private school that boasted a governor, a United States senator, and a former Vice President among its alumni, have been accepted to Stanford? Or would he have scuffled along, just another mediocre student who would end up going to the University of Memphis or Tennessee or Austin Peay? Would his parents be proud of him?

	“Delia Underwood…Beauregard Wickenheiser…James Wilson…Amanda Woodward…Sarah Yates…Jacqueline Zelazny.”

	As Jackie danced across the stage, pirouetting and waving at family in the crowd, Bobby realized that the ceremony was almost over. A minister rose from the group of faculty sitting at the rear of the stage to give a suitably non-denominational prayer, which had the added benefit of being mercifully short. Then, at a signal from Headmaster Robinson, they stood and moved their tassels from the right side of their caps to the left.

	“To this, the one hundred and fifty-seventh graduating class in the history of this school, I extend my heartfelt congratulations.” His weathered face warmed with pride. “Go forth, my Warriors. And conquer!”

	“And conquer!” they shouted in reply. The fight chant echoed from the dark roofbeams overhead. At that signal, the applause started, and burgundy and gold balloons drifted down from the ceiling.

	Bobby made his escape as soon as he could, weaving through the crowd, composed in equal amounts of his former classmates and their families, who were coming down from the seating area to offer their congratulations. He took in a deep breath as he passed through the doors, leaving the stifling heat of the auditorium behind for the warm, muggy air of a May evening in Memphis.

	“Bobby!”

	He turned just in time to catch a blond-haired tornado before it slammed into his chest. “Hi, Mom.”

	“Look at you!” She tilted her face up at him, beaming. “A high school…graduate, yes? Now you are a man!”

	“Well, I suppose it’s easier than killing a polar bear with a spear and a bottle of vodka, the way you Russians do,” he said, deadpan.

	Nicoleta scowled at him, though her eyes twinkled merrily. “You are trying to get me angry so I will hit you in front of your friends, naughty little boy. It will not work.” She tossed her head. Her blond hair was done up in an elaborate style, but a few tendrils were allowed to curl down around her cheeks. “My people are Ukrainian, not Russian.” She made the last word sound like the vilest epithet imaginable.

	He blinked. “Is there a difference?”

	She smacked him on his arm with the flat of her hand. “Ow!” He jumped up and down. “Ow! She’s hitting me! Ow!”

	“Silly boy.” She hugged him again. “I’m so proud of you.”

	“So am I a boy or a man?” He hugged her back. Somehow, in the last few years, he had passed her in height, though it always came as a surprise. Now, the top of her head barely reached his chin.

	She sniffed. “When you act like boy I treat you like boy. When you act like man I treat you like man.”

	“Bobby.” One word.

	He turned quickly, letting Nicoleta go. “Sir,” he nodded to the large man who was his adoptive father.

	Sonny DiScalso eyed him narrowly, then gave a slow nod in return. “Congratulations, boy.”

	“Thank you, sir.” He shook the offered hand.

	Bobby was never quite sure how to deal with Sonny. Despite the fact that the man had adopted him, he could never quite bring himself to call him “Dad.” There was something cold about the man, something hard. For years they had circled each other, neither one quite knowing how to bridge the gap between them. Despite fifteen years of living in the same house, their relationship had never grown into love, or even into affection.

	Instead, Bobby treated Sonny with a sort of distant, wary courtesy. The same way you would approach a dog that was possibly unfriendly, and might bite. For his part, Sonny alternated between periods when he ignored him, which Bobby preferred, and times when he showered him with gifts and unwanted attention, which always made him feel uncomfortable and vaguely guilty. He knew he should be grateful to the older man. If he hadn’t been adopted by Sonny and Nicoleta, who knew how long he would have languished in the system, waiting for an adoption which might never have come?

	He realized Sonny had said something. “What, sir?”

	The beady eyes narrowed. “I asked if you’re ready to go home.” Sonny shrugged irritably inside his suit. “This party is costing me. I better get my money’s worth out of it.”

	“Honey.” Nicoleta smoothly insinuated herself between Sonny and Bobby, cutting of the older man’s rant. “Let’s not stand here, yes? Let’s go home.”

	“And you.” Sonny’s eyes cut towards his wife, taking in her tastefully elegant suit. “Change into something better when we get back, huh? I didn’t think I was marrying a damned nun. What’s the point of having a woman like you if I can’t show you off a bit?”

	The smile never wavered. “Of course.” But when Sonny turned, slouching towards their car, she and Bobby shared a long-suffering look. “Let’s go home.”

	*****

	Whoever said that crime does not pay, Nicoleta thought, opening the door that led from the house into the huge back yard, never lived in America.

	Or Russia or the Ukraine, for that matter, she told herself, forced to unwilling honesty. After nearly twenty years in America, she had come to the bitter realization that the only difference between her homeland and the ‘Land of Opportunity’ was that in the United States, some people still actually believed that hard work, intelligence, and honesty paid off. Her own people had been disabused of such romantic notions generations ago. It wasn’t what you knew, or how well you knew it. But who you knew and what they could do for you.

	Or, in the case of Sonny DiScalso, what she could do for him.

	She stepped out onto the patio, almost a terrace, a house that could have held her entire family with room to spare climbing behind her, wearing a dress that cost more than her dear, dead father had ever earned in a single month. In front of her was a sward of lush green grass, tastefully dotted with small ornamental fruit trees. Carefully trimmed bushes, high and forbidding, formed the outlines of the property, keeping would-be trespassers at bay. In the middle of the expanse, a tent rose, lit with tiny white bulbs, like stars or fairy lights. Inside, white-jacketed caterers stood at attention, waiting to fill the plates of men and women who would barely give them a second glance.

	It could have been a scene out of a movie, she thought, slowly walking down the stairs to the brick pavers of the patio below. Something romantic and faintly fantastical. A movie set in Europe perhaps, with lovely women in ballgowns, handsome, brooding men with hidden pasts-

	“Nicoleta!”

	And the evil ogre, who had to be defeated before true love could conquer.

	“Hello, Sonny,” she said, turning.

	Her husband looked her up and down, considered her dress, her jewelry, her hair, and gave her a grudging nod of approval. “You look good.”

	“As do you,” she smiled, leaning up to kiss his cheek. “Where’s Bobby?”

	“In the tent with some of his friends, stuffing his face.” He took her arm, keeping her close as he walked across the lawn. “That girl of his is with him.”

	“Ellen? I think she’s a nice girl,” she said lightly.

	“She’s not right for him,” Sonny replied. “I wish he’d see things my way. If he hopped into bed with one of Jack’s girls, it could mean a lot to him. To all of us.”

	Nicoleta went cold. One of Jack’s girls? Jack Diaz was the head of the local crime syndicate, colorfully named, ‘The Memphis Mafia’ in the city’s newspapers. But the patriarch was getting old, his hold on his lieutenants starting to slip, to hear Sonny talk. Was her husband actually thinking about taking over? Marrying Bobby to Carmen or Maria Diaz, Jack’s grand-daughters, in a parody of European court politics, to give his coup a sense of legitimacy?

	This is insane. Though she kept her small, polite smile frozen to her face, her guts churned with fear. Over the years, she had grown used to the ebbs and flows of the local underworld. People like Sonny were always jockeying for position, trying to rise a little higher, or to keep others from dragging them down back into the muck. Memphis was full of them. Small-time hoodlums, drug-runners, con-men, and thugs, every single one of them eager to get his feet on the ladder that might lead to the promised land.

	But she knew, better than anyone, how quickly a simple misunderstanding could escalate into a full-blown gang war. And in such a war, there was no telling who might get caught in the crossfire.

	“Is Jack looking for someone to take over? When he retires? Bobby is much too young, I would think.”

	Sonny scowled. “That old man is holding on just to piss the rest of us off. He should remember who takes care of him. And if a boss isn’t willing to retire on his own, he can be retired whether he likes it or not.

	“Come on.” His steps quickened as he headed for a small knot of men, talking and drinking on the edge of the party. “I need to talk to some people.” He looked into her cleavage and shook his head. “Why’d you wear a bra, anyway? You know how much Craig likes to look at your tits.”

	For a moment, her temper flared. “You didn’t tell me you wanted me to dress like a whore.”

	Her husband grinned down at her unpleasantly. “Don’t get lippy with me, Nicoleta. I brought you here, after all.

	“I can send you back.”

	*****

	“God, just look at her!”

	The remark was meant to be unheard, but Paul’s whisper knifed through the tent and into Bobby’s ears.

	He smiled to himself. For years, his friends had coveted trips to his house, hoping to see his mother. The combination of her open, friendly personality, her exotic heritage, her fine-boned Slavic beauty, and her habit of sunbathing topless beside the pool during the summer had made her an object of lust for his classmates since they were barely out of puberty. He recalled the first time Paul had visited and been greeted at the door by Nicoleta, wearing a bikini bottom and nothing else, and grinned. His friend had spent the next ten minutes with his hands covering his crotch, red-faced while he tried to pretend he wasn’t sporting a boner hard enough to crack a boulder in half.

	After that, ‘Let’s go to Bobby’s place,’ became the default setting of his teenage years. Oh, it didn’t hurt that Nicoleta was cheerfully friendly to anyone who tagged along after him, was always willing to serve up snacks and soda, and that he had full use of a truly state of the art entertainment system when Sonny wasn’t around. But always, in the back of their minds, was the faint, flickering hope that they might get to see his adopted mother’s boobs.

	“Does it make you jealous?” he asked Ellen, scooping some barbeque onto her plate.

	“What?” His girlfriend followed his look. Nicoleta strolled past on Sonny’s arm, wearing something short and clingy, which left large expanses of her arms and legs bare. “Oh. Your mom. No,” she said, squeezing his arm. “Should it?”

	“No.”

	“Then don’t worry about it, babe.” She gave him a fond look, as if he were an amusing pet. “Don’t get me wrong. I hope I look half as good as your mom does when I’m pushing forty.”

	“She’s only thirty-four. Well, thirty-five next month,” he protested.

	Ellen blinked. “That’s right. She’s not your real mom, is she? I always forget. Whatever. Who cares how old she is? She’s got a great body and good legs and a fantastic ass.” He stared after her. “I mean, look at that dress she’s wearing. I couldn’t get away with that. I’d look ridiculous. My boobs would just fall out. It’s be a total white-trashfest. But she can pull it off. On her it looks classy. And she’s so sweet you don’t even mind. I mean, if she was snotty and bitchy I’d want to scratch her eyes out. But she isn’t. When I talk to her, I’m not sure whether I want to take her home and kick my mom out of the house and make her my mom, or stash her in the guest bedroom so I can have a big sister.”

	“Huh.” Absurdly, he was now the one who was a little bit jealous. “Maybe you should be dating her, not me.”

	“Oh, stop it.” She smiled across the table at him as they sat down. “If I was ever to going to go lesbo, it wouldn’t be with a married woman.” She took a bite of smoked pork, rolling her eyes in appreciation. “Though the idea of being with an older woman who knows what she’s doing makes me a little bit wet.”

	Bobby nearly choked on his drink, and Ellen laughed at his look. Around him music played, spun by a DJ his father had hired. Friends sat and talked and ate, and under their parents’ watchful eyes, had a beer or two. Some of Sonny’s acquaintances and business associates milled around aimlessly, or came up to him and offered him congratulations and inquired about his plans for college.

	“I feel like a bug.”

	“A bug?”

	“Under a microscope,” he complained. “Look at all these people.” He waved at a heavyset man who had just lumbered off. “They don’t know me. The only reason they’re here is because they’re kissing Sonny’s ass.”

	“Well, whatever it is he does, he’s good at it.” She looked around at the tent. “My folks would never have had a party like this for me, just for graduating high school.”

	“It’s just to show off,” he grumbled. “Just like Nicoleta. He likes having her dress up like that, like she’s some sort of prize, when he has his friends come over. She doesn’t like it, but she does anyway, just to keep him happy.” He pushed barbeque and potato salad around on his plate. “I’m not that hungry,” he said suddenly. “Do you want to take a walk? And talk?”

	Ellen looked up at him, her eyes wise. “About us?”

	He flushed. “Maybe.”

	“All right.” She stood up. “I’ve been thinking we should get things straight between us. I don’t want this conversation hanging over our head all summer.”

	 

	They wandered aimlessly around the back yard for a while, which was almost big enough to host a regulation football game. Friends from the academy came by to say hello. Bobby was happy to see that no one had gotten drunk. But with Nicoleta laying down the law to the hired caterers, that wasn’t going to be a problem. Two beers each, she had said, no more, unless they had ID. And it seemed like that rule was holding firm.

	“So,” he said at last, looking down at his feet. “Vanderbilt, huh?”

	“It’s where my mother went,” Ellen replied. “And you know I want to be a doctor, Bobby. It’s got the best medical program in the state. Maybe in the entire South.”

	“I know,” he sighed. “It’s…it’s just going to make things hard. I’ll be in California, and you’ll be two thousand miles away.”

	“Oh, Bobby.” She turned, facing him squarely. “Don’t make things more complicated than they have to be. Do you love me?”

	He wanted to say yes. Wanted to find a way to bind her to him. But under her sharp gaze, he was forced to honesty. “I…don’t know.”

	She reached up, touching his cheek. “Good. I like you a lot, Bobby. You’re smart and sweet and strong and you look nice and you’re good in bed.” She grinned up at him impishly. “Real good.

	“But let’s not do anything stupid just because we’re going to be leaving for college and everything’s going to be changing. I have college and med school and all that in front of me. And you have college and whatever you decide to do. I’m definitely not going to be making wedding plans because I’m scared of losing you when you’re at Stanford.

	“If it’s love, we can wait. And if it’s not, well, at least we can have fun while it lasts.”

	“How did you get to be so smart?” he asked.

	“Good luck and genetics,” she replied promptly. Their wandering path had taken them behind an ornamental gazebo, hidden from most of the yard. She looped her arms around his waist, holding him loosely. She turned her face up to him. Light from the tent lit one half in golden light, leaving the other half in shadow. “You know, being all smart and noble like this has got me kind of horny. Do you think anyone would notice if we snuck into the house for a little bit?” Her hands grabbed his rear, squeezing firmly. “If we’ve only got this last summer together, I want to get all the cock out of you I can.”

	He laughed, then froze. Out of the darkness he could hear the sound of his adopted father’s voice. And Nicoleta’s as well. He peered around the side of the gazebo. Nicoleta, Sonny, and two other men were approaching their hiding spot, their voices carrying through the muggy air.

	He pulled Ellen down. “Bobby!” she whispered. “I’m not screwing out here. My dress will get ruined and I’ll get covered in bug bites.”

	“Shhh! It’s Sonny. I don’t want to deal with him right now.”

	“But-’’

	Sonny’s voice carried over Ellen’s protest. “All right. So it’s settled. We whack Ruiz next week on the New York trip, right?”

	Bobby’s jaw fell open. He turned to Ellen, but she was staring at him, dumbfounded. The same thought was obviously going through both their minds. Had they really heard what they thought?

	He peeped over the edge of the gazebo floor. In the darkness, a lighter flared, lighting a cigarette and the harsh angles of Donald Craig’s face. One of Sonny’s golfing buddies, he had always seemed a normal person. “So who’s going to kill the old man?” he asked. “You? And he’s going to have muscle with him. He always does, these days. We don’t want this to turn into a bloodbath. I’m fond of my skin, DiScalso. It’s what keeps my insides where they belong.”

	“I know some hitters from the Bronx. They owe me a favor.”

	“That big a favor?” Jeremy Jay asked skeptically. A tall black man, his shaved skull gleamed in the low light. “If word gets out that they did it, there won’t be enough left of them to put in a pizza box. Diaz might be getting old, but his son Marco is a tough bastard. And he’s vindictive as hell. He won’t take kindly to someone killing his father. And he’s got his girls to think about. You know Jack has been grooming him for years.”

	“You let me handle Marco, JJ,” Sonny said confidently. “He’s been pushing at Jack for a while, wanting to take over. We give him a nice slice of the action, he’ll go along. And what’s he going to do? By the time we get back from the coast, it’ll all be over with. He can take what we’re giving him, or he can go cry to the feds. You think they’re going to care?”

	“Maybe.” Craig took a last pull of his cigarette, then dropped it to the grass, crushing it out with his heel. “What do you think, Mrs. DiScalso? You’ve gone through this sort of thing before, haven’t you?”

	Mom? Bobby started to surge to his feet. Only Ellen’s grip on his sleeve kept him down.

	“I want what Sonny wants,” his mother said loyally.

	“So who gets what?” Craig asked.

	Sonny shrugged. “We each keep doing what we’ve been doing. But now we’re the ones running things. So we each get a bigger slice of the pie. And who knows? Maybe the pie gets a little bigger, too. JJ keeps the numbers and the rackets. Don, you run the strip clubs and the skin trade. I’ll be in charge of the guns going to St. Louis and Chicago.”

	“And the drugs?” JJ asked quietly.

	Sonny shrugged. “Marco can have those, if he doesn’t cause trouble. If he makes a fuss, we’ll settle it later. Don’t you have a youngster who you think is ready to move up, JJ?”

	“Yeah. Ramsey. Smart kid. Comes out of the projects. Hungry, but willing to wait a bit. He’d be good fit, especially if he had someone to show him the ropes.”

	“Good. It’s settled, then. We leave in three days on the monthly trip to New York. I’ll give you the details before we’re on the plane.

	“Come on, Nicoleta.” He turned away. “Let’s get these damn kids out of here. I’ve had enough of their shitty music for one night.”

	Bobby held still as Sonny and Nicoleta walked away. JJ and Craig stayed behind. Even in the low light, Bobby could see the way they stared after him, assessing.

	“Idiot,” JJ finally said.

	“Yeah.” Craig laughed, low. “Does he really think he’s strong enough to take out Ruiz? And smart enough to hold it if he does?” He lit another cigarette. “Jack has given him a lot of rope over the last few months, seeing if he’s loyal. I guess he’ll have his answer tonight. Do you want to tell him, or should I?”

	“I’ll do it. I have to drop by there anyway. And then I’ll talk to Ramsey. Tell him he better start studying, because he’s going to be in charge of running guns up fifty-seven inside of a week.”

	Craig laughed unpleasantly. “Fat fuck is going to get exactly what he deserves.” He jerked his head at the house. “What about the woman? And the kid?”

	“Nicoleta?” JJ whistled. “She’s a fine piece of ass.”

	“Hey. None of that. You know Ruiz doesn’t approve of that sort of thing. Not after what happened to his aunt and mother.”

	“Nothing says I can’t look, man.” The black man shrugged. “Let Ruiz deal with it. She came here in a trade, nearly twenty years back. Maybe she wants to go home again. Ruiz would let her, unless she’s deeper into this than I think. He’s old-school that way. Hands off the women, unless they ask for it.”

	“And the kid?”

	“Him?” JJ snorted. “Who cares? Sonny never told him shit. Neither did the woman, as far as I can tell. Let him have what’s left when we’re done with DiScalso. The house, the money, whatever. Just as long as he leaves town and doesn’t get any stupid ideas.

	“Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

	 

	Bobby climbed to his feet. Beside him, Ellen did the same, her face pale.

	“Bobby.” She clutched his arm. “What do we do?”

	He shook his head, his mind spinning. What could he do? Go to the police and tell them his adopted father was apparently part of an organized crime ring, and that he had heard two men he had known since he was a kid casually plotting his murder? They’d laugh him out of the station, if they didn’t send him for a psych evaluation.

	“I have to…” he rubbed his face, trying to think. “I’ve got to tell Nicoleta.”

	“No! You can’t!”

	He stared at Ellen. “What?”

	“Not yet! Are you going to tell her while Sonny is still around?”

	He swallowed. “No. You’re right. That would be stupid.”

	“Come on.” She took his hand. “Let’s go to your room and talk. And figure out what we’re going to do.”

	He stared at her. “What we’re going to do?”

	“Of course.” She tossed her head, chocolate-brown hair spreading over her shoulders like a fan. “Do you think I’m going to let you deal with this alone? You need someone to talk to, Bobby. Or you’ll do something dumb and get your fool self killed. These people are dangerous. Did you hear the way they were talking? They made killing someone sound like buying a new song off of Itunes.”

	“All right.” Side by side, they walked through the dispersing crowd. Friends and their parents came up to him and Ellen, thanking him for the party. Somehow, he was able to keep a smile plastered to his face and make polite conversation, though he itched to start screaming the truth at the top of his lungs. My adopted father’s a mob boss!

	Halfway to the house, he changed his mind, guiding Ellen to the front. “What are we doing?”

	“I’m not hiding inside while everyone leaves,” he said. “And Sonny’s already gone in there. I don’t want to see him right now.”

	“So we stay out here, like everything’s normal, waving good-bye,” Ellen said approvingly. “Smart.”

	“I manage. Sometimes.”

	They hung out for the next fifteen minutes or so, watching as the cars slowly drove off. When only a handful of people were left, he sighed and ducked through a side door, leading Ellen upstairs.

	She shut the door of his bedroom behind her. “Whew.” She eyed him as he flopped back on the bed. “What are you going to do? What are we going to do?”

	“No idea.” He closed his eyes. “This answers a lot of questions, though. Questions I never even knew I had.”

	He felt the bed shift slightly as Ellen crawled in with him. She kissed his cheek. “If Sonny gets his way, he’ll be in charge. Do you want that life?” she asked.

	His eyes flew open. “Hell, no!”

	“Are you sure?” She snuggled close. “It could be a very comfortable life, Bobby. Look at this house. It’s huge. And the cars your family drives. And the vacations you take. And Sonny can afford to send you to Stanford without even blinking about the cost. He’s rich.”

	“I got some scholarships,” he replied, stung.

	“But did you need to get them?” She shrugged, which brought her body even closer to his. Inside his slacks, his cock gave an enthusiastic twitch. “Think about it, Bobby. You could tell Sonny what you heard. He whacks JJ and Craig, then goes after Ruiz, whoever he is. Instead of sharing the pie three ways, he has a great big slice all to himself. And by being so useful, you’ve proven your loyalty. Sonny’s pushing fifty. And the way he eats, he won’t live long. He’s probably close to a hundred pounds overweight. Maybe more. If there’s one man I’ve ever seen who’s a poster child for a triple-bypass, it’s him. Inside of ten years, you could be running things yourself.”

	He blinked. Ellen’s mind was sharper than a scalpel. And the hell of it was that she was right. Fate or chance had given him one hell of an opportunity. He could…

	“No.” The word came out as a hoarse croak, and he shook his head. “No,” he repeated. “No way. Drugs? Guns? Prostitution? I’m not getting mixed up in that.”

	Ellen leaned forward, examining his face carefully. Then she smiled. “Good. I didn’t think you would. But I wanted to make sure.”

	“Huh?”

	“You’re a pretty good guy, Bobby. But even a pretty good guy could turn into a dick if you gave him enough temptation.”

	“What? You think I’m about to go all Dark Side on you?” He wiggled his fingers, making an ominous hum.

	“No. Not now.” She smiled at him, rolling her body on top of his. “Want to make out?”

	“I want to do more.” He ran his hands up her back, then back down. Ellen brought her head close to his, and they kissed. Her lips tasted of diet soda and strawberry lip gloss, and she moaned sweetly into his mouth as his hands kneaded her rear.

	“God, I love your butt,” he said, running his hands around her curvy cheeks. They were small but plump, a good handful plus a little bit extra, and Ellen’s dress hiked up to her waist as he explored her legs and ass.

	“I think my boobs are better,” she replied, pulling down the straps of her dress. She pushed it down to her middle, exposing her breasts. She lifted one in her palm, eying it critically. “Most guys do, too.”

	“Your boobs are awesome,” he said. He pulled her down, nibbling at the tender skin with his lips. His cock strained inside the confines of his jeans as he kissed her nipples. Quickly, they drew up into hard little nubs, and Ellen growled, deep in her throat as he licked them. First one, then the other, while his hands kneaded the firm, taught globes of her ass.

	After a few minutes, she pulled away. “I want to fuck. But we better be quick,” she said, panting, as he groaned in frustration. “We don’t have much time.” Rolling over, she pulled up the hem of her dress, hooking off her panties with her thumbs. “Come on. Get a condom. And take off your clothes.”

	 He sat up, fumbling in the drawer of his nightstand. What do you want?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. Something ribbed for your pleasure?”

	“Ew.” Her nose wrinkled. “Just give it to me, you big dope.”

	He tossed her the foil packet, and stripped quickly. By the time he was naked, she had the condom out of its wrapper and was ready to put it on his penis.

	“Poor guy.” Ellen leaned down, kissing his shaft, then licking it from top to bottom in one long stroke. “Someday soon we’ll do it bareback. I promise.” Working quickly, she unrolled the condom down the length of his cock, then took him into her mouth for one brief, joyous minute, making sure the condom was well lubricated with her saliva.

	“You on top? Or me?”

	“You,” he responded, then groaned as she swung her legs over his hips, straddling him. The hot wet heat of her furrow slid up and down his shaft, and then she opened to him, taking him into her body in one long slow motion that made him throw his head back on the pillows and gasp.

	 “God, you feel great,” he groaned. His hands settled on her hips, stroking her through the cloth of the dress that she still wore bunched around your waist. “I love fucking you.”

	“I love fucking you, too, baby.” She leaned down and kissed him hard, the darting spike of her tongue dipping deep into his mouth. She ground her sex down on his cock, groaning as he bottomed out deep inside her. “God, I’m so close. I love how your cock is so big and thick. You fill me up so good.

	“Gonna cum.” Her eyes squeezed shut, and Bobby could feel the squeezing of her inner muscles starting to contract. Her tensed in excitement. “Gonna-’’

	 “Bobby? Ellen?” The door was pushed open, letting in a flood of hallway light. Nicoleta was outlined in the doorway. “Ellen’s parents are ready to leave.”

	Ellen gave a startled squeak, then lay down flat on top of him, trying to hide. Inside her, his cock gave a startled twitch and started to wither in fright.

	Flushing scarlet, Bobby pulled the sheet up, hiding them from his mother’s view. “Mom!” he said, outraged. “This is my room!”

	“And it’s my house,” she replied calmly, as if she hadn’t caught them half-naked and screwing. She lifted an eyebrow at Ellen. “Those are very nice, dear,” she remarked. “But maybe you should put them away? Your mother is very sensible, for an American. But your father might get the wrong idea.”

	I’m more worried about him getting the right idea, Bobby thought. Ellen’s father was an executive for FedEx, and had never entirely approved of his daughter’s relationship with Bobby.

	I guess I know why now. Did everyone know that Sonny was a crook but me?

	Unselfconsciously, Ellen reached down, plucking her panties up off the floor, then put them on under the sheet. Standing, she pulled up the straps of her dress, hiding her delectable young breasts from his view. In seconds, no one could see that they had been making love, though her hair was still a little mussed. Automatically, he compared her to Nicoleta.  

	Which was, to be honest, totally unfair to the younger woman.

	Ellen was pretty.

	Nicoleta was gorgeous, with ash-blond hair that fell to the middle of her back when unbound, high cheekbones, blue eyes the color of the sky at twilight, and a body that had not lost any of its beauty in its nearly thirty-five years. Her legs were toned, her waist narrow, and her chest high, firm, and proud. Long days by the pool kept her skin tan, and her lips always seemed to be curled in a tiny, private smile. And if she was a little bit smaller than Ellen, that only gave him the urge to wrap his arms around her and protect her.

	Ellen stood, smoothing her dress over her stomach and thighs, smirking down at him. “Sorry, soldier,” she said, leaning down and patting his crotch through the sheet. “You’ll have to wait.” She blushed under Nicoleta’s indulgent gaze. “But I’ll be around tomorrow. Give me a call.”

	After he dressed, they walked down the curving stairs which ran from the ground floor to the upper. Ellen’s parents were waiting by the front door, her father looking at his watch impatiently.

	“See you, Bobby,” Ellen said, leaning up to kiss the corner of his mouth. “Ready, Dad?”

	“Been ready for a while,” he said, trying glare at his only daughter. But it melted under her sunny smile.

	“Goodbye, Bobby. See you soon!”

	*****

	Bobby had never been very good at keeping secrets.

	Which was, maybe, why Sonny had never told him the truth. Or maybe the older man simply didn’t trust him.

	But now it wasn’t a question of keeping a secret. But of not letting on that he knew one.

	What should I do? The question gnawed at his stomach over the weekend, even as the rental company came on Saturday morning and hauled the tent away, even as Sonny packed for his monthly ‘business trip’ to New York. If I tell Sonny I know his plans, I’ll be a part of it. But if I don’t Craig and JJ might kill him.

	Even colder and more frightening. What will Sonny do to me if he finds out I know? He was under no illusions where the older man was concerned. There was no love between them. He had figured out long ago that his adoption had been at Nicoleta’s behest. And Sonny had talked about murder so casually that he didn’t have any questions in his mind that he had done it before. Would he be next? Would he be discreetly ‘disappeared,’ the subject of a manhunt that slowly petered out over the next few weeks and months, his body dumped in a convenient lake or buried in a gravel quarry?

	So he avoided Sonny as much as he could, though that was difficult when on Sunday the older man presented him with a brand-new car. A cherry-red Tesla, it left him gaping in astonishment at the leather interior and the bare, minimalist, touch-screen dashboard.

	“Better than that piece of crap you’re driving now,” Sonny said expansively, as proud of the car as if he had built it himself. “A friend of mine has one of these. You put your foot down, it’ll shit and get, no problem at all.”

	“Thank you, Sonny,” he said numbly. Though he certainly wouldn’t have called his seven-year-old Audi, inherited from Nicoleta when Sonny had bought her a Mercedes two years ago, a ‘piece of crap.’

	But Monday finally rolled around at last. Bobby got up early, wanting to make sure for himself that his adopted father was actually leaving for the airport, with no last-minute cancellations or delays. Sonny stood in the foyer, the door open, beads of sweat dotting his thinning scalp. Dressed in slacks, dress-shirt, and a sport coat, he looked nothing like a mobster – just another middle-management drone off on a business trip.

	“I’ll be back Friday night or Saturday morning,” he said, wheeling his luggage to the front door, standing open to let in a hint of the morning breeze. “Depending on how long things take.”

	“That long?” Nicoleta asked. “Usually it’s only two or three days.”

	Sonny shrugged, beefy shoulders rising under the jacket. “There’s been some talk about a reorganization.” A smile flickered across his lips. “Some people might not like the idea. You know how it is. Everyone wants things to stay the same. So they might take a little extra…convincing.”

	A black BMW pulled into the driveway and Craig leaned out the driver’s side window. “Come on, DiScalso! They’re not going to hold the flight for your fat ass!”

	“Then you should have got here quicker!” Sonny roared back, grinning. He moved, as if to kiss Nicoleta, but she turned her head to catch his lips on her cheek.

	“Take care of your mom,” he told Bobby. A smile flickered over his face, quickly gone. “Maybe I’ll have a surprise for you when I get back.”

	Maybe you won’t come back at all. “Better than a car?” he asked innocently.

	“Oh, way better.” His chest puffed out expansively. “You won’t know what hit you.”

	A car horn blared. “Come on, Sonny!”

	“All right, all right!” He lifted his luggage and strolled out the door, not hurrying. JJ got out of the car and helped him put it in the trunk.

	And then they were gone.

	*****

	“Mom?”

	“Yes, Bobby?” Nicoleta was standing in front of the pantry, a small frown on her face. “What would you like for breakfast, honey? Or would you like to go out?”

	“Mom,” he repeated. “We have to talk.”

	“About what?” she asked absently. “Where did the oatmeal go? I know I bought some last week.”

	“Mom. I know about Sonny. I know everything.”

	She was still for a long, long time. When she turned, her face was grim. “I truly doubt you know everything.”

	 

	“So.” She sat on a chair in the living room. “What do you know? And how did you find out? And how long have you known it?”

	“Three days.” He took a deep breath, thankful that he had the chance to talk to someone besides Ellen about this. They had exchanged texts over the last few days, and he had gone over to her house the previous afternoon to show her the car and take her for a ride…but he knew he couldn’t handle this on his own. “It was at the party. Me and Ellen were behind the gazebo. And we heard you and Sonny and JJ and Craig talking.” He swallowed. “Mom. Is it true? Is Sonny some sort of…gangster?”

	A thin smile played over her lips. “I am sure Sonny would say he is a ‘legitimate businessman.’” Irony all but dripped off her lips. “That’s the way people back in my country said it.

	“When the Soviet Union fell to pieces, when I was a little girl, everything was chaos. There was always the black market, Bobby. Men and women who could get you what you needed, if you had enough money. Which not many did.

	“But when things collapsed, those men and women suddenly had an opportunity. Gangsters became businessmen, and businessmen became gangsters. There were little wars all over the country as people tried to grab as much as they could. The police became just another bunch of…of hoodlums, shaking down people for bribe money whenever they could.

	“My father was a good man. He had a little shop in Dnipro, where we lived, him and my mother and my brother and sisters. He sold pens, and paper, and cards, and calendars. He didn’t make much money. But it was enough to feed us and clothe us with a little left over, and he was his own boss. He didn’t have to lick anyone’s ass to get by.”

	As always when she was upset, her accent was getting thicker. “Then one day, two men come to his shop. They say they are selling insurance. But Papa already had insurance and he tells them so. Hoho, they say. This is special insurance. If he doesn’t pay, his shop might burn down mysteriously one night. And our little house, too. How sad.

	“My father, he cannot pay the insurance. He tries, but it is too much.” Her hands twisted together in her lap. “I am in the shop one day. I am just sixteen years old, taking people’s money and helping my papa, when they come in again. They say he is behind on his payments and he is going to be made an example. To show other people what happens when they do not pay the insurance.

	“They grab my papa. I think they are going to beat him or kill him. I scream at them to stop. And one says that I am very pretty, and if I go with them they will let my father go.

	“So I trade myself for him. I trade myself for my papa and mama and my family. For two years I live with the boss. I am one of his women. He gives me nice clothes and money, but I know I am his whore.

	“Then one day the boss he calls me to his office. Other men are there. I am afraid I will be given to all of them, like some women are. Women who have made the boss angry.

	“Oleksander, he says these men are from America. That he owes them a favor. That he is working with the Americans and the big boss across the ocean wants a…a sign that Oleksander will do what he says.”

	“You were a hostage,” he said, his lips numb.

	“Yes.” She nodded. “That is the word. Hostage.” She shrugged, eyes bleak. “What can I do? There is Papa and Dmytro and Yulia and Elizabeta and Kateryna to think of. By then Mama is dead. Of shame, I am thinking. If I go to America, I can send them money. And maybe life there would be better.

	“So I fly to America. And I few days later I am given to Sonny. I see it in his eyes. He likes how I look. And he asks me to marry him.” Her lips twitched bitterly. “I have no choice. I say yes. Even then he is gangster. He gets guns from one place, sends them to other places. Guns that are used to kill people his boss does not like. I think he has killed people, too. But I am not certain.”

	“Sonny?” He shook his head dazedly. What kind of favor had the man done, to deserve a prize like Nicoleta? Murder? Or something even worse?

	“He is not good man. But he is not completely bad man either. He does not hit me. And we have separate bedrooms now.” She shuddered once, a wrenching spasm that threatened to jar her bones loose. “He does not touch me anymore. Not for long time.

	“When he comes back, we will have long talk. You will tell him what you know. And we will decide what to do next.” She reached up and put her hand on his cheek. “I am very sorry, Bobby. I did not want you to know. I never wanted you to find out. You should not have to bear this burden. You are too young.

	“It is my fault. I was young and selfish. I wanted a baby. Something to take my mind off the horror my life had become. But all I did was drag you into it with me.”

	“No.” He took her hands in his, willing her to see the truth in his eyes. “Don’t think that, Mom. Never think that.” He swallowed, looking into her grief-stricken face, still lovely, despite the tears. “My life isn’t perfect. It never has been. I don’t love Sonny. He doesn’t love me. Hell, we don’t even like each other.

	“But having you in my life has made it all worth it.”

	“Thank you,” she whispered. Tears spilled over her eyelids and trickled down her cheeks. Her hands clutched his. “Thank you, Bobby.”

	She sniffled and cleared her throat. “Maybe it is best that you do know, now. You are a man, and have a man’s responsibilities, yes? When Sonny comes home-’’

	He interrupted her. “Mom.” He shook his head, trying to find some way to soften the blow. “Sonny isn’t going to come home.

	“I didn’t tell you everything.” His words tumbled out hurriedly. “After you and Sonny left, JJ and Craig kept talking. They’re not with Sonny. They’re going to betray him. Diaz knows Sonny is going to try to take over on the New York trip.” He swallowed. “If I had to guess, I bet he won’t live past tonight.

	“They’re going to kill him, Mom.”

	“Kill him?” Her eyes lit. Joy? Terror? Hope? Some mingling of the three? “Oh, God. What will happen to me? To us?” Her gaze darted around the room, terror-stricken as a rabbit when a hawk is overhead.

	“Mom. Mom,” he repeated, a little louder. “Look at me.” He waited until she calmed down, though her chest rose and fell rapidly.

	“I’ve been thinking. Thinking for the last three days. JJ and Craig made it sound like women were off-limits. That they wouldn’t hurt you or me for what Sonny did. Or is going to try to do.

	“But I don’t trust them. They might be telling the truth. But they might not. And if we stay here, we’re a big fat target.

	“And what happens if Sonny wins? He might know that Diaz knows what he’s planning, and be ready for it.” He rubbed his forehead, his mind spinning with a host of what-ifs. “Do you want to be here if he comes back, king of the Memphis underworld? I don’t.”

	“What, then?”

	“We leave. We pull up stakes and run. We can be free of him, free of all of them. Sonny and Diaz and the whole stinking mess. If JJ and Craig were telling the truth, Diaz won’t care if we turn up missing. And if they weren’t, we’ve got a head start. And if Sonny wins, well, I don’t want to owe him a damn thing. Do you?”

	She shook her head. Not in denial. But in amazement. “Free,” she whispered. “I’ve dreamed of it so long. Longer than you’ve been alive.”

	“I don’t know where we’d go, though,” he said. “Somewhere hard to find would be a good start.”

	A strange smile crossed her lips.

	“I have an idea.”

	*****

	The next ten hours were controlled madness. Nicoleta couldn’t believe how quickly her life, however much she despised it, had descended into chaos.

	Money. That was the first thing. The all-important factor. No matter what, they needed money, and lots of it. And it had to be cash. She wasn’t stupid enough to think that neither Sonny nor Diaz could get access to her bank records or credit card transactions if they took it in their heads to go after her and Bobby. They had made their lives by buying influence, by knowing where people’s weak points were. If they wanted, they could track her down simply by her paper trail.

	They would have to be very careful to leave no trail behind. Not after they left Memphis, at least.

	So she sent Bobby to the nearest ATM with every credit card she owned and a list of PINs, giving him permission to draw out as much in cash advances as he could. At the same time, she went to her bank and cleaned out her entire personal account, and three others besides, taking it all in cashier’s checks. The lady at the counter asked her if she was sure if she should be carrying around so much money, but she simply raised her eyebrows. She had learned long ago that silence was all the answer a snooping question deserved.

	Bobby was just pulling back into the driveway when she got home. “Here you go,” he said, handing her an envelope. “More than five grand.”

	“Well, that’s a good start.” Putting the three cards with the highest credit limits in her wallet, she took the rest and started to methodically cut them up with a pair of scissors.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Making things interesting for the police.” She dumped the plastic scraps on the counter. “Or for Sonny. Or Diaz. Whoever starts looking for us first. Anything we can do to confuse them gives us more time to get away. Leave those there. They’ll spend time piecing them together, then wonder where the rest are. Were we robbed? Did someone else get here first? Did we go into witness protection?”

	“That’s not a completely terrible idea,” Bobby mused. “Did you ever think about going to the FBI?”

	“And trade one prison for another? No, thank you.” She drummed her fingers on the countertop. “We need to pack. Are you sure you want to do this? There’s still time to change your mind. If you run now, you’ll be throwing everything away. Stanford and college and all the rest.”

	Bobby shrugged. “I’m sure. I still want college. But maybe taking a year off would be a good idea. If everything blows over, I can reapply next fall.” He blinked. “I’ll send the admissions office an e-mail, telling them I had a family emergency and won’t be there in August. That should be enough. And hell, it’s actually true.”

	She nodded. “Once you’ve done that, stop sending e-mails. At least with that address. You’ll have to create a new account. Also Facebook. And Instagram. And you should think about getting rid of your phone.”

	He yelped as if stung. “My phone?”

	“Yes.” She tried to keep her voice gentle. “We’re running for our lives, Bobby. Do you want Sonny to track us down because you sent a text to Paul or Rasheed? Do you want Diaz turning up at their houses with some of his goons?”

	She turned away, trying to keep him from seeing how scared she was. “I’m going to rent a truck,” she said. “You need to go upstairs and pack.

	“Take only what you need. Most of all this,” she gestured at the house, taking in the chairs, the tables, the huge entertainment center with its stack of DVDs, the video games and the furniture, and all the other detritus of their lives, “can be replaced. Our lives can’t. We can’t spend three or four days picking and choosing. Necessities only, do you understand?”

	For the first time, she thought Bobby realized what a monumental step they were taking. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, but his face was set. “I understand.”

	“Good. Go. I’ll bring up some boxes soon.”

	 

	The truck arrived a few hours later, accompanied by a tow dolly. It only took a few minutes for them to decide that Bobby’s new car would be towed behind the truck, while Nicoleta’s stayed behind. As far as they knew, no one but Sonny knew about the Tesla. So their disappearance, leaving all their cars at the house, would be one more way to confuse anyone who was looking for them.

	Bobby, with much nervous sweating, was able to ease his car up onto the tow dolly. Afterward, they packed the rear of the truck with their luggage and cardboard boxes full of clothes and books. Anything that could be easily replaced stayed behind, but Bobby was careful to strip the house of any objects that held special meaning for the two of them; pictures of himself or of Nicoleta or of them both; small gifts they had given each other through the years, like the handmade clay pencil holder he had made for her when he was in second grade; Or the framed collage of pictures she had given him – one for every birthday from age four through sixteen - that she had given him the previous Christmas.

	“You ready?” he asked quietly. They were standing in the foyer. He had a bag filled with toiletries slung over one shoulder. She was checking her purse. Neither of them was willing to stay in the house for another night, not with the sword of Damocles hanging over their necks. Any minute, someone in New York might pick up a phone and make a call to a group of thugs in Memphis. The first sign they might have could be the front door breaking open. And their fancy home-security system wouldn’t do them a damn bit of good if they were dead.

	“I think so,” she replied. Her words were barely a whisper. “You?”

	“I…wait.” He walked over to a small table. Opening drawers, he began to rummage inside.

	“What are you looking for?”

	“Sonny’s gun. I thought he kept it in here.”

	“Stop it.” Fear made her voice cold. “Right now.”

	He looked up. “What?”

	“I don’t want you to even think about taking a gun with us.”

	“But Mom.” He shook his head. “What are we going to do, if a bunch of Diaz’ flunkies bust down our door one night, and we don’t have a gun?”

	She strode over to him, her face tight. “And what are we going to do, Bobby, if some of Diaz’ flunkies bust down the door one night, and we do have a gun? Are you going to kill all of them before they kill us? Do you even know how to load one? To shoot one?” He shook his head. “Then don’t be silly.” Lowly, to herself. “I’ve had enough of guns to last me the rest of my life.”

	“All right.” Mystified, he pushed the drawer shut again. Struck by a sudden thought, he dashed back upstairs, where he grabbed a couple of hats off the battered hat rack he had found at a yard sale when he was eleven. A quick, last-minute search of his closet yielded his favorite leather jacket. The feel of it was a comforting weight around his shoulders. He jammed one hat on his head, unhooked the rack from the wall and stuck it under his arm, and clattered back downstairs, where Nicoleta raised an inquiring eyebrow.

	“You’re going to roast in that,” she remarked, as she locked the door behind them.

	“I need it,” he replied stubbornly. “It helps me remember who I am.”

	A glimmer of an understanding smile touched her lips. “Ah. Yes. That, I can understand.

	“Let’s go.”

	*****

	“So.” Bobby glanced at Nicoleta as he carefully maneuvered the truck through the streets. It handled like a drunk pig, and was much larger than any vehicle he had every driven before. “Where are we going? Where’s your mysterious safehouse?”

	Nicoleta smiled. As their neighborhood disappeared behind them, a hidden tension seemed to leave her. “Can’t I keep any secrets for myself?”

	“Not unless you want me to drive all over the country on the chance that I might drive past wherever you plan on going. But it might take a while.”

	She laughed, and he smiled. Even in the grubby interior of the truck, smelling of stale cigarettes, tobacco juice, and ineffective air freshener, she seemed to glow. “Drive east. But stay off the interstates. I do not want to be on the main highways.”

	“East.” He pondered. “I-40 will take us up towards Nashville. But that’s an interstate. I guess we could take sixty-four east for a while. Does that match up to where we’re going?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Here.” They were stopped at a red light, so he slapped the gearshift into park for a second. He leaned over and opened the glove compartment. “Bingo. Looks like they hooked us up with some maps. Take a look and make sure I’m not going to have to make a u-turn in a couple of hours, all right?”

	“Yes, sir.” She mimed a salute. Opening the maps, she squinted at the tiny lettering, her finger tracing the route they needed to take. “Yes. This is a good way to go. It does not take us all the way there, but it is close.”

	“How far?”

	“I am not sure.” She frowned down at the map. “Four hundred kilometers?”

	“Two hundred fifty miles, or close enough,” he said, after doing the math in his head. “Well, we’re not going to get there tonight. I bet this monster won’t get much above fifty, not towing the car behind us. And it’ll suck up gas like beer at a Nascar race.”

	“Tomorrow is soon enough. Anywhere,” his mother said quietly, “will be better than there. Than Memphis.” She almost spat the word.

	He nodded, then used his phone to get directions to the highway. In less than an hour, the city was behind them and they were heading east, the rumble of the truck’s tires on two-lane blacktop a pleasant vibration. The air conditioner didn’t work, so they rolled down the windows. Slowly, the evening light faded, the hum of insects in the fields to either side of the road filling the cab.

	Every thirty minutes or so, they had to slow down, limping through the small towns on the Tennessee-Mississippi border. Oakland. Somerville. Whiteville. Bolivar. Selmer. At Savannah, he pulled into a truck stop, filling up the tank of the truck and buying a soda for himself and bottled water for Nicoleta.

	“You all right?” he asked, as he pulled back onto the highway. It was after ten. “Do you want to stop soon?”

	“I want to keep going. I want to run away forever.”

	He reached over and took her hand. “Hey.” He kept his voice gentle. “I’m scared too. But we have to eat and sleep sometime. Do you really think they’re going to look for us here?”

	Nicoleta closed her eyes. In the dim light from the dashboard, her face looked pale and wan. “One more town,” she said. “Then we stop. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	*****

	One more town proved to be Waynesboro.

	“I never expected to finish the day eating at a Waffle Hut at eleven o’clock in a town I never heard of,” Bobby said, dropping his luggage and yawning.

	Nicoleta nodded. “I’m going to take a shower, okay?” she said, looking around the cheap hotel room. It wasn’t much, but it was better than sleeping in the truck. Waynesboro didn’t have much in the way of luxury accommodations. And as far as food was concerned, it was either the Waffle Hut or a drive-through.

	Bobby nodded. “Sure. I’ve got a thing or two to take care of.”

	He felt a hand grip his shoulder tightly. “I’m glad you’re here with me, Bobby.”

	He covered it with his own. “Me too, Mom. I don’t…” his voice broke. “This has all been too weird. If you weren’t here I’d be freaking out right now.”

	She leaned down and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, malia.”

	As the water began to run in the bathroom, Bobby opened up his laptop and logged onto the hotel’s wifi. Nicoleta had warned him about making contact with other people. But he couldn’t leave Ellen without saying anything. And his cell phone had been blowing up throughout the afternoon and evening, each text message more worried than the last.

	A return text couldn’t explain it all. And a phone call would take too long. Ellen wouldn’t settle for evasive answers, and by the time she dragged the truth out of him, his mother would be out of the shower and glaring at him for disobeying her orders. He logged onto his e-mail account and started to type.

	 

	Ellen:

	There’s no easy way to say it, so I’m just going to say it. I told Mom about what you and I heard the other night at the party. For reasons I think you will understand, we think it’s too dangerous for us to stay in Memphis. Mom and I don’t want to live with a crime lord, even if Lex Luthor has a sweet pad and Catwoman is hella hot. And if Sonny ends up feeding the fishes (good god, did I just say that?) his bosses might come looking for Mom and me, just to tie up loose ends.

	We’ve left town, and never you mind where. Don’t call my number. It’s not safe. If something happens to us, I don’t want anyone following the path back to you. In fact, you might want to erase this e-mail. I know this sounds like some stupid video-game black-ops shit, but I couldn’t live with myself if you got hurt.

	Forget the name of “Bobby DiScalso.” I never liked it much anyway. But sometime soon you might get a text or an e-mail from Robert Thompson. I think even a girl who couldn’t get into Stanford can remember a name like that, right? It’ll probably come from a 931 area code, but don’t quote me on that. And if you need to make sure it’s me, don’t forget the secret code.

	I love you, skinny legs and all.

	Bobby DiScalso (retired)

	 

	He sent the e-mail and shut the computer, to find Nicoleta looking over his shoulder. Sometime while he was typing, she had finished her shower. She was wearing a white, fluffy hotel bathrobe, and her hair was plastered down her back. With no makeup and no jewelry, she suddenly looked very young. Almost as young as Ellen.

	“So.” Her lips pinched tight in anger. “You couldn’t obey one simple order, could you?”

	“Mom…”

	She waved off his protest, sitting heavily on the bed. “I should have known better, telling you not to call Ellen. You have been seeing her over a year now, yes? Of course you will want to tell her you are all right.

	“What is the secret code?”

	“I don’t know.” He kept his expression serious. “How do I know I can trust you with it?”

	“Bobby…” she said warningly.

	“One-four-three.”

	Her brow furrowed. “What?”

	“One-four-three,” he repeated. “It means ‘I love you.’ The number of letters in each word.”

	“I love you,” she repeated. “Someday you will have to explain to me how that all makes sense. Love.” Suddenly, she put her head in her hands, and began to cry – deep, tearing sobs that threatened to tear her fragile body apart.

	“Mom!” He jumped to the bed, ignoring the musty smell from the worn comforter. “Are you all okay?”

	She waved a hand limply, but kept crying. “No, no…” she said. “It’s all right. I just…” she tried to go on, but was overcome by another storm of weeping.

	Idiot, Bobby thought. Twenty years. Twenty years she’s been dealing with this. Taken away from her family, sold to pay a debt that she had nothing to do with, sent halfway around the world to be the wife of an ignorant pig of a man, and now on the run again. Is it any wonder she’s hysterical?

	Words were useless, so he simply put his arms around her and held her. As soon as he did, she wrapped both arms around him, burying her head in his chest. Her back heaved as he stroked it through the robe, and tears soaked the front of his shirt.

	“It’s okay, Mom. It’s okay,” he said quietly, wishing he could say something meaningful and profound. “We’ll be all right.”

	She looked up at him. “I’m not sad. I’m happy.”

	“What?”

	Her lips curved in a tremulous smile. A real smile. Not the false bright one she put on for Sonny or his friends. It was the one she saved for him. “For the first time since I am sixteen, I am free. I do not have to have sex with any man who wants me. I can go where I want, wear what I want.” She took a deep breath, shuddering. “I am no longer Nicoleta DiScalso. I am my own woman now.”

	He blinked. “Is…Nicoleta…not your real name?”

	She made a face. “No. It is not. Sonny thought my real name was too hard to pronounce. So he picks me a new one, as if I am puppy or kitten. Nicoleta. Pah! Am I Greek woman?”

	“So what is your real name?” A memory tickled the back of his brain. A lovely woman, and a dinosaur. “Yelyzaveta?”

	She smiled up at him. “No.” Her face saddened. “That was my mother’s. But I, my true name, I am Sofiya.”

	“Sofiya,” he repeated awkwardly.

	“My sisters, when they are little, they call me Mila for short. It is okay, if Sofiya is too hard for you.”

	“I think I’ll stick with ‘Mom’ for now,” he said with a smile. “If I start calling you ‘Mila,’ people will think you’re my girlfriend.”

	He glanced down, and colored, heat rising to make his skin burn. “Um…Mom?”

	“Hmmm?” She stroked his back.

	He cleared his throat. “You’re…kind of falling out, down there.”

	She looked down. “Oh.” She glanced back up at him, her eyes twinkling. “Don’t tell me you’re turning into a typical American prude, like Sonny.”

	“Like Sonny? He made you dress like…like…”

	“Like a whore, yes.” She made no move to cover her chest. Her skin was a light golden color, unmarred by tan lines. One breast was completely exposed, the other almost fully visible through the gaping vee of the robe, and her nipples were a dusky red, slightly puffy atop her full mounds. Tugged to and fro by their movements, the sash was barely knotted around her waist, and he could see almost all the way down to her groin. Inside his jeans, his cock pounded mercilessly, entranced by the sight of so much naked skin. “But only to show me off, as you say. He always hid it. But I knew the truth. Sonny is a homosexual. He did not desire me. He only saw me as a prize, a way to make other people jealous.”

	“Sonny is gay?” He shook his head. “No way. He certainly doesn’t act like it.” Indeed, conversation at the dinner table had often been filled with crude jokes and tasteless stories about women Sonny had seen.

	“Yes. He is. A woman knows these things, Bobby. For Sonny, I am a prize. But no more than a fancy car or a big house or a wallet full of cash.

	“We have sex when we are married. But it is not good. Even in Ukraine it is better. There the men want me, at least. And some of them try to make me happy in bed.

	“Sonny never did. He…” her fingers wove together, fighting a language that still seemed an enemy sometimes. “He went to bed with me because that is what a man is supposed to do. But he did not desire me.

	“He was a prude. He did not like to see me sunbathing, or with my clothes off. It made him ashamed of what he was. A man like him, he is supposed to want women. To have many women. But I am a reminder of his failure as a man.”

	“It didn’t make him a bad person,” he said, surprised he was reduced to defending him.

	“No. Other things made him a bad person. And I am happy he is gay. I did not want him either, malia.” She sniffed. “Never. He is not good looking man and he is fat and he smells bad and he is bad in bed. I want a man who cares for me and loves me and touches me sweet, who is young and who has good body and would never hurt me.”

	For an instant, their eyes locked, and the dull fire in his groin rose into a roaring blaze. She was beautiful, vulnerable, lonely, and in his arms. All he had to do was slip the robe off her shoulders and lower his head to her lips…

	And what then, idiot? A voice yelled in his brain. It’s her first day free in twenty years, and you’re going to try to take off her clothes? Do you think she wants that? Get up. Get up now!

	He stood, hoping she didn’t notice the bulge in his pants. “I’m going to take a shower, too,” he said hoarsely. “And after that I think we should go to sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”

	 

	He didn’t quite run to the bathroom, but it was close. As soon as he was inside with the door safely closed, he turned on the faucet in the sink, splashing his face with cold water.

	Better use that on your pecker, instead, he thought sardonically. What the hell were you thinking?

	I wasn’t. It wasn’t. He glared down at his crotch. His cock still tented the front of his jeans lewdly. Listen. I know you haven’t been laid in five whole days. But that’s no excuse for wanting to screw your mother.

	Slowly, the tide of lust began to recede, his cock softening sullenly, as if angry at him for missing an opportunity. He turned on the shower and stripped, gingerly stepping inside the tiny chamber.

	What I wouldn’t give for the bathroom back home. He kept well away from the sides of the shower as he scrubbed. The water pressure was iffy, and he eyed the small green patches in the corners suspiciously, wondering what sort of mold or mildew was growing there. And my own bedroom.

	He wondered if they had made a huge mistake. It was one thing to talk about being independent, it was another to actually do it. Aside from doing chores around the house, he had never worked a day in his life. And neither, as far as he knew, had Nico…no, damn it, Sofiya. His mother. At least, not since she had come to America and been forced to marry Sonny. They had all depended on the money Sonny had brought in. Now, cut off from that income, what would they do? Oh, they could live for a while on what he had pulled out of the ATM yesterday. A few weeks, maybe even a month or two. But what then? Where would they live? College cost money. So did food and housing and clothes and a thousand other things. Should he start looking for a job? And who would hire an eighteen-year-old with no experience? Or a thirty-four year-old woman without even a high school diploma?

	Worry about tomorrow when it gets here. You’re away from Sonny. That’s the first step. He washed his arms, then his pits, then lathered the hair at his groin. Unbidden, his hand found his flaccid cock, running its length through his fingers. Almost immediately, it began to harden, rising up like a flagpole.

	He closed his eyes. Ellen had loved the way it was so easy to get him hard. In fact, she had teased him about it when they first started going out, going out of her way to flirt and wearing sexy outfits, then smiling as his body obeyed its instincts.

	But now there was a different woman in his mind. Not Ellen, with her bright brown eyes and wicked smile, always ready to hop into bed for an hour or two. But a blond woman, older, sadder, with a delicately carved body and a lifetime of pain in her dark blue eyes. A woman who combined a woman’s body with a young girl’s innocence.

	“Jesus.” He leaned back against the wall of the shower, grateful for the falling water which disguised any sounds that might emerge from the cramped room. His cock surged in his fist as it flew up and down his shaft, and he could feel his balls heat.

	Ellen, he thought. Ellen’s my girlfriend. I am not fantasizing about my mother. But no matter how hard he tried to fix her form in his mind’s eye, his traitorous thoughts kept shifting, making her body shrink. Her chest grew slightly, he legs becoming more slender. And Ellen’s hair was surely not that color of sun-kissed gold, was it?

	“Ah!” He stifled his gasp of release as he came, spurts of jizz spouting from the head of his prick in a milky torrent. They leaped up, fell to the floor of the shower, then were quickly washed away.

	Legs shaking, he reached behind him, fumbling for the knob. The water slowed, then stopped, dripping from the shower head to the floor. A low gurgle filled the room as the water drained away, but the only sound he could hear was the sound of his gasps as he came down from the peak of his orgasm.

	Shit. He pulled the curtain open.

	I didn’t bring in any clothes.

	*****

	Sofiya smiled to herself as Bobby hastened away to the bathroom. It didn’t take a genius to see what had her son so disturbed. Even if the front of his jeans hadn’t shown the evidence in a very graphic way, his stammering voice and flushed skin would have told the tale.

	Young men, she sighed. They are so very…honest…about things. Even if they want to hide how they feel, their bodies betray them.

	And it was more than a little bit gratifying to know a man could still find her desirable, even if it was a teenager she had absolutely no intention of going to bed with. After fifteen years as Sonny’s trophy wife, she had begun to doubt the evidence of her own eyes. Was she still attractive? Her mirror said yes, as well as the eyes and faces of the boys, Bobby’s friends, who flocked around her whenever they could arrange to come to her house. But years of a loveless marriage had sapped her confidence. Sonny was a brutal thug. But he was also a sad example of what happened to a man when his sexual needs came into direct conflict with his own culture. The macho posturing of a mob life would have to be hell for a man who was a closeted homosexual. In her kinder moments, she almost pitied the man.

	But not now. She fell back onto the mattress of the bed, twin to the one a few feet away that Bobby would be sleeping in. Now, I am free.

	The thought filled her with a soft, stunned amazement. Every day she had woken with the hope that Sonny’s body had given up during the night, leaving her with a bloated corpse rather than a husband. It was horrible, but it was the truth. Dislike for her husband had grown within a few short weeks to active loathing, until her skin crawled at his very touch, at the sound of his voice. Somehow, she had kept up the charade for fifteen years, her relationship with Bobby the only thing that kept her from taking her own life in horror and despair.

	Freedom. It was no longer a word, whispered into her pillow as she wept. It was a fact.

	What would she do with it? If they were lucky, their trail would remain hidden. Sonny was the only person who might guess where she had gone. And in a day or two at most he would no longer be in a position to look for anything, or anyone, ever again. Diaz, if he noticed at all, would simply chalk up her and Bobby’s disappearances as evidence that Sonny hadn’t kept his illegal activities as secret as he should have. But unless they caused trouble for him, he wouldn’t spare them a second thought. The Memphis underground would hum right along, Sonny’s cog replaced by someone smarter and more loyal.

	And I’ll never go to a man’s bed unwilling again. Ever. The next time it will be my choice. My own, and no one else’s.

	The wheezing air conditioner in the corner gave one last groan, then fell silent. From the bathroom came the muted roar of running water as Bobby took his shower. Her hands slipped down her body, undoing the knot of her sash, opening the robe wide. She sighed as her hands ran up and down her body. For the first time in years, she felt truly relaxed. There was nothing to fear. Sonny wouldn’t barge into her bedroom, drunk and reeking of scotch, trying to prove to himself that he wasn’t gay, forcing her to suck his cock while his stink rose around her in a fetid cloud.

	She closed her eyes, remembering her first lover. Andriy had been a year older than herself, a student at her school. They had dated for six weeks before they had made love for the fist time, at home in his apartment while his parents were working. She had trembled with fear, her first time. But when he entered her, all her doubts had flown away like little birds, and she had known that the act of love was not a sin, like the priests said, but wonderful and beautiful.

	“Oh.” It was barely a breath, puffing past parted lips. One hand was on her breast, gently kneading. The other glided past her belly, through the tiny tuft of hair on her mound, and then to her swollen lips. Two fingers eased inside her passage, still pleasantly tight, and her thumb rested softly on the nub of her clitoris.

	Rub, thrust, pull. Rub, thrust, pull. She swallowed, keeping an ear cocked towards the bathroom, but Bobby seemed to be taking his time with his shower. Her thumb circled the nub of her clit. At the same time, she sank her fingers deep inside her passage. And then the fingers of her other hand gently pulled at the swollen tip of her breast, making her body ache with want. Rub, thrust, pull. Her thighs rose, spreading, her hips slowly circling, her mound pressing upwards, meeting her palm, which ground into it slowly. Each stroke of her fingers found her channel wetter, slicker, her womanly juices coating her passage, preparing itself for an invasion which was not simply desired, but long overdue.

	Just a few more minutes. Her ears strained, but the shower continued, uninterrupted. And her climax approached with all the unstoppable momentum of a juggernaut. On her breasts, her nipples tightened, poking up into the stale, humid air. The muscles of her inner thighs trembled, while at the same time, her belly grew hot and liquid, churning with desire.

	I swear, if Satan himself came by, I would screw him, just to feel a hard dick in my pussy again. And I bet he has a good one.

	Then it happened. She squinched her eyes shut, her breath coming in harsh, rapid pants, hissing in and out between her teeth, which were clenched shut to stifle her grinding moan of pleasure and desire. The muscles of her belly tightened, rippled, and relaxed, releasing a flood of rapture deep inside her womanly core. Stars danced behind her eyelids, and it was all she could do to keep from shouting aloud for sheer joy. Her body was hers again, to do with as she wished. No one owned her. No one controlled her. No one would ever tell her what to do, or what to wear, or when to speak or be silent.

	“Mom?” She groaned, the interruption as unwelcome as a phone call from a telemarketer right in the middle of a good movie. Somehow she hadn’t noticed the shower stop, or the door creak open. Luckily, Bobby still seemed to be in the bathroom.

	“What?” she husked, then cleared her throat. “What?” she repeated more loudly.

	“Um…” How could one voice sound so embarrassed? “I kind of didn’t bring any clothes into the bathroom with me. Can you get me some?”

	Oh, for the love of the good God. “No.”

	“What?”

	“You can get your own clothes. Are your legs broken?”

	“But…” he spluttered to a halt. “All I have on is a towel.”

	“And all I’m wearing is a robe.” She hastily pulled hers closed and tightened the belt, covering herself. Pity poor Bobby if he saw her with two fingers stuffed up her cleft. He might not survive the shock. “I’m tired and not getting up. You can get your own clothes,” she repeated. “You’ve seen me without a top often enough.”

	A long, fraught silence. “All right,” he said at last, leaving the bathroom, a waterlogged towel wrapped around his lean hips. “Sorry,” he repeated. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

	“Next time we won’t have to worry about it,” she said through a yawn. A good climax always made her sleepy. “By tomorrow we’ll be home and safe.”

	“You still haven’t told me where we’re going.” Bobby turned and bent, rooting through his suitcase for clean clothes. She took a moment to admire the long, clean lines of his back. And judging from the with the way the towel bunched around his rear, there was definitely a world-class butt under the concealing cloth. “How am I going to know where home is?”

	“You’re a clever boy,” she replied as he stood. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Eventually.”

	“Right.” His voice dripped sarcasm. “You want to turn away? Or should I go back in the bathroom?”

	“I won’t look,” she promised, covering her eyes with one hand. “See?”

	“All right.” He dropped the towel to the floor, where it landed with a soggy thump. “This is crazy,” he muttered under his breath. “A week ago I knew how everything worked. Now I’m on the run from the fucking Memphis mafia.”

	“It’s only for a few days, love,” she replied, spreading her fingers and peeking through. “In a day, we’ll be hidden, and in…”

	She trailed off, her eyes widening behind their protective covering.

	“Mom?”

	She shook her head. “Sorry. I guess I’m more tired than I thought.”

	Or my son is better-looking than I ever dreamed.

	Oh, she had seen Bobby often enough. She hadn’t raised him to be ashamed of his body. There was rarely a week that went by when he hadn’t walked through the house with his shirt off. And during the spring and summer, he had often joined her in the pool, or had talked with her as she sunbathed. She had watched him grow from a cute little boy to gangly adolescent to attractive young man. Yet, somehow, he had never lost his sweet innocence.

	And, somehow, she had never realized exactly how attractive he actually was. The profile of his rear alone was enough to make her clench her teeth shut on a silent moan. Hard and taut, ridged with muscle, it made her want to jump out of bed for an exploratory squeeze. His legs were long, but solid rather than spindly, lightly covered with hair a shade darker than the sandy blond on his head. His chest wasn’t terribly broad, but it was pleasantly firm, not flabby like Sonny’s, sagging like a melting candle. She could count the ripples of his abs as they ran down his belly to his groin.

	And that cock…

	Even dangling between his legs, it was impressive, a symbol of virile manhood, wanting only a woman’s touch to bring it roaring to life. At least, it was impressive compared to the only one she had seen in the last decade. Sonny had been a mediocre man in every sense of the word. On those rare occasions when he barged into her bedroom, usually drunk, his eyes haunted by his own self-loathing, she had to practically search under his bulging belly to find his penis. And when she had finally found it, there was little either of them could do to bring the other pleasure.

	But Bobby’s was completely different. It wasn’t hidden behind layer upon layer of fat. It simply was, unapologetically male, a challenge to her female senses even in its present quiescent state. Not hard. Not even close. But tempting nonetheless.

	She must have made some sound, because her adopted son turned toward her. “Mom?”

	She huffed impatiently. “Are you almost done?” she asked in tones of aggrieved annoyance.

	“Um. Almost.” Behind her hand, her eyes widened as she realized why Bobby was taking his sweet time. His gaze lingered on her legs, then rose higher.

	Heat bloomed in her belly. He was looking at her. And not as a son should, either. Was her son actually attracted to her? She was suddenly struck by the temptation to undo the sash of her robe, spread her legs wide and let his eyes feast on the sight of her naked body.

	Sanity reasserted itself. “Hurry up.” She let her tone be seasoned with more than a hint of impatience. “I’m tired and want to go to sleep. And I can’t do that while you try to figure which leg goes into which hole of your underwear.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” he replied sourly. He pulled up his boxers, slipped a t-shirt over his head, and donned a light pair of shorts. “All done.”

	“Good.” She took her hand away from her eyes, and reached over to snap off the lamp. With a wiggle, she crawled under the covers, then tossed the robe onto the floor. “Sleep well, dream sweetly. I’ll see you in the morning.”

	*****

	Bobby woke up the next morning, bleary-eyed and unsure of why he was in a cruddy hotel room rather than in his bedroom back home. Then the memories came back, and he sighed. His confession to his mother. The frantic scramble as they packed up and left home. Driving deep into the night.

	He rolled over in the uncomfortable bed, hoping for another half hour of sleep. But he was caught by the sight of his mother. Sofiya was in a chair at the desk, staring at her phone. She didn’t move. She barely breathed. Her face was still and waxen, as if carved from a single block of stone.

	He sat up. “Mom?”

	She swallowed, and turned to him. “He’s gone, Bobby.”

	He went cold. “What?”

	“This was on my phone when I woke up. You don’t…” she swallowed again, looking nauseated. “You don’t have to look. Maybe you shouldn’t.” She laughed, a trifle shrilly. “I wish I had not.”

	He took the phone with chilled fingers. The number wasn’t one that was familiar to him. And the picture wasn’t the best quality. But it didn’t need to be. Sonny was lying on a bare concrete floor. A single black hole was drilled between his wide, staring eyes. Below his head, dark red blood spread in a small pool.

	A single word of text followed. It said, simply, “Leave.”

	“Well,” he said shakily, and laughed, almost relieved. The worst was over. “He sure looks surprised.” He passed the phone back to his mother. “Do you know who it’s from? And what it means?”

	She shrugged. “No. And I don’t care. Diaz, JJ, Craig. It could be any of them. Or none. Maybe one of Diaz’ other toadies. It doesn’t make a difference to me. The message is clear. I’m being given a chance to get out. If I wasn’t, they wouldn’t have given me a warning.” She sighed, hanging her head. “You might have something on your phone, too, sweetheart.”

	“Jesus.” He threw back the bedclothes and got to his feet. “That’s one hell of a wake-up call, huh? ‘Good morning, kid. We just killed your adopted father. Stay out of our way or the same thing will happen to you.’

	“I’m going to shave.” He glanced at Sofiya. “Unless you need to use the bathroom?”

	She shook her head. “Go ahead, malia.”

	He grabbed his cell off the charger on the way to the bathroom, closing the door firmly behind him. Luckily, there was no picture or message from anyone, not even a voice mail. Apparently they were leaving it to Sofiya to pick up the pieces and explain things.

	There was, however, an e-mail from Ellen. He read it, and grinned. It consisted mostly of swearing, and he wondered how a girl of her tender age had learned so many filthy phrases. Then he recalled that her older brother worked in security, and stopped wondering.

	After reading the e-mail, he peed, shaved, and brushed his teeth, and left the bathroom to find his mother well on her way to having the re-packing finished. “Anything?” she asked.

	He shook his head. “Not one word.” He pulled the shades open, letting in clean summer sunlight. “Either they wanted you to clean up the mess, or they were going to take me aside for a little talk once they got back to Memphis. Either way, I’m glad I won’t have to deal with it.” He shoved dirty clothes into a plastic bag, and zipped his suitcase shut. “That would have been awkward as hell. JJ’s not a bad guy, but he’s not the most fatherly person in the world, you know? I think he’ll be happier not dealing with it. when he shows up at our place and we’ve disappeared.”

	A thought struck him. “Maybe after a while we can sell the house. That should give us enough to live on for a while. A long while.”

	She kissed his cheek. “Clever boy. But no. To sell the house I need to be legal owner, yes? But I am not. Sonny is. As his wife, I would inherit. But to do that, I need to prove he is dead. Do I fill out missing person report? Do I show picture to police? Diaz will not like that.

	“So we stay quiet as mice. We do not make trouble.”

	“We will need more money, eventually,” he argued. “What I pulled out of the ATM yesterday won’t last forever.”

	She smiled, as if he were a smart child who did not yet understand the grownup world. “I have more. Much more.”

	“How much more?”

	In answer, she reached into her purse, handing him a thin envelope. Opening it, he saw a small group of cashier’s checks. His eyes bulged as he read out the amounts. “Mom! Jesus fucking Christ! Do you realize how much money you’ve been carrying around?”

	“I do know how to add up numbers, Bobby.” Her tone was maliciously amused, enjoying her joke. A tiny smile curled her lips.

	“But this is over…” his mind flew, frantically rounding the numbers up to give him a rough total. “More than a million dollars! A lot more! How did you get this?”

	She shrugged. “Sonny was smart in some ways. He knew how to use people. To make them do what he wanted.

	“But he was stupid in others. He thought that the threat of violence would keep me chained to him forever.

	“So I waited. And I made plans. After we adopted you, I would go to Sonny every few days, telling him I needed money. For food. For clothes. For you. So much money, to raise a child in America. Doctor’s appointments and birthday parties and toys and clothes every few months as you grew.

	“Sonny did not like to be bothered. So after a year or two, he makes his…accounts, yes? He makes his accounts shared between he and I. So I won’t have to ask him for money. Whenever I need it, I can get some.

	“So I move money from his accounts to ones that only I know about. Lots of money, but in small amounts, so he does not suspect. He thinks it is all for you. He does not pay attention. And yesterday, I empty them out. And Sonny’s, too. He is very lucky he does not need money now,” she laughed. “Or he would find his checking and savings account empty as his heart.”

	Bobby shook his head in admiration. “Smart. God, that was smart. I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

	She kissed his cheek, smiling. “You would have. If you had lived my life. But I’m glad you didn’t have to.”

	She looked at the room, her nose wrinkling in distaste. “Get dressed. It’s time we got out of this dump.”

	 

	They decided not to sit down to take advantage of the so-called ‘continental breakfast’ served in the lounge area, which seemed to mainly consist of stale bagels and fruit that looked to be well past its ‘sell-by’ date. Instead, while Sofiya took care of checking out, Bobby walked across the street to get donuts, coffee, and juice.

	In half an hour, they were back on the highway. The weather had cooled during the night, a cold front sweeping in from the northwest. The sky was a high, clear blue, and they kept the windows barely cracked as they drove west on sixty-four. Sofiya kept track of their progress on the map, and the supply of pastries was quickly reduced to crumbs, which they brushed off their clothes and down to the floor.

	“Here,” his mother said, as they left the outskirts of Pulaski behind. “We turn here.”

	“North?” A suspicion had been rising in his mind as they left the flatlands of the Mississippi river valley behind, and traded it for the rolling hills of central Tennessee. “Are we going to Nashville?”

	“No. But you’re getting warmer,” she smiled, folding the map again and stretching her legs in the spacious cab. In deference to the cool day, she wore a charcoal-gray sweater, long-sleeved and tight across the chest.

	“I was born in Nashville,” Bobby said, watching for her reaction.

	“I know,” she said serenely, and he sighed in aggravation. 

	Determined not to ask any more questions, he drove in tight-lipped silence, obeying his mother’s directions. Northeast from Pulaski to Lewisburg, where they abandoned the highway to Nashville and, to his immense if unspoken frustration, turned due east. Through the tiny town of Wheel, little more than a cluster of houses and a Methodist church, surrounded by cotton fields, and then east once more.

	It was just before noon when he caught a glimpse of a sign. Welcome to Shelbyville, the Walking Horse Capital of the World.

	“The Walking Horse Capital of the World?” he repeated, turning to Sofiya for her reaction. “Don’t all horses walk?”

	But Sofiya was digging in the pocket of her jeans. Pulling out a folded sheet of paper, she flipped it open, her eyes darting from it to the highway and back again.

	“Here,” she said. “Left on Main Street, yes?”

	He flipped on his blinker. “Shelbyville? Your safe house is in Shelbyville?”

	“Hush,” she said distractedly as they drove up Main Street. It was lined with businesses – a liquor store, a few banks, chain restaurants and a few that looked locally owned. “Turn right here.”

	A right, a quicker left, and the small business district was left behind as they entered a residential area. Ranch-style homes lined the road on either side. One more right. And…

	“Two-zero-three,” his mother said. “Turn here.”

	It was not a large house. But…comfortable. A single story, built of brick, it sat well back on its lot, with a big front yard. The black-topped driveway was flanked by two huge oak trees, and a smaller tulip tree lifted its branches, as if in welcome, a dozen yards in front of the front door.

	He parked the truck, then turned off the ignition. The engine wheezed and died. “This?” he asked. “This is your safe house?”

	“No,” she said with a strange smile. “It’s yours.”

	“What?”

	She reached into her purse and pulled out a set of keys on a ring. “When your parents died, Bobby, they didn’t leave you penniless. They weren’t a young couple. Your father was nearly forty when he died. Your mother a few years younger.”

	“I know,” he replied, his throat tight. Several years ago, he had begun to ask questions about his birth parents. Sonny, typically, had been uninterested in discussing them. But Sofiya had answered every question she knew.

	“They had bought this house, years before you were born. It wasn’t paid for when they died. But I was able to convince Sonny to make the rest of the payments. It wasn’t much. I thought…” she swallowed. “I thought you should have something of them, when you were old enough.”

	“This was…this was my house?” He stared at it, flogging his brain for any memory, but came up blank. He would have driven past it without a second look. 

	“This is your house,” she corrected, handing him the keys. He took them in numb fingers. “I put it in your name. The title belongs to you. I wanted to give it to you when you graduated, but…things happened.”

	He nodded, then opened the door and climbed out of the truck. Wordlessly, he walked across the yard, eying the house as it drew closer. The grass was deep and springy under his feet. In the trees overhead, birds twittered. Otherwise, the neighborhood was quiet. Nearby, he could hear the sounds of children playing in a backyard. A dog barked. Through an open window came the sound of low music.

	It was so…normal.

	The screen door opened on silent hinges. Getting the key into the lock was difficult, since his fingers were shaking so badly. But at last he was able to jam the key inside and turn it, pushing the door open with his shoulder.

	If the outside was quiet, the inside was silent. He blinked, trying to get used to the dim interior of the house. In front of him was a small entrance hallway, lined on the left with brass hooks on a wooden beam, no doubt meant to hold jackets and winter gear. A few steps further, and the house opened up, a wooden-floored living room in front of him, while a kitchen floored with black ceramic tile could be seen through a wide arch to his left.

	Bobby wandered through the house, opening cabinets, peering into closets. The furniture was still there – easy chairs and a sofa in front of the out-of-date television and entertainment center, four chairs grouped around a table in the dining room – but otherwise the house was a shell. The pantry was bare, the refrigerator a lifeless husk, the closets empty aside from a few rattling hangers. But everything was clean and spotless. Drapes still hung from curtain rods and the carpets looked as if they had been vacuumed recently. He flipped on a light switch, expecting nothing. Instead, clear golden light suddenly shone from a fixture overhead.

	The power is on. And the water. He tested a faucet and took a drink from his cupped hands, then splashed his face, trying to control the maelstrom of emotion within him. The yard should be knee deep in grass and weeds this time of year. But it looks like it’s been landscaped. Has Mom been taking care of it for the last fifteen years, waiting for me to come back?

	Down a short hall to the right. One door on the right opened to a bare room, perhaps once a home office or sewing room. Three doors on the left. The first was what must have once been his parent’s bedroom. The middle was obviously the master bathroom, with a sunken tub and a large walk-in shower. The last…

	He halted, his feet rooted to the floor.

	I know this place.

	His hand came up, covering his mouth as he stared.

	“Bobby? Are you all right?”

	He hadn’t heard Sofiya come up behind him.

	 “I remember,” he whispered. “Just a flash. But I remember.”

	He pointed to a long, low object in the corner. “My bed. I was so excited. It was my birthday, I think. And I got a bed. A big-boy bed, Mom called it.”

	He walked over, sinking to his knees on the soft carpet. He ran his hands over the lovingly-polished wood, smooth as silk. “Dad made it himself, I think. Not some cheap plastic piece of crap that he bought at Wal-Mart. He was a carpenter. And if he was going to make me a race-car bed, by God he would do it himself.”

	His glance fell on the rakishly-tilted number 3 on the frame, done in bold red. “Yeah. Three years old. That’s what I thought.”

	Sofiya handed him a large white envelope, strangely heavy. “Here. This is yours. All the information. The deed and title, a…plat…I think the word is, of the property. All the papers.

	“And here.” A manila folder followed. “All the receipts. Power and gas bills, property taxes, cleaning costs. Everything.”

	“Thank you,” he husked. He dropped the papers on an empty bookshelf and hugged her, fierce and tight. “Thank you so much, Mom. You’ve given me…you’ve given me a piece of my past back.”

	She reached up and brushed his tears away. “You’re welcome, my love.

	“Now,” she said briskly. “Let’s unpack, yes?”

	 

	*****

	An hour later, the truck was unloaded, the boxes piled haphazardly wherever they could find space. There would be plenty of time for unpacking later. Bobby carefully eased the Tesla off the tow dolly, then drove off in search of groceries, after extracting a promise from Sofiya that she would plug in the fridge so the food wouldn’t go bad.

	She did, then walked around the house, opening windows and letting in air. The house had been looked after by the cleaning agency she had hired, all those years ago, but the air in the house still had a stale, musty feel. The day had warmed considerably, so there was no reason not to let the breeze in.

	Remembering that her phone was still in the truck, she went out to get it. But when she closed the door of the vehicle, she noticed that she was being observed by a trio of dark-haired girls.

	“Hello,” she said, walking closer.

	The youngest sidled behind what had to be an older sister, her thumb corked securely in her mouth. The older two, however, looked at her with unabashed interest. “Who are you?” the middle one asked.

	“My name is Sofiya,” she said.

	“So…Safy…” she stuttered to a halt, scowling.

	Sofiya took pity on the child. “But lots of people call me Sophie,” she said helpfully.

	“Sophie. That’s a funny name. Are you a witch?”

	She blinked. “What?”

	“Because no one has lived in that house for a long time. Years and years, my mommy says.” Beside her, the third sister nodded in eager confirmation. “People call it the ghost house. So if it’s a ghost house and you are living here now, are you a witch?”

	Sofiya laughed. “Do I look like a witch?”

	The girl squinted, as if she could see deep into her soul. “I don’t think so. But you could be,” she said hopefully.

	“I’m not a witch,” she said firmly.

	“Good.” She let out a deep sigh of relief. “I’m Lucy. This is Cassie.” She pointed to the toddler. “And my big sister is Brittany.”

	“And I’m Sofiya. Or Sophie. And I’m happy to meet you all.” She offered her hand to all three girls, who took it solemnly. She nodded next door. “Is that your house?”

	“Yes.” Lucy, who seemed to the ringleader, took her hand again and tugged. “Come and meet our mommy!”

	 

	“So is it just you moving in?” Harley Meyer asked a few minutes later, pouring her a glass of sweet tea.

	“Oh, no,” she laughed. The girls’ mother was close to her own age, and she and Sofiya had hit it off instantly. Possessed of a calm demeanor which obviously served her well in raising three girls, she was dark and short and plump, and her house smelled pleasantly of potpourri and warm spices.

	Harley smiled. “But not a husband, surely.” Her eyes lingered on her left hand, where her wedding ring, pulled off and consigned to the depths of her purse, had once rested. She wouldn’t be caught dead wearing such a piece of gaudy trumpery again.

	“No.” She blushed. “It’s kind of hard to explain.”

	“A boyfriend?” Harley shrugged. “It’s still the south, dear. But we do try to move with the times. I know that sometimes people think that if you’re not married, you’re living in sin. But I lived with Cole for nearly three years before he proposed. And believe me,” she winked, “we weren’t sleeping in separate rooms all that time.” She pulled out a phone and showed Sofiya her husband’s picture proudly. “I wouldn’t have left that sitting around and not sampled it, believe me.

	“But buying a house together?” She shook her head. “You must be awfully sure of him, dear.”

	“No, it’s not like that. Bobby already owned the house. He inherited it from his parents when they died.”

	“Oh.” Harley’s hand went up to her mouth. “He’s that boy?”

	“What?”

	“Oh, it’s a something that’s gone around the neighborhood for years. Mrs. York down the block likes to tell the story. About the couple and the little boy who had the terrible automobile accident, and how the parents were both killed. And how they owned the house next door. We could never figure out why no one ever lived there, but the place was always taken care of. The kids around here call it the ghost house.”

	“So I’m told,” Sofiya said, cocking a eyebrow at Lucy, who giggled.

	“So how did he manage to keep ahold of it?” Harley asked.

	Sofiya didn’t feel like spilling out her entire sordid history, especially with a woman she had barely met. She settled for a half-truth. “His adoptive parents wanted him to keep something from his birth-family. They had enough money to do it, so they paid off what was left of the mortgage and gave it to him when he was old enough.

	“Oh,” she said, catching sight of a familiar red car as it pulled into the driveway. “There he is now. Do you want to meet him?”

	Harley’s eyes rose in appreciation, and a little surprise, as Bobby climbed out of the car. “Like them young, don’t you?” she asked, a smile playing around her mouth. “I don’t blame you,” she continued, as Sofiya opened her mouth in protest. “There’s something to be said for younger men. They’re so…enthusiastic. I wish I could give Cole his old libido back, especially if he knew now what he didn’t know when we first met. What is he? College-aged?”

	“More or less,” she temporized. 

	“Well, I can see why you fell for him.” Her gaze was frankly admiring as Bobby opened the trunk of the car, hauling out bag after bag of groceries. “That young man is fine. Tell me.” She leaned close. “What’s he like in the sack?”

	“I…” she was saved from answering when Bobby walked into the house. A few seconds later, he walked back out again, his face tight with worry. “I should let him know I’m over here,” she said, standing up.

	“Bobby!” she called, waving as she left the house. The girls trailed like a flock of ducklings behind her, and Harley brought up the rear. “I’m over here!”

	Only she recognized the look of relief on his face as she ran over to him. Catching him in a tight hug, she leaned up on her toes and whispered in his ear. “They don’t know I’m your mother. As far as they know, we’re a couple. And your name is Robert Thompson, just like we talked about, all right?”

	He nodded as they broke away, and she introduced Harley and the girls. They stood awkwardly for a minute, before Britney said, “I like your car. Is it ‘lectric?”

	That broke the ice, and Bobby spent the next half hour chatting cheerfully with the two older girls. Sofiya and Harley watched from the edge of the driveway while Bobby pointed out the interesting features of the car, which was, apparently, all of them. With Harley’s permission, he even took the girls for a short ride, the car eerily silent as he backed out of the driveway.

	She and Harley took that opportunity to take the groceries inside. Harley looked around the house with interest, as cheerfully nosy as her girls. “It’s a nice place,” she said at last, shutting the door of the refrigerator, which was humming contentedly. “Room for a family, too.

	“Hello,” she continued, looking out the window. “What’s this?”

	A delivery truck was pulling up. A tired-looking man got out of the cab and walked towards the house. Sofiya walked out to meet him.

	“Hey. I have your grill here. Where do you want it?”

	She looked at him blankly. “My what?”

	“Your barbeque grill,” he explained impatiently. “Kid comes into the store, says he wants a grill, and he’ll pay an extra hundred bucks if we can deliver today. Paid cash. My boss didn’t argue, just sent me out here, when my shift should have been over half an hour ago. So where do you want the damn thing?”

	She floundered helplessly for a second, but was rescued by Harley. “There’s a deck around back,” she volunteered. “Wouldn’t that be a good spot?”

	“Glad someone knows what the hell’s going on,” the man grumbled, turning back to the truck. He slid up the door and ran down a ramp, guiding a gleaming black and chrome object to the driveway.

	Together, she and Harley guided the man around the side of the house, through the gate in the wooden fence, and onto the deck. She hadn’t ventured out there yet, and her eyes feasted on the large yard, a gentle slope running down to what looked like a tree-lined brook at the rear of the property.

	Flowers. I can put flowers around the deck. Day lilies. Something bright that will bloom all summer long. And there. She looked at the fence which separated their land from the Meyer’s. Maybe a small garden. Something for just Bobby and myself. Vegetables and herbs and more flowers. Tulips and daffodils and crocuses for the spring. Bird feeders. This would be a wonderful spot for hummingbirds. I could sit on the deck and watch them all day long.

	 “Hey! It’s here!” Her head jerked around at the eager voice. Bobby dashed around the corner of the house, trailed by the girls in a string. “Awesome! Thanks for getting it here so quick-’’ he paused, reading the man’s name, stenciled on his shirt. ‘‘-Rick.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out his wallet. “I appreciate it. Here’s a little something extra for you.”

	Rick unthawed a little as a pair of twenties were pressed into his hand. “Thanks, kid. We kicked in a tank of propane for free,” he said, nodding at the bottom of the grill. “You can exchange it for a full one at the store when it runs out.”

	“A grill?” she whispered, as Rick walked away.

	“Of course,” Bobby said. He grinned at her. “If I’m going to be the man of the house, I should cook once in a while. And what’s better than grilled steak or burgers on a Friday night?”

	She opened her mouth, but was interrupted by Harley. “Don’t argue with him, dear. He’s a man. I think it’s part of their genetic makeup.” She took on a caveman voice. “Big man kill mammoth with spear, grill on fire. Get me beer, woman.”

	The girls giggled at their mother’s deep voice. “You’re just jealous,” Bobby grinned.

	“Maybe I am,” she replied. “Your girlfriend is a lucky woman. But I think you’re a lucky man, too.” She poked him with a stern finger. “Don’t screw it up and lose her.”

	He blinked, then nodded. “I won’t.”

	“Good.” She looked out over the back yard, where her two oldest girls had started a game of tag. The youngest one was trying to join in, but fell over every few steps, shrieking with laughter. “This is a nice house. And Shelbyville is a good place to live. Close to the big city, but small enough so that you don’t go crazy from noise and traffic.

	“I’m glad we’re going to be neighbors. And I can’t wait until our kids are hanging out with your kids.”

	Bobby’s mouth fell open, but Harley didn’t see it. Claiming it was time she started to make dinner for her husband, she collected her children and left with a wave.

	“Our kids?” he laughed.

	Sofiya felt her heart twist. “Let’s go in,” she said. “We need to put away all this food.”

	 

	*****

	The first serious check to their new-found domestic bliss occurred later that evening. Neither of them had felt up to cooking, so they had simply popped a frozen pizza in the oven and ate it quickly, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Afterward, they began the business of unpacking. Bobby hung a few pictures in the living room and dining room, while Sofiya methodically arranged their DVDs and CDs by the entertainment center.

	Unfortunately, the batteries in the remotes were long-dead, and neither he nor his mother felt like going out on a supply run. There would be plenty of time to buy things they needed the next day, and to arrange for cable or a satellite hook-up. So Bobby busied himself by unpacking his books and putting them away, then simply sat on the sofa and stared out the front window.

	Less than a week ago I was graduating high school. How the hell did this happen?

	“Bobby? Can you come in here, please?”

	“Sure, Mom.” He levered himself to his feet with a sigh, and walked down the hall to the master bedroom. “What’s up?”

	She tilted her head up at him, a strange half-smile on her face. “Can you tell me what is wrong with this picture?”

	“Huh?” He looked around the room. A large, king-sized bed in the middle of the room, topped with fresh sheets and a light blanket; a pair of small bedside tables; a trunk at the foot of the bed, suitable for linens or other heirlooms; a large bureau against the far wall. Cheerful curtains in a bright floral pattern hung on either side of the large window. “What’s wrong?”

	His mother cocked her head at the bed, her eyebrows raised.

	“Oh!” He felt like smacking his head. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll sleep on the couch. I think the race car bed is a little small for me now,” he joked.

	Sofiya looked scandalized. “You are not going to sleep on the couch in your own home! What sort of woman would kick you out of your bed?”

	“One who can see sense,” he shot back. “There’s one bed. Well, one and a half. There’s two of us. I’m not going to make you sleep on the floor while I sleep in here.”

	“Don’t be silly. There’s room enough for two. I was hoping you would be sensible about things. But I guess you’re still too much an American to see sense.”

	His lips tightened. “Being an American doesn’t have anything to do with it, Mom. I can’t sleep in a bed with my own…with my own mother.”

	Sofiya muttered something in her native tongue. “What?”

	“I said, God save me from blockheaded men,” she said, her blue eyes glinting. She folded her arms across her chest, seemingly unaware of how the lamplight emphasized their bold curves. “Maybe I should make things plain to you, foolish boy.

	“Either two of us sleep in this bed. Or neither of us do. If you insist on sleeping on the couch, I’ll curl up on the floor beside you.”

	He glared at her. “Fine! Fine. Have it your way.” He ran his hands through his hair. When they had planned their frantic flight yesterday morning, he had been intent on saving their lives. He had never considered the entanglements that would follow. “Don’t blame me if I snore. This was your idea.”

	She stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “It will be all right, my love. Everything will be fine.”

	She sauntered out of the room. “As long as you let me have my way.”

	 

	An hour later, showered and in boxers and a t-shirt, he slid under the cool, clean sheets with a sigh of relief. After a night in a musty hotel bed, the feel of the cedar-scented linen was heavenly. Even though it must have been close to twenty years old, the mattress was soft yet firm, not lumpy.

	Who knows? Maybe Mom bought new mattresses, too. She did everything else.

	He turned a page in his book. Ever since he was a child, he had loved reading in bed. In fact, if he didn’t read for a few minutes before turning off the light, sometimes he would toss and turn for hours, his brain convinced it should still be awake.

	“What a day,” his mother said, entering the room, her hair still damp from her own shower. She wore a light blue robe that he had seen her wear a thousand times, which brought out the color of her eyes.

	“I’m going to go shopping tomorrow,” he said, closing his book on a finger. “We still need a lot of things. Everyday things. Tools, for one thing. Kitchen stuff. Tissue and aspirin and washcloths and lightbulbs and trash bags. Hell, I don’t even know if we have a broom or a mop in this place.”

	“I’ll make a list,” she replied absently, then took off her robe. Naked, she lifted the sheet and blanket and joined him in bed.

	“Mom!”

	She blinked at him innocently. “What?”

	“You’re…you’re naked. In bed. With me!”

	“The teachers at school always said you were smart.” She curled up on her side, closing her eyes. “Don’t forget to turn off the light before you go to sleep.”

	He stared at her, his mouth opening and closing helplessly. No sound emerged.

	She must have felt his gaze, because she cracked open one eye. “I’ve been sleeping nude since I was thirteen. I’m not going to stop now. You-’’

	“If you say, ‘you Americans’ one more time, I’m going to spank you,” he snapped.

	“You wish.” She yawned. “Bobby, I’m too tired to argue about it. If you had any sense, you wouldn’t wear clothes to bed either.” Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t want to wake up all stinky and smelly and full of night-germs.”

	Despite himself, he was amused. “Night-germs?”

	“I’ll explain later.” She closed her eyes. “Good night.”

	“Good night,” he said quietly. He looked down on her. In the lamplight, her face was calm and serene, her eyelashes lying like a fan on the delicate curve of her cheek. The bedclothes couldn’t hide the dip of her waist, the flare of her hip as she lay on her side, hands tucked underneath the pillow.

	She was everything to him. One place of stability in a life which had been turned upside down in a few short days. No college, no girlfriend, no father (not that he would miss Sonny at all), and a home so unfamiliar he might kill himself between the bedroom and the bathroom. But at least he still had her. Her name might have changed, but she was the same sweet, gentle woman who he had first met in a tiny room in an orphanage which no longer existed.

	He turned off the lamp, plunging the room into darkness, and sank down into the soft pillows.

	“Bobby?”

	“Hmm?”

	“Can you hold me, please?”

	“What?”

	A small hand reached out, found his arm, then his hand, and drew it over her. “I’m tired, Bobby. And scared. I want to be held. Please?”

	“All right,” he said, and she sighed happily. He found his hand pressed up against Sofiya’s stomach, and she turned, putting her back against his chest. Her hair tickled his nose, and he inhaled her scent - clean skin and soap and warm skin.

	“You feel warm,” she whispered. “Safe.” He could feel her breathing slow and deepen. “Thank you.”

	But if his mother was relaxed, Bobby was anything but. Sofiya’s bottom was pressed firmly against his groin, and any effort to edge away was met by an unhappy sound. Slowly, ignoring his efforts to calm it, his cock surged in his boxers, until it was wedged firmly in the cleft of his adopted mother’s rear.

	His face flushed red with mortified embarrassment. It wasn’t his fault! Any straight guy would react the same way, when he had a lovely bundle of naked woman in his arms.

	And his mother had to be aware of it, didn’t she? It was right there, bigger than life, throbbing with mute need no matter how many baseball statistics he tried to concentrate on.

	And she was moving. The motion was subtle, but thrillingly obvious to his hypersensitive penis. Her hips moved, just an inch or two at a time, stroking his cock through his boxers.

	“Mom…” he gasped. What he wanted to say afterwards, he wasn’t sure.

	“Poor baby,” she murmured, her voice low and warm. “I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I forgot what young men are like. It’s been so very long,” she continued, “since I’ve been in bed with one. Do you want me to leave?”

	“No.” He swallowed. “Just…give me a minute. And don’t touch me. I…it…I need to calm down.”

	“All right.” Reluctantly, she moved away from him.

	But that made just matters worse. He closed his eyes, his cock stretching out the material of his boxers, trying to force his body to relax through sheer willpower. But his shaft knew what was going on. It was more than aware that a lovely female body was only a few inches away, and insisted on staying resolutely erect, just in case.

	He must have made a groan, because Sofiya spoke immediately. “Bobby? Are you all right?”

	“I’m fine,” he muttered. “Stupid thing won’t listen to me.”

	“Well, maybe he’ll listen to me.” And before he could do more than flinch, her warm hand had slipped under the waistband of his boxers, wrapping around his cock.

	“What?” It came out as a strangled gasp.

	“Shhhh,” she soothed him, stroking him, pumping him slowly. “I know men, Bobby. And it’s my fault. I should have thought about how…hard… this would be for you.

	“Let Mommy make it better. Once you cum, I’m sure he will settle down. Poor thing. So hard and achy.” She moved closer, her free hand undoing the button of his boxers, allowing his penis to spring out. “That’s better.” In the dim light, he could glimpse her eyes, dark and mysterious. “Big,” she whispered. “Bigger than Sonny. Bigger than any man I’ve had in years. I bet you kept Ellen happy, didn’t you, Bobby?”

	“I tried. And she kept me happy too.” God, he missed his girlfriend. Missed having sex. Though what Sofiya was doing for him now was pretty fucking good. Unconsciously, he began to move with her, pressing his groin up into her hand, making her strokes longer. His balls felt full and swollen, seething with cum.

	“I always liked her. Such a pretty young woman. And her breasts. They were lovely.” She kissed Bobby’s cheek. He barely kept himself for searching for her mouth. His blood was thundering in his veins. “I wish…”

	“You wish what?”

	“I always wondered what it would be like. With a woman. But in the Ukraine, that is not done. And my mama and papa,” she sighed sadly. “They were good people. But very…conservative, yes? They go to church. They do not believe a woman should be with a woman. Or a man with a man. So I never try.”

	And then they practically kidnapped her and sold her into slavery, he thought bitterly. “Well,” he said, trying to ignore the fire in his groin that the thought of Sofiya and another woman lit, “I won’t say who you should be with. That’s not my business.”

	“So sweet.” Another kiss at his cheek. Her breath seeped into his ear, making him shiver. “Are you getting close, malia? It is late. And I am tired.”

	“Yes, but,” he swallowed. “We’ll make a mess. Maybe I should just go to the bathroom and finish on my own.”

	“Or maybe I should do this.” She swooped down and took the head of his cock into her mouth.

	Oh, God!

	It was exquisite, incredible. Just the tip, the crown, the smallest portion of his manhood. Her left hand remained on his shaft, pumping urgently. But her mouth teased him, her tongue running around his cock-head, gathering up the moisture seeping from his slit with a satisfied hum.

	The urge to thrust upward, to fuck her mouth, was nearly overpowering. But somehow Bobby kept some semblance of control. He rested his hand on her back, stroking up and down from shoulders to rear. But no lower. He was not brave enough to think he had some sort of claim to her body. This was enough.

	More than enough.

	“Mom. Mom. I’m going to….ah!” he gasped. The base of his shaft thickened, muscles tightening, then releasing in a burst of orgasmic pleasure. The first burst of cum exploded from the tip of his prick, then was followed by another, and another. Sofiya’s hand flew, coaxing every last drop from his throbbing manhood into her warm, eager mouth. Bobby could feel the movements in her throat as she swallowed his seed, humming with warm appreciation.

	At last he was done. As Sofiya let the head of his cock slip from her mouth, tucking it back inside his boxers, he fell back onto the pillows. “I….” he trailed off helplessly, not knowing where to begin.

	“Sleep, Bobby.” His mother put her head on his shoulder. He could not make out the expression on her face.

	“We’ll talk in the morning.”

	In moments, he was asleep.

	*****

	Sofiya woke the next morning feeling wonderful. She opened her eyes, gazing fondly at her sleeping son next to her, only a foot or so away. His sandy blond hair was tousled, and he bore the faintest hint of downy stubble on his cheeks.

	She smiled softly to herself as she got out of bed, remembering what had occurred the previous evening. It hadn’t been intentional. She certainly hadn’t gone to bed with the idea of giving her adopted son a hand-job.

	An accident, she sighed, brushing her hair. But a happy one. When Bobby held her, when she had felt the unmistakable pressure of his phallus against her bottom, she had been overcome by a wave of desire which she hadn’t experienced since she was a shy, untutored teenager. For the first time in nearly two decades, she hadn’t been the plaything of a brutal man or group of men, who only saw her as a sign of their own status and power.

	Bobby loved her for herself. And his desire was clean and pure, unsullied by a need to assert his dominance over her. As she touched him, stroked his wonderful male hardness, she had found herself growing wet, wetter than she had ever been before. It had taken all of her hard-won self-control to not lie on her back, open her legs, and draw him down to her, welcoming him inside her body the same way she had taken him into her home many years before. As it was, after he had finished and fallen asleep, with his semen a warm glow in her belly, she had masturbated to an incredible climax, imagining his strong young body on top of hers, his rigid pole thrusting deep inside her...

	She blinked, and realized she was staring off into space, the brush forgotten at her side. Her free hand was playing with her breasts, and her nipples were tense and rigid, hard enough to etch glass.

	God! She shook her head as she washed her face and brushed her teeth. Am I falling in love with him?

	Or have I loved him all along?

	She went back into the bedroom, staring at him. He was curled on his side, his brows pinched together in a faint frown. Her fingers itched to smooth it out, to have him open his eyes and smile at her – the same sweet, guileless smile which had claimed her heart when she was younger – or to check under the blanket and see if he was sporting the ‘morning wood’ which she had heard his friends joke about.

	No. You don’t know if you want this. You don’t know if he wants this. Remember what your grandfather used to say. ‘Don’t piss on the ice when it is the only thing keeping you out of the lake.’ You are both in very strange emotional places right now. Don’t push him. Last night was more than enough for now.

	As if he sensed her eyes on him, Bobby stirred and blinked. “Mom?” he said, sitting up. The blankets pooled around his waist, exposing his strong arms and broad chest, unfortunately covered by an old Memphis College Prep t-shirt.

	“Good morning,” she said briskly, turning around and snapping closed the hooks on her bra. She was happy to see the look of disappointment which flashed across his face. “We have a big day today. Get up, get washed, and let’s have some breakfast. Then we can start work on making this place a home, not just a house.”

	“Mom…” He was blushing furiously, and his hands were in his lap. Hiding an erection? Her body tingled at the thought. “About last night…”

	“We can talk about that later.” She pulled on a shirt, tugged up her shorts, and stepped into a pair of comfortable sandals. “Come on. I’m in a hurry.”

	“This is just like getting ready for school in the morning,” he complained.

	She smiled. “Bus leaves in twenty minutes.”

	 

	The day could not have gone better. Aided by a list she and Bobby put together while they were eating breakfast, they bought all the necessities for their new home by noon, then returned the moving truck. By early afternoon, they were unpacking in earnest, the house slowly taking shape around them. By unspoken agreement, Bobby put his clothes in what had been his bedroom when he was a small child, while Sofiya claimed the master bedroom’s bureau and closet for herself. But she made sure they made a stop at a home-furniture store, where they bought a new bed for his bedroom, and one for the spare room as well, as well as a chest of drawers for his clothes.

	“You’re going to need a car sooner or later,” Bobby told her, dumping another box of clothes on her bed. “I don’t want you depending on me to drive you everywhere. We could probably pick up one used here in town. Or if you want something nicer, we could drive into Nashville. It’s less than an hour away. I bet we can get something that’s as nice as your old Mercedes there. Or something else if you want.”

	She waved a hand, hanging a dress up in the closet. She smoothed the front carefully. They had less room here than the huge walk-in closet back in Memphis. But being out from under Sonny’s thumb was worth a wrinkled dress or two. “It’s not important. We can take care of it later. What about the other things?”

	He grimaced. “My social media accounts are cancelled. All of them. Facebook, Snapchat, Twitter, the works. I changed my cell phone number. My e-mail is gone, too.”

	“Good. That is one less way they can find us.”

	“Mom.” She turned, struck by the serious tone in his voice. “Do you really think we need to worry?” He swallowed. “If they go after us…if Diaz changes his mind…I don’t know if I can protect you.”

	She hugged him. “What was that for?” he asked, when she turned him loose.

	“For wanting to protect me,” she smiled.

	 

	Day by day, things began to return to normal. Not the old normal. But a new one. A technician came by to install a satellite dish. Bobby splurged on a flat-screen television, and after a long struggle, managed to sync up the TV, the surround-sound, the satellite-dish, and the DVD player. They celebrated by watching some of their favorite movies together that night. The next day, a tech from the phone company arrived to get a DSL connection installed, and Bobby set up a new computer in the spare bedroom.

	And the nights…Sofiya smiled to herself, nursing a cup of coffee in the breakfast nook one fine Friday morning, nearly a week after they moved in. The first night after she had given Bobby a blow-job, she had returned to their bedroom to find him reading in bed, seemingly oblivious to the huge erection which tented the cream-colored blanket which covered him to the waist. It was plain to see that he wanted more of what she was serving out, and even plainer that he wasn’t going to ask for it.

	She cuddled in beside him, resting her head on his shoulder. She could feel his heartbeat, strong and steady under her cheek. His strong young chest rose and fell as he breathed. Slowly, she reached down, her fingers gliding up his leg. He twitched under her touch, but didn’t shy away.

	“Hard again,” she teased.

	“You did it.” He stared down at her. “You actually did it. It wasn’t my imagination.”

	“What?”

	“Last night. It wasn’t a dream. Was it?”

	“No.” She cupped his balls, then moved higher, feeling his hardness through his boxers. Hard as steel, and long enough to please any woman. “Why would it have been a dream?”

	He laughed shakily. “I don’t know. Because I ate too much pepperoni pizza before bed? Because things like this don’t happen. Not in the real world. The delivery boy doesn’t open the door to find a pair of horny twins who are just aching to get boned. The high-school kid doesn’t get to have sex with his smoking-hot French teacher. And…” he swallowed. “The most beautiful woman I have ever known doesn’t give me a blow-job. Especially when she’s my own mother.”

	She kissed his cheek, then the firm line of his jaw. “Mother. Stepmother. Adoptive mother. What does it all mean, malia? There are no blood-ties between us. What we are doing might be…frowned upon, if anyone here knew our past. But they do not.

	“I love you. And I want to make you feel good.” She unbuttoned the fly of his boxers, reveling in the knowledge it had been her body which had brought him to rigid attention. Already, moisture was seeping from his slit. She spread it around his head with practiced fingers. Below her waist, her pussy was growing hot and slick. But she kept her voice light. This seduction had to be done slowly, carefully, or her son would spook like a startled colt. “Does it?”

	“Feel good? God, yes.”

	“Good.” She drew closer, running her inner thigh up his leg. The feel of his muscles made her burn. “You have a beautiful penis, darling.”

	He frowned down at his middle. “You…women…find a guy’s dick…” He shook his head in bemusement. “Beautiful? Really?”

	She stroked him. “Of course. Didn’t you like looking at Ellen’s pussy?”

	“Well, yeah. But that’s…”

	“Different?” She smiled at him sweetly. “How? Just because you don’t like looking at a man’s penis doesn’t mean that women don’t.”

	His cock throbbed in her hand. God, she was on fire! She wanted him to mount her, to shove his wonderfully thick cock deep inside her, and give her a pounding she hadn’t had for years upon years. Her breasts were hot and flushed, aching sweetly with unfilled lust. Her free hand, hidden by the blanket, stole down between her legs, and she bit her lip as she found her clit. The tiny button of flesh was slick with her juice. Her thumb rested on it, gently circling, and she stifled a whimper as she eased a finger into her passage.

	“I want you to cum for me again,” she whispered into his ear. Lust boiled in her belly, and she writhed sensuously, hissing as her fevered breasts brushed his skin. Why wouldn’t he touch her? She wanted it, needed it, as she had never wanted or needed anything else. Her head bent down, kissing and nibbling at his cute pink nipples, surrounded by golden hair, soft and curly against her mouth.

	“I love you, Mom.” His voice was a whisper, barely stirring the hair on her head. And now, oh, and now he was touching her, his hands hesitant but sure, sweeping up her back as she moved downwards, her head homing in on his manhood. She twisted her hair up into a knot on top of her head and released her grip on his rod, bending low, sniffing him, tongue reaching out for the merest flick. He tasted of clean young man and the honest sweat of desire, mingled with the musk of his arousal.

	“I love you, too.” She palmed his sac in one hand, feeling the warm weight of his balls in her fingers. They felt oddly heavy, and she shivered as she recalled the torrent of his seed passing her lips the night before. Saliva squirted into her mouth, and she longed for his taste again.

	She wouldn’t wait. God help her, she couldn’t wait. She opened her mouth and took his entire length into her mouth in one slow plunge, not stopping until her nose was pressed against the tight nest of pubic hair at his groin. She bobbed up and down, wanting him, needing him, and she swirled her tongue around his shaft, braced on one arm, the other pumping him, urging his seed higher.

	“Mom!” a single gasped word of warning, and she groaned in relief as the first jet of his semen hit the back of her throat. She swallowed eagerly, loving the taste, loving the fact that her son wanted her, coaxing more and more of his essence out of his juddering cock.

	The torrent slowed to a trickle, then stopped, his shaft softening slightly as the rush of orgasm faded. She cleaned him, licking him from root to tip, then crawled back up his body.

	Bobby’s chest was heaving, and his eyes were a little wild. When she kissed his lips, he flinched in surprise, but didn’t draw away. “Thank you,” she whispered.

	“Thank me?” He laughed, a bit nervously. “Why?”

	“For making me feel desire. For making me feel loved. It has been a very, very long time, Bobby. Since I knew a man wanted me.”

	“Oh, come on. What about my friends? Every time they came over, their tongues practically hung down to their chest.”

	“Boys,” she scoffed.

	“They’re the same age I am.”

	“But they’re not you. You, I love. I have loved you forever, since the day I first met you.”

	“Mmm.” His hand settled on her hip, and she purred contentedly. “Mom?”

	“Yes?”

	“Can I do…something for you?”

	Her heart swelled with love, and the heat in her groin redoubled. “You can do anything you want, baby,” she murmured. She shifted languidly on top of him, making her meaning clear.

	Unfortunately, Bobby wasn’t brave enough yet to give her what she most desired. “How about I touch you? With my fingers? Or would you prefer my mouth?”

	She shook her head, hiding her disappointment. “Your mouth? Maybe later, sweetheart.” She hid the fact that Sonny had repeatedly tried to pleasure her that way, until the mere thought was repugnant. Perhaps he had thought that if his pecker wasn’t involved, he would be able to prove his manhood. Little did he know that all his frantic tonguing didn’t do a thing for her. “Your fingers will be good enough for now.”

	“Okay.” Bobby frowned, as if guessing the reason for her reticence. He shifted, moving her from his side to the bed, laying her on her back. She smiled up at him, stretching her arms over her head as he hovered above her. She knew her breasts were drawing his eye, and she arched her back, emphasizing her curves.

	“Do you want to touch them, baby? It’s okay. I won’t mind.”

	“Maybe…later,” he said. 

	She frowned up at him. Was he repaying the way she had rebuffed his offer at oral sex? Or was it something deeper? Did he think that once he crossed that line, took that step, there would be no going back? She smiled to herself. She knew, even if Bobby did not, that there was no going back for the two of them. She hadn’t started their journey with the intention of seducing her adopted son. But it had flowed inevitably, from one event to another, as certain as tomorrow’s sunrise.

	Or her next climax. She closed her eyes as Bobby’s hand caressed her belly, moving in slow, seductive circles on her skin. She parted her legs, showing him what she wanted, and he took the hint, moving lower and lower, his palm passing her pubis, combing through the golden patch of fur on her mons, and then down to her cleft.

	“Oh!” She caught her breath as his fingers touched her sensitive petals. They parted under his touch, but Bobby didn’t try to enter her. Oh, no. He teased her with agonizing tenderness, rubbing and stroking her until her thighs had turned to water, spreading wide, and she was humping her mound up into his palm.

	“Bobby,” she groaned. “Blessed Virgin have mercy. You make me so horny.” She put her hand on top of his, pushing down, showing him what she wanted. “Now my clit. Rub it. Nice and…oh, fuck!” She buried her face in his shoulder, nipping at his skin as his fingers found her center of womanly pleasure. Her thighs rose helplessly, clamping shut on his hand, preventing its escape. “Keep doing that. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t you ever stop.”

	Her climax came upon her in a slow, heavy wave. She pushed her feet down on the mattress, arching her back high in the air, and keened, her voice coming in quick, rapid pants as her body rippled and shuddered, heat pooling in her belly, then radiating outward like a stone thrown into a pond. Wetness flooded her loins, drenching her inner sheath, and she heard Bobby gasp in surprise.

	Gradually, she came down from her high, the spangles behind her eyelids going back to wherever they had come from. She blinked, seeing Bobby staring at his fingers. “What?”

	“When you came,” he explained, turning the fingers back and forth. Wetness glimmered in the lamplight. “It was like a faucet turned on. Inside you.” He blushed. “Does that happen every time?”

	She smiled sadly. “Not for nineteen years. I almost forgot.”

	“Nineteen years?”

	“Nineteen years since I had an orgasm with another man. Rather than with my fingers or a sex-toy,” she replied bitterly. “Not with Sonny. Not ever.” She shuddered in revulsion. “And not with any of the men who came before. Not since my first lover. I was sixteen.”

	“I’m sorry,” he said. He lay down beside her, his arm around her shoulders. “Do you…do you want to talk about it?”

	She snorted. “Talk about nineteen years as the mob’s whore? No.”

	“No. I mean, talk about before.” He made a vague motion. “I mean, I don’t really know all that much about your past. Your family.”

	“No.” She blinked. “You don’t, do you?” Sonny had always discouraged talk of her family. He had resented the money she sent home to help out her sisters and brother, even though it was less than a teacup compared to the river of illegal income which passed through the hands of the Memphis Mafia.

	She missed them suddenly, missed her family and lost homeland with a fierce, urgent ache. Missed her younger sisters, each of them a plague and a nuisance greater than the others. Missed her younger brother teasing her about her boyfriends. Missed her sweet, gentle papa, a learned man in a country that no longer valued them. Missed the way he had read to them in the evenings when they gathered together – tales of heroes from the early days of their country. The fierce Varangians, Vikings from the north, who had settled in their lands long before the tsars or the Soviets took over. He had teased their mother, with the blond hair she had passed to several of her children, claiming that she was a Viking-woman, a shieldmaiden who he had defeated in battle. Lyudmyla had simply smiled serenely and returned to her sewing, or braiding one of her daughters’ hair.

	She settled more comfortably into the circle of Bobby’s arms.

	“I was born in Dnipro, as it is called now. But when I was a girl, it was Dnipropetrovsk. It was a very important city when the Russians controlled the Ukraine.” She made a disgusted noise. “They built missiles there. Missiles that could kill an entire city with the nuclear bombs. Damn the Russians. They were not content to enslave and starve my people. But they poisoned us as well. Smoke, smog, pollution. The disaster at the Chernobyl plant happened when I was just a baby.

	“My father graduated from university there. He was a teacher…a professor, I think you would say. But then came the collapse. No one wanted teachers. So he took his money and opened his shop.”

	As she spoke, her eyes glimmered with tears, regret for a childhood lost. But also, with the pain, came healing.

	And when she slept, it was deep and dreamless, unhaunted by the ghosts of the past.

	 

	*****

	“Mom?”

	“Yes?”

	“What are we doing?”

	They were wandering through the back yard, holding hands. It was Friday evening, and the air was soft and warm. Behind them, on the deck, the grill was heating up . In the kitchen, a trio of steaks had been soaking in marinade for most of the afternoon.

	His mother, who he was thinking of more and more as ‘Sofiya’ every day, smiled up at him. “We’re falling in love. I think. I hope.”

	He was silent, and he felt her questioning gaze on him. Every night for over a week, the pattern had remained the same. He had gone to bed, to be joined after a few minutes by his adopted mother. She was the one who always initiated whatever might happen. Sometimes it was a blow job. Sometimes a hand job. Sometimes she was simply content to touch his body with gentle fingers, exploring every inch as if she had never seen him before.

	He knew that his hesitation baffled her. And at times he baffled himself as well. Any man he knew would not have hesitated to make Sofiya his lover in truth, rather than settling for half-measures with hands and lips and tongue. Why was he dragging his feet?

	They crossed into the narrow band of trees which bordered the creek which formed the back line of their property. Perhaps ten yards wide, it had steep, muddy banks, and the girls next door had chattered to him excitedly about the time they had seen a pair of otters playing in it.

	“Why?” he asked abruptly.

	“Why what?”

	“Why me?” For the last week, that question had been burning a hole in his belly. He crouched on the balls of his feet, digging into the muddy earth with a stick. “Yes, we ran away together. But that’s because you had no one else you could trust. But now…” he gestured aimlessly. “You have money. You’re free. You could go back home, any time you wanted to. Back to your family, to Dnipro. You don’t have to stay with me. You don’t owe me anything.”

	 “Don’t I?” He looked up at the subtle edge in her voice. “Don’t I have a responsibility to you? When I signed those papers, all those years ago, I don’t recall there being an expiration date.”

	“Come on, Mom.” He stood up, kicking a pinecone into the water. It bobbed and spun, then floated slowly away. “Don’t give me that. Men my age leave home all the time. Their mothers don’t suddenly get the urge to go to bed with them.”

	A hint of a smile curved her mouth. “Most mothers don’t have a son as good-looking as you. Bobby, I wish you wouldn’t…”

	“Wouldn’t what?”

	“Wouldn’t try to make me explain.” Her hands rose helplessly, then fell to her side. “Because I can’t. Yes, I am your mother. Yes, I raised you.

	“And yes, I think you are the sexiest man I know. I don’t want to leave you, leave America, and go back to the Ukraine. What is there for me now? Should I live with my sisters and their husbands and their children? Be Aunt Sofiya for their brood?” She glowered down at him. “And there are still men who remember me there. I do not want to give them a reason to. Better that I be forgotten.

	“But I love you, Bobby. I love the way you look at me, the way you touch me. I love the way you make me feel. Around you, I am happy.

	“So why do you fight it? Would you cut open a tennis ball to find the bounce?”

	“What?”

	“It is something my papa used to say. It means if you examine a mystery too deeply, you will destroy what makes it special.

	“Now. Are you going to cook for me tonight? Or do I go get fried chicken from the Popeyes?”

	 

	“A man could get used to this,” he said a short time later.

	The sun was nearing the horizon, bathing the house and yard in reddish-gold light. On the grill, the steaks sizzled quietly, vying with the birds, who sang their evening songs. On the iron patio table in front of him, a cold beer sat, condensation forming on the surface. It was a gift from his mother, who was sitting across from him, her feet up and taking long, slow sips from a glass of red wine.

	“Beer?” he had asked.

	“As long as you promise to stop after two. Three at the most.” She smiled, slow and wicked, making his pulse race. “I have plans for you tonight.”

	“Do you?” He raised his eyebrows innocently. “Maybe I have some plans for you, too.”

	“Oh?” He could almost hear Sofiya’s racing thoughts as she took a hurried sip of wine. As the days went on, she had been dressing ever more provocatively around the house, trying to lure him across the last, forbidden line. Or undressing, as the case might be. The days back in Memphis, when she might stroll around the house topless, were back in the hazy past. She made certain she was decently dressed when they went out, or when Harley or the girls visited, but other than that, all bets were off.

	Tonight, for example, his mother was wearing a pair of blue jeans, so tight they might as well have been painted on her, with high-heeled sandals and a midriff-baring top, snug enough that he could see the tips of her gorgeous breasts pressing firmly into the white cotton. Her hair was in a loose ponytail, spilling over one shoulder in a golden mass. The only jewelry she wore was a single silver bangle on her left wrist, etched with unfamiliar letters.

	He looked her up and down, and she colored, a delicate pink flooding her cheeks. “Bobby,” she murmured, looking away. “I love it when you stare at me like that. You make my pussy blush.”

	He nearly choked on his drink. “What?”

	“You know. Don’t you? The way a woman feels, when a man she desires looks at her in a certain way?” One hand went to her crotch, rubbing it shamelessly. “I get hot. Down here. And my lips get wet.” Her eyes closed. “Everything feels warm and tingly. Especially deep inside. Kind of itchy. But kind of not.”

	He swallowed. Under the spell of her soft, sweet voice, his cock had grown to terrifying proportions in the confines of his shorts. He moved a hand down to adjust it to a more comfortable position, more than aware that his mother’s eyes were following every move greedily.

	A hiss and sudden gout of flame rose from the grill, breaking the spell. He jumped up, dousing the fire with a squirt from a water bottle, then turned the steaks and brushed on more marinade. “These are almost ready,” he said over his shoulder. “You like yours medium-rare, right?”

	“Exactly.” She laughed lightly. “I don’t want my meat to be well-done. Give it to me young and fresh.”

	He smiled crookedly as he turned back to her. “You’re really pushing that analogy, Mom.”

	She pouted. “I’m trying to make you horny for me. What should I have said, if you’re so smart?”

	“First of all,” he said, adjusting the heat on the grill slightly, “I’m horny for you all the time. Second,” he continued, as her face lit in a smile, “you might say something about how young meat is jucier.”

	She sat back, arms folded across her chest. With a small move of her forearms, she drew his eyes to her breasts, lifting them slightly. “I like mine better.”

	“I thought you might.” He eyed the still-bare table. “If we’re going to eat out here, we should get things ready.”

	 

	I could do this for the rest of my life.

	As they ate, steak and pasta salad and sweet corn on the cob, the thought flashed across Bobby’s mind. We have as much money as we’ll ever need. Enough to last the rest of our lives, if we’re careful. This isn’t an expensive town to live in, and the house is already paid for. I wouldn’t need to go to college. Not if I didn’t want to. No reason to spend four years and couple hundred grand getting a degree I might not ever use. I bet there’s a lot of decent blue-collar jobs around here, or up in Nashville or Murfreesboro. I could do something nine to five, like driving a forklift or working as a roofer, just so Mom doesn’t get sick of the sight of me, and come back here every night.

	Sofiya’s voice broke into his reverie. “What are you thinking about, malia?”

	He took a bite of pasta salad, then reached for a bread stick. “You. Me. The future.”

	“The future.” She finished her wine, then poured a little bit more into the glass. “Do you know, that’s a word I had almost forgotten. I didn’t dare think about it. If I did, I probably would have gone a little bit crazy.

	“What future are you thinking of?”

	“You. Me. Together. Living here.” He took a deep breath. “Marriage.”

	Sofiya went motionless, her glass stopped hallway to her mouth. “Marriage,” she repeated tonelessly. A tear spilled out of her eye and trickled down her cheek.

	“Not if you don’t want!” he added hastily.

	“No, no, malia. It’s all right.” She wiped her eyes. “You caught me surprise. And you make me very happy. But there’s Sonny to think of.”

	“Damn Sonny,” he said harshly. “He’s dead and good riddance. What does he have to do with how I feel about you? I want to be with you forever. And he can’t stop us now.”

	“Oh?” She smiled sadly. “Can’t he? I am still married to him, love. Until he is legally dead, he still holds us in his grip. It is going to take time and care to untangle me from that knot. We might,” she said pensively, “think about hiring an attorney. If we can find one who is smart and careful.”

	“And I want to change my name back,” he said, setting his jaw. “I’m sick of pulling out my wallet and seeing ‘DiScalso’ on my driver’s license. Thompson was good enough for my mom and dad, and it’s good enough for me.”

	“Then it is settled,” she said. “You will be Bobby Thompson. I will be Sofiya Tarachenko. And when the time is right, I will marry you.”

	He looked down at his plate, surprised to find it empty. All that was left were crumbs and a stripped corn cob. He lifted his eyes to find Sofiya looking at him questioningly.

	“Are you ready?”

	He swallowed. Desire was a hollow pit in his belly, filled with dancing butterdlies. He knew, beyond question, that if he crossed this line, there would be no going back for either of them. They had gone up to, and maybe even past, what society would forgive. Once across this line, they would have to spend the rest of their lives hiding who they were, what they were, and what they did in the shadows, with the shades drawn and the windows closed.

	They could be a mother and son. Or they could be lovers, mates, husband and wife. The world as it was would never allow them to be both.

	He stood. Graceful as a willow in the breeze, Sofiya followed. Her high-heeled sandals clicked on the wood of the deck as she took a few slow steps. She walked openly, boldly, displaying her body without shame, showing him all she had to offer.

	She put a hand on his chest, the palm flat. It seemed to burn through his shirt. “Bobby. I want you. I want you more than I have ever wanted a man. When I look at you, my body cannot do anything but get ready for love.

	“But I won’t force you. I won’t make you do something you don’t want. I know you are nervous.

	“I am not Ellen. I cannot be for you what she was. But I can be me.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “Please, Bobby. Don’t make me wait. Give me an answer.”

	There was no answer he could give. Not in words. Slowly, deliberately, he put his hands on her waist, drawing her close. Sofiya gasped as their bodies touched, the rigid bar of his cock pressing against the concave curve of her belly.

	“Sofiya.” He murmured her name. Not Mom. Not anymore. “I love you. You’re wonderful and sweet and smart and sexy as hell and you turn me on so much I can’t stand it.”

	Words were useless. He couldn’t give voice to his love, to his desire for his sexy mother. She had rescued him. He had rescued her. It was as if fate had decreed they should be together.

	He lowered his head, tilted up her chin, and kissed her. Kissed her for the first time. Not the soft sweet pecks they had exchanged in bed. But a lover’s kiss, dark and potent. Sofiya moaned, deep in her chest. Under his lips, he felt her mouth open. Her tongue emerged, shyly licking at the seam of his lips. In response to her unspoken question, he opened to her. A touch of her tongue on his. Another. And then they were kissing frantically, their tongues tangling, and his mother was grinding her body against his, and he had his arm wrapped around her back, pulling her close so he could feel the wonderful softness of her breasts against his chest.

	“Inside,” she gasped when they finally parted. She leaned in, nipping at his lower lip with sharp white teeth. The tiny jolt of pain only served to inflame his lust. “Or we’ll be giving the neighbors a biology lesson they don’t need yet.”

	He snickered at the thought of Harley’s trio of rugrats watching them screw. “Inside. Right.” But he made no move toward the patio door. Instead, he cupped the ripe mound of her breast in his right hand. So soft, so firm. Why had he been afraid of touching her before? He could have had this days ago!

	“Bobby…” A warning.

	“All right.” With shaking hands, he started to gather up plates and bowls, stacking them in a haphazard pile. The last thing he wanted was to make multiple trips to clean up their supper, when Sofiya was standing there, looking like the answer to his most forbidden fantasies.

	It took only a few minutes, but it seemed longer. But finally the leftovers were stashed away, plates and glasses and cutlery in the sink, where they could be washed later. He followed his mother down the hall to what he now thought of as ‘their’ bedroom.

	He turned to her. “Mom…”

	What he might have said next was cut off, as she threw her arms around him and kissed him with desperate need. Before he knew it, she had tugged his t-shirt out of his jeans, and was pulling it over his head.

	“This is what I want,” she whispered, tonguing his nipples. He hissed in pleasured surprise. Why had no one ever told him that this could feel so good? Ellen certainly hadn’t ever kissed him like that. Maybe she didn’t know either. The thought fluttered through his head, then disappeared as Sofiya pushed him back onto the bed. First his shoes, then the rest of his clothes disappeared as she undressed him with terrifying swiftness.

	“This,” she repeated. “A man. A real man, with a man’s body. I’ve dreamed of it. For years, I dreamed of escape. Of true love. And now I’ve found it.” She gave a laugh which seemed half a sob. “I’ve waited. Waited so long. I’ve masturbated so many times, wishing for someone else, I think my clitoris has a callus on it.”

	Despite himself, he snickered. “You can’t blame me for that.”

	“I will if you don’t do your job right.” She straddled him, denim-clad legs spread over his groin. “Aren’t you going to take my clothes off?” She stretched, displaying her magnificent chest. “Or do I have to do everything?”

	He sat up, pulling her close. The fabric of her jeans rubbed against his shaft, oddly stimulating. Slowly, he set his hands on her waist, then worked them upward. Her skin was hot, almost feverish. The cloth of her shirt bunched under his hands, rising reluctantly. When he reached the underside of her breasts, he stopped, teasing, then kissed the slope of one, lips pressing against her mound through warm, sweet-scented cotton.

	“Oh, baby,” Sofiya moaned. She caught his hands and moved them to her bottom. “That feels so good. Squeeze me. There. Oh, yeah.” Her words turned into a guttural groan as he cupped her perky cheeks in each hand. With a quick motion, she peeled her shirt away, revealing her braless breasts. “Please. I’ve waited so long.”

	Hesitantly, he reached toward them. They were larger than Ellen’s. And Peggy Sue’s, the only other girl he had gone to bed with. Teardrop-shaped, with perky, dusky-red nipples that tilted slightly upward, they sat high and bold on his mother’s chest. He touched one with his fingertips, brushing across the skin in a skittering caress that made her bite her lip. It was both firm and soft, more wonderful than he could have imagined.

	He kissed them, moving his mouth from one lovely orb to the other, his tongue swirling over her skin. Now approaching her turgid nipples, now backing away teasingly.

	“Bobby!” Sofiya threaded her hands through the hair on the back of his head, guiding him. Her torso twisted back and forth in her effort to make him kiss her nipples, and her voice was hoarse. “Stop it! Kiss them! Now!”

	It was what he was waiting for. He opened his mouth, lunging forward, toppling his mother backward until she was lying on the bed and he was over her. He pulled her nipple into his mouth, lashing it with his tongue-tip.

	“Oh, fuck.” The words were almost strangled. “Oh, Bobby, my love. That’s…that’s fucking wonderful.”

	He switched from one breast to another, delighting as her nipples grew even firmer under his touch, proof of her desire for him. With one hand, he unbuttoned her jeans, pulling the zipper down. She helped him, wriggling her hips as she fought free from the cocoon of restricting denim, her long legs and silky folds emerging from the cloth like a butterfly from its chrysalis.

	“Oh, Mom.” He kissed her hard, running his hand up her flank to her breast. She moved beneath him, shifting, until his hips were within the fertile angle of her thighs. He kissed her neck, her shoulder, her lips, groaning as her tongue plunged deep into his mouth, exploring with a frantic desire, the culmination of days and days of long-simmering sexual tension.

	It had all led up to this place, this charged moment in time. Sofiya slid lower on the bed, her eyes wild, and he felt her ankles hook around the back of his knees. Then she pulled with her legs, using the leverage to hump the mound of her pubis into the underside of his rigid, aching shaft. Her lips split, her cleft soaking his cock in her womanly juices, and he groaned. Nothing, no, one, not even Ellen, had felt so hot, so wet, so delightfully wanton. It was beyond wonderful, a wicked, sensual heat he would never tire of.

	He kissed her again, then let his hand slide between their bodies. Wise with the knowledge of nights in her bed, he covered her pubic rise, his fingers tickling the bud of her clit.

	“Ah!” She humped up, then hung there, rigid, grinding her furred mound into his palm, her mouth open and gasping for breath as he played with her. In the light of the bedroom, her twilight-blue eyes shone with a hectic gleam.

	“Too quick,” she moaned. “It can’t be too quick.” Gently, but firmly, she moved his hand away, then looped her arms around his neck, smiling into his confused expression.

	“When I cum, Bobby, I want it to be from your dick.”

	“I thought…”

	“No.” She put a finger against his lips, smiling. “I’m not angry. You were trying to make me feel good. And you did.

	“But it has been a very long time, for me. And I want our first time to be special. Truly special.” She lifted her thigh, the silky skin sliding along his hip. “You’ve fingered me to climax before. Haven’t you?”

	“Unless you were faking it, yeah.”

	Her smile grew wider. “I’ve never had to fake it with you. You make me feel so good. Hot and sexy and beloved, malia.”

	She reached down, placing his cock-tip at the entrance of her pussy. His slit was leaking, covered with pre-cum. She rubbed it against her lips, both of them moaning at the exquisite sensations where their bodies touched.

	“Inside, dearest,” she whispered. “Now.”

	He bent down, kissing her breasts, licking each nipple in turn, and then her mouth. Slowly, he began to push forward. Slowly, her lips spread, her body opening to him. An inch, then another. Sofiya’s arms came hard around him, her body quaking as she clutched him like a drowning woman.

	Nothing had been like this before. With Ellen, and Peggy Sue before her, he had always been forced to wear a condom during sex. He hadn’t minded. Sex was great, no matter what he had wrapped around his dick, and the idea of being a teenage father hadn’t exactly appealed to him. But the sensation of his bare skin against the slick insides of his mother’s channel, the feel as she slowly opened to him, drawing his cock within her with a slow, torturous ease, was beyond anything in his limited experience.

	“We did it,” Sofiya breathed as he bottomed out inside her. In unison, they looked down, to the place where their bodies joined. The base of his cock was flush with his mother’s nether lips. Inside her, his cock twitched, threatening to spill his load. Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply, trying to calm himself.

	“It’s okay, Bobby.” His mother touched his cheek, gentling him. “Just relax. I know you can do this.”

	Slowly, the tide receded, leaving him hard but ready. Slowly, he pulled out. Equally slowly, he pushed back in. Now one hand was on her hip, the other under her shoulders, pulling her close. The tips of her breasts rubbed against the skin of his chest on every stroke, soft and hard at the same time. He kissed her mouth, then her breasts, ducking his head to her chest as she lifted them, then her lips again. Her scent surrounded him, thick and heady, redolent of musk. And from below came soft squelching sounds, her wetness and his hardness combining together for the soundtrack of their love.

	“Oh, baby. You love me so good.” Slowly, Sofiya’s thighs rose and spread. She hooked her hands behind her knees, opening to him. “Please. Just like that. Keep fucking me.” Her head lolled back in the pillows, and her breath began to come in deep, rapid pants. “Harder. Harder. Quicker. Deeper. As deep as you can.”

	Bobby lost control. No one had ever urged him on with such naked lust. He covered his mother’s body with his own, his groin slapping down against the hot, liquid lips of her sex. His balls swung heavily, striking her rear in punctuation with every thrust. Cum boiled up his shaft, threatening to erupt.

	“Mom!” he gasped in warning.

	“Cumming, baby!” She clawed his shoulders, her eyes wide and ecstatic. Her mouth curled in a trembling, disbelieving smile. Her head arched back, the cords of her neck standing out. “Cumming!!” she shrieked, and his cock was taken in a vise-like grip, her inner walls clamping down on him as her climax swept through her body. One more shove, ramming hilt-deep into his mother, and he came to his own orgasm, spending his seed deep inside her in a white-hot spasm them emptied his balls in one tumultuous burst of pleasure.

	 

	*****

	So this is what lovemaking is like. Sofiya snuggled closer to her adopted son, her lover, throwing one thigh over his limp, cum-smeared cock. I like it.

	Beside her, Bobby stirred. “Was it-’’

	She placed a finger over his lips, silencing him. “You know it was.”

	“You didn’t even know what I was going to say.” But his eyes were dancing with pride.

	“You’re a man. I know exactly what was going through your head, malia.”

	His arm settled around her. Idly, his fingers traced the ridge of her spine, making her purr with pleasure. “I’ve never asked what that means. Malia.”

	She smiled, then cooed as his fingers gently explored the crack of her rear. “It means ‘baby.’ When I first met you, you were barely out of diapers, after all. And I wanted a baby of my own.”

	“Baby.” He huffed a breath. “Maybe we could change it to something a little more…adult?”

	She fingered phrases in her mind. “There is always moia kokhana. ‘My love.’”

	“My love,” he repeated. “I could get to like that.” He kissed her.

	She returned it ardently. Under her leg, she felt his cock give a renewed twitch, and caught her breath. Again? “But what should I call you?” he asked, half-serious.

	She rolled over until she was straddling him, putting her chest near his face. Wisely, he took the hint, kissing the mounds of her breasts. “My papa called me malo sontsya. Little sunshine.”

	He ran a strand of her hair through his fingers. In the lamplight, it shone like liquid gold. “That fits.”

	“Thank you.” She sat on his cock. Rubbing sensuously. She watched his face, smiling as he grew and hardened beneath her. “Would you like to do it again?”

	“I don’t know.” His face remained solemn, but his chest began to shake as he fought off a spate of laughter. “I mean, if you think it’s important, that we really should, I suppose I could. Not that I really want to make love to my sexy, gorgeous mother. Again. But I can make that sacrifice. For the greater good.”

	She scowled down at him. “You’re a rotten little boy and I should have left you in that orphanage. But,” she said, whimpering a little as she opened to him, his hot, steely length sliding into to her once more, “I suppose I’ll have to live with the consequences.”

	“It’s your own fault, really,” he agreed. His eyes twinkled as he pulled her down, kissing her heaving breasts.

	“You have no one to blame but yourself.”

	 

	*****

	 

	Epilogue:

	 

	Ten months later.

	 

	“This is a mistake,” Sofiya said, huddling deeper into her seat.

	Her son smiled at her. “No, it’s not. I trust her.”

	“You’re just getting tired of me,” she said pettishly. “Less than a year, and you’re going back to a younger woman.”

	“Sofiya…” he drew her name out teasingly. Out in public, he never used ‘Mom.’ Not anymore. “You’re being silly. You know that, right?” As if to punctuate his words, he put his right hand over her left where it lay on the table. “And besides. This was your idea. Wasn’t it?”

	She sniffled, then smiled. “I know. I just…I’m still afraid.”

	“Don’t be.” He looked around the small, trendy Mexican restaurant, located not too far from the Vanderbilt campus in downtown Nashville. “We haven’t heard a peep from JJ or Craig or Diaz, or anyone who works for them. Not even when they found Sonny’s body.”

	That had been interesting. They had woken up one morning to find Sonny’s face staring up at them from the front page of the Nashville Tennessean.

	‘Memphis Man Dead In Apparent Gangland Slaying,’ blared the headline, then proceeded to tell the story of how Bernard ‘Sonnny’ DiScalso’s body had been found in an abandoned warehouse, discovered by a pair of homeless women who were squatting there, and his unsavory history with the Memphis underworld. Neither Sofiya nor Bobby had come forward when the police asked for information about the killing. It was only several months later, when the furor about the murder had died down, that Sofiya had, very quietly, begun the process which would allow her to change her name legally and to dispose of the property back in Memphis. By that time, the New York City police had more important things to think about than the months-old murder of a small-time mafia henchman. A harried detective had flown to Nashville, where she had conducted a rather desultory interview of both Bobby and Sofiya. They had answered, truthfully enough, that Bobby had just recently become aware of Sonny’s illegal activities, and had reason to believe that their lives were in danger. When she asked if they had any idea who had ordered the murder, they had clammed up.

	“So,” Lieutenant Valente had said, her mouth twisting. “It’s like that, huh?”

	“Let’s just say that we want to avoid aggravating anyone we don’t want to,” Bobby had replied. “We’re very happy here.” He had smiled thinly. “We were warned once, very vaguely, not to make any trouble.”

	“By who?” The officer had leaned forward eagerly.

	“We don’t know. Honestly,” he added, hands up, as Valente’s face broke into a frustrated snarl. “We don’t. It was a one-word text message. We ran. And we hid. And we’re very happy where we are.”

	“If we make a case, would you testify?”

	He shook his head. “I like my head without any puncture wounds, thank you. Especially twenty-two caliber.”

	“We could put you in witness protection.”

	Sofiya had spoken up for the first time. “For Sonny DiScalso? No, you won’t. The federal government isn’t going to spend that sort of money on us.”

	She had stood up, slinging her bag over one shoulder. “This interview is over. Stop wasting our time.”

	He blinked, breaking out of his reverie. At the door, he spotted a familiar face scanning the room. He raised a hand, and Ellen’s face lit up.

	“Bobby!” She squeezed his hand as she sank down in the one spare seat at the table. “Mrs. DiScalso,” she added politely, nodding at Sofiya.

	Here we go. He had argued about this with his mother. But she had been adamant that they should be honest from the very start. “Not Mrs. DiScalso now, Ellen,” Sofiya replied politely. “Not anymore.”

	“Or ever again, thank God,” he added.

	“I’m Sofiya Tarachenko. At least for now.” With a move that could not be mistaken, she set her left hand on top of Bobby’s right. The sapphire glitter of her engagement ring matched the joyful gleam in her eyes. “But in few months, I’ll be Sofiya Thompson.”

	Ellen’s mouth fell wide open. “Jesus Christ,” she whispered as she put the pieces together. “My mom told me once that you would never love me as much as you loved your mother. But I thought she was just being bitchy. What the hell, Bobby? Are you crazy?”

	“No,” he shrugged. “I’m in love. Though it feels kind of like the same as being crazy sometimes.”

	“So what is this all about then?” She looked from Sofiya to Bobby and back again. “Did you invite me here just to brag? I didn’t think you were that kind of asshole.”

	“No!” He lowered his voice. “No, Ellen. Please. Listen.” This had all sounded so logical when he had been planning it out in his head. But faced with a coldly furious former girlfriend, his carefully-rehearsed speeches fell apart. “We’re not trying to embarrass you. Or brag. Or anything like that.

	“I called you because you were the one person in Memphis that I missed. Who I wanted to see, once I thought it was safe again.”

	“You are a remarkable young woman, Ellen,” Sofiya’s lightly-accented voice cut in, interrupting his next words. “I approved of you as a woman that Bobby might one day marry. It hurt me to think that you might go to separate schools, and lose each other forever.”

	“It looks like I’ve lost him anyway. To you.” She smiled crookedly, a hint of her good humor returning. “At least it was to a super-hot woman, and not some butterface.”

	“Butterface?” Sofiya turned a confused gaze to Bobby.

	He grimaced. “It’s an old saying. About a woman who has a gorgeous body but an unattractive face. But her face,” he said slowly. “Butterface.”

	“Oh.” Sofiya looked away.

	 “Ellen. I love Sofiya, yes. But I never stopped caring about you. I gave up on college. But then, a few months ago, I changed my mind.”

	“Why?”

	“He didn’t like hard work,” his mother smirked.

	Sonny snorted, leaning back in his chair. The barb was too close to the truth to deny. He had learned, to his chagrin, that the blue-collar life romanticized by countless country-western singers wasn’t that great. At the end of a day you were sweaty, smelly, and too tired to give your lover the attention she deserved.

	Probably the reason why the women in all of those songs cheated on their men, he thought. The men were wore out from farming or working on a road crew. And the women found a nice guy with an office job who could keep them happy at night.

	“I didn’t like getting up early,” he said, and flashed a disarming smile. “You know how lazy I am, Ellen. The only thing that could get me motivated was the chance of chasing some tail.”

	Her look told him she didn’t believe him for a second, but was willing to let the matter drop. “So? What are you doing?” Her voice turned acid, though it was pitched low. “Aside from marrying your adoptive mother.”

	“Vanderbilt seems like a nice place to go to school,” he observed mildly. “And Nashville is convenient to where we live now. I think I could get in, if I applied. How do you like it?”

	The conversation went better after that. A waiter came and took their orders as Ellen told him about the ups and downs of her freshman year. Bobby opted for the shrimp fajitas, while Ellen and Sofiya shared a taco platter, chicken and beef and steak and chorizo, with enough toppings that they were able to keep each other happily occupied with different combinations. Bobby was happy to see that Ellen restrained herself to one glass of wine, brought under the eye of the indulgent waiter. For himself, he made sure his tongue didn’t wag, and settled for a glass of soda. Though when Sofiya ordered a second margarita, he gave her a significant glance.

	At last the check arrived. Bobby took it, over Ellen’s half-hearted protests. He knew that with two younger siblings approaching college age, her parents hadn’t a lot of extra money to spare.

	“Would you like to come back to our place?” he asked. “It’s less than an hour away, down in Shelbyville.”

	Ellen shook her head reluctantly. “I really shouldn’t…”

	“Why? It’s Saturday night. Do you need to study? It’s not time for finals already, is it?”

	She shook her head, dark hair gleaming in the restaurant lights. “No. Finals aren’t until next month. And I’m acing all my classes anyway. It’s all prerequisites, anyway. MCP might have sucked to go to, but they did a good job getting me ready for college.” She bit her lip. “But what will people say? If you come home with some girl?”

	“I’ll say you were an old friend. Which is nothing more than the truth,” he said firmly.

	“Besides,” Sofiya said softly, drawing a finger down Ellen’s arm. “I’ve always wanted to get to know you a little better. I’ve always been…curious…about you.”

	“Curious?” Ellen’s voice squeaked, just a little, and Bobby hid a smile. She turned to him, as if sensing his thoughts. “What is this, Bobby? Some sort of perverted game? Get me drunk, take me to your place, and beat off while your fiancé makes out with me?”

	“Don’t be silly.” Sofiya’s voice sharpened, just for a moment. “You’re a lovely young woman. And it hurt Bobby terribly to let you go when we had to run away from Memphis. But he did it to protect you. Remember. At that time we had no idea then that Sonny’s…superiors…would let us go so easily. Anyone we knew or cared about might have been hurt as well.”

	Ellen hung her head. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice low. “It hurts, though. I had him. And now I don’t. I tried to forget about him. About you,” she said, raising her eyes and meeting his. “But I couldn’t. I missed you so much. And now you’re back and I’ve still lost you. You’re not mine anymore. You’re hers.”

	He swallowed. He opened his mouth, hoping to say what he felt, but nothing came out. He looked at Sofiya helplessly.

	His mother must have sensed his distress. A small smile curled up her mouth, and she covered Ellen’s hand with her own. “Love shared is love doubled, child. My…fiance’… and I have talked about this. He never stopped loving you either.

	“Bobby is a wonderful lover. But there are things he cannot do. Qualities he does not have,” she stated with appalling frankness. “I have always wondered what it would be like to be with a woman. And we think, we hope, that you might have wondered the same thing. That some nights, your thoughts turned to me, Bobby’s mother, and wondered what it would be like to be with me in bed. Or maybe,” she said mischievously. “All three of us?

	“We will not force you,” she said. “Or even ask again, if our offer is repugnant. But we would very much like…I would very much like, to have you in bed with me. With us.”

	“My parents…” Ellen said helplessly, and Bobby knew she was thinking about her rigid, conservative father, who had no doubt been secretly pleased when Bobby had mysteriously disappeared.

	“Are not here,” Sofiya stated flatly. “They will not find out. Not from us.”

	“And if you say no,” Bobby put in, “it doesn’t mean you’ll never see us again.” He smiled. “You’re still my friend. One of my best friends.”

	Ellen sat, silent. Around them the happy babble of the restaurant rose and fell. The waiter came by and took Bobby’s payment, thanking them for their business and smiling at the tip Bobby tucked into the folder. And still she sat, motionless as a graven image.

	At last Ellen reached out. She took Bobby’s hand in her left, and Sofiya’s in her right.

	“This scares the crap out of me.” She glanced at Sofiya, taking her in. The elegant sundress, the tasteful, understated makeup and jewelry. The fact that she was, quite obviously, not wearing a bra. “But I have to see it for myself. The woman who was so good in bed she could steal my boyfriend away from me.” Her voice wobbled as she made the joke, but she kept her chin high.

	“Brave girl,” Sofiya whispered. She leaned forward and brushed her mouth across Ellen’s lips, heedless of whoever might be watching.

	“Come, my loves.” She stood up. Her lover and his girlfriend followed.

	“Let’s go home.”

	 

	The End
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