
        
            
                
            
        

    
	【 The Other Side of Mom: The Finale】
Author: Want to buy NS2

	
The story takes place three years after "The Other Side of Mom: The Return". Lin Wan and her son, who are deeply entangled in an abnormal relationship, will face an unprecedented test.

	
Chapter 1

	
My parents got divorced last week .

	
There were no arguments, no complaints; the marriage had long existed in name only , making it a natural outcome. Divorce was...

	
My dad suggested it, which surprised me a little, but upon reflection, it made sense — is work really that busy?

	
What could possibly drive a man to live apart from his wife for over a decade? Perhaps, like how I once didn't understand my mother...

	
Like a secret , I actually know even less about my father.

	
The house was transferred to my mother's name; my father said it would be mine sooner or later anyway. He only took two small suitcases.

	
There aren't many traces of him in this house. Even so, I still feel that a part of the home will always remain with me .

	
It's empty.

	
　　My mother was calmer than I expected. On the day we went through the formalities, she went grocery shopping and cooked as usual, and even prepared for the next day's school.

	
used by the class . The only thing that made me realize she was upset was that she had thrown away a lot of things these past few days, including bags.

	
Including that old nightgown she had worn for a long time.

	
"Only by throwing away the old can you have the new." She said this while her back was to me, and she was organizing her wardrobe.

	
I didn't reply . But I knew she wasn't just talking about the bathrobe.

	
　　---

	
That afternoon, I came back from running errands at school, opened the door, and the living room was filled with the fragrance of someone who had just taken a shower.

	
　　My mother sat on the sofa, her hair still a little damp, draped over her shoulders. She was wearing an outfit I had never seen before—

	
—A light blue tie-dye top with an off-shoulder design, revealing one shoulder and collarbone; paired with a white bottom.

	
A long, woven dress. It makes her look elegant with a touch of sexiness.

	
　　Seeing me enter, she smiled and said, "You're back?"

	
I hummed in agreement and walked over to sit down next to her. The fragrance was even stronger, mingling with the warmth of her skin.

	
Spend.

	
" Mom, is this a new one?" I pointed to her clothes.

	
She glanced down at it, a slight smile playing on her lips. "Hmm. Does it look good?"

	
I didn't answer, but simply reached out and gently placed my hand on her exposed shoulder. Her skin was cool, still damp from washing...

	
She felt refreshed after her shower. She leaned slightly towards me.

	
" Thank you for being with me these past few days , " she said softly.

	
I nuzzled her hair with the tip of my nose and said with a smile, "It's only right that I keep you company."

	
She smiled too. It was a gentle smile, but a warm one.

	
My hand slid down her shoulder and around her waist. She leaned completely into my arms, her head resting against my chest.

	
Her hair was damp, and a cool breeze seeped through my T- shirt , but her body was hot.

	
We just held each other like that, neither of us saying a word. Her breathing was very soft, her full breasts rising and falling evenly.

	
It rubbed against my chest.

	
　　After a long time, she raised her head and looked at me.

	
"Your dad isn't coming back," she said quietly. "From now on, it'll just be the two of us in this house."

	
I nodded .

	
She raised her hand and stroked my face. Her hand was soft, and her fingertips were a little cool.

	
"Will you always stay with me ?" she asked.

	
"Yes," I said, taking her hand. "Always."

	
She smiled, looked up , and her lips lightly touched my chin. Then they moved up to touch my lips.

	
The kiss was fleeting, like a dragonfly skimming the water, just a brief touch, a tentative probe, yet also a confirmation. I didn't move, just felt her lips.

	
The warmth of her lips. After a few seconds, she stepped back slightly, looked at me, her eyes bright.

	
" Are you satisfied now?" she asked playfully.

	
I couldn't help but laugh out loud: "That's it?"

	
She lightly tapped me: "Greedy."

	
I kissed her, fueled by the desire that had been building up over the past few days. She responded, wrapping her arms around my neck. We kissed.

	
For a long time, until she couldn't breathe . When I let go, her breathing was erratic, and her lips were slightly swollen. She leaned against me.

	
gently traced circles on my chest .

	
" Mom ... " I began.

	
" Um?"

	
"Are you ... really okay ?" I asked. "About the divorce."

	
She was silent for a moment, then sighed softly.

	
" To be honest?" She looked up, gazing at a corner of the house, "I feel a little down. After all, I'm only in my twenties."

	
and suddenly we're really divorced ...

	
She paused, then shook her head: "But it's also easier. I don't have to wait for anyone's call anymore, I don't have to think about him anymore."

	
When are you coming back? From now on, we can do whatever we want with this family."

	
Her hand stopped on my chest, and she stared at me.

	
"Don't you think this is a good thing?" she asked.

	
I looked into her eyes and could discern expectation, dependence — and a feeling that had begun three years ago.

	
Something that's always been there . I also know the answer she wants.

	
"Very good," I said, and pulled her into my arms again.

	
　　---

	
Just then, Mom's phone rang.

	
" Never mind ... " I said breathlessly, kissing her neck.

	
" Stop it ." She pinched my arm, and I wisely dodged away. She got up to get her phone and scanned...

	
He glanced at the screen and frowned slightly.

	
"Your aunt," she said, then answered the phone, "Hello?"

	
I leaned back on the sofa , listening to her speak. Her voice was soft, but I could tell her tone was more tense than before.

	
A little bit.

	
" ... Um, I'm at home ... nothing much ... okay, come on over."

	
After hanging up the phone, she looked at me with a somewhat helpless expression.

	
"Your aunt is coming over later," she said. "She said she's just passing by and wants to see me."

	
I paused for a moment, then asked, "Now?"

	
" Hmm." She stood up, smoothing her clothes. "I need to change. You ... make the living room ..."

	
Let's tidy up.

	
I said "okay." She turned and walked towards the bedroom, but stopped after a couple of steps and looked back at me. That look in her eyes...

	
She had something to say, but she didn't say it aloud. She just sighed softly and went into the bedroom.

	
I'm feeling a bit unsettled. My aunt is coming — my mother's younger sister, in her early thirties, divorced and single.

	
She lives on the other side of the city , quite far away. We don't see each other often, but we always meet during holidays. She...

	
This visit is likely more than just a simple "passing by".

	
I tidied up the magazines scattered on the coffee table and straightened the sofa cushions. After I finished, Mom had already come out of the bedroom.

	
She came out. She had changed into casual clothes — a light-colored knit sweater, dark trousers, and her hair was casually tied up. See?

	
I got up as usual , but I knew that this outfit was worlds apart from the one I had just worn.

	
" Will this work?" she asked.

	
I nodded . She came over, looked me up and down, and reached out to straighten my collar.

	
"You too," she said. "Be mindful of your image in front of relatives."

	
　　---

	
My aunt arrived around 3 p.m.

	
　　As soon as the door opened, she hugged her mother warmly: "Sister!"

	
　　Her mother seemed very happy, patting her back: "Why did you come all of a sudden?"

	
" Just passing by , missed you." My aunt let go of my hand, saw me, and said, "Oh, you're home too?"

	
I greeted her with a smile, "Auntie."

	
She came in, placed the fruit basket she was carrying on the coffee table, and looked around. I stood beside her, watching her profile.

	
Her face — she looked a lot like her mother, but younger, with firmer skin and no visible fine lines around her eyes. Her clothes…

	
It's also fashionable, a chiffon printed dress with a thin black leather belt around the waist.

	
"Sis, are you alright?" Auntie sat down and chatted with Mom for a few minutes before getting straight to the point.

	
.

	
　　Her mother sat down opposite her and smiled, "You're fine, what's wrong?"

	
" Stop pretending." Her aunt looked at her, her tone tinged with concern. "I understand how you feel."

	
　　Mom hesitated for a moment, then sighed.

	
"It's really nothing," she said. "You know, all these years, your brother-in-law ... that person is rarely around."

	
Home. Leaving it makes me feel lighter.

	
My aunt looked at her without saying a word. After a few seconds, she turned to me: "How's your mother these days? I'm keeping an eye on her."

	
She looks a bit thinner.

	
I replied, "She's alright. Mom's pretty strong."

	
" Strong?" Auntie scoffed. "That's because you didn't see it. She's always been like this, keeping everything bottled up ..."

	
… And you? Almost a senior, right? What are your plans after graduation?

	
"I'll find a job," I said. "I'll find a job in Ningbo, so I don't have to leave my mom's side."

	
The aunt paused for a moment, then smiled: "Hmm, quite filial." She then looked at her mother, "Sister, my eldest..."

	
Your nephew knows how to care for you.

	
　　Mom joked, "He's all he has left is his mouth. He always makes excuses when I ask him to help with the housework."

	
Four.

	
But I saw her eyes light up.

	
My aunt chatted for a while longer, mostly about everyday things — how her job was going, whether she'd found a boyfriend recently.

	
Friends and mothers told her to be more open-minded about these things. Finally, she tentatively asked:

	
"Sis, what are your plans for the future?"

	
　　My mother's tone was relaxed, as if she were talking about something unimportant: "It's the same as always, go to work as usual, live your life as usual."

	
Life goes on, day by day.

	
"Well ... " Aunt hesitated for a moment, "Have you thought about finding someone else?"

	
　　Mom thought for a moment, then laughed: "What are you looking for? I'm already so old."

	
"How old? Only forty-one!" my aunt said. "That's the perfect age. Besides, you're all alone, and your son..."

	
eventually have to settle down and start a family. What will you do then?"

	
　　My mother didn't say anything. I sat next to her, feeling a little uneasy.

	
"Auntie." I suddenly felt an urge; at this moment, I had to express my support. "Don't worry."

	
Well, settling down and starting a family are things for later. Right now, I just want to spend more time with my mom and make sure she doesn't suffer any injustice."

	
　　My mother and aunt seemed surprised that I would say such a thing. The two women looked at each other simultaneously.

	
Turn to me. Time seemed to stand still at that moment.

	
" Not bad , you're quite the young man ... no , a real man now." Auntie's laughter broke the brief silence.

	
After a moment of silence, she stood up, walked over to me, and patted my shoulder: "Then take good care of your mother."

	
I glanced at my mother and saw her smiling as she looked me over, her lips slightly parted, revealing a few white...

	
teeth .

	
"Alright, don't worry about me." At this moment, Mom stood up too. "Since you're already here, Wenwen, what will you do tonight?"

	
Let's eat here.

	
My aunt waved her hand: "No, no, I have a date tonight. Sister, I'm leaving now. Is there anything you need?"

	
I call ."

	
　　Mom nodded and saw her to the door. After the door closed, the living room suddenly became quiet.

	
　　---

	
I stood there. My mother had her back to me, her hand still on the doorknob.

	
　　After a few seconds, she turned around. Her face was calm, but her eyes were slightly red — very light, almost imperceptible if not carefully examined.

	
You can't tell at all.

	
What you just said ... " she began, her voice slightly unsteady, "was it true?"

	
I walked over and stood in front of her.

	
"It means ... I promise I won't suffer any injustice." She looked at me, her eyes sparkling, "I won't leave you."

	
"

	
I raised my hand and gently touched her face.

	
"Really," I said, "always."

	
She smiled, then leaned into my arms, her forehead resting against my chest. We stood there like that, in the doorway, in…

	
In the afternoon sunlight.

	
" About being interrupted by your aunt earlier ... " she said softly, her face slightly flushed, "Shall we continue?"

	
I was just waiting for her to say that, so I immediately hugged her tighter. She laughed and pushed me away, then took my hand.

	
She walked towards the bedroom.

	
　　---

	
The curtains were half-drawn, and the light was very soft.

	
She stood by the bed and slowly took off her light-colored cardigan. Her movements were slow, as if she were deliberately letting me admire her.

	
I didn't move, I just watched her. Her clothes fell to the ground. Then her trousers. Finally, her underwear.

	
She stood before me, naked, the light falling on her. I had seen my mother's naked body countless times, but each time...

	
Every time I see it, it feels like the first time .

	
"Come here." She pulled me to sit on the edge of the bed .

	
She knelt in front of me, placed her hands on my waistband, and looked up at me.

	
" Just now in the living room, when you said those things ... " she said softly, "I thought about doing it."

	
"do what?"

	
She didn't answer, she just unzipped my pants. When my penis sprang out, she gently grasped it and...

	
A little closer. His breath was on me, hot.

	
" This is a reward for you," she said, then opened her mouth and took it in.

	
In that instant , my whole body tensed up. Her lips were soft, her tongue was warm, and she slowly enveloped me.

	
She looked up at me, her eyes asking – Are you comfortable ?

	
I nodded vigorously , and at the same time, I slowly placed my hand on her head.

	
She lowered her head and continued. The movements were slow and gentle, as if she were savoring something. Her tongue slid upwards from the base of her tongue.

	
It circled at the tip. Occasionally, I would take it deep into my mouth, my throat tightening, a sensation that sent shivers down my spine.

	
" Mom ... " I gasped for breath.

	
Only her moaning voice and our heavy breathing remained in the room . Sunlight streamed in through the gaps in the curtains.

	
Come, it lands on her bare back, on her breasts that sway gently with her movements.

	
　　After a long time — or perhaps not so long — she raised her head again, glistening saliva still clinging to the corner of her mouth.

	
"It's hard." She smiled slightly, with a hint of pride.

	
I could n't hold back any longer, so I pulled her up and pinned her to the bed. She giggled, wrapping her legs around mine.

	
waist.

	
"Do you want it?" I asked.

	
She nodded , her face flushed.

	
"I want it," she said, her voice low but clear.

	
I held my penis against her. Her vagina was already wet and slippery. I slowly pushed it in, feeling its tightness.

	
The inner walls gradually enveloped her. She softly murmured "Mmm," closed her eyes, and her eyelashes trembled slightly. (The entire root...)

	
I entered . Her hands were on my chest; I think she could feel me then.

	
My heart is pounding.

	
" Move around a bit," she urged softly.

	
I began to move. Slowly, deeply. She cooperated, her hips lifting occasionally, allowing me to penetrate even deeper. Her breathing...

	
His breathing grew heavier, his hands gripped the sheets , his knuckles turned white, his lips parted wide, revealing a row of teeth, as if he were about to...

	
She should laugh heartily. That expression — I don't always see her like that, as if she's completely opened herself up, without any...

	
There is nothing left but complete comfort and happiness.

	
I sped up. Her moans grew more urgent and seductive. The sounds mingled with the sounds of their bodies colliding.

	
The sound of "slapping" echoed in the room.

	
Suddenly, she opened her eyes and stared directly into mine. Her gaze was strange — not the look of someone about to reach climax.

	
It's not a hazy feeling, but a deeper longing.

	
She spoke.

	
"husband …… "

	
Just two words. They sounded like they were being squeezed out from deep in his throat .

	
"Push harder ... "

	
My mind went blank. Husband, Mom called me husband?

	
In that instant , many images flashed through my mind — the day my father left, he carried two small suitcases away.

	
He went out ; his mother stood by the window, watching his retreating figure; she said, "Only by throwing away the old can you embrace the new"; she had just...

	
She knelt before me, saying, "This is a reward for you"; had she ever called him that before, beneath him, and called him that too?

	 

	...

	
My movements unconsciously slowed down, each forward step accompanied by difficult resistance. She clearly sensed it.

	
Alright.

	
"What's wrong?" she asked, her voice filled with confusion.

	
I was speechless for a moment . I simply remained inside her, feeling the tight embrace slowly loosen, unable to go any further.

	
Advancing forward . It's softening down there — I can feel it slipping out little by little, from what was just tightly gripping...

	
My place.

	
Her eyes dimmed for a moment. I didn't know what to say, so I just hugged her tighter and buried my face in her hands.

	
She nestled her neck in the crook of my neck. She gently patted my back, just like she used to comfort me when I was a child. The room was quiet.

	
　　After a long while, she said softly:

	
"Are you ... too tired lately?"

	
"I ... " I was filled with shame and embarrassment. At a time like this, I actually "couldn't perform"? I racked my brains, desperately...

	
A reasonable explanation was needed, but ultimately nothing was found.

	
"I'm probably just too tired ... " I could only go along with what she said and say, "I'm sorry, Mom."

	
She sighed softly. Then she kissed my forehead.

	
"It's okay," she said again. "It's really okay."

	
She sat up, slowly picked up the clothes from the bedside and put them on, as if giving me time to say something. But I didn't understand anything.

	
I can't explain it.

	
" Are you having sweet and sour pork ribs for dinner?" she asked, her voice as usual.

	
I opened my mouth, truly unsure how to answer. She waited a few seconds, then gently opened the door and left.

	
I went outside. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. The sunlight slowly moved, from the bed to the floor. I heard noises from next door.

	
her walking was very soft, one step at a time.

	
I closed my eyes. My mind was filled with that one sentence—

	
"husband."

	
And in that instant , I actually thought of my father.

	
Chapter Two

	
Sunlight streamed in through the gaps in the curtains, signaling the start of a new day.

	
　　That day, Mom got up at seven o'clock, and then there were sounds of water running in the bathroom, the hairdryer, and the wardrobe opening.

	
The sound of the door closing ... It's almost nine o'clock, and she's still not finished. I walked to her room. The door was ajar.

	
I looked inside — she was standing in front of the dressing mirror , holding two pieces of clothing in her hands, gesturing to herself in the mirror. One was a dress.

	
She wore a beige suit. First, she picked up the skirt, held it against her body, and looked at herself in the mirror. Then she changed into the beige one and looked at herself again.

	
His brows were slightly furrowed.

	
" Mom," I said, pushing open the door, "isn't it ready yet?"

	
She turned around , still holding the clothes in her hands.

	
"Almost there," she said. "Just wait a little longer."

	
"You said it would be soon half an hour ago."

	
She glared at me, but there was no real anger in her eyes, only a hint of helplessness.

	
"You can't dress too sloppily when you go to your grandpa's house," she said, turning to the mirror to check her pink dress.

	
her skirt , "Besides, I need to let my relatives see that I'm doing alright now ... Which one do you think looks better?"

	
I leaned against the doorframe, watching her. She was wearing loungewear, her hair was freshly dried and draped over her shoulders, and her face was still...

	
on , her skin remained fair, flawless, and radiant.

	
"They all look good," I said.

	
She snorted: "Perfunctory."

	
She placed both pieces of clothing on the bed and then started rummaging through the drawers . Watching her busy figure, I suddenly remembered...

	
When I was little — back then , my mother would do the same thing before going out: try on clothes in front of the mirror and ask me to help her choose.

	
I admire her. Back then , I thought she was making a fuss, but now I think it's fine this way. At least, she still cares about herself.

	
It's not good-looking.

	
"Okay, okay, take your time." I raised my hands in surrender. "I'll wait in the living room."

	
" Okay." She didn't turn her head. "It'll be ready soon."

	
I waited another half hour .

	
When I checked my phone for the third time , my mother finally came out of the bedroom, wearing a collared top with rhinestone embellishments.

	
She wore a high-waisted midi skirt; the skirt was quite long, revealing a glimpse of her calves. Her makeup was exquisite, and her hair was loose.

	
It was tucked behind her ear, revealing a small pearl stud earring.

	
"How is it?" she asked, her tone tinged with anticipation.

	
I was momentarily stunned. It wasn't that I hadn't seen her dressed up before, but every time I looked at her so closely, I still felt—

	
My mom is so beautiful.

	
"It looks good," I said, and this time I meant it.

	
She smiled, a very slight smile, but her eyes lit up.

	
"Let's go then," she said, picking up her bag from the sofa.

	
I followed her toward the door . As she changed her shoes, I stood beside her and suddenly remembered something.

	
" Mom," I said.

	
"What's wrong?" She didn't look up , she was adjusting her shoe heel.

	
"You just asked me which one looks better," I said, "why didn't you ask yourself which one you think looks better?"

	
" What's the point of asking yourself?" She smiled, a faint smile. "When you get older, you just feel good about yourself."

	
"Looking at it is useless; it depends on what other people think of it."

	
My heart skipped a beat. Before I could say anything, she had already pushed open the door and left.

	
　　---

	
　　In the car, Mom sat in the passenger seat. I looked ahead, occasionally glancing at her in the rearview mirror. She was looking out the window.

	
She looked calm, but for some reason, I felt she was a little different today.

	
After driving for a while, she suddenly spoke.

	
you think your aunt is pretty?

	
I didn't expect her to ask that, so I turned to look at her. She didn't look at me; she was still gazing out the window.

	
"Why are you suddenly asking this?" I asked.

	
"Just asking," she said softly. "She's just over thirty, she's at the peak of her beauty."

	
I didn't speak. She continued, her tone carrying an indescribable quality:

	
"She has great skin and a great figure, so she looks good in anything. Unlike me ... I don't really know how to dress up anymore ..."

	
"

	
She didn't finish her sentence, but I understood what she meant.

	
I pulled the car over to the side of the road and turned to look at her. Her face was still so pretty, with a few fine lines at the corners of her eyes.

	
But it's very shallow; you can't see it at all unless you look closely .

	
" Mom," I said, emphasizing each word, "you're prettier than your aunt. Really."

	
She paused for a moment, then smiled, but still with a hint of disbelief.

	
"You're just good at comforting me."

	
"I'm not trying to comfort you," I said, "it's the truth."

	
She looked at me for a few seconds, then turned back to look ahead.

	
" Let's drive ," she said. "Don't keep your grandpa waiting."

	
I restarted the car and continued driving. I thought to myself: Mom is in a bad mood after the divorce, and it's the New Year too.

	
Aging crisis. Indeed, no matter how naturally beautiful she is or how well she takes care of herself, in the eyes of outsiders, what is most noticeable is her aging crisis.

	
she's given is still " 40+ divorced woman," which is certainly distressing for any woman.

	
We need to find an opportunity to make Mom truly happy and help her forget all these worries.

	
　　---

	
　　Summer vacation has begun in the blink of an eye.

	
I told my mom about my idea. She was washing dishes in the kitchen, and when she heard me, she stopped what she was doing.

	
.

	
"Tourism?" She seemed somewhat surprised.

	
" Hmm." I leaned against the kitchen door frame. "Let's find somewhere to have some fun for a few days."

	
She thought for a moment, then smiled. Her smile was brighter than it had been a few days ago.

	
"Okay," she said, turning back to continue washing the dishes. "You can arrange it then."

	
I was a little surprised: "I'll arrange it?"

	
" Yeah, right." She didn't turn her head. "You're a grown man now, you should take responsibility. Where to go, how to get there..."

	
"Where to stay — you decide, I'll do as you say."

	
The water was splashing, and her voice was mixed in with it, but every word was clear.

	
"Okay," I said. "I'll arrange it."

	
　　Mom is right, it's time for me to take responsibility.

	
　　---

	
For the next few days, I spent almost all my time researching travel guides.

	
Jiuzhaigou — that's the first place that comes to mind. The pictures online are unreal; the lake water is so blue it's almost unbelievable.

	
Bright, the snow-capped mountains reflected in the water. I imagined my mother standing in that scenery, gazing into the distance, the wind blowing her...

	
The hair ... the more I think about it, the more I feel that this is it.

	
I compared over a dozen tour groups and finally chose a "customized boutique small group" program. Three families...

	
Join a group tour, private transportation, boutique hotels, no shopping stops. It's not cheap, but I've saved up some money over the years.

	
The money, plus Mom will definitely be willing to pay the rest.

	
I was incredibly excited the day I placed the order. When filling out the form, I read every single item very carefully — name , ID number, etc.

	
number , contact number ... When I got to the "Relationship with fellow travelers " section, I hesitated for a moment, then filled it in on the spur of the moment.

	
I went on a "mother and child" video. Then I took a screenshot and sent it to my mother.

	
" Mom, what do you think of this?"

	
She didn't reply. I waited a few minutes and sent another message:

	
"Jiuzhaigou! You've always wanted to go, haven't you?"

	
　　Still no reply. I got a little anxious and called her directly. It rang a few times before she answered.

	
"Hello?" The voice was calm.

	
" Mom, did you see what I posted?" I asked. "I thought the Jiuzhaigou tour was really good."

	
　　There was a few seconds of silence on the other end of the phone.

	
"I saw it," she said.

	
Then she stopped talking.

	
I felt a little panicked: "What's wrong? Don't you like it ? If you don't like it, we can change it. I just feel..."

	
……

	
"No," she interrupted me, "It's fine. Let's leave it at that."

	
Her voice was emotionless , strangely calm. Before I could ask anything more, she said, "I'm over here."

	
"I have something to do, I'll hang up now," and then the call ended. I stood there, phone in hand, frozen.

	
"It's fine? Is that all?" That tone was clearly not the tone one would expect for "It's fine."

	
　　---

	
　　When Mom came home from get off work, I was pretending to watch TV on the sofa. She pushed the door open, changed her shoes, and put her bag down.

	
I was staring at the TV, but I kept glancing at her out of the corner of my eye.

	
She came over and sat down next to me.

	
"Have you been eating well at home ?" she asked. Just like usual.

	
" Yes, I didn't eat anything indiscriminately," I said.

	
Then came a silence. Her attention seemed fixed on the television program, her expression completely expressionless, but...

	
Her lips were pursed, and that gesture told me she had something on her mind.

	
" Mom," I began, "that tour group ... you didn't like it , did you ?"

	
She didn't say anything, she just watched TV.

	
"If you don't like it , we can exchange it," I continued. "I just thought the picture looked nice, and I thought you were..."

	
I might like it . If you want to go somewhere else, we can ... "

	
"No," she interrupted me softly, "it's not that I don't like it."

	
She turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes shone brightly in the television light, but there was something in them that I couldn't see.

	
Understand.

	
"You've done a great job," she said. "Really."

	
"Then how come you ... ?"

	
"I am ... " She paused, looked away, and suddenly felt that some things were quite illusory.

	
An illusion? My heart tightened instinctively. What does Mom mean by this?

	
She smiled, but the smile seemed somewhat bitter.

	
" When filling out the form, write 'mother and child'," she said. "Yes, we are mother and child. We are."

	
She stood up and walked towards the bedroom.

	
" Mom— " I called out to her.

	
She stopped, but didn't turn around .

	
"What's wrong with you?"

	
"It's nothing," she said, her voice weary. "It's probably just ... my period is about to start."

	
Then she went into the bedroom and closed the door.

	
　　I had no idea what was on TV. Her words kept replaying in my mind— "

	
Fill in "mother and child" ... Yes, we are mother and child. Does she mind that? Does she mind me filling in "mother and child" on the registration form?

	
"Mother and son"? But we are indeed mother and son, even with that kind of relationship ...

	
I suddenly remembered that a few days ago, she asked me in the car if I thought my aunt was pretty, saying that she was "too old".

	
At the time , I thought she was experiencing age anxiety. Now that I think about it, there might be other reasons.

	
　　---

	
A week later, the plane landed at Jiuzhaigou-Huanglong Airport. The moment I stepped out of the cabin, the high-altitude wind rushed towards me, carrying...

	
The air was thick with the scent of snow-capped mountains. My mother stood beside me, took a deep breath, and squinted at the distant, faintly visible mountains.

	
film.

	
"So beautiful," she whispered.

	
She was wearing a black T- shirt with a thin white cardigan over it, her hair tied in a low ponytail, revealing a...

	
Her neck was fair and smooth . She wore light makeup, with pale mauve lips, and looked younger than when she was at home.

	
Several years older .

	
" Are you cold?" I asked.

	
She shook her head, then suddenly reached out and took my hand.

	
"Let's go," she said, pulling me forward.

	
Her hands were soft and a little cold, but her grip on me was tight. I hesitated for a moment, then tried to pull away — but…

	
There were so many people at the airport — but she held on even tighter .

	
"What's wrong?" She turned to look at me, a smile in her eyes.

	
"No ... it's nothing," I said.

	
from the airport to the scenic area, she leaned on my shoulder the whole time, looking out the window at the scenery. (Mountain road)

	
way up the hill , her body leaned gently against me as it swayed, occasionally pointing out the window for me to see—

	
—A snow-capped mountain, a stream, and a herd of yaks.

	
"Look at that!" she suddenly sat up straight and pointed out the window.

	
I looked in the direction she pointed — in the distance, the peak of a snow-capped mountain was faintly visible through the clouds, bathed in sunlight.

	
The sunlight shone on the snow, giving it a golden glow.

	
" Does it look good?" She turned around, looking a little excited.

	
"It looks good," I said.

	
She laughed, then leaned back on my shoulder and sighed softly.

	
" This place is so nice," she said softly.

	
I don't know if she was referring to the scenery or something else. But at that moment, I felt relieved after worrying about my mother.

	
that she "didn't like " the trip was probably just my overthinking. She clearly enjoyed it. This realization made me breathe a sigh of relief.

	
I'm excited. I'm also starting to look forward to this trip even more.

	
　　---

	
After checking into the hotel and putting our luggage in the room, we went out. The boardwalks in Jiuzhaigou are very well-maintained.

	
It stretched along the lake. The water was truly blue, like someone had poured paint into it. My mother walked beside me.

	
At first, she walked very properly, but then she grabbed my hand, intertwined her fingers with mine, and held it tightly.

	
It was very tight. I was a little surprised and turned to look at her. She was looking at the distant scenery, the corners of her mouth curved up, as if she didn't care about anything.

	
It didn't happen.

	
I didn't say anything, just let her lead me. We walked past one lake after another. Sometimes she would stop.

	
While we were taking pictures, I stood to the side and waited; after we finished, she came back, and her hand naturally reached out again to hold mine.

	
hand.

	
next to Five-Flower Lake .

	
　　The tour guide was a woman in her thirties, with a cheerful demeanor, and she took good care of everyone throughout the trip. When she saw us...

	
He walked over with a smile and greeted us.

	
"Sis, how was your time ?" she asked her mother.

	
" It's absolutely beautiful!" Mom said. "It's so pretty, even prettier than in the photos."

	
　　The tour guide chatted with my mother, then looked at our clasped hands and her eyes crinkled into a smile.

	
"Sister, your son is so considerate ," she said. "As boys grow up, it's rare for them to want to hold their mother's hand."

	
My child, when we go out, practically wears a mask, afraid that his classmates will see him.

	
Hearing this, I suddenly felt a little embarrassed and subconsciously tried to pull my hand away a little.

	
But as if Mom had anticipated this, our fingers were tightly intertwined, preventing me from pulling away at all.

	
The space .

	
"Yes," Mom said with a smile, her tone as natural as if she were talking about the weather. "He's always been attached to me since he was little, and when we go out to play..."

	
She even said she was afraid her mother would slip and fall, so she insisted on holding her hand.

	
My face felt a little hot. I didn't know if she was just going along with the tour guide's words or if she was telling the truth.

	
　　The tour guide nodded, chatted for a few more minutes about other things, and then went to take care of the other members of the group. My mother was still holding my hand.

	
His expression remained as natural as before.

	
"Let's go take another look over there ."

	
I followed behind her, being pulled along by her hand. Her hand was soft, but her grip was tight. I couldn't see her clearly.

	
I could only see her profile — a white cardigan, a ponytail , and the hand that was tightly holding mine.

	
Holding her hand like that, walking among so many people, I both wanted to pull my hand away and wanted to never let go.

	
Chapter Three

	
It was still early when we returned from the tourist attractions . The tour guide said we could have free time in the evening to explore the local folk customs and attractions.

	
The street. Hearing this, Mom was somewhat eager to try.

	
" Are you going?" I asked her.

	
"Sure," she said with a smile. "That sounds good."

	
Her smile was brighter than during the day. She had been in a good mood ever since arriving in Jiuzhaigou. Although I didn't know...

	
I don't know exactly what she's thinking, but as long as she's happy, I'm at ease.

	
　　---

	
　　The charming street is not far from the hotel, about a ten-minute walk. Both sides of the stone-paved street are lined with shops selling Tibetan ornaments, yak meat, and handmade carpets.

	
The shop was crowded with tourists, shoulder to shoulder, and the air was filled with the aroma of grilled meat and yak butter tea.

	
　　My mother walked beside me, and reached out to hold my hand again. This time, I didn't try to pull away. (Street)

	
There were many people on the bus, so it was normal for them to hold hands. I told myself that.

	
We browsed through several shops. She picked up a silver bracelet, looked at it, and then put it down; at a stall selling shawls...

	
She stopped and touched the soft cashmere. I followed behind, occasionally helping her with her bag or handing her my phone.

	
Let her scan the code.

	
Walking to the middle of the street, there was a beautifully decorated shop on the side of the road — Tibetan style, with colorful prayer flags hanging at the entrance.

	
Banners, carved wooden doors and windows, warm lighting. Many tourists are taking photos here.

	
" Mom, do you want to take a picture here?" I pointed to the shop.

	
She looked at it and nodded : "Okay."

	
Just as I was about to reach for my phone, someone next to me suddenly spoke up:

	
"Hello, could you take a picture for us ?"

	
I turned my head. It was a young couple, looking to be in their twenties; the man wore glasses, and the woman had her hair in buns.

	
The two people were standing very close, looking like a couple. The man handed over his phone, smiling as he pointed to that shop.

	
Shopkeeper: "It's right here, just take a picture for us."

	
"Okay." I took the phone.

	
They stood at the shop entrance, the woman holding the man's arm, her head slightly tilted, smiling sweetly. I took a picture of them.

	
I took a few photos and returned the phone.

	
" Thanks." The man looked at the photo. "It's really well taken."

	
"You're welcome," I said.

	
The woman leaned closer to look and said with a smile, "It's really nice. Are you here for tourism too?"

	
" Yes," I said, "Jiuzhaigou is so beautiful."

	
"Yes," the woman said, then casually asked, "Where are you from?"

	
"Ningbo," I said.

	
Their eyes lit up when they heard that.

	
"Hey, fellow countryman !" the man said. "I've been wanting to say this for a while now, our accents are so similar, we're from the same hometown!"

	
I'm from Ningbo! I work in Shanghai, and I'm on vacation here.

	
I was taken aback for a moment , then laughed: "Me too, I'm taking advantage of the holiday to travel with my mom."

	
　　As soon as the words left my mouth, I suddenly felt something was off. Not because the words themselves were wrong — that was the problem.

	
Actually , it was because when I turned around to look for my mother, I realized that she had let go of me at some point.

	
hand.

	
She stood a few steps away, her back to me, looking at a stall selling Tibetan ornaments.

	
" Mom?" I called to her.

	
She didn't turn around . I felt a little awkward and smiled at the couple: "My mom probably saw something good."

	
Have fun!

	
"Okay, okay, have fun too ." The man waved his hand.

	
I hurried towards my mother. As I got closer, I realized she wasn't even looking at the Tibetan ornaments — she was just...

	
He stood there, his gaze fixed on the stall, but he clearly wasn't looking at anything.

	
" Mom," I said, walking over to her, "I just ran into someone from my hometown, Ningbo. What a coincidence ... "

	
She didn't say anything. She simply turned and walked in another direction.

	
" Mom?" I followed her. "What's wrong?"

	
She remained silent. She walked quickly through the crowd without looking back. I stood there, stunned, watching her back.

	
The shadow receded into the distance. An indescribable feeling welled up inside me, a sense of emptiness, a bewildered emptiness.

	
Yes.

	
　　---

	
when we got back to the hotel . Mom hadn't said a word the whole way. It took about ten minutes to walk back from the pedestrian street to the hotel.

	
It was a 10-minute walk; she walked ahead, and I followed behind. Several times I wanted to catch up with her and ask what was wrong, but she kept walking...

	
It happened so fast that I couldn't keep up — or rather, even if I did, I wouldn't know what to say.

	
　　There were only the two of us in the elevator. She stood in the corner, staring at the advertisement on the elevator door, her expression as calm as if nothing had happened.

	
Nothing happened. I stood next to her, my lips moved, but in the end I didn't say anything.

	
Once in the room , she grabbed a bathrobe and went straight into the bathroom.

	
The sound of water began to rise. I sat on the edge of the bed, my mind a jumbled mess. What happened to her? Was it because of that couple?

	
She said "I'm traveling with my mom"? But that's the truth. Or is it because I let go of her hand? No, that's not right.

	
She was the one who let go first ...

	
I thought about it for a long time, but I still can't figure it out.

	
The bathroom door opened. She came out, wearing the light blue cotton shirt she had brought from home.

	
Her collar was slightly open — and she wore only underwear . Her hair was still wet, draped over her shoulders, water droplets dripping from the ends, soaking her skin.

	
were wet .

	
She didn't look at me, but sat directly on the bed, lifted the covers and lay down with her back to me.

	
" Mom," I said.

	
She did not respond .

	
"What's wrong with you?" I stood up and walked to her bedside . "Can we talk?"

	
Silence. I sat down on the edge of the bed . Her back was to me, her shoulders rose and fell slightly, her breathing was steady — but I

	
I know she's not asleep.

	
"Is it because of what I said on the street?" I asked, "Said, 'Take Mom on a trip'?"

	
Her shoulder twitched slightly. Just once. I knew I was right.

	
"But there's nothing wrong with that statement," I said, trying to keep my voice down. "We're mother and son, and we're always..."

	
I can't say ...

	
"Can't I say anything?" she suddenly asked, her voice muffled because her face was turned to the other side. "I can't say..."

	
"Are you my man?"

	
I was stunned.

	
The room was quiet. The air conditioner hummed, and the faint sounds of the bustling street outside could be heard.

	
"I know," she said softly after a long silence, as if speaking to herself.

	
The Tao cannot be spoken of outside the relationship . Mother and child are simply mother and child.

	
She paused.

	
"But when you said it, you didn't hesitate at all." She shook her head. "It was so natural, like ..."

	
It seems like that's the only thought in your mind.

	
She turned over and looked at me. Her eyes shone brightly in the dim light, and something seemed to be flickering within them.

	
Those words pierced my heart like a thorn. I wanted to explain, but couldn't find a suitable reason. She then...

	
He looked at me like that , waited a few seconds, and then turned his back to me.

	
"Go to sleep," she said. "We have to get up early tomorrow."

	
　　---

	
I lay in my bed for a while , unable to sleep. Her words kept echoing in my mind. "The only thing I wanted to do..."

	
"Law." That's what she cares about. She cares that in front of others I only treat her as my mother. What does she want? She wants me...

	
Admit what? But how could I ...? I tossed and turned, becoming more and more lucid. Finally, I simply sat up.

	
Moonlight streamed through the gaps in the curtains, falling on her bed. She lay on her side, still with her back to me, the blanket...

	
The blanket covered her shoulders, leaving a section of the back of her neck exposed . Her breathing was light and steady — but I didn't know if she was really asleep.

	
Alright.

	
I quietly sat down beside her bed . The mattress sank in. She didn't move. I lifted a corner of the blanket, trying to lie down inside.

	
He hugged her from behind. Her body stiffened, and she immediately began to struggle.

	
"What?" Her voice was a little hoarse. "Go back to sleep."

	
I didn't say anything, I just hugged her tighter. She resisted even more fiercely, trying to push me away with her hands and feet.

	
Her hands were pushing against my chest, her feet were kicking the mattress , and her whole body was twisting. I almost got pushed off, so I had to...

	
He pinned her legs down with his legs and wrapped his arms around her waist.

	
"You ... let go ... " she gasped, her voice filled with obvious anger. "Go back to your own bed."

	
!

	
"No," I said.

	
　　After all, she was much weaker than me. She struggled a few times but couldn't break free, so she had to stop and gasp for breath.

	
"What exactly do you want?" she asked , her voice muffled as she turned her back to me.

	
"What do you think?" I buried my face in the crook of her neck, inhaling the scent of her freshly showered body.

	
She was silent for a few seconds, then suddenly spoke, her voice cold:

	
"You've already announced to the world that we 're mother and son, and you still want this kind of thing?"

	
My heart skipped a beat.

	
"Aren't you afraid someone will hear?" she continued, her tone sarcastic. "How will you explain that then?"

	
"I brought my mom on a trip, and then I slept with her."

	
Those words were like a knife. My grip on her loosened slightly.

	
She sensed it and sneered, "What, you guessed right?"

	
I didn't say anything. But I continued to hold her tightly.

	
"Let go." She started moving around again . "I want to sleep."

	
I held her down. Her struggles intensified again; she slammed her elbows into my chest and kicked wildly under the covers. I

	
to press her down even harder .

	
"Are you crazy!" she whispered. "This is a hotel! The soundproofing is terrible!"

	
"Then don't move," I said.

	
She gradually stopped, but I could feel that her body was very tense.

	
　　After a while, I loosened my grip on her. She thought I was going to give up and relaxed a little. But I...

	
He didn't get out of bed. Instead, he lifted the covers and reached for her waist .

	
"What are you doing?" Her voice suddenly rose, then she quickly lowered it again.

	
I didn't answer. I hooked my fingers around the edge of her panties and pulled them down. She panicked and reached back to stop me.

	
But it was too late. I had pulled her underwear down to her mid-thighs. She gasped, quickly rolled over, and crossed her arms to cover herself.

	
He clamped his legs tightly together.

	
"Why won't you listen ! I told you ... it's no use ... " She turned her face away, refusing to look at me.

	
Her face was flushed, her lips were pursed, and her eyes were fixed on the pillow beside her, her eyelashes trembling slightly. Moonlight shone on...

	
Her light blue shirt hung loosely on her body , two buttons undone, revealing a small area below her collarbone.

	
Her skin. Her legs were pressed tightly together, her hands were covering her most private parts, and she was curled up in a ball.

	
But that gesture — it didn't look like rejection , it looked more like shyness.

	
I didn't have time to say anything, I just lowered my head and pressed my lips against the skin of her inner thigh.

	
Her body trembled violently .

	
" No ... " Her voice faltered, tinged with a sob, "I said no ... "

	
My lips slid slowly up her thigh. Her skin was soft, warm, and smelled of fresh scent from a bath.

	
With each inch she slid , her body trembled slightly. The hand that had been between her legs slowly loosened its knuckles.

	
"Take your hand away," I said. My voice was soft, but clear.

	
She remained unmoved . Her face was still turned to one side.

	
I said it again: "Take your hand away."

	
She hesitated for a moment. Then, slowly, the hands that had been covering her legs fell down onto the bed.

	
Her vulva was completely exposed to me. In the moonlight, the dark pubic hair was wet and softly clung to her skin.

	
Skin. The labia were slightly parted, revealing a pinkish color deep inside. It was clear they were wet — perhaps , from…

	
I got wet when I kissed her thigh.

	
I looked up at her. Her face was buried in the pillow, and her ears were so red they looked like they were about to bleed.

	
"Just lie quietly," I said softly. "I won't make a sound."

	
She didn't say anything. But I saw her shoulders twitch.

	
I lowered my head . The moment my lips touched her vulva, her body jerked upwards and then fell back down.

	
I used my tongue to part the two soft labia, finding the tiny clitoris at the very top. It was soft and warm.

	
My tongue is gently twitching.

	
I began to lick. Slowly, gently , from bottom to top, back and forth. Her body trembled slightly beneath my tongue.

	
She trembled, letting out suppressed, broken breaths. I held her thighs down, preventing her from closing them. She twisted and turned.

	
But they never pushed me away.

	
My tongue swirled around the clitoris , and I felt it gradually grow larger and harder under my stimulation. She hummed in agreement.

	
then quickly bit her lip. It seemed to be squeezed from deep within her throat. I felt her small...

	
More love fluid began to secrete from the hole, salty and slightly sweet.

	
I continued licking. My tongue slid into her vagina, gently probing the tight entrance. Her body began to undulate.

	
Her hips lifted upwards, as if wanting me to penetrate deeper, yet also as if trying to escape. I used my tongue to mimic thrusting movements.

	
She probed deeper and deeper. Her hand gripping my hair tightened — it hurt, but I didn't care.

	
" No ... no ... " Her voice was broken and suppressed, her sobs becoming more pronounced. "They'll ... they'll be..."

	
I heard …

	
I didn't respond . Her tongue continued to probe deeper, teasing the clitoris. Her body trembled more and more violently.

	
Sighing, she kept twisting her waist, making whimpering sounds that were a mix of crying and laughing. She covered her mouth with her hand, but only faintly...

	
The sound still leaked out from between his fingers.

	
I quickened my pace, my tongue thrusting rapidly in and out of her wet, hot vagina, while my fingers massaged her swollen vulva incessantly.

	
Ti. Her body tensed abruptly, every muscle trembling slightly, her inner thighs twitching. I could feel it.

	
She was on the verge of a breakdown.

	
Just then, she suddenly arched her back, her whole body like a bowstring stretched to its limit. A sticky liquid flowed from...

	
She gushed from deep within her body , spraying onto my face. Her mouth was wide open, but no sound came out — that scream .

	
It was pressed firmly against her throat. Her body trembled violently for several seconds, then slowly went limp and collapsed onto the bed. I

	
He was exhausted, drenched in sweat, and his tongue felt like it was about to cramp. He could only look at her wearily.

	
At this moment, Mom's shirt was wrinkled and several buttons undone, revealing half of her breast. Her cheeks were still...

	
With traces of climax still lingering, her eyes were half-closed, she breathed heavily, and her chest rose and fell slowly. That familiar scent emanating from her...

	
The aroma, mixed with the love fluid that had just gushed out during the climax, filled the air.

	
I suddenly realized that my face was covered in her love juice. It was sticky and dripping down my cheeks.

	
She opened her eyes, saw my appearance, and looked surprised. Then she smiled, a very gentle smile.

	
.

	
" Aren't you dirty ...? " she said, picking up a tissue from the bedside table and wiping my face.

	
I took her hand and kissed it.

	
"It's not dirty," I said. "Anything that belongs to Mommy is not dirty."

	
Her eyes lit up for a second. Just for a second.

	
"Lie down and rest," she said, moving further into the bed to make room for herself.

	
I lay down next to her . She turned to her side, resting her head on my shoulder and her hand on my chest. Her breathing had stopped.

	
After calming down, the heat from the orgasm gradually dissipated.

	
"I never expected you to make this for me," she said softly after a long silence.

	
"What?"

	
"It's just ... " Her hand stroked my chest, "...with my mouth ... "

	
She paused for a moment, then said, "You're the first person who's willing to do this for me."

	
A thought struck me. The first one.

	
"I'm glad you've calmed down," I said.

	
She was silent for a while . Then she looked up and stared at me intently.

	
" In short, you should pay more attention to your words and actions in the future," she said, each word clear and distinct. "Then I'll understand even more."

	
That's enough.

	
I nodded . She smiled. Then she buried her face in my chest and sighed softly. In that sigh, there was...

	
I feel satisfied and relieved, but there are also some messages that I can't quite figure out.

	
The hustle and bustle of the night market had subsided, the remaining sounds blurred, as if separated by a layer of mist, and slowly faded away.

	
go.

	
I held my mother in my arms, feeling her breath. Her hand was still on my chest, her fingers curled up, as if she were asleep.

	
My little kitten. I'm sleepy too. Before closing my eyes, I suddenly remembered what she had just said— " I would be even more content."

	
。

	
More content. Does that mean she's not content yet? I didn't understand. But her breathing had become long and even.

	
She leaned softly against me. I hugged her tightly and decided to get a good night's sleep.
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	Chapter Four

	
The days in Jiuzhaigou flowed by as if washed by water, clear and slow.

	
　　These past few days, I've been playing the role of the caring son who's afraid his mother will slip and fall, holding her hand and...

	
We left our marks at each tourist spot , and I helped her look through the photos we took during the trip. She sat on the hotel mattress...

	
She scrolled through her phone screen, one photo after another. In the photos, she stood by the Five-Flower Lake, in front of Nuorilang Waterfall, and...

	
On the boardwalk where prayer flags flutter, she smiled like a girl in her twenties.

	
" This one isn't good; it makes me look fat," she frowned.

	
"Where have you gained weight?" I zoomed in on the photo. "Look at that waist, it's thinner than my thigh."

	
She playfully hit me, revealing a relaxed smile, as if she had no worries at all , simply happy.

	
...

	
That night we huddled together, counting the souvenirs she had bought during the day — yak jerky, saffron, and handmade gifts.

	
A hand- embroidered scarf. She took things out one by one, then put them back one by one, muttering that this was for her grandmother.

	
Grandpa, that one is for my cousin, we even thought of Aunt Wang next door, and the biggest one is for my aunt.

	
" Mom, why did you buy so much?" I asked.

	
She thought for a moment and said, "Since we've gone out so often, we should bring something back with us. That's called courtesy."

	
I didn't reply . But I knew what she really wanted to say. "Them" —those distant aunts and uncles.

	
Those who would look at her with "concern" after her divorce. She wanted to use this pile of colorful...

	
Give them a souvenir and tell them: I'm fine, I'm doing well, even better than before. I can still take my son to Jiuzhaigou.

	
ditch.

	
At that moment, I felt I understood my mother better. She was gentle, not the type to constantly complain about her grievances.

	
She's a talkative person; she'll just find her own way to make the most of her life. And all I can do is stay by her side and let her...

	
She knew that no matter what happened, her son would always be there for her.

	
　　---

	
Summer vacation is almost over. School starts in September, and I'll be a senior then, soon starting my internship, and then graduation.

	
Then work. My last long vacation, to be with my mom, sleeping in until I naturally wake up every day, eating her...

	
I cook , the TV we watch together at night, the lovemaking we share — these are the kinds of days so sweet that I don't want to wake up.

	
.

	
However , my mother sometimes throws tantrums that I can't handle.

	
For example , we went to see a movie that day.

	
　　She chose the movie; it was a romance film with high online ratings. I booked the tickets in advance, and when I picked them up...

	
She leaned closer for a look, and her brows furrowed slightly.

	
"Why am I in the last row?"

	
" I'm used to it," I said. "It's quiet there."

	
She looked at me with a strange expression: "I want to sit in the middle ."

	
" The middle ?" I thought I misheard. "There are many people in the middle ... "

	
"So what if there are a lot of people?" Her voice was calm, but something was off about it . "Watching a movie is just..."

	
a larger group create a better atmosphere ?

	
"But ... " I was speechless for a moment , my mind racing with various reasons, and finally I managed to squeeze out a sentence in her ear.

	
"It's not convenient to kiss or hug in the middle ... "

	
　　As soon as I said it, even I felt it was a bit too blunt.

	
" Kiss and hug?" she repeated, almost enunciating each word, "In your eyes, when we come out..."

	
"Is this all you're doing?"

	
"I did not mean that …… "

	
"What does that mean?" Her expression didn't change, but her mood seemed a little off. "Besides,"

	
Others in the middle row can kiss and hug, why can't I? Am I ashamed to be seen in public?"

	
last sentence was like a pebble dropped into a calm lake. I opened my mouth, wanting to say something, but...

	
anything , only managing a long "uh ... " sound. She looked away, staring at the ticket screen.

	
" Buy it, in the middle," she said.

	
In the end, I bought a ticket for the middle section.

	
　　---

	
The screening room wasn't big, and it was about half full. Our seats were in the middle, surrounded by people on all sides.

	
But the seats are spacious and the armrests can be folded up, so the privacy is actually quite good.

	
But I still felt a little uncomfortable. The presence of those figures was like an invisible membrane, enveloping us.

	
in.

	
　　The movie started. I watched it absentmindedly for a few minutes; my mind was nowhere near the screen. My mother sat beside me.

	
She was intently watching the movie, the screen light casting flickering shadows on her face. She was wearing...

	
A light gray knit sweater with a low neckline, which opens slightly when sitting, revealing a glimpse of skin from above.

	
A subtle cleavage.

	
I stole several glances at her. She didn't react .

	
I looked around again — there were people two seats to my left , one row to my right, and a woman diagonally in front of me.

	
The child is playing on her phone. My mind automatically starts racing: this angle, that line of sight, will she look up?

	
... So this is what it feels like to sit in the middle row. It's really worrying.

	
Just then, I suddenly heard two "hmm" sounds as someone cleared their throat.

	
I turned my head. My mother's face moved a little closer to mine, her eyes closed, her eyelashes shimmering in the light from the screen.

	
A slight tremor.

	
I understand what that means.

	
I hesitated for a moment. Then, subconsciously , I looked around again — the person on my left was eating popcorn.

	
The people in the row on the right are looking down at their phones, and the girl diagonally in front of them is also playing on her phone. Is it safe? From this angle, isn't it...?

	
Will anyone turn around? The movie theater is far from home, so the chances of running into a neighbor or acquaintance are probably slim ...

	
My brain was racing, calculating at lightning speed. I don't know how much time passed, but when I finally finished and turned back, Mom...

	
Mom has opened her eyes.

	
She glanced at me. Just once. Then she slowly turned back to the screen.

	
No expression. Absolutely no expression.

	
I panicked. I quickly reached out and wrapped my arms around her waist. Her waist was soft, and I could feel its warmth even through her clothes. But she...

	
She didn't move, didn't lean in, and didn't push me away; she just sat there, watching the movie. My hand remained frozen on her waist.

	
I know whether I should continue to hold on to her or not.

	
　　For the second half of the movie, she just sat there, occasionally turning her head to whisper to me about the plot, but there was no physical contact.

	
were intimate . My arm remained around hers, but she didn't lean in. Her hands were on her lap, not...

	
Someone reached out and shook my hand.

	
As the show ended and the lights came on, I released my arm from hers. She stood up, straightened her clothes, and said in a very...

	
Pingchang: " This movie is good, the female lead's acting is really good."

	
" Yes, that's right," I said.

	
we reached the parking lot and she got into the car, she leaned back in her seat, her eyes closed as if she were asleep. I started the car...

	
Lu remained silent, feeling somewhat awkward.

	
When we got home, she went into the kitchen to prepare dinner. I followed her, wanting to help, but she just said, "No need, you go and watch."

	
"Let's watch TV." After that, the sound of chopping vegetables came from the kitchen, one even chop at a time. Nothing different from usual.

	
Don't.

	
Lying in bed that night, I tossed and turned, thinking. Was Mom unhappy today? It's just because we didn't kiss in the movie theater.

	
Her ? Is it really necessary to react like this? But she didn't say anything, everything seemed normal ...

	
I rolled over, and suddenly a thought struck me : Was Mom going through menopause? I seemed to have seen it before.

	
Menopause in women typically occurs after the age of 40. Or perhaps it's just that all women are like this; sometimes they use tantrums as a form of affection.

	
How? That seems to make sense too.

	
Never mind, she'll be fine after I coax her tomorrow.

	
　　Thinking about it this way, I find my mom even more adorable.

	
　　---

	
The next day, I got up very early to buy my mother's favorite glutinous rice balls.

	
at six o'clock, just as dawn was breaking. The breakfast stall at the entrance of the residential area was already open; the owner recognized me.

	
Smiling, he asked, "The usual?"

	
" Yes, two glutinous rice balls, with pork floss and fried dough sticks."

	
After waiting for ten minutes, the steaming hot glutinous rice balls arrived. I also bought two cups of soy milk from the soy milk shop next door and carried them...

	
Go back.

	
I opened the door , Mom came out of the bathroom, her hair still messy, her eyes half-open, and she was wearing...

	
wearing a nightgown, clearly having just gotten up. She paused, startled, when she saw what I was holding.

	
"You ... went out to buy breakfast?"

	
" Okay." I placed the rice ball on the table. "Mom, eat it while it's hot."

	
She walked over , looked down at the rice ball, then looked up at me. The sleepiness in her eyes slowly faded, and she took...

	
Instead, it possessed an indescribable radiance.

	
"Why are you so diligent today ?" she asked, a smile playing on her lips.

	
I leaned against the dining table and said with a smile, "My aunt says I'm a grown man now, so of course I should take care of Mom."

	
"

	
She smiled too. Her eyes curved into crescent moons.

	
"Well ... can't a grown man have some stamina?" she mumbled , taking a bite of her rice ball.

	
From now on, you'll be in charge of preparing breakfast .

	
"So what is Mom's responsibility?"

	
She thought for a moment and said, "I 'll take care of eating."

	
I laughed even harder: "Then Mom has it too easy."

	
She looked at me, her eyes bright, and said, "Then I'll take responsibility ... waiting for you to come home."

	
"What kind of mother doesn't care about her son?" I walked over and hugged her from behind, pretending to be aggrieved.

	
blame.

	
struggled symbolically for a moment, but couldn't break free, so she let me hold her.

	
"Never mind, never mind, I was just teasing you." She chewed on her rice ball, her voice gentle. "I know you're good to me."

	
I held her tightly, inhaling the fragrance of her hair. The unease I felt last night seemed to have been washed away by this morning.

	
　　---

	
In the evening, Mom came home from work, and we ate dinner together, cleared the table together, and leaned back on the sofa together for a while.

	
She rested. We chatted and laughed , she seemed to be in a good mood. I couldn't help but feel secretly smug: it seems my "appeasement of Mom" has paid off.

	
The plan worked.

	
Around 8 o'clock , she went to take a shower. I stayed curled up on the sofa, scrolling through my phone. The sound of running water came from the bathroom.

	
The sound of rushing water was so enticing. Just as I was wondering whether I should... wait for her to come out , the sound of water stopped.

	
　　After a while, she came out wrapped in a bathrobe, the collar loosely closed, revealing a glimpse below her collarbone.

	
A small patch of skin that wasn't completely dry. Wet hair clung to her neck, strands dripping water down her back, along the collar of her bathrobe.

	
She slid in and disappeared from sight. She casually tossed her hair aside, a few drops of water clinging to her fingertips.

	
It fell to the floor, and also near the slightly open neckline, spreading into a deeper color.

	
She sat down on the sofa and patted the spot next to her.

	
" Come and sit down."

	
I moved closer and sat down next to her. She leaned in, resting her head on my shoulder, just like always. (Shampoo)

	
The fragrance, mingled with the warmth of her skin, filled my nostrils. "What's wrong?" I asked.

	
She didn't speak. She stroked the back of my hand, staring at the television. The television was off, the screen dark, reflecting only my image.

	
Their shadows.

	
　　After a long while, she spoke.

	
" The bed in the master bedroom," she said slowly, "is too big. I always feel empty sleeping alone."

	
I didn't respond . I had a feeling she wanted to say something more.

	
She tilted her head back . Her eyes flashed with a certain message under the light.

	
"How about ... you move in and sleep here?"

	
My heart skipped a beat.

	
"Anyway, your dad has already moved out," she continued, her tone still gentle, but each word clear.

	
" From now on, you'll be the only man in this family."

	
She paused, then lowered her voice:

	
I consider you the head of the household.

	
Head of the household? Those four words weighed heavily on my heart, like a stone. I looked into her eyes...

	
I wanted to glean something from it — was it a test? An expectation? Or something else entirely?

	
I have no idea.

	
Many thoughts flashed through my mind: the master bedroom is my parents' bed, and I've slept in the next room since I was little; I've never thought about moving.

	
In the past. Although I had been intimate with my mother in that bed before, the bed was too big, and the room was too formal.

	
Moreover, the "head of the household" ...

	
"I 'll ... I'll just sleep in my room," I heard myself say, my voice a little dry. "I'm used to..."

	
"Yes. The master bedroom is too big; I'm not used to sleeping there."

	
She didn't say anything, she just looked at me.

	
"And," I continued haltingly , trying to find a reasonable explanation, "I don't age easily at night."

	
Actually, moving around will disturb Mom's rest.

	
She was silent for a few seconds. Then she nodded and softly said "Oh".

	
"Okay," she said.

	
Just one word.

	
She then leaned back on the sofa , her gaze fixed on the dark television screen. An inexplicable heaviness hung in the air.

	
The feeling of heaviness, though invisible and intangible, is undeniably real. I want to say something more, but I don't know how.

	
He opened his mouth.

	
　　After a while, she stood up.

	
"I'm sleepy," she said. "You should go to bed early too."

	
She walked towards the bedroom. She paused at the door, didn't turn back , then pushed the door open and went in. The door closed with a soft thud.

	
It's very light.

	
I sat on the sofa , listening to the door open, and felt a pang of sadness. I knew I had rejected her.

	
But it's still unclear what this rejection means. I suddenly remembered that moment in the movie theater yesterday — her eyes were closed .

	
Her eyes were waiting for me, but I was looking around. When I turned back, she had already opened her eyes.

	
That expression was the same as the "oh" from before.

	
There was no anger, no sadness, just a feeling ... a feeling of confirming something.

	
I got up to go to the balcony for some fresh air. Moonlight streamed in through the gaps in the curtains, falling on the floor like...

	
A puddle of water. When I was very young, we didn't have air conditioning at home. In the summer, my mother would fan me, and I would lie next to her.

	
I fell asleep almost immediately. The moon seemed to be just as bright then .

	
I don't know if she can sleep now.

	
I don't know when it started, but we need to think about so much between each other.

	
Chapter Five

	
At the end of August, the start of the new school term is fast approaching.

	
I originally planned to go to the school to register myself — it's close by anyway , and I usually live at home anyway, so going there would be pointless.

	
It was just a formality—signing in, picking up a few textbooks, and then I could go home. But Mom insisted on coming along.

	
"I'll help you tidy up your dorm," she said, her tone casual, as if she were asking "What should we eat for dinner?"

	
of.

	
" Mom," I looked at her helplessly, "I really don't live at school much, I just go back occasionally to check attendance."

	
The dorm must be a complete mess right now; there's not even a place to sit.

	
"But there 'll always be a time when you need to live here." She was already rummaging through the closet, her fingers lightly gliding over a row of clothes.

	
"I'll go check out the surroundings. Otherwise, I won't feel comfortable with where you're staying, since it looks like a pigsty."

	
I wanted to continue saying it wasn't necessary, but then I felt it would be pointless to say anything. She rarely changes her mind once she's made a decision.

	
.

	
She spent a long time choosing her clothes. As I passed by the door, I watched her take out her few frequently worn suits.

	
Come on, I compared them again and again, looked in the mirror again and again. That dark blue one is too formal, and that beige one seems like the one I wore last time.

	
Finally , she picked out a piece of clothing I hadn't seen her wear much before — a gray blazer, perfectly tailored.

	
underneath , with a small pearl brooch pinned to the neckline. She paired it with matching wide-leg trousers.

	
walking, the trouser legs sway gently.

	
She gathered her long hair into a loose bun at the back of her head, with a few stray strands falling beside her ears, revealing her slender...

	
She looked at her neck . Then she picked up the lipstick, carefully applied it in front of the mirror, pursed her lips, took a step back, and looked at herself.

	
He looked closer and seemed finally satisfied.

	
" Will this work?" she asked me, turning around.

	
Sunlight streamed in through the window and fell upon her. The brooch twinkled, like a tiny star.

	
She stood there looking less like a student's parent and more like a female teacher heading to some important seminar.

	
.

	
"Okay," I said, my voice a little dry, "perfect."

	
She smiled, picked up her bag, and said, "Let's go then."

	
　　---

	
There weren't too many people on campus; most were first-year students and their parents who had arrived early to register. Small groups of people...

	
Carrying large and small bags, they shuttled between the teaching buildings and the dormitory area .

	
We walked from the parking lot towards the dormitory building. At first, I didn't notice anything. After walking a few dozen meters, I suddenly realized...

	
I kept getting stares on the street . Not at me. At my mother.

	
A boy rode by on his bicycle, riding several meters ahead before turning back to look at us, almost causing a collision.

	
to the trash can by the roadside . Two girls were walking ahead, and as they stepped aside to let her pass, their gazes lingered on her for several moments.

	
A few seconds later, they huddled together and whispered something, and you could vaguely hear the words "Look at that woman ... " There was also a large ...

	
An uncle, who looked to be in his forties or fifties , walked towards me carrying luggage. I stared at him blankly for a few moments before his wife pulled me along.

	
It took him a moment to come to his senses .

	
I couldn't help but laugh.

	
" Mom," I whispered in her ear, "look, lots of boys are looking at you. Girls too."

	
!

	
She turned her head and glared at me, but the corners of her mouth were curved, showing no real anger. Her ears were slightly red.

	
The lines of her cheeks extended all the way to her ears, and were quite noticeable in the sunlight.

	
"Let's hurry," she said, quickening her pace. "Why aren't we there yet?"

	
She walked ahead, her high heels clicking crisply on the pavement. I followed behind, watching...

	
Looking at her straight back, I had a vague feeling that my mother seemed to enjoy being the center of attention.

	
　　---

	
The dormitory building is somewhat old. The walls are grayish-white, and the hallways are dimly lit. There's a damp smell in the air.

	
The air was filled with the smell of disinfectant.

	
We climbed to the fourth floor and stood at the door of room 411 .

	
"It must be filthy and messy inside ," Mom frowned, a hint of helplessness in her voice. "Isn't the boys' dormitory..."

	
Is this how it is everywhere? Blankets aren't made, socks are thrown around, and there's a strange smell as soon as I walk into the building …

	
"That's how it is," I said. "You'll get used to it."

	
I pushed the door open.

	
However, I was surprised by how clean it was inside .

	
The floor had clearly been mopped and was still glistening with water. Several small green plants sat on the windowsill, their leaves lush and green, bathed in sunlight.

	
The light was bright. Four tables were neatly arranged, books were stacked in a row, and even chairs had been pushed in. Unexpectedly...

	
The stench of the elephant was replaced by a faint lemon scent — an air freshener , blue, sat in the corner.

	
The bottle, the packaging is still on.

	
　　Mom stood at the doorway, looked inside, and looked somewhat surprised.

	
" Isn't it pretty clean?" she asked.

	
I laughed and said, "It must be Ye Xiang who's back."

	
Ye Xiang used to be in the dorm next door, but he applied to transfer here because that dorm was too noisy. We get along quite well.

	
Moreover, he is a person who particularly likes cleanliness.

	
"Ye Xiang?"

	
"My roommate, I 've told you about him before," I opened the door a little wider, "my buddy."

	
　　As soon as he finished speaking, a figure appeared on the upper bunk inside. He first poked his head out; his hair was a little messy.

	
He looked like he had just woken up. Seeing me, he raised his hand in greeting, then nimbly flipped himself down from the top bunk .

	
It was so clever that it landed almost silently.

	
Ye Xiang was wearing a light gray polo shirt, the collar slightly faded from washing, but clean. Below were dark...

	
light blue sweatpants, the cuffs rolled up slightly. He wasn't very tall, a head shorter than me, but he was very well-groomed.

	
Neat and slender — fair skin , delicate features, a pair of thin-rimmed glasses perched on her nose, and a slightly shy smile.

	
People can tell at a glance that he is a good kid.

	
"Oh? You're here pretty early." He walked over, paused for a moment when he saw my mother behind me. Then...

	
She quickly bowed slightly, her eyes behind her glasses drooping as if she were somewhat afraid to look directly at him: "You are ...? "

	
"Hello." Mom smiled, her voice gentle.

	
I introduced them: "This is my mom. Mom, this is Ye Xiang."

	
Ye Xiang scratched his head, a little embarrassed. He looked up, glanced quickly at his mother, then looked down again.

	
"Auntie, please have a seat, I 'll get you some water ... "

	
"No need, no need," Mom waved her hand and took a delicate cardboard box out of her bag. The box was light blue.

	
Wrapped in paper and tied with white cotton thread, it looked carefully made. "These are egg yolk pastries; you and your roommates can share them."

	
eat."

	
Ye Xiang stared at the box of pastries, momentarily stunned. His gaze lingered on the box for two seconds before shifting to his mother's.

	
His face then drooped, looking somewhat flustered.

	
"Auntie, I can't accept this ... " His voice was low, as if he was afraid of saying the wrong thing.

	
"Here you go." I took the box and handed it to him. "My mom baked it herself."

	
He held the box of egg yolk pastries in both hands, as if he were holding something precious, his eyelashes hidden behind his glasses.

	
She trembled slightly, raised her head, looked earnestly at her mother, and said several times, "Thank you, Auntie, thank you, Auntie."

	
……

	
　　Mom smiled and said, "You're welcome. You're roommates, so just look out for each other."

	
Ye Xiang nodded repeatedly, carefully placing the box on his desk. After placing it, he adjusted its position.

	
He placed it so it faced the sunlight. Then he stood there, unsure what to do next, his fingers gently rubbing his pants.

	
Sewing.

	
　　---

	
　　My mother started making my bed.

	
I stood by , wanting to help, but she shook her head and told me to stay put. She worked quickly and efficiently — opening the school uniform...

	
She unfolded the bedding, shook out the duvet cover, and quickly tucked the blanket inside. She bent over, her fingers pinching the corner of the blanket, one pinch at a time.

	
tighten the duvet cover straps. Next, fluff up the pillows, place them at the head of the bed, and smooth them out with your palm.

	
The blanket was wrinkled . I stepped back, looked at it, and then stepped forward to tuck the corner of the blanket in.

	
"Alright," she clapped her hands, turned around, "the bed's ready. I'm going to check the bathroom."

	
" Mom," I quickly stopped her, "isn't it inappropriate for you to go into the men's restroom?"

	
" What's the big deal?" she said casually, already heading towards the bathroom. "I'm your mother." She simply pushed...

	
They went inside.

	
Ye Xiang stood beside her , watching her retreating figure. He tilted his head slightly, his gaze following the door until...

	
The door closed completely with a soft "click." Then he looked away, staring at the floor, seemingly lost in thought.

	
What are you thinking?

	
　　After a while, he looked at me, opened his mouth, then closed it again, seemingly hesitant to speak. Finally, after a moment...

	
He spoke, his voice very low, as if afraid of being overheard:

	
" Dude , your mom ... has such a great presence."

	
he spoke, as if he were talking about something very important.

	
I couldn't help but feel a little smug: "Of course."

	
　　---

	
Just then, the dormitory door was pushed open.

	
But it wasn't her roommate who came in; it was a girl.

	
She was wearing a black T- shirt, the fabric hanging loosely on her body. Below, she wore a denim mini-skirt, the hem just past her waist .

	
Her thighs were exposed, revealing long, fair legs, and she wore canvas shoes. Her hair was draped over her shoulders, with the ends dyed blonde.

	
The color was slightly dazzling in the sunlight. Her features were delicate, she wore light makeup , and her lips held a subtle, ambiguous smile.

	
—He has an indescribable flamboyance about him , as if he carries his own light wherever he goes.

	
　　Yu Meiqing. I really didn't expect her to come.

	
When she saw me, her eyes lit up, and she strode over, her canvas shoes making a "pat-pat" sound on the floor.

	
"Oh, you 're back so early!" She patted my shoulder hard, making my shoulder tilt.

	
"Perfect timing, help me move my things."

	
I was startled and instinctively took a step back: "How did you get in? This is the boys' dormitory!"

	
"Anyway, school hasn't started yet," she said nonchalantly, flicking her hair and revealing a strand of highlighted hair.

	
Gold slipped through my fingers . "There were a lot of parents in the building, and the dorm supervisor didn't care. I saw the door was open, so I came in."

	
.

	
I could even speak, she had already grabbed my arm and pulled me away, her fingers gripping my wrist tightly.

	
Not so young: "Come on, come on, it's just a few boxes of books. You're a grown man, you can't be so stingy, can you?"

	
"Not today," I said, pulling my hand away from hers. "My mom's here, and I'm going with her later."

	
She paused, her hand frozen in mid-air: "Your mother?"

	
" Yes, right there— "

	
　　Before he could finish speaking, a voice suddenly rang out from the side.

	
"Miharu, shall I help you move?"

	
Ye Xiang stood two steps away, his hands hanging at his sides , a gentle smile on his face. Yu Meiqing

	
I turned my head and glanced at him. That glance was brief and indifferent, as if I were sweeping over something insignificant. Then…

	
She quickly looked away, pretending not to have seen anything , and continued staring at me.

	
"Just for a little while," she said, her tone softening a bit, "Let's be loyal to each other."

	
"I really can't leave ... "

	
"Meiqing," Ye Xiang called again, his voice a little louder than before, "Don't make things difficult for her, I'll help."

	
Go ahead.

	
　　Yu Meiqing then turned her head again. This time, her gaze lingered on Ye Xiang for a little longer.

	
But her face remained expressionless; she simply said:

	
"No need, thank you."

	
Her tone was polite, but it carried a distinct sense of distance.

	
The atmosphere became a little awkward.

	
Just then , the bathroom door opened.

	
　　Mom came out, holding a freshly washed rag in her hand; her fingers were slightly red from being soaked in water. She saw Yu

	
Miharu hesitated for a moment, her gaze sweeping over the three of us.

	
" Mom," I quickly introduced, "this is my classmate from the same department, Yu Meiqing. She's in the same internship group as me."

	
.

	
　　Yu Meiqing turned around. In that instant, the expression on her face changed — the previous arrogance and nonchalance vanished.

	
The previous appearance had vanished, replaced by a perfectly measured obedience. She gave a slight bow, a polite smile curving her lips.

	
Her smile and voice softened slightly.

	
Hello, Auntie.

	
　　The mother looked her up and down for a while, nodded, and smiled: "Hello."

	
　　Yu Meiqing added, "Auntie, the group counselor has something urgent and asked me to come find him. I'm really sorry."

	
" Sorry to bother you , Si."

	
she said this, her expression and tone were very natural, just like it was real.

	
　　Mom's shoulder twitched. Just a brief movement. Then she hummed in response, her tone still gentle.

	
He said, "It's alright, you guys are busy."

	
She turned to me and said, "Then you go ahead, I'll sit here for a while and wait for you to come back."

	
" Mom, what about you all alone ... ?"

	
" It's nothing," she said, already sitting down on the edge of the bed, placing the rag aside and folding her hands on her knees.

	
"I'll sit in my dorm for a bit, and we 'll leave once you're done with your work ."

	
she spoke, her gaze swept across my face, then settled on Yu Meiqing. It was only for a moment, then...

	
Move it away.

	
　　Yu Meiqing was looking at me with a smile.

	
There was no other way but to go out with her.

	
　　---

	
I went downstairs , I finally couldn't help but complain.

	
"How can you lie so smoothly?" I followed behind her, suppressing my voice. "Is the counselor busy?"

	
"How could you even think of that? Why didn't you just say the principal wanted to see me? I was too embarrassed to call you out."

	
　　Yu Meiqing didn't turn around. The ends of her golden hair swayed gently with her steps, skipping in the dim light of the stairwell.

	
One jump.

	
After walking for a while, she suddenly stopped. I almost bumped into her.

	
　　At that moment, there were only the two of us in the hallway. It was very quiet, but we could hear someone shouting something downstairs, from a distance.

	
.

	
"I never imagined that was your mother," she said.

	
"What's the meaning?"

	
She didn't answer, but stared at me for a few seconds with a smile on her lips, though the smile was a bit peculiar.

	
"It's nothing," she said, turning around and continuing to walk forward, her voice drifting back from ahead, "At first glance, I still..."

	
I thought it was someone's girlfriend.

	
"Girlfriend?" My heart skipped a beat. My steps faltered slightly. She had already turned the corner of the stairs, leaving only that...

	
A wisp of gold flashed through the air.

	
　　---

	
　　Yu Meiqing didn't have much stuff; she said it was just two boxes of books, which she left downstairs in the girls' dormitory. The boxes weren't big, but they were indeed...

	
It was quite heavy; I had no idea what was inside. I helped her carry it up to the third floor, placed it outside her dorm room, and was about to leave.

	
" Leaving so soon?" She leaned against the door frame, her arms crossed over her chest.

	
"My mom's still waiting," I said, glancing around cautiously. "And this is a woman..."

	
I need to get to the dorms, I have to go right now ."

	
She smiled. The smile was somewhat meaningful .

	
"What a mama's boy," she said.

	
I ignored her and turned to go downstairs.

	
After walking a few steps, I heard her call out from behind, "Hey, thanks ! "

	
I didn't turn around , I just raised my hand and waved.

	
　　---

	
I got back to the dorm , the door was ajar. I gently pushed it open, but Ye Xiang wasn't there. Only my mother was sitting there.

	
Beside the bed .

	
There was a fragrant aroma of tea in the air. She was holding a paper cup and slowly sipping what appeared to be tea.

	
Sunlight streamed in through the window , casting a soft golden glow on her. The cup of tea steamed gently.

	
Steam rose from the side of her face. She lowered her eyes slightly, looking at the tea leaves in the cup, as if she was thinking about something.

	
Hearing the door open, she looked in my direction.

	
"You're back?" she asked, her tone unchanged.

	
" Hmm. Where's Ye Xiang?"

	
"He said he was going out to run some errands," Mom put down her teacup, folded her hands in her knees, "and left not long ago."

	
The child is very considerate . He made me tea and chatted with me for a while after you left.

	
I sat down next to her .

	
"What did you talk about?"

	
"We just chatted," she said. "I asked him about your school. He seemed thoughtful and spoke well."

	
"So steady, you don't see kids like that anymore."

	
" We get along well," I said, "so he definitely has to take care of his friend's mom. And ..."

	
"

	
I paused for a moment, my tone carrying a hint of sourness that I myself might not have realized:

	
"Perhaps it's because he works a lot, so he's quite good at these kinds of interpersonal skills."

	
long."

	
　　The mother seemed somewhat surprised: "Working?"

	
" Hmm," I picked up my phone and looked at it, "I heard he doesn't get along well with his parents, and he usually has to rely on them for a living."

	
"I earn my living expenses by working ... It's almost noon, should I eat out later ?"

	
　　Mom was silent for a while.

	
"That's not easy," she said softly.

	
"You bet," I said, leaning against the headboard . "I don't know how he got through it."

	
　　Mom glanced at me and suddenly laughed: "Look at her, she even knows how to work. Unlike you, all you do all day..."

	
"They know how to have fun."

	
" Mom— " I drawled , "Isn't it because I have a good mother? Someone takes care of me, I don't have to..."

	
work to earn a living."

	
She snorted, but her expression clearly showed she was smiling.

	
　　---

	
We walked towards the parking lot after leaving the dormitory building . Mom didn't say much along the way. I walked beside her, and she...

	
He stared straight ahead, his expression revealing nothing of his thoughts.

	
getting in the car, she sat in the driver's seat, not in a hurry to start the engine, but just sat there looking out the window, as if...

	
Observe the students coming and going.

	
　　After a while, she asked me:

	
"You're a senior now, what are your plans?"

	
" I'm getting ready to do an internship and find a job," I said.

	
"Not taking the postgraduate entrance exam?"

	
"I won't take the exam," I shook my head. "I want to start working sooner and ease the burden on my family."

	
She seemed lost in thought. Students walked past in front of the car, dragging suitcases, the wheels clattering on the ground.

	
ring.

	
" This year is very important," she said, each word clear, "Don't be impatient. Calm down and think..."

	
"Think about what you want to do in the future."

	
"Know."

	
She added , "I think Ye Xiang is quite composed. You could try to get to know him better."

	
I glanced at her sideways.

	
"You don't have any siblings," she continued, her gaze still fixed on the view outside the window. "You're graduating soon, you should think about what..."

	
What kind of friends can be helpful to you?

	
" Hmm," I replied, casually taking out my phone to browse.

	
She didn't say anything more, started the car, drove out of the school gate, and turned onto the main road.

	
"There are a lot of pretty girls at your school," she said suddenly, looking at the road ahead.

	
"Really ?" I replied casually. "It's alright, I guess."

	
"The girl who came to see you today was quite pretty," she paused, as if carefully choosing her words, "

	
But ... it just seems kind of crazy. What do you think of her?

	
thought struck me. There was definitely something more to what my mother said.

	
I tried to sound casual: "Nothing much. We're just friends, we did something together..."

	
Group projects or something.

	
I didn't look at her, but I could feel her gaze.

	
" Besides , don't you know who I have feelings for?"

	
　　After saying that, I felt like I was deliberately "showing my loyalty." I wonder what my mother will think?

	
She didn't respond immediately . When the car reached a red light, she stopped and said softly:

	
"Look at what you're saying, that's not what I meant ... "

	
I turned to the side and quickly glanced at her. She was staring at the red light timer, her eyelashes shimmering gently in the light.

	
A tremor ran through him. A faint smile appeared at the corner of his mouth — very faint, but definitely a smile.

	
The smile vanished quickly, as if afraid I would see it .

	
　　The car continued driving forward. The street scene outside the window slowly receded, the shadows of the roadside trees falling piece by piece on the windshield.

	
On the glass, the wind blew in through the half-open car window, ruffling a stray strand of hair by her ear. 

	
Chapter Six

	
After the start of the semester, the internship was officially put on the agenda.

	
The school issued a notice stating that senior students should find a job and complete an internship of at least two months by the end of the year.

	
The task . The advisor posted a bunch of forms and links in the group chat, talking about "independent internships," "centralized internships," and "school internships."

	
"Enterprise cooperation" is a confusing term.

	
I sent out over a dozen resumes, but they either disappeared without a trace or I only received a "read" reply. A week has passed, and I haven't even had an interview.

	
There was no notification even for the trial.

	
That evening at dinner , my mother noticed me staring blankly at my phone and asked, "Still no internship prospects?"

	
" Okay." I put my phone down. "Let's wait a bit longer."

	
She picked up a piece of food with her chopsticks and said slowly , "How about ... coming to our workplace?"

	
I was stunned for a moment.

	
" The General Affairs Department has some internship openings recently," she said, looking at me. "It's just a formality. Anyway, we just need to..."

	
An internship certificate. I'll talk to your Aunt Zhang, it should be fine."

	
I lowered my head and rummaged through the rice in my bowl with my chopsticks. Go to Mom's workplace? Go to and from work with her every day? Listen...

	
It looks good , but ...

	
"Never mind," I said, "I'll look again."

	
"How can you say it's over?" She put down her chopsticks. "My company is at least a state-owned enterprise, which sounds better, unlike yours."

	
"Go outside and try your luck?"

	
"I know," I said in a muffled voice, "but I don't want ... I don't want to rely on my mother for everything ."

	
She glanced at me but didn't say anything.

	
　　After a few seconds, she said softly, "This isn't about relying on you. It's about helping you out."

	
"Let's talk about it when I really can't find it." I finished the last bite of rice, stood up, and said, "I'm full."

	
"

	
As I carried the bowl toward the kitchen, I could feel her gaze fixed on my back.

	
　　---

	
A few days later, the internship group held a meeting. It was called a meeting, but it was really just the counselor rambling on and on about nothing—

	
The importance of Xi Jinping, past experiences, points to note … it all made me drowsy. After the meeting, as I walked out…

	
Someone patted me on the shoulder.

	
　　Yu Meiqing.

	
"What are you doing here?" I asked casually.

	
" Of course, I'm in this group too." She rolled her eyes. "Didn't you see me just now?"

	
I really didn't notice.

	
We walked downstairs together. She was wearing a loose sweatshirt and jeans, and a strand of blonde hair at the ends...

	
The light in the hallway flickered.

	
"Have you found an internship yet?" she asked.

	
"No," I said. "What about you?"

	
"Me?" she smiled, a smile tinged with self-deprecation, "I work at Pizza Hut ."

	
Pizza Hut ?

	
" Hmm, working as a waitress," she kicked away a small pebble at her feet, "I guess it counts as a social internship, my advisor said."

	
As long as it's related to my major, it's fine. I studied marketing, so serving dishes counts as gaining customer experience — that's something I made up.

	
"

	
I couldn't help but laugh.

	
"What about you? Aren't you going to look for it yet?" She tapped my arm.

	
"We're looking, how can we not look?"

	
"What are you looking for?" she said casually. "Why don't you come to Pizza Hut too? We can keep each other company."

	
I shook my head.

	
She looked into my eyes with a meaningful gaze , as if she could read my mind.

	
How much is face worth?" she suddenly asked, her voice very soft. "Back in my day ... never mind, I won't say anymore."

	
.

	
She didn't finish speaking, and I didn't understand what she meant, so I didn't reply.

	
As she walked downstairs, she waved and said, "Alright, come find me when you've thought it through."

	
She left. Her figure gradually disappeared ahead.

	
　　---

	
During dinner , my mother told me something that surprised me.

	
"Ye Xiang reported to our unit today ."

	
I stopped eating abruptly: "What?"

	
"The logistics department," she said, placing a piece of scrambled egg on my plate, her tone casual, "I only found out today that he applied for..."

	
I passed the internship assessment there . Our company is really hard to get into; I heard there's a chance to become a full-time employee later.

	
I was completely confused and remained silent for a while. Ye Xiang? When did he apply? He never told me.

	
.

	
"Aren't you roommates?" Mom glanced at me. "Didn't he tell you?"

	
I hummed in response, feeling a bit flustered.

	
After finishing my meal, I went into my room and called Ye Xiang.

	
It rang a few times, then I answered.

	
"Hey? Dude , what's up?" His voice sounded a little surprised.

	
"You're something else, kid. I heard you went to intern at a big state-owned enterprise?" I asked bluntly.

	
　　There was a pause on the other end of the phone, then he laughed: "Yes, logistics department. First day reporting for duty today."

	
" Why didn't you tell your friends about such a great thing?" I tried to make my voice sound light, "To celebrate with you."

	
Just once.

	
"Haha, I'm just a menial worker in the logistics department , just getting a certificate," he said with a hint of embarrassment.

	
I don't see anything to celebrate.

	
I paused for a second, then said, "Haha, that's good too. My mom works there too, so I can ask her to..."

	
Let me show you around.

	
" Yes, that's right," he said. "I really didn't expect to work in the same unit as Auntie ... I feel very happy now."

	
.

	
"As long as you're happy, congratulations ," I said.

	
We chatted for a few more minutes, then I hung up . I sat on the edge of the bed, feeling a mix of emotions. He went into my mother's room.

	
At work, he sees his mother every day; they go to work and leave work together … while I don’t even have an internship.

	
turn up.

	
The streetlights outside the window came on, casting an orange glow that fell on the sheets. For a moment, I felt...

	
I am very useless.

	
　　---

	
A few days later, one afternoon, with nothing to do, I suddenly had a whim — to pick my mother up from work. I had nothing else to do anyway.

	
Instead, we should show her more care and concern, and help her avoid being so tired.

	
At 4:50, I parked my car in front of their workplace. I know this place very well; I've been here since I was a child.

	
I come here often ; sometimes my mom brings me to work so she can take care of me; sometimes I come here to see her. (Security guard)

	
They all recognized my car and didn't say anything. I leaned against the car door, scrolling through my phone, waiting for her to come out.

	
At 5:05 , just as I was about to call my mother, I saw several people walking out of the lobby. I looked up.

	
I searched for her in the crowd.

	
Then I saw it. My mother was wearing a gray suit, her hair was down, and she was carrying a bag. She was standing next to me...

	
A person spoke. That person — was Ye Xiang. He was about the same height as his mother, who was wearing high heels, and his face was turned to the side.

	
He was listening to what she was saying. His mother started laughing as she spoke, her lips curving into a smile. Ye Xiang smiled along with her, his smile revealing...

	
She was a little shy.

	
They walked out side by side, chatting as they went, like old friends.

	
I stood there, waiting for them to slowly approach.

	
　　My mother saw me first, paused for a moment, then smiled: "What brings you here?"

	
"I'm picking you up from work," I said, shifting my gaze from her face to Ye Xiang. "Ye Xiang, are you off work?"

	
"Oh, you've arrived," he greeted with a smile. "What a coincidence."

	
　　Mom looked at him, then at me: "You two chat, I'll get in the car first."

	
She walked past me , opened the passenger door, and got in.

	
Ye Xiang stood in front of me, suddenly becoming a little flustered: "Well ... buddy , I'll be going now?"

	
"Want a ride?" I asked.

	
He shook his head: "No, no, it's only two bus stops for me. Thank you."

	
He waved again to his mother in the car, saying, "Goodbye, Auntie!"

	
　　Through the car window, Mom waved too.

	
He turned and walked toward the bus stop, his figure receding further and further away on the sidewalk.

	
　　---

	
　　In the car, Mom fastened her seatbelt and said, "Your classmate is quite serious."

	
"What?" I looked at the road ahead and drove the car out of the company gate.

	
"Today, the logistics department received a batch of large water bottles, and he volunteered to fill them for each department. He just happened to leave work with me."

	
She paused for a moment, then said, "I heard from people in the office that he's efficient, has a sweet tongue, and his colleagues all have a good impression of him."

	
.

	
I gripped the steering wheel and didn't reply.

	
" This kid has potential," she added.

	
The street scene outside the window receded, and the sky grew slightly darker. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed she was wearing black stockings today.

	
Thin, it wrapped around her calves, gleaming faintly in the car's interior light.

	
A slight itch stirred within me. More than just an itch. There was something else — a sense of unease, restlessness, and something else I couldn't quite put my finger on.

	
The impulse .

	
I gripped the steering wheel tightly and pressed the accelerator a little harder.

	
　　---

	
　　The car pulled into the underground parking garage and the engine was turned off. I didn't move, and neither did she. After a few seconds of silence, I suddenly turned to the side.

	
He turned around and leaned closer.

	
was startled: "What ... um— "

	
I didn't let her finish speaking before I kissed her. My hands weren't idle either, immediately moving to her thigh. The stockings were smooth.

	
Below was warm skin. She pushed me once, but I didn't move away, so she pushed me again.

	
" No ... " She turned her head away , avoiding my mouth, "This is a garage, someone's here ... "

	
"Don't worry, no one's around right now." I said breathlessly, reaching my hand upwards.

	
She pressed my hand down, her voice low but stern: "I said no! Go upstairs."

	
She opened the car door and got out. I sat in the driver's seat, my gaze following her retreating figure out the window.

	
The body, clad in a suit, swayed back and forth in the dimly lit garage. I took a deep breath and followed.

	
　　There were only the two of us in the elevator. She leaned against the corner, looking at the advertisements pasted on the elevator doors, her expression as calm as if nothing were wrong.

	
Nothing happened. I stood close to her, not saying a word, but my hand reached around from behind and gently placed on her waist.

	
　　As soon as the elevator doors opened, she quickly stepped out, took out her keys, and unlocked the door. I followed her in, and as soon as the doors closed, I...

	
They pressed her against the door.

	
　　This time, she did not refuse.

	
Clothes were scattered all the way. From the doorway to the living room , and then to the bedroom: a gray coat, a white inner layer, a pencil skirt, and a black...

	
Colored stockings ... piece by piece, thrown on the floor, like a chaotic trail. When I pinned my mother to the bed, she was already...

	
She was left with only a light-colored pair of underwear . I ripped it off, knelt behind her, and gripped her slender waist tightly with both hands.

	
I didn't go in immediately . I just stood there, looking down at her snow-white back, watching her nervousness...

	
Her shoulder blades rippled slightly. Her mind was filled with images from the afternoon: her and Ye Xiang walking side-by-side out of the office building, him...

	
He was about the same height as her, yet his smile was so sweet; the curve of her lips when she turned to look at him …

	
I gritted my teeth , lowered my waist, and the entire thing went in.

	
She suddenly tilted her head back, her voice sharp and trembling, but it was shattered by my subsequent impact.

	
I showed no mercy. Each thrust was deeper and more brutal than the last, as if trying to unleash all the pent-up frustration of the past few days.

	
Anger, jealousy, and frustration all surged deep within her. The sounds of flesh colliding echoed in the bedroom.

	
The sound was mixed with her suppressed sobs. She bit down hard on the pillow, her shoulders trembling violently, her knuckles gripping the sheets.

	
It turned white.

	
"Slow ... slow down ... " she pleaded haltingly , her voice already trembling with tears, "It's too deep ..."

	
"I ... I can't take it anymore ... "

	
I, however, went mad, thrusting my hips in fiercely again and again. Each time, I reached the very bottom, that tight layer...

	
The tender flesh, deformed by my impact, then clung back tightly, as if trying to swallow me whole. I looked down at myself.

	
The place where we joined — her snow-white buttocks flushed red from my thrusts, and her love juices flowed out, leaving trails.

	
Silver threads flowed down her inner thighs.

	
I leaned down, pressed my ear to hers, and spoke in a voice so low it was almost inaudible, yet trembling with a hint of despair.

	
:

	
" Mom ... you looked so beautiful when you got off work today . "

	
Her whole body shuddered. Her inner walls suddenly contracted wildly, like countless tiny mouths sucking at once. I could no longer hold back.

	
He roared and pressed himself firmly against her back, ejaculating all his hot semen into the deepest part of her vagina.

	
She arrived too. The climax came suddenly and violently; her body convulsed as if electrocuted, and a gush of fluid escaped her throat.

	
The sound was a long, hoarse whimper, and her love juice gushed out, almost soaking my lower abdomen and the sheets.

	
I don't know how much time passed before I finally collapsed onto her sweat-soaked back, panting heavily. She was completely limp, like a puddle.

	
She buried her face in the pillow.

	
The room was quiet. The only sounds were the distant sounds of cars outside the window and our breathing.

	
　　---

	
Afterwards, she turned over and rested her head on my arm.

	
"Why were you so rough today ?" she asked, her voice hoarse. "It scared me to death; I thought it was going to break ..."

	
"

	
I didn't say anything, I just pulled her into my arms and held her tight. She leaned against my chest, her fingers gently pinching my arm.

	
He smacked a few times, as if expressing his reproach.

	
" Too much pressure?" she asked.

	
" Yeah," I sighed, "the internship is a hassle."

	
She was silent for a moment, then said, "You didn't come to our office back then. Now you regret it, don't you?"

	
?"

	
"No," I said. "I'm afraid of trouble and don't want you to have to do me a favor."

	
She looked up and stared at me intently.

	
"What debt of gratitude are you incurring ?" Her eyes shone brightly in the dimly lit bedroom. "I'm your mother, giving my son..."

	
"Isn't it only natural to seek an opportunity?"

	
"But …… "

	
I seem to have so much to say, but when it comes time to actually say it, I don't know how to begin.

	
She sat up and took my hand.

	
"Come."

	
She pulled me out of bed, led me to the dressing mirror , pointed at it, and asked, "See that?"

	
?"

	
　　In the mirror, we stood side by side. She was naked, still bearing the marks of what had just happened, her hair disheveled.

	
Her face was a mess, and her cheeks were still flushed. Me too.

	
" We look so alike," she said softly. "Your eyebrows are like mine, your nose is like mine, even your lips are like mine."

	
"

	
She turned her head and looked me straight in the eyes.

	
" We 're one, you understand? What's the trouble or inconvenience?"

	
In that instant , something inside me felt a sense of relief.

	
Looking at ourselves in the mirror, I suddenly realized that Mom was right. We really are one. What trouble...

	
What are favors, what are debts — these words seem truly meaningless between us. Yet, I...

	
Thinking about how he had been so rough with her just now because of that inexplicable lustful anger ... he felt uneasy.

	
I reached out and pulled her into my arms.

	
　　---

	
That night, we lay in bed, unable to sleep for a long time.

	
" Mom," I began, "you mean Ye Xiang ... how did he end up working for your company?"

	
She turned her head to look at me.

	
"He applied for it himself ," she said. "He's quite resourceful; he got it done quietly."

	
I was lost in thought.

	
She continued, "I see you two get along quite well, why hasn't he mentioned it to you?"

	
"I don't know either," I said. "Maybe ... we 're not particularly close. He's introverted, and I..."

	
Introverted, that's just how I am normally .

	
She thought for a moment, then suddenly said, "How about we invite him over for a visit? I can help you two get to know each other better."

	
I hesitated for a moment.

	
"Anyway, he works in the same unit as me and is your classmate," she said. "Spending more time with him might be beneficial."

	
you find an internship. Listen to how he found it and what experience he has. Having a friend like that will be invaluable in your future career.

	
friends than to associate with shady characters.

	
I hesitated a bit, but her expression was very serious, as if she was planning some very important work arrangements.

	
" Mom, I'll do whatever you say," I said.

	
She smiled, a gentle smile in the night.

	
"Then it's settled," she said. "You arrange a time with him."

	
" Um."

	
I hugged her tightly and closed my eyes.

	
　　Invite him to my house. Ye Xiang. Let's have a meal together. I can learn from his experience. I don't know what I'm thinking. Just...

	
I feel that what Mom said makes sense; having more friends means having more options. It's time for me to start thinking about these things.

	
Alright.

	
Chapter Seven

	
　　I told Ye Xiang about inviting him to my house for dinner on WeChat.

	
" Are you free this weekend? Come over for dinner." After sending this message, I added, "To celebrate..."

	
"To think I found such a great internship."

	
A moment later , the reply came: "Dude, I can't accept this ... "

	
"There's nothing to be embarrassed about," I typed. "We're friends, it's only right. Besides, my mom agrees."

	
　　This time he replied quickly: "Auntie said so too? Then I won't refuse. Thank you, thank you Auntie!"

	
"

	
I stared at the line of text on the screen, my finger pausing for a moment. I wondered if it was just my imagination, but the phrase "Auntie also..." seemed to...

	
"What do you mean?" seems to carry more weight than my invitation?

	
Without thinking much, I replied with an " OK " emoji.

	
　　---

	
The weather was great over the weekend.

	
Ye Xiang arrived , he was carrying several bags — fruit, milk, and a beautifully packaged box of pastries.

	
He stood in the doorway, wearing a clean light blue shirt, his hair neatly combed, and he looked...

	
than he is at school .

	
"Help me get this," he said, handing over the items. "It's just a small token of my appreciation."

	
"You're here , what did you bring?" I took the things and stepped aside to let him in. "Don't be so polite with me."

	
Yes.

	
he changed his shoes, he took a long, thin box out of his bag and handed it to me: "This ... is for you."

	
of."

	
I was stunned for a moment: "What?"

	
" An eye massager," he laughed heartily, "I don't know which one would be suitable. You usually like playing games..."

	
" This can protect your eyesight. And ... " He paused, glanced at me quickly, then looked down again.

	
"Some companies have vision requirements when hiring, so it's best to pay attention beforehand."

	
" Hey," I said casually, taking the box. "I don't need this."

	
　　As soon as I finished speaking, my mother's voice came from behind me:

	
"Ye Xiang is right. You just don't pay attention to details."

	
I turned around . My mother came out of the kitchen, wearing an apron, her hands still wet; she had clearly been busy.

	
He walked over and his gaze lingered on Ye Xiang for a moment.

	
When Ye Xiang saw her, his expression changed instantly — he seemed to take a breath, and then the corners of his mouth curved into a smile.

	
He seemed to want to laugh, yet also a little nervous. He straightened up, unsure what to do with his hands, finally placing them at his sides, slightly...

	
slightly .

	
"Hello, Auntie." His voice was a little lower than before, and he sounded a bit reserved, but his eyes were bright.

	
　　Mom smiled and nodded: "Xiao Ye is here."

	
She glanced down at the box in my hand, then at Ye Xiang, her tone tinged with admiration:

	
"You 're such a thoughtful child. You even thought of this."

	
Ye Xiang lowered his head , his face slightly flushed. He raised his hand to adjust his glasses, as if trying to hide something: "Nothing..."

	
"I just bought it randomly ... "

	
" This wasn't just something I bought casually," Mom said with a smile. "It's very thoughtful of me."

	
She turned to me again: "Did you remember? I've always told you to play fewer games."

	
I scratched my head and didn't reply.

	
"Please sit down," Mom said to Ye Xiang. "Dinner will be ready soon, you two chat first."

	
She went back to the kitchen.

	
Ye Xiang's gaze followed her retreating figure until she disappeared behind the kitchen door. Then he looked away and noticed...

	
I was looking at him, then lowered my head a little embarrassed .

	
　　---

	
　　Mom had prepared the meal. There were six dishes and a soup, including braised pork, braised eel, and stewed vegetables with Jinhua ham …

	
was full of food.

	
"Xiao Ye, eat more," his mother said, putting food on his plate. "Don't be shy."

	
" Thank you, Auntie," Ye Xiang said, holding the bowl, a little overwhelmed. "This is too much, I can't finish it ... "

	
"You have to eat even if you can't," Mom said with a smile. "Look how thin you are."

	
I sat across from them, watching them. Mom was smiling, and Ye Xiang was smiling too; his eyes would crinkle when he smiled.

	
It was a slit , looking quite docile. I think I smiled too, but I don't know what I was smiling about.

	
" You two shouldn't just eat," Mom glanced at me, "Chat a bit. Ye Xiang works in the same unit as me now."

	
This is fate. You two should communicate more, about internships and personal plans, and support each other.

	
.

	
I hummed in agreement and turned to Ye Xiang: " How 's your workplace ... ?"

	
"It's great," Ye Xiang put down his chopsticks. " The boss is very considerate, and the colleagues are nice too."

	
"That's good."

	
silence.

	
I asked again , "Are you busy?"

	
" It's alright, I just arrived, mainly for learning."

	
"Oh, I see."

	
Silence fell again.

	
My mind raced, trying to find more topics to talk about, but the more anxious I became, the less I knew what to say. What…

	
am I so nervous in front of my mom? I usually get along quite well with Ye Xiang at school, so why do I feel so nervous sitting at the dinner table?

	
In front of my mother, I can't say anything at all.

	
"After we finish eating," I suddenly thought, "how about we go to my room to play games?"

	
Ye Xiang paused for a moment, then nodded: "Okay."

	
I breathed a sigh of relief, feeling that I had finally gotten rid of the awkward situation. But when I looked up, I met my mother's gaze.

	
Her gaze was brief, quickly shifting away, but I had a vague feeling that she seemed unhappy. Perhaps she felt I shouldn't have brought it up.

	
Playing video games ? Or something else? I don't know.

	
　　---

	
Perhaps seeing that I was not reliable, my mother took the initiative to talk to Ye Xiang, which broke the deadlock.

	
"Xiao Ye," she added another spoonful of food to Ye Xiang's bowl, her voice a little softer than before, "I heard you..."

	
throughout university ? That must have been tough.

	
Ye Xiang paused for a moment. He looked down at the food in his bowl, and after a few seconds spoke, "Yes ..."

	
… Mainly because my parents don't really care about me, and also, I think working … can help me develop myself.”

	
He spoke naturally, but his voice trembled slightly, with a faint tremor at the end.

	
I glanced at him, trying to ease the tension, and joked, "What's wrong? You seem pretty aggrieved."

	
　　As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized I had misspoke. It sounded like a joke, but it didn't seem quite right.

	
Ye Xiang raised his head and forced a smile, a smile tinged with bitterness: "No, no ... " He paused,

	

His gaze swept across my face and my mother's, finally settling on my mother's. "Mainly, seeing the way you and your aunt..."

	
a good relationship makes me a little emotional …

	
　　Upon hearing this, his mother put down her chopsticks and looked at him. Her gaze was focused, her eyes filled with concern.

	
That feeling was like ... heartache?

	
"Xiao Ye," she said softly, her voice even gentler than before, " is something wrong at home ... ?"

	
"

	
Ye Xiang was silent for a moment. He lowered his eyelids , staring at the bowl in front of him, his shoulders slightly tense. Then he...

	
He took a breath, as if he had made a decision:

	
"The auntie seemed very kind, and she's my good friend's mother, so I'll just tell the truth." He said in a low voice.

	
Yes, but every word was clear: " Actually, my parents said they would support me until I was 18 , except for tuition fees, and that would be enough."

	
They never gave me any other fees. Sometimes ... sometimes they even asked me for money to gamble.

	
He paused, his throat moved as if he had swallowed something.

	
"So seeing you all made me feel compelled to say this. If I were also ... sigh, never mind."

	
He lowered his head , quickly wiped his eyes with his hand—the movement was so fast that it was easy to miss if you weren't staring intently.

	
He's so focused on him that he won't even notice.

	
The room was silent for a few seconds.

	
　　Mom sighed. The sigh was soft, but it could be heard clearly in the quiet room.

	
"Sigh, there's really nothing to say ... " she said, her voice filled with an indescribable pity.

	
Her eyes were slightly red, very lightly; I wasn't mistaken, they were definitely red. She raised her hand to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

	
Then he spoke:

	
"Xiao Ye," her voice was a little hoarse, "if you have any difficulties at work in the future, just tell Auntie."

	
Ye Xiang looked up at her. It was a brief glance, but I saw his eyes were red. He nodded.

	
He nodded, but didn't speak.

	
I sat next to her , and suddenly felt a little dazed. I had thought my mother was just gossiping, but she had actually become famous.

	
Her dark circles, and those words she just said— " Just tell Auntie " —her voice was so soft when she said that.

	
His eyes were so earnest, as if at that moment he regarded him as his own child.

	
the last time she acted like this? Was it when I was sick and hospitalized? I don't know.

	
　　---

	
then turned to Ye Xiang's family affairs. His mother asked him many questions, which he answered one by one.

	
Her tone was much calmer, but occasionally a sob seemed to escape her lips. Her mother listened, nodding from time to time.

	
You might interject with a few words like "It's not easy" or "You're so sensible."

	
After chatting for a while, Mom turned to me:

	
" By the way, haven't you been asking about internships? Let Xiaoye tell you how he found one and what the interview process was like."

	
Hou ask?

	
I said "Oh" and turned to Ye Xiang.

	
Ye Xiang explained to me very carefully his resume submission process, the interview questions, and how he prepared. I

	
I listened , nodding occasionally, but my mind seemed to be wandering. My mother was beside me, sometimes reminding me, "This is..."

	
Remember that. That's quite important." I replied, but the image from earlier kept flashing through my mind — her eyes...

	
With tears welling up in her eyes, she looked at Ye Xiang and whispered, "If you have any difficulties in the future, just tell Auntie."

	
" Did you remember?" Mom asked me.

	
" I've got it," I said.

	
Actually , I didn't remember much.

	
　　---

	
After dinner, I helped clear the dishes. Ye Xiang wanted to help too, but his mother pressed him back onto the sofa: "You're a guest."

	
"Sit down and rest."

	
I carried the bowl into the kitchen, and as soon as I put it down, I heard my mother exclaim "Oh dear!" from the living room. I ran out to see...

	
I saw my mother standing in the kitchen doorway, the faucet tilted, water gushing out. That faucet had been leaking water for a long time.

	
There was a dripping water, but we didn't pay attention. We never expected that things would completely fall apart at this moment.

	
"Oh no, oh no!" Mom frantically pressed the faucet, "Why now of all times ... "

	
I went over to take a look, and the faucet was indeed loose, but I had absolutely no idea how to fix it.

	
"Let's call the property management ," I said. "I'll make the call."

	
"I wonder if anyone from the property management is here right now ... "

	
"Let me take a look."

	
Ye Xiang had already stood up. He walked to the faucet, examined it carefully, and then turned it on twice.

	
"It's nothing, it's probably just that the gasket inside is worn out," he said steadily. "Do you have a wrench?"

	
"Yes, yes, yes," Mom quickly said, "I'll go get it."

	
She went to the balcony to rummage through her toolbox, and I stood beside her , not knowing what to do. Ye Xiang turned off the main water valve in the house.

	
He rolled up his sleeves, revealing his thin forearms, waiting to be repaired. His mother brought over the toolbox, which Ye Xiang took and rummaged through.

	
He found a wrench. He twisted it a few times, and the faucet came off.

	
" The gasket is definitely worn out," he said, holding it up to examine it. "Do you have a spare at home?"

	
"No ... " Mom said anxiously, "What should we do?"

	
"It's alright, I'll go downstairs and buy one," Ye Xiang stood up, putting the wrench back in the toolbox. "The neighborhood should have some."

	
Hardware store.

	
"I'll go," I said.

	
"You don't know which one to buy?" Ye Xiang had already walked out, but turned back and smiled at me. "I'll go."

	
,soon."

	
Then he went out . My mother and I stood in the kitchen, neither of us saying a word for a moment.

	
　　A dozen minutes later, Ye Xiang returned. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead, and he carried a small plastic bag.

	
It contained gaskets, and I also bought a new pipe while I was at it.

	
" And replace the old ones while you're at it," he said, squatting back down under the sink. "This pipe is almost worn out too."

	
He worked with practiced ease — tightening, disassembling, and reassembling—and finished in a few quick movements. He stood up, turned on the water valve, and unscrewed...

	
I tested the faucet , and the water flowed out steadily; then I turned it off, and not a single drop leaked.

	
"Alright," he turned to look at his mother, smiling shyly, "it's nothing."

	
　　Looking at the faucet, then at Ye Xiang, Mom exclaimed with surprise and gratitude, "Xiao Ye, you're so capable!"

	
How can you know everything?

	
"I used to work in property management," Ye Xiang said, wiping his hands, which were a little dusty. "I learned..."

	
a little."

	
"Oh dear, really ... " Mom looked at him, then at me, and casually said, "Learn more from Xiao Ye."

	
Look how independent others are! (Look at Xi Jinping's example.)

	
I stood to the side and smiled. But even I felt the smile was a little dry. I looked down at myself.

	
Looking at Ye Xiang's dusty hands, she suddenly felt quite useless.

	
　　---

	
Ye Xiang was about to leave , his mother saw him to the door and told him, "Come visit again when you have time."

	
" Thank you, Auntie," Ye Xiang said, changing his shoes, looking up at his mother, " Thank you so much for today ."

	
you."

	
That gaze was very long, and it seemed to hold a lot of unspoken words.

	
　　After closing the door, Mom returned to the living room, still muttering, "This child is really something, he can do everything, and he's so reliable."

	
……

	
I sat on the sofa and didn't reply.

	
She sat down beside me and, as usual, placed her hand in mine.

	
"What's wrong?"

	
"It's nothing," I said.

	
She didn't ask any more questions . After a few seconds of silence, she sighed:

	
"I never imagined there were parents like that, so harsh on their child, yet Ye Xiang is still so sensible ... "

	
"Yes," I said, trying to sound casual, "I know he doesn't get along with his family."

	
He said. But this is the first time I've heard him say that his parents are asking him for money."

	
　　Mom nodded and sighed softly.

	
Suddenly, something occurred to me, and I blurted out, "I think he really enjoys your cooking, so maybe I should cook some for him sometime."

	
"With you?"

	
　　My mother rolled her eyes at me: "I don't have time for that."

	
I smiled, but I felt much more relaxed.

	
" By the way," Mom said, looking at me, "what Ye Xiang was talking about earlier, how he planned his job search, and his interviews..."

	
you remember everything the interviewer said ?

	
I was speechless for a moment .

	
"He said a lot," I stammered, "but I don't remember much of it."

	
　　Her mother's expression changed. Not anger, but a kind of ... disappointment. Her lips moved, as if she wanted to say something.

	
He swallowed it back down again.

	
" At a time like this," her voice lowered, a few octaves deeper, "can you be a little more reliable?"

	
I invite Ye Xiang to dinner?

	
My heart skipped a beat. Why? I knew she was trying to help me. But when she asked that question, I had no idea...

	
How should I answer? Images from the afternoon flashed through my mind — her serving food to Ye Xiang, her eyes red as she listened to him speak.

	
She praised him for being "good at everything" —those images crowded together, stuck in my chest, and I couldn't quite describe the feeling.

	
" Ugh, so annoying!" I shook off her hand, stood up, and said in a louder voice than I expected, "I'll find a job."

	
Made.

	
　　After saying that, I headed towards my room. But after taking only two steps, I regretted it. In all these years, I had never told her this...

	
That's what I'm saying. I don't know what's wrong with me, I just had this nameless anger that I'd been holding in all afternoon, and finally I couldn't suppress it anymore.

	
.

	
Her voice came from behind me , very soft, but at that moment it hurt me more than if she were cursing:

	
"Fine, you have your own ideas, I was just being redundant ."

	
I paused. My hand was already on the doorknob, but I didn't turn it. I was waiting, waiting for her to say something else. Waiting.

	
She said "come back," or even if she just cursed at me.

	
She didn't.

	
　　---

	
　　It was quiet outside. Mom didn't chase after me, nor did she knock. This was the first time I'd ever told her, "I'm so annoyed."

	
I shouldn't have said that, but the door was already closed and the words were already out.

	
Perhaps I should act like before, quickly apologizing and trying to cheer her up every time I upset her; and she...

	
And she always forgives me, unconditionally accepting my mistakes? Yes, I should open the door now and tell her...

	
A voice said, " Mom, I shouldn't have yelled at you like that."

	
However, I ultimately did not take that step today.

	
Chapter Eight

	
After that weekend, my mother was distant with me for a while. Not the cold war kind — she went to work as usual.

	
She kept the house tidy as usual , and asked me as usual, "How was your day?" We would chat occasionally.

	
But she spoke less, and her smiles faded. When watching TV, she no longer leaned on my shoulder like she used to, but...

	
She curled up at the other end of the sofa , knees together, fingers unconsciously picking at the edge of a cushion. Light and shadow danced across her face.

	
She moved, but her gaze seemed to pierce through the screen, landing on a place I couldn't see.

	
I guess I really disappointed her.

	
Those days, that sentence kept replaying in my mind— " Fine, you have your own ideas, I was just being nosy ."

	
"I didn't see her expression when she said that, but I can imagine it wasn't pleasant. And every word she said..."

	
Getting up makes me a little scared.

	
In the end , I was the one who gave in first.

	
After dinner , she went to the kitchen to wash the dishes, the water splashing loudly. I lingered at the door, watching her silhouette silhouetted against the lamplight.

	
He cast a long shadow, and his shoulders were more tense than usual.

	
" mom."

	
She paused for a moment, without turning around.

	
"I was wrong." My voice was a little hoarse. "The internship was driving me crazy. I shouldn't have yelled at you that day."

	
.sorry ."

	
The tap is off.

	
The kitchen was so quiet that you could hear the "drip, drip" of water droplets falling from the rim of a bowl.

	
She slowly turned around. The light shone down from above, casting a small shadow under her eyes. Her gaze was complex.

	
It was wonderful — there was blame, there was exhaustion, but more than anything, there was an indescribable tenderness, like heartache, or perhaps helplessness.

	
She sighed softly.

	
"I know you're anxious," her tone softened considerably compared to the past few days, "and I feel for you too. But we are two people."

	
together and have emotional moments ... let's not hurt each other , okay?

	
she finished speaking, she turned back to continue washing the dishes. The sound of water resumed.

	
I walked over and hugged her from behind. Her body stiffened at first, then relaxed. I turned my face...

	
He buried his face in the crook of her neck, his nose brushing against her warm skin, the scent of dish soap mixed with her usual perfume.

	
" Mom, I'm sorry," I called out again, my voice muffled.

	
She placed her wet hand on the back of my hand without saying a word.

	
But at that moment, I knew she had forgiven me — at least , partly.

	
　　---

	
Life went on peacefully like this. A few days later, at the dinner table, Mom brought up something.

	
" My company is having a team-building event this weekend," she said casually, picking at her food. "We're going to that fantasy amusement park in the suburbs."

	
"I'm bringing my family. Are you going?"

	
My heart skipped a beat. A fantasy amusement park? A newly opened amusement park? I heard it's huge, with all sorts of thrilling rides. I...

	
I've been wanting to go see it, but it's quite far, and I haven't found the opportunity yet.

	
"Go ahead," I said, "it'll be good to keep you company and help you clear your head."

	
She glanced at me, and the corners of her mouth curved slightly. It was a faint smile, but I caught it.

	
"Okay," she said, "the factory provides a shuttle bus at seven o'clock this Saturday morning. Can you get up that early?"

	
"Seven o'clock?" I almost choked on my food. "That early?"

	
" It's a team building activity, it'll last all day." She continued eating. "If you can't get up, that's fine, I'll just go to work myself."

	
car."

	
"No need," I put down my chopsticks, "I 'll drive you home so you can sleep a little longer."

	
She looked up at me, a hint of surprise in her eyes: "You're driving?"

	
" Yeah," I said, "I checked, it only takes a little over an hour to drive there. We don't need to catch the shuttle bus, we can get there from home..."

	
"Just head straight there."

	
"But ... can you get up?" she asked, her tone slightly teasing.

	
"Of course I can," I said confidently. "Just you wait and see."

	
　　---

	
At six o'clock in the morning, the alarm clock rang. I practically jumped out of bed. I had filled the car with gas the night before and even...

	
I washed it once — though it wasn't very clean , it was better than being dirty. After washing up and changing my clothes, I prepared...

	
I was about to fry an egg and toast some bread when I checked my watch. Exactly forty minutes had passed, so I pushed open my mother's bedroom door.

	
She was still lying there, the blanket slipped down a little, revealing her rounded shoulders. The straps of her nightgown were askew, revealing her collarbone...

	
Her skin glowed a soft, milky white in the morning light.

	
I sat down on the edge of the bed . She stirred, opened her eyes groggily, and spoke in a hoarse, sleepy voice:

	
" ... What time is it?"

	
"It's almost seven o'clock," I bent down and gently kissed her forehead. "Get up, Mom."

	
She stretched and then laughed out loud. The laughter was still tinged with sleepiness, soft and gentle.

	
"You're really up?" She propped herself up to sit up, rubbing her eyes. "I thought you were definitely going to stay in bed."

	
" How could I not keep my promise?" I looked at her, the morning light filtering through the curtains and falling on her face.

	
It looks like it's covered with a thin layer of gold.

	
She reached out, her palm still warm from the blankets, and touched my face.

	
"Good boy."

	
Then she threw back the covers and got out of bed, heading towards the wardrobe. After taking a couple of steps, she turned back , a smile on her face: "Get out, I..."

	
Change your clothes.

	
I smiled and left, closing the door behind me. My heart was beating a little fast, but I couldn't explain why.

	
　　---

	
We set off before eight o'clock .

	
on the road . Mom sat in the passenger seat, looking out the window, occasionally glancing at me. I held...

	
I could see her profile out of the corner of my eye as I looked at the steering wheel — she was wearing a light blue stand-up collar cardigan today , and her makeup was more natural than usual.

	
It's a little lighter, but exceptionally clear.

	
"You drove quite steadily," she suddenly said. "Your driving skills have improved."

	
"Of course." I shook my head deliberately. "Don't you know whose son he is?"

	
She burst out laughing and lightly tapped my arm.

	
After driving for a while, her hand reached out from the side and seemingly casually rested on my thigh. Through my jeans...

	
The warmth slowly seeped in. When I looked at her, she was still looking out the window, as if nothing had happened.

	
I took my hands off the steering wheel and placed them on the back of her hands. She said, "Don't drive with one hand, be careful."

	
But it didn't move, and just let me hold it for a while.

	
　　The carriage was quiet, with only the soft rustling of tires over the road and the occasional slur of milk escaping from her lips.

	
I took a shallow breath. At that moment, I suddenly felt that as long as I kept driving like this, nothing would change.

	
　　---

	
we arrived at the amusement park, several buses and quite a few private cars were already parked in the parking lot. We immediately...

	
The car was immediately surrounded by several middle-aged female colleagues.

	
"Xiao Lin!" Aunt Zhang, with her curly hair, was the first to rush over, grabbing the mother's hand and looking her up and down. "Today..."

	
How beautiful! Where did you buy this?

	
　　My mother smiled and made a few perfunctory remarks, but her gaze kept drifting in my direction. Aunt Zhang noticed me at that moment as well.

	
"Your son is here too? Wow, you've grown taller again, you must be 1.9 meters tall now!"

	
I greeted him. My mother smiled and shook her head: "No, he was only 186 cm the last time he was measured ."

	
Another woman in a floral dress came closer and looked me up and down: "So handsome! Lin Wan, you've been hiding it well!"

	
" Such a fine young man, I've never brought his work unit with me before."

	
"We've been here before ," Mom said with a smile, "but we were too young then, so you probably don't remember."

	
" I remember, I remember," the short-haired woman waved her hand. "That little one from back then, he's all grown up now."

	
Did you bring your mother here today?

	
I replied, "Yes, my mom said taking the shuttle bus would require getting up too early, so I drove her here."

	
"Oh, how thoughtful!" The woman in the floral dress's eyes lit up. "Your son is so considerate. My son..."

	
"Forget about giving me a ride, even getting him to get up early is a struggle."

	
Several women chimed in, saying things like, "She clearly has good upbringing," and "Lin Wan, you're so lucky."

	
"Do you have a boyfriend or girlfriend?" and so on. My mother listened to them with a smile, an expression on her face that I couldn't quite understand—

	
He seemed a little embarrassed, but also a little proud.

	
As I listened to those compliments , a strange feeling welled up inside me. They would never know the secret between my mother and me.

	
In their eyes, I am just a "filial son who drives his mother to visit".

	
It's nice to have this identity occasionally .

	
　　---

	
　　After entering the park, the crowd quickly dispersed. My mother and Aunt Zhang walked together, and I followed behind.

	
Could you help me with my bag, or hand me some water? The sun is shining brightly, and the amusement park is filled with colorful decorations and cheerful atmosphere.

	
The music was playing, and the air smelled of popcorn.

	
After walking for a while, I suddenly saw a familiar figure. Ye Xiang.

	
He stood next to a ticket booth , holding a stack of tickets, talking to several employees. He was wearing a single layer of clothing.

	
She wore a T-shirt, her hair was still neatly styled, and she looked more mature.

	
He noticed me too, waved to me, and immediately walked over with a smile.

	
"Oh, you're here." He looked at me, then at his mother beside him , and said, "Hello, Auntie."

	
　　His mother nodded to him and smiled, "Xiao Ye, are you here to help out today?"

	
" Yeah, we're short-staffed at work, so the director asked me to buy tickets and order meals." Ye Xiang scratched his head, a little...

	
shy expression.

	
"That's good," Mom said. "Perfect timing, you can sit with us during dinner."

	
Ye Xiang's eyes lit up for a moment, but he quickly lowered them again: " Is this ... convenient ? The catering area is in another..."

	
"The place ... "

	
"It's alright," Mom said casually. "They're all colleagues anyway, it'll be fun to sit together."

	
Ye Xiang nodded and happily agreed. His smile was obedient and sensible.

	
I stood to the side , watching them talk, and suddenly felt a little uncomfortable. I couldn't explain why, it was just...

	
I thought ... was his smile a little too eager? But then I realized, it's just the proper way a junior greets a senior at work.

	
I guess I'm overthinking it.

	
　　---

	
The group continued walking. The mother and her colleague chatted and laughed, while Ye Xiang followed along, occasionally chiming in with a word or two.

	
His words and attitude were very polite. We also exchanged updates on our recent situations; that unpleasant feeling was still there, lingering.

	
Along the way, we passed several amusement park rides: pirate ship, carousel, bumper cars ... until we reached the roller coaster track.

	
The road rose high ahead , and screams came from afar. I immediately had an idea.

	
" Mom," I quickened my pace to catch up, "Shall we go ride the roller coaster?"

	
　　Mom slowed her pace, looked up at the track hovering high in the sky, and frowned slightly: "This ..."

	
… I've never ridden one before . Wouldn't it be too scary?

	
"No," I leaned closer to her , "it's very exciting, you'll like it after just one try."

	
she was still hesitating, several colleagues started egging her on: "Go for it! Let the young man show you around!"

	
"Don't be afraid, Xiaolin , your son is right here !"

	
I turned to Ye Xiang and casually asked, "Ye Xiang, would you like to sit down?"

	
He shook his head, smiled, and said, "I won't go, I still have to arrange lunch. You guys have fun."

	
"

	
He turned and went in another direction. I secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

	
"Let's go, Mom." I pulled my mother towards the roller coaster entrance. She hesitated slightly as I dragged her along.

	
But he didn't refuse again .

	
　　---

	
　　The moment the roller coaster started moving, Mom gripped the handrail tightly, her knuckles turning white. I turned to look at her.

	
—Her eyes were tightly closed, her lips were pressed together, and her face was completely bloodless.

	
" Mom, it's okay," I called out. "Open your eyes and look, the scenery is beautiful!"

	
She didn't open her eyes, but gripped them even tighter. As the roller coaster began its descent, she finally couldn't help but scream.

	
A sound came. The sound was scattered by the wind, mixed with the screams of the people around.

	
The three- minute roller coaster ride felt like an eternity. When we got off, Mom's face was as white as a sheet.

	
He covered his mouth, bent over, and his whole body was trembling.

	
" Mom!" I panicked. "Are you alright?"

	
She waved her hand without saying a word. But her gesture and expression clearly said, "Don't touch me, I'm going to throw up."

	
People passing by were watching, and I stood there helplessly, not knowing what to do. I wanted to help her up,

	
She wouldn't let me ; I tried to offer her water, but she shook her head. My mind went blank.

	
"Xiao Lin!"

	
A voice came from the side . I turned around and saw Aunt Zhang. She walked over quickly and saw my mother.

	
She immediately understood: "She's carsick? She doesn't usually get carsick, she was probably scared by the roller coaster."

	
.

	
She turned and shouted into the distance, "Xiao Wang! Go quickly and call Ye Xiang, he brought the medicine!"

	
I was stunned for a moment. Ye Xiang brought medicine? What medicine? But before I could think any further, he had already run over, holding...

	
He was carrying a small first-aid kit containing several boxes of medicine and a bottle of mineral water.

	
"Auntie, take your motion sickness medicine first," he said, handing over the medicine in a steady tone.

	
　　Mom took the medicine, drank it with water, leaned back on the nearby bench, closed her eyes, and her complexion slowly returned to normal.

	
A touch of color. I stood there, helpless, a mix of emotions swirling within me. I suggested riding the roller coaster, which ended up...

	
It's all turned out like this; yet Ye Xiang's prepared medicine has come in handy. Have I ... made a mess of things?

	
　　---

	
　　After a while, several of my mother's colleagues gathered around. There was Sister Wang, Aunt Chen, and a few others whose names I couldn't recall.

	
They all chimed in with their concerns.

	
"Are you feeling better, Sister Lin?"

	
"Should we go to the first aid station?"

	
" Fortunately, Ye Xiang was meticulous and had prepared the medicine in advance."

	
Ye Xiang stood to the side , a little shyly saying, "I just prepared it on the spur of the moment, in case it's needed."

	
　　His mother opened her eyes, smiled at him, and said, "Thank you, Xiao Ye."

	
That smile seemed ordinary, but it suddenly struck me as something special.

	
　　Aunt Zhang patted me on the shoulder and said, "Child, we'll take care of things here. Go play first."

	
Several employees' children are here; you young people should get together.

	
I quickly shook my head: "No need, I'll stay with my mom."

	
"Go ahead," Mom said, her voice still a little weak, but much steadyer than before. "I'm fine now."

	
I'm a little dizzy. There's no point in you standing here; go play, and come back to me later.

	
"But …… "

	
"But what 'but'?" Sister Wang interjected , "Your mother has us watching over her, are you afraid we'll do something to her?"

	
"Lost it? Go away, young man, don't stay here with us old women."

	
The women all laughed. Mom laughed too, a laugh tinged with helplessness, but also with … I see.

	
I don't understand .

	
"It's okay," she said again, "Come find me when you're done playing. I'll just sit here and rest, I won't go far."

	
"

	
I hesitated for a moment. Just then, Ye Xiang leaned closer and whispered, "Don't worry, I'll call you if anything happens."

	
.

	
　　To be honest, I'm still worried. It's not entirely because Mom isn't feeling well, but because ... but...

	
Then he thought again, with so many people here, including his mother's colleagues, how much more could Ye Xiang "perform"?

	
"Okay," I said, "I'll be back in a bit."

	
I walked towards the drop tower. After a few steps, I looked back . My mother was still sitting on the bench. Ye Xiang

	
I was strolling around the neighborhood. My colleagues were there too , chatting and laughing. They seemed perfectly normal.

	
　　---

	
Drop towers are more thrilling than roller coasters. The weightlessness of plunging down from a great height leaves your mind blank, nothing...

	
I couldn't think of anything. I played it twice in a row. When I got off, my legs were a little weak. But my mind was still a jumble of thoughts.

	
The thought seemed to have faded a little.

	
around the park and actually ran into a few childhood friends — all former factory workers .

	
Our children used to all live in the staff dormitory, but we went our separate ways and haven't seen each other for a long time. We chatted for a bit and then added each other on WeChat.

	
each other, promising to keep in touch.

	
Looking at the time, it's been more than half an hour.

	
I walked towards where my mother was resting. All the way, I kept thinking that when I saw her, I'd have to comfort her and say hello.

	
Sorry, I really didn't think that through. Should I buy her a cotton candy? That seems a bit childish ...

	
I walked up to the row of benches, but didn't see anyone. I looked around, but Aunt Zhang and Sister Wang weren't there either.

	
The sky was empty , with only a few plastic bags being blown around on the ground by the wind.

	
My heart skipped a beat, and I looked around. Then my gaze was drawn to the carousel not far away.

	
Colorful lights swirled in circles, and cheerful music drifted over. The carousel rose and fell, carrying passengers of all sizes.

	
Young children and their parents .

	
　　Mother sat on a white wooden horse, her hands gripping the poles in front, her long hair gently lifted by the wind. (Yang)

	
The light shone on her, making her light blue coat seem to be coated with a thin layer of luster. She turned her head and said something to the person behind her.

	
The curve of her lips was very gentle and soft. She would smile at me like that, when it was just the two of us.

	
The horse behind him was Ye Xiang.

	
He turned slightly to the side, his body rising and falling with the rocking horse, his eyes fixed on her, as if afraid she would fall. Mom

	
His mother turned around and said something, and he immediately smiled, a smile that was excessively innocent.

	
The carousel spun and spun, passing by me in circles.

	
Each time, the ends of Mom's hair would flutter and shimmer in the sunlight.

	
Each time, Ye Xiang would lower his head to listen to her speak, then nod and smile.

	
My feet felt like they were nailed to the ground.

	
Something inside me clicked softly yet clearly. I couldn't quite place whether it was pain or anger.

	
The feeling was vague — like something was slipping through my fingers, and I couldn't even grasp it.

	
The carousel stopped. Mom got off, steadying herself with Ye Xiang's arm. She looked up and saw me.

	
He sighed and then laughed.

	
"You're back?" She walked over, seeming to be in a good mood. "Did you have fun?"

	
Ye Xiang smiled at me, just like always , appearing harmless.

	
"I'm happy," I replied , feeling a tightness in my throat. "Why ... did you come to sit here?"

	
"I want to sit," Mom said casually, smoothing her hair. "I saw it during my break."

	
I think it'll be fun. Ye Xiang bought the tickets for me.

	
She paused, then added, "You're not sitting here with me anyway."

	
　　That was said like a joke. But listening to it, I felt a tightness in my chest.

	
"Let's go," Mom said, grabbing my arm. "It'll be lunchtime soon. Sister Wang and the others are waiting in the restaurant."

	
Woolen cloth."

	
She led me forward. Ye Xiang followed behind, without saying a word.

	
I walked with mechanical steps. The image kept replaying in my mind — her sitting on the carousel, looking back.

	
The way he smiled at Ye Xiang. That smile, it can never be erased.

	
　　---

	
lunchtime , I sat at a table with my mother, Ye Xiang, Aunt Zhang, and Sister Wang.

	
　　Mom has fully recovered and is chatting and laughing with her colleagues. Ye Xiang sat beside her, serving them...

	
tea and water, and sometimes even helped pick up food for me, all very quickly. My mother didn't stand on ceremony and ate it all.

	
I sat across from them, feeling like I couldn't do anything, as if I were excluded from this circle.

	
"Ye Xiang is so thoughtful," Aunt Zhang said with a smile. "When Xiao Lin wasn't feeling well earlier, he ran faster than anyone else to get the medicine."

	
Everything is ready . The logistics department is doing a great job, recruiting such excellent young people.

	
Sister Wang chimed in, "That's right. Ye Xiang, once your internship is over, we'll have your supervisor make you a full-time employee."

	
If he won't do it for you, we'll settle the score with him. Haha ...

	
Ye Xiang was a little embarrassed by the praise, lowered his head , and blushed slightly.

	
"No, no," he said softly, "I just prepared it on the spur of the moment ... "

	
Looking at him , that inexplicable "thump" returned. But I didn't know how to say it.

	
He just kept his head down and ate.

	
In the afternoon, everyone took a group photo in the park, and then they were free to do as they pleased. Zhang Jie and the others said they wanted to go shopping for souvenirs.

	
the souvenir shop . Ye Xiang said he had to arrange the afternoon's activities and left first.

	
I stood there alone, chatting with a few childhood friends, watching my mother's figure disappear into the crowd.

	
me in the group chat .

	
　　---

	
On the way back, Mom was in even better spirits than in the morning. She leaned back in her chair and occasionally said a few words to me.

	
"Did you have fun today?" she asked.

	
" I'm alright," I said, looking at the road ahead. "Mom, how about you?"

	
"I'm really happy," she said, her tone relaxed. "It's been so long since I've been out and about. The carousel was really fun."

	
.

	
I felt a little awkward.

	
"Well ... " I started to say, then paused, " Mom, what made you think of going to ride the carousel?"

	
"

	
She turned her head to look at me: "I just want to sit here. I didn't sit here much when I was little, and I forgot about it when I grew up."

	
I saw this stuff today and suddenly wanted to try it.

	
"Really ?" I said.

	
She paused for a moment, then said, "I just wanted to take a look, but Ye Xiang offered to buy me a ticket. He accompanied me..."

	
I sat down, she was worried I was scared, and kept asking, "Auntie, are you alright ? " Haha ...

	
She smiled unconsciously , her tone tinged with admiration.

	
I just listened to her talk and drove silently.

	
She added , "Unlike you, you only like playing with scary things. When will you learn to ride the spinning top with me?"

	
A Trojan horse would be fine.

	
　　These words were spoken so lightly, like a feather falling on water. But to me, they felt like a ton of bricks spilling.

	
The bottle. I don't understand, what's wrong with Mom? Why is she always using Ye Xiang to pressure me lately?

	
" Hmm ... we'll see ," I replied casually.

	
　　Mom didn't say anything. The carriage fell silent.

	
　　After a long while, she softly said "Oh".

	
The setting sun outside the window was slowly sinking, painting half the sky orange-red. Light streamed in through the windshield.

	
Come, cast a warm patch of light on the dashboard. My mother's face flickers in and out of the light and shadow; I can't see her clearly.

	
His expression. 

	 

	
Chapter Nine

	
　　Looking back now, my frustration at the time was completely unreasonable. Ye Xiang is my friend; he got an internship at my mother's workplace.

	
This shows he's capable. It's only natural for his mother to praise him — it's perfectly normal for elders to appreciate younger people.

	
However , I should be happy for him.

	
But I just can't be happy .

	
Every time my mother mentions his name, it feels like something has gently pierced my heart. It doesn't hurt, but it makes me...

	
I 'm so annoyed. I tell myself it's because I haven't found an internship yet, and I'm being too sensitive. Even Ye Xiang has found a way.

	
I'm still stuck in the same place; anyone would be anxious in that situation. Yes, that's exactly it.

	
I can't go on like this. I must work harder and prove myself sooner.

	
Even so, I have to admit one fact: Ye Xiang has appeared frequently in my life.

	
The rate is getting higher and higher.

	
　　---

	
　　My mother caught a cold during the change of seasons. It wasn't anything serious, just a cough, runny nose, and a low-grade fever. I told her...

	
She asked to take two days off to rest at home, but she wasn't happy about it, saying, "Taking time off for such a small ailment, what kind of talk is that?" I insisted...

	
He pressed her down on the bed, went to the pharmacy to buy medicine, and also made ginger soup.

	
"Alright, alright," she said, nestled in the blankets, her voice thick with a nasal tone. "You go ahead with your work, I'll just take a nap."

	
"

	
I sat on the edge of the bed , observing her condition. She still didn't look well; there were dark circles under her eyes, and her eyes...

	
although her exposed skin was still fair, it was veiled by...

	
The skin was flushed with a sickly redness, indicating that the patient was still suffering from a fever.

	
"I'll stay home with you," I said.

	
She smiled, said nothing more , closed her eyes, and went to sleep. I tiptoed out and closed the door behind me.

	
In the afternoon, my phone rang. It was Ye Xiang calling.

	
"Hello?" I answered.

	
"Are you home ?" his voice came through the phone. "I'm downstairs at your place."

	
I was a little confused. What was he doing here?

	
When I went downstairs, I saw him standing at the entrance of the building, holding a neatly crafted cardboard box. He smiled and greeted me.

	
Come.

	
" I heard Auntie is sick," he said, handing over the cardboard box. "I ... I don't know what to send."

	
"A small treat, donkey-hide gelatin cake, good for replenishing qi and blood."

	
I took the box and glanced at it. The packaging was exquisite; it didn't look cheap.

	
"You ... " I said, "It's just a minor cold, you're too kind."

	
"I still need to make up for it," he said, scratching his head. "My aunt has always taken good care of me, so I have to show my appreciation."

	
That's good.

	
My heart skipped a beat. She takes good care of him? What exactly does his mother do for him?

	
"What kind of preferential treatment ? Did I over-reimburse your transportation expenses?" I asked, trying to sound like I was joking.

	
"It's about work," he smiled, "My aunt often teaches me things, like how to get along with people at work."

	
I benefited greatly from it.

	
I nodded and didn't ask any more questions.

	
"Would you like to come up and have a seat?" I asked politely.

	
He waved his hand: "No, no, I have to go back later. Please take good care of Auntie and give her my regards."

	
"I'm leaving now."

	
He turned and walked towards the entrance of the residential area. I stood there, watching his figure disappear around the corner.

	
I went upstairs , the box in my hand felt heavy. For a moment, I wanted to throw it away. But then...

	
Thinking about it, they came to visit me out of kindness; what kind of behavior would it be if I threw it away? That would make me a spoiled brat— [ self-deprecating humor]

	
My mother praised someone a couple of times, and I started crying, throwing tantrums, and breaking things.

	
I gave a wry smile and pushed open the door. My mother was already awake, leaning against the headboard, reaching for her phone. I put...

	
the box : "This is from Ye Xiang. He said he was visiting her while she was sick."

	
She exclaimed "Ah!" seemingly surprised, then took the box, opened it, and saw the donkey-hide gelatin cake inside.

	
My eyes lit up.

	
" This child knows how to handle things." She picked up a piece, looked at it, smelled it, and then took a small bite.

	
" Hmm, it tastes good."

	
She was looking at her phone while eating donkey-hide gelatin cake. A smile played on her lips; she looked very happy.

	
I suddenly didn't know what to say.

	
　　---

	
I don't know when it started, but little by little, I began to notice the changes in my mother. I really...

	
I can't pinpoint exactly when this started, because initially I certainly didn't pay any attention. Or...

	
Perhaps, it's like adding a drop of ink to water; at first, it seems insignificant; but then, that tiny drop of ink...

	
The juice will turn the entire glass of water black.

	
First, I dressed up.

	
She's spending more and more time in front of the mirror every morning before leaving the house . She used to not care much about her work attire.

	
Before, it was so easy; I could get it done in fifteen minutes . Now, I have to look in the mirror repeatedly, change outfits two or three times before leaving the house, and then do my makeup.

	
Rong Shanghua is becoming increasingly preoccupied with her own thoughts. Sometimes, even after I've left the house, she's still agonizing over whether "this outfit is too old-fashioned."

	
"Isn't that one too flashy?"

	
Then came the topic.

	
At the dinner table, the mother kept mentioning the name "Ye Xiang".

	
fixed the broken computer in the office today ; his skills are really good."

	
"Ye Xiang helped me move things. He carried two boxes of documents by himself. He's quite strong."

	
"Nobody in our department knows how to use the photocopier, but Ye Xiang could figure it out just by looking at the manual. These young people nowadays..."

	
That person is really amazing.

	
she said this, there was an indescribable sense of appreciation in her tone. It wasn't the kind of "a good colleague has come to the unit" kind of appreciation.

	
of using "internship staff," but something softer, more intimate. At least, that's what it sounded like to me.

	
's right.

	
I just listen, generally without responding, and do my own thing.

	
That night, we ate grilled river eel.

	
　　Mom picked up a piece and put it in her mouth. As she chewed, she suddenly said, "Do you remember, the day Ye Xiang came to our..."

	
When we eat at home , this seems to be his favorite dish.

	
I was taken aback . Ye Xiang came to my house for dinner? How long ago was that? When he had just gotten his internship, I think.

	
"I don't remember," I said.

	
"I think so," she picked up another piece, "He ate several pieces that day, I think he really liked them."

	
of."

	
She paused, then said, "How about I make some tomorrow and bring it to him on my way to work? That way I can thank him."

	
Help out occasionally .

	
My heart suddenly trembled.

	
That phrase— " I don't have that kind of free time" —was something she said. It was the day Ye Xiang first came to our house for dinner.

	
I jokingly suggested that my mom make more for him to take with him, but she rolled her eyes at me and said, "I don't have that kind of free time."

	
I remember it very clearly.

	
　　Now, she's actually offering to bring him food.

	
"Okay," I heard myself say, my voice a little dry, "you handle it."

	
She nodded and continued eating, as if nothing had happened.

	
I lowered my head , poking around in the bowl with my chopsticks. That jolt of fear returned to me.

	
　　---

	
　　That noon, I made a decision. I went to the restaurant my mom liked and bought a sweet and sour pork set meal, and...

	
She loves mango pomelo sago. She's said it many times: that restaurant makes the most authentic sweet and sour pork, with a particularly good sweet and sour flavor.

	
I drove to her workplace, wanting to surprise her. After all, constantly thinking about random things would only make me...

	
Instead of worrying myself , I'd rather do something practical, at least to let my mother know that I care about her and can help her.

	
That's enough .

	
　　I parked my car at the company entrance, greeted the security guard, and entered the office building without any problems. The corridor was quiet.

	
the break .

	
　　The elevator was too slow, so I took the stairs. Third floor, turn left, the finance department is at the end of the corridor.

	
　　As I passed the tea room, I glanced inside unintentionally — and stopped in my tracks.

	
the break room, Mom stood with her back to the door. She was wearing a navy blue suit today, the one she had shown off this morning.

	
The one from half a day ago. She raised her hand behind her neck and reached around a few times, as if she were trying to reach for the zipper .

	
Ye Xiang stood behind her.

	
He lowered his head slightly and reached out to help her zip up her zipper. His movements were gentle and quick. After it was zipped up, the mother turned and rushed towards...

	
He smiled and said something. Ye Xiang smiled too, then turned and walked towards the water dispenser.

	
The whole process took less than five seconds.

	
But as I stood there, I felt a wave of dizziness.

	
　　My mother looked up and met my gaze. She paused for a moment, then smiled: "What brings you here?"

	
"

	
Ye Xiang turned around, smiled, and greeted me: "Hey, what a coincidence?"

	
I was carrying sweet and sour pork and mango pomelo sago in my hands when I suddenly felt that these things were a bit heavy.

	
"I'm here to bring Mom her lunch," I said, my voice more steady than I'd expected.

	
　　Mom came over, took the bag from my hand, looked down at it, and said, "Oh, sweet and sour pork? You went out of your way to buy it?"

	
of?"

	
" Um."

	
"That's great." She smiled and pulled me toward her office. "Come on, let's eat in my office."

	
Ye Xiang said from behind , "Auntie, I'll go and get back to work now."

	
"Okay, go ahead." Mom said without turning her head.

	
I followed her into the office, and the door closed. There were only the two of us in the office now. She set out the food...

	
She gestured for me to sit down at the table. I sat opposite her, watching her unpack the chopsticks and open the lunchbox. Sunlight streamed in through the window.

	
It landed on her face, on the tiny gold stud on her earlobe. Everything was normal, just like usual.

	
No difference .

	
But that image — the way she turned back and smiled at Ye Xiang — kept replaying in her mind.

	
I took a deep breath.

	
" mom."

	
She looked up at me.

	
" Just now ... " I started, then paused, " I just saw Ye Xiang helping you with your zipper."

	
Her eyes darted around somewhere else , then she nodded: "Hmm, I can't reach it, let him..."

	
Please help me.

	
" You guys ... " I chose my words carefully, trying to sound as relaxed as possible, "Aren't we getting too close? Haha,

	
If someone sees this, won't they misunderstand?

	
She put down her chopsticks and looked into my eyes.

	
" What misunderstanding?" Her voice was calm, but something was off about it.

	
"It's just ... " I didn't know what to say, "You two are getting too close, people might say ... "

	
She was silent for a few seconds, blinked twice, as if she could see right through me. Then she sighed softly.

	
gas.

	
"Ye Xiang is your classmate," she said, her voice a little lower than before, "and also a junior colleague at work."

	
In my eyes, he's just a child.

	
　　Those words were like a thorn, piercing my heart. A child. In her eyes, Ye Xiang was a child.

	
It took me so much courage to bring that matter up in the open and remind her. I thought she would understand — she would understand.

	
She knows what I'm worried about and what I care about. I thought she would comfort me, say, "Don't overthink it, I'll take care of you."

	
"It means"; it will tell me that we are different.

	
This is the kind of relationship we should have. She should understand.

	
But she simply dismissed him by saying, "He's just a kid," as if he were a child throwing a tantrum.

	
My brain must have short-circuited. All the pent-up frustration I've accumulated over this long period — if this can even be called frustration—I've been holding onto this for so long.

	
The words — burst out at the same moment. Those words I swallowed when she praised Ye Xiang, those words I uttered when she used Ye Xiang to pressure me…

	
My feigned indifference, though swallowed back down, resulted in an uncontrollable utterance:

	
"Yes, in your eyes, wasn't I just a child before ?"

	
　　The moment the words left my mouth, I knew — it was all over.

	
　　My mother's face turned pale instantly. She stared at me, her eyes wide, her mouth slightly open, as if she wanted to say something.

	
What? I couldn't say it. That expression — I'd never seen it before. Not anger, not rage, it was something far more terrifying.

	
felt like being stabbed hard in the chest.

	
Silence. A long silence. The office was quiet, with only the occasional footsteps in the hallway, which to me sounded...

	
It was terrifying.

	
She stood up. Her movements were slow, as if she had used all her strength. Then she picked up her bag and walked towards the door, yet it seemed...

	
Something tripped me up, and I paused for a moment.

	
"You 've disappointed me so much."

	
Just that one sentence. Her voice was soft and hoarse, as if squeezed from deep within her throat. Then she pushed open the door.

	
They're gone.

	
I sat there, staring at the door, my mind completely blank.

	
　　The aroma of the sweet and sour pork still wafted through the air. But the chair opposite was empty.

	
　　---

	
I don't know how I left my mother's workplace. I only remember that when I drove the car out of the parking lot, my hand was...

	
I'm shaking. I called her , but she didn't answer. I sent her a message, but she didn't reply. I called again, but still no one answered.

	
When it was time to leave work in the evening, she didn't go home.

	
It was 8 p.m., and he still hadn't gone home.

	
I sat in the living room , phone clutched in my hand, dialing again and again. Each time it said, "The number you dialed is temporarily unavailable."

	
No one answered.

	
　　My mother has almost completely disappeared from my world. Eight hours. Four hundred and eighty minutes. Twenty-eight thousand.

	
Eight hundred seconds.

	
I stared intently at the screen until my eyes ached, until the screen automatically turned off, then on again, then off again. I scrolled through...

	
Looking at the messages she sent this morning, the last one was from this morning : "Is everything alright at school today ? Eat on time at home."

	
" Back then , she still cared about me. Everything was normal back then."

	
　　Now, it's as if all traces of her have been erased.

	
Has she ever disappeared like this before? No. In the past, we couldn't bear to be apart for even a second. We argued, and then I'd coax her.

	
She laughs easily when I coax her; if I'm angry, she forgives me before bed . We never hold grudges overnight. But now...

	
exist ……

	
　　The TV was on, but I didn't know what it was showing. The streetlights outside the window came on. The streetlights in the neighborhood also came on. Across the street...

	
Inside the building, lights came on one by one, then went out again.

	
At 8:30, my phone suddenly rang. It was my aunt.

	
I answered the phone, and as soon as I said "hello," I heard my aunt's voice on the other end, urgent and rushed:

	
"Your mom's here with me! When I asked her, she just kept saying she was upset and kept crying! Is something wrong at home?!"

	
I opened my mouth, but didn't know what to say.

	
" Speak up!" Auntie's voice rose a little. "She's been crying all night. What's wrong?"

	
"I ... " My voice trembled, "I made her angry."

	
"You made her angry?" Aunt's voice turned cold. "You made her angry, and she's crying like this? Tell me..."

	
truth!"

	
I can't say it. What can I say? That I stabbed her in the back with the most private thing between us?

	
"You wait," Auntie said, "I'll have a good talk with you tomorrow. Stop hitting her now, let her have some peace and quiet."

	
　　The call ended. I sat in the dark, the phone screen slowly dimming.

	
　　---

	
I didn't sleep a wink all night. Whether my eyes were closed or open, the image of her storming out kept replaying in my mind.

	
Now. My aunt said she's been crying the whole time. How heartbroken is she? Just thinking about it makes my heart ache.

	
The next morning, I made many more phone calls and sent many more messages. They all went unanswered.

	
In the afternoon , there was a knock at the door. I practically jumped up and rushed to the door.

	
It was Mom. She was standing there. She was wearing the same clothes as yesterday, her hair was a little messy, her complexion was bad, and her eyes were red.

	
It was swollen. She glanced at me, didn't say anything, and stepped inside.

	
" Mom ... " I followed her, " I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said those things yesterday, I just— "

	
" Stop talking ."

	
Her voice was flat, so flat it didn't sound like her.

	
She went into the kitchen and started cooking. She washed the vegetables, chopped them, turned on the stove, and stir-fried them. And her expression — remained completely blank.

	
What expression.

	
　　The meal was ready. She served two bowls, placing one on the table and holding the other in her hands.

	
She carried the bowl of rice into the bedroom and closed the door tightly.

	
　　---

	
The next morning, while I was still thinking about how to talk to her and how to get through this crisis, I suddenly received a WeChat message.

	
letter.

	
It's a group message from the internship team. The advisor sent it: "Everyone is going to Shanghai for a field trip tomorrow, staying two nights. We'll leave at 10 AM..."

	
Students must assemble at the school; no absences are permitted without a valid reason.

	
I stared at the line of words, feeling somewhat bewildered.

	
I hesitated for a moment, then opened my mother's WeChat. The chat box still contained the unanswered messages from yesterday. I pondered...

	
I typed a few words carefully. Finally, I sent a message:

	
" Mom, I'm going to Shanghai tomorrow. It's arranged by the school, for two days."

	
I waited a few minutes . No reply.

	
I sent another message: "I'm sorry, I'll talk to you when I get back."

	
　　Still no reply.

	
My phone vibrated. I thought it was my mom, so I quickly opened it — it was a private message from Yu Meiqing:

	
"Did you know we're going to Shanghai? We can have fun! Yay!"

	
I looked at the message, the exclamation mark , the "Yay!" The sunlight outside the window was beautiful, and the sky was a clear blue.

	
Yu Meiqing's excitement seemed to emanate from the other side of the screen, like a voice from another world.

	
Then my phone vibrated again. This time it was a message from my mother.

	
Only three words: "Understood."

	
My hand unconsciously traced the screen, tracing those three words. There was no room for interpretation.

	
It's like replying to someone insignificant .

	
　　Yu Meiqing was still sending messages, saying things like, "Where do you think we'll stay?" and "What clothes should we bring?"

	
Her messages popped up one after another, each word brimming with energy .

	
In the other dialog box, the last message was "Okay" from the mother.

	
Holding my phone, I suddenly felt like crying.

	
Chapter Ten

	
　　I was still looking at my phone when the car drove out of Ningbo.

	
The screen shows the chat window between my mom and me. The last message she sent was , "Okay." Just those three .

	
The message was from yesterday morning. I replied with " Okay, take care and get some rest," and then she didn't say anything more.

	
I scrolled up. I scrolled to last week, to last month, to those times she still replied with "Be careful on the road" and "Come back soon."

	
I said "I miss you," everything was wonderful. Back then, she would ask me with concern, "What's today?"

	
How are you doing?

	
　　Now, I stared at the dialog box, my thumb hovering over the input box, and typed a few words.

	
" Mom, I'm almost in Shanghai."

	
That's too deliberate. She doesn't even care whether I've arrived or not.

	
" Mom, have you eaten?"

	
She'll probably just reply with " Mmm" or not at all.

	
" Mom, I'm sorry."

	
　　I've said this countless times. What's the point of saying it again?

	
I turned off the screen and placed my phone face down on my lap. The fields outside the window receded into the distance; the sunlight was bright, and the sky...

	
It was a deep blue. The train carriage was lively; several people were discussing what good food Shanghai had and whether the night view of the Bund was beautiful.

	
" Could you spare some time to go to Disneyland this time ...?" I listened to those voices, and they seemed so distant. Like there was something between us.

	
Sitting next to me was Yu Meiqing. She was wearing a loose sweatshirt and jeans, and had light makeup on.

	
She exuded a sunny and energetic vibe. She was looking down at her phone, occasionally smiling, occasionally sending a message, her fingers moving...

	
the screen quickly.

	
She always seems so relaxed. Nothing she does seems effortless.

	
A thought suddenly popped into my head — could I ask Ye Xiang for help?

	
　　The moment the thought crossed my mind, I was startled. Find Ye Xiang? What should I say to him? Tell him about my mother?

	
I'm in a bad mood, so should I say, "Could you talk to her at work for me?" Or should I say, "My mom locked me out, could you pass me some money?"

	
"A word?"

	
He'll definitely ask why. How am I supposed to explain? Say I had a fight with my mom? Isn't it normal for a mother and son to have disagreements?

	
Is that right? But we're not a normal mother and child.

	
I gave a wry smile. Yu Meiqing turned her head to look at me.

	
"What are you laughing at?"

	
"It's nothing," I said.

	
She didn't look away, which made me feel a little uncomfortable.

	
"I remember ... " I tried my best to change the subject, "Aren't you working? How come you have time to come today?"

	
?"

	
"That kind of job, I can just quit whenever I want." She leaned back on the cushion and continued scrolling through her phone. "I'll play first and think about it later."

	
.

	
I didn't ask any more questions and looked out the window again.

	
I wonder what Mom is doing now, and if anyone is talking to her? Will my aunt call again?

	
My phone vibrated. I immediately picked it up — it was a group message from the department head, saying to be careful while I was out.

	
All participants should follow the instructions and arrangements of the supervising teacher.

	
I put down my phone and fell into deep thought again.

	
outside the window is beautiful. But my mind isn't on it at all. I'm calculating — the last time I messaged her was...

	
It was 8:00 AM today, and it's 11:00 AM now . Three hours have passed. Three hours , one hundred and eighty minutes.

	
The clock, ten thousand eight hundred seconds ...

	
If she messages me now, how should I reply? Never mind, she won't.

	
　　---

	
we arrived in Shanghai . The car stopped in front of a small hotel; it was more of a makeshift hotel than a proper hotel.

	
It was a family-run guesthouse, a three-story building with a small yard containing a few wilting potted plants. The owner was a fifty-year-old...

	
who was in her teens , spoke with a local accent and was a little too enthusiastic.

	
There weren't many of us this time — three men and two women, plus our team leader, Teacher Zhou, making a total of six people. Besides...

	
Me and the other two boys were from the next class. I didn't know their names, but I knew one wore glasses and the other had a buzz cut.

	
Besides Yu Meiqing, there was another girl with a ponytail, whose name I don't remember, but I think her surname was Chen.

	
Teacher Zhou said that the main purpose of this visit was to show us the business environment in Shanghai and to help us understand industry trends.

	
He said a lot, but I didn't really catch what he said. It was mostly vague talk, trying to make some kind of point.

	
It's a matter of unclear meaning. It's less about an internship and more about finding an excuse to travel.

	
After dropping off our luggage, we started our "exploration" in the afternoon. We took the subway , changed buses, entered the park, listened to introductions, and took photos.

	
Group photo. We visited two or three places in one afternoon, and in each place, someone told us a lot of things about various industries.

	
Layout, talent policies, future plans. After listening for a few sentences, my mind drifted off, with only one thought in my head—

	
—Did your phone vibrate?

	
My phone didn't vibrate, it never did.

	
When it was time to eat , I opened and closed the chat window repeatedly, at least ten times. Finally, I sent it.

	
One:

	
" Mom, today's inspection was quite tiring."

	
　　I regretted it as soon as I sent it. What is this? A simple "I'm safe" message? She doesn't even care if I'm tired.

	
As expected, there was no reply.

	
Dinner was at a small restaurant; Teacher Zhou treated us and ordered several dishes. We ate and chatted. I sat...

	
In the corner, chopsticks poked at the rice in the bowl . They were talking, and I only offered a few perfunctory replies. Yu Meiqing sat next to me.

	
Across from me, someone would occasionally glance at me, with an expression that seemed to be observing something.

	
After dinner, we returned to the hotel. It wasn't completely dark yet; a few dim lights shone in the courtyard. Teacher Zhou said that tonight...

	
Don't wander off, we have tasks to assign tomorrow. He then added, "But you young people want to go out and explore..."

	
"You can go shopping, just be careful."

	
A few people were discussing whether to go to the Bund. I didn't say anything. The Bund? What's so interesting about it? Right now, I just want to...

	
I went back to my room , lay down, stared at the ceiling, and waited for my phone to light up.

	
But the phone won't light up.

	
　　---

	
　　It was past eight o'clock when there was a knock on the door. I opened it, and it was Teacher Zhou. He was carrying several cans of beer.

	
He waved at me and said, "Come on, let 's have a party in my room and chat."

	
I hesitated for a moment, wanting to say "I'm not going," but he had already turned and left, leaving behind the words, "Hurry up."

	
Ah, I've been waiting for you.

	
I stood at the door, hesitating for a few seconds. In the end , I followed her. After all, she was a teacher; she'd have to give me [something] in the future.

	
to write a review; it's hard to refuse him.

	
Teacher Zhou 's room was on the first floor, and it was a little bigger than ours. When I pushed the door open, there were already four people sitting inside.

	
Individually — two boys were sitting on the bed, Teacher Zhou was sitting in a chair, and Yu Meiqing was sitting on a small sofa by the window.

	
I looked down at my phone. The girl with the ponytail wasn't there; she said she went shopping and hadn't come back yet.

	
So now, including Teacher Zhou, there are four men and one woman in the room.

	
"Let's find somewhere to sit," Teacher Zhou said, handing me a beer. "It's a rare treat for everyone to get out here."

	
Don't be shy, relax.

	
I sat down on the edge of the bed, took the beer, and took a sip. It was ice cold and tasteless.

	
Teacher Zhou started chatting. At first, they talked about the recent field trip, then they talked about Shanghai, housing prices, and so on.

	
being a young person . Two boys chimed in, saying things like, "Yeah, yeah," and "It's so hard." I

	
Nodding occasionally is considered participation.

	
　　Yu Meiqing remained silent, simply sitting there looking at her phone. Teacher Zhou tried several times to steer the conversation towards her, asking...

	
She asked what she thought of Shanghai, whether she wanted to develop her career there in the future, and what kind of husband she was looking for. She responded with "Hmm" and "Ah."

	
He replied with a couple of words, without even looking up. Teacher Zhou probably also found it boring, and after a few more words, she turned back to the boys.

	
After a few more sips of wine, the topic shifted. Men's conversations invariably revolve around two things: politics and women. Several...

	
When we first started talking about politics, Professor Zhou was very animated, discussing everything from the Russia-Ukraine situation to rising international oil prices ... Later...

	
Somehow, the conversation turned to women.

	
" You guys," Teacher Zhou said, shaking his beer can, a deep smile on his face, "do you have a girlfriend or not?"

	
The two boys exchanged a glance. One said, "No, not yet," and the other said, "We don't have time for that." Teacher Zhou looked again...

	
He asked me, "And you?"

	
I shook my head.

	
"That's normal, that's normal," Teacher Zhou laughed heartily. "Men should establish their careers before starting a family. When you two..."

	
If you're good at it, you can find any kind of job.

	
I didn't reply . Suddenly, an image flashed through my mind — my mother pinned beneath me, her cheeks flushed.

	
both hands , letting out a trembling, coquettish "Give it to me" ... How long ago was that?

	
Is it over? It seems like it's been a long time.

	
On a whim, I took out my phone, quickly typed a WeChat message, and sent it to my mother: "Check into the hotel."

	
"Okay, everything's fine. Go to sleep early." After doing this, I put my phone back in my pocket and made a sound that even I myself couldn't quite make.

	
almost imperceptible to himself .

	
Teacher Zhou was still talking, discussing marriage and betrothal gifts at length.

	
" Your generation," he sighed, "the cost of getting married is too high. I heard from my nephew that nowadays..."

	
In rural areas, bride prices start at 200,000 to 300,000 yuan, plus a car and a house. Isn't that outrageous?

	
The bespectacled boy nodded: "In my hometown too, it starts at 200,000 yuan, and you still have to have all three gold items (housing, jewelry, and medical insurance)."

	
My cousin got married last year, and my family is now heavily in debt.

	
"So , things won't be easy for you in the future," Teacher Zhou said in a low voice, with a slightly mysterious smile.

	
But let me tell you something. My brother did exactly that back then — he got my sister-in-law pregnant first, and then spent the last penny.

	
No bride price was given, and the bride's family even gave her a dowry. Women, once they're pregnant, they lose their temper, hehehe … ”

	
Several people laughed along. It was a knowing, unspoken laugh.

	
I laughed too, a rather awkward laugh. However, something deep inside me was touched—

	
　　Does pregnancy make you less temperamental?

	
　　The thought flashed through my mind, but I quickly suppressed it. What was I thinking? What does this have to do with me?

	
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yu Meiqing raise her head and glance in my direction. She curled her lip, with a look of disdain.

	
She smiled, a faint smile, but I saw it. Then she continued looking down at her phone.

	
Teacher Zhou opened a few more cans of wine. After a few bottles, his face was flushed, and his speech became unsteady. (Someone...)

	
When the suggestion to play cards was made, Teacher Zhou slapped his thigh and exclaimed, "Great! Let's play cards! The loser has to play Truth or Dare!"

	
He took out the cards and looked at Yu Meiqing: "Meiqing, you come too. If you win, these three boys..."

	
"Take whatever you want, let them do whatever they want!"

	
　　Yu Meiqing didn't look up, her voice languid: "They're too good, I can't beat them."

	
　　After she finished speaking, she stood up, walked a few steps to me, and patted me on the shoulder.

	
"Take me back to my room ."

	
I was a little surprised and looked up at her. Her face was expressionless, and we just met eyes.

	
Before I could react , she had already turned and walked towards the door. Reaching the door, she stopped and turned back—

	
—He waved at me with his palm down, like he was beckoning to a child.

	
" Come here quickly."

	
In that instant , my mind went blank.

	
That gesture, that movement... When I was little, I would go out with my mother, and sometimes I would walk slowly and fall behind.

	
She would stop like that, turn around, wave to me with her palm down, and say, "Come here quickly."

	
The corridor light shone from behind her , obscuring her face in the backlight; only her hand was visible, moving rhythmically.

	
They went down to the ground and beckoned.

	
"Hurry up, what are you dawdling for?"

	
I stood up.

	
Cheers came from the bed behind me : "Oh my, true love has finally found happiness!" "Congratulations!" "Today..."

	
done tonight ... " Those voices were muffled, as if separated by a layer of water; I couldn't hear them clearly, nor did I care.

	
.

	
I walked towards the door. Yu Meiqing had already turned and walked away; I could only see her back and her blonde hair in the corridor.

	
Swaying under the dim yellow light .

	
I followed her. The corridor was long. Her footsteps were very light. I didn't know where she was going, or that I was following her.

	
Where did she go? My mind is filled with that image from just now — that hand, waving downwards, like a mother's.

	
Chapter Eleven

	
I escorted Yu Meiqing to her room.

	
"Is this it?" I said. "I'm going back."

	
I turned to leave. I'd only taken one step when I heard her voice behind me:

	
" Why are you in such a hurry to leave?"

	
She leaned against the door frame, looking at me with a faint smile on her lips.

	
"Let's sit down and chat ," she said. "It's kind of boring being all alone anyway."

	
I hesitated for a moment. Go back to the teacher's room? Those guys are probably still playing cards, it's so noisy. Go back to my own room?

	
Lying in bed staring at the ceiling, lost in thought, waiting for a phone that won't ring ... it seems like nothing beats being here .

	
Wait a while.

	
I nodded . She opened the door and let me in.

	
　　---

	
The room layout was the same as mine, and it was very clean. There were two beds, a bathroom, and a large [something] in the middle.

	
a cabinet with a television on it. She pointed to the chair next to it, sat down on the edge of the bed, and casually tossed her phone aside.

	
In bed.

	
"Please sit down."

	
I sat down. She looked me over for a while, with an expression that suggested she was observing something.

	
"You're really good at keeping your composure," she suddenly said, "listening to them talking nonsense."

	
I smiled a little awkwardly: "No, I think everyone had a lot of fun together."

	
"Come on," she pouted. " Can't I tell you've been distracted all day?"

	
I didn't say anything. She leaned forward, placed her hands on the edge of the bed, and looked at me.

	
" Tell me," her voice was a little lower than before, "What's on your mind?"

	
I really don't know what to say, or where to begin. I can't exactly tell her that I had a fight with my mom, and that she already...

	
spoken to me properly for three days . How can I possibly tell outsiders about something like this ?

	
My phone suddenly rang.

	
I pulled it out almost at top speed — the name that popped up on the screen made my breath catch in my throat.

	
Second.

	
　　Mom. It was a WeChat message she sent.

	
My hands trembled slightly as I opened the message; it contained only five words:

	
"You should go to bed early too."

	
Just those five words, but I stared at them for a long time. This is the longest message she's sent me in the past few days.

	
Before, it was always something like "I know ." Now she said five words: "You should go to sleep early too."

	
Is she less angry now, and starting to forgive me? Is it ...? I suddenly realized I was smiling.

	
The corners of my mouth curve up on their own; I can't control it at all.

	
"Hello!"

	
　　Yu Meiqing's voice pulled me back to reality. Only then did I notice her; she was tilting her head, looking at me with a somewhat ancient expression.

	
Strange.

	
"What's wrong?" she asked. "You suddenly started grinning like an idiot. Whose message was that?"

	
"No ... no." I instinctively tried to put my phone away.

	
"Girlfriend, right?" She narrowed her eyes. "Definitely my girlfriend."

	
"How could that be?" I blurted out. "It was my mom who told me to go to bed early."

	
She looked incredulous, then burst into laughter, as if she had heard something incredible.

	
emotions were beyond her control.

	
"That's amazing," she said. "You're so happy about the message your mom sent you? Don't lie to me."

	
Seeing her disbelieving look, a thought suddenly flashed through my mind: girlfriend, yeah ... she thought it was...

	
A message from my girlfriend. Perhaps , this is just right.

	
"Miharu," I began, my voice a little dry, "let me give you an example."

	
"What example?"

	
"It's like ... " I carefully chose my words, "Suppose, I have a girlfriend. We have a fight, and she..."

	
She's ignoring me. How should I coax her?

	
She stared at me with a puzzled look, as if she were both doubting me and trying to see through my true intentions.

	
"How would I know?" she leaned back. " I wouldn't know the answer to that kind of question either."

	
" Give me some advice," I moved closer, "You girls definitely understand girls best."

	
She made "hey, hey" sounds, sounding very impatient. But after thinking for a moment, her fingers rested on her knee.

	
It was tapped lightly.

	
"I saw it online," she said. "Why don't you try the 'cold treatment' approach?"

	
"Give it the cold shoulder?"

	
" Yeah, just ignore her." She looked at me, raised an eyebrow, and said, "Let her panic on her own. Then you can create..."

	
A sense of crisis.

	
"What does it mean to create a sense of crisis?"

	
" Don't you understand this? For example, if she sees you getting close to other girls, it implies that you're not desperate for her."

	
"Okay." She paused, "I don't know if it will work or not. I read it online, and it's said to be effective for some girls."

	
I silently wrote it down. I'll handle it calmly. I'll create a sense of crisis. Then, another thought popped into my head.

	
"Well ... " I hesitated for a moment, "What do you think about what the teachers were talking about earlier, about the pregnant woman?"

	
"

	
　　As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized I'd made a mistake. Meiqing is a girl; was I really going to talk to her about premarital pregnancy?

	
But she wasn't angry. Instead, she burst out laughing. That kind of laughter was somewhat meaningful.

	
"That move," she said slowly , "is incredibly powerful. You should try it sometime."

	
I don't understand. Is she joking, or is she serious?

	
" I advise you to think it over carefully," she continued, but the smile remained. "If you really want to use it, remember to think it through."

	
The consequences for Chu.

	
I nodded , unsure what to say. She suddenly sighed, flopped onto the bed, lay on her back, and stared...

	
Looking at the ceiling.

	
"You shouldn't be asking me about girls' problems ," her voice drifted over from the other end. "You should be asking your best buddies."

	
Ye Xiang.

	
A thought struck me .

	
"Why are you looking for Ye Xiang?"

	
"He's definitely good at it." She rolled over and lay on her side. "Back in school, girls all loved to date him."

	
He helps out. Moving things, fetching water, fixing computers, asking about homework ... there's nothing he can't do. He gets along really well with girls.

	
Yes.

	
I nodded . That's true. Ye Xiang does often help girls with things; I've seen it a few times, sometimes...

	
he went to class or even just walked to his dormitory, he would be surrounded by small groups of girls, who would happily say...

	
That's what I'm saying.

	
"Central air conditioning , you know," Meiqing added, a half-smile playing on her lips, "that's him."

	
.

	
"Maybe it's because he's enthusiastic," I said. "That's just the kind of person he is."

	
She looked at me but didn't say anything. After a moment, she chuckled softly.

	
"Do you think I can't see through his intentions ? When have you ever seen him so enthusiastic towards guys?"

	
I was stumped by that question.

	
　　As for guys ... it seems like there aren't any. He and I are close, but it's just a normal friendship. (Helping a girl)

	
childbirth was indeed quite different.

	
" But I admire him," she said, turning over again to lie on her back. "At least he knows his place."

	
drive to achieve what they want .

	
Knowing what you want. Having strong execution skills . These two sentences swirled in my mind.

	
Strong initiative ? Absolutely. She quietly landed an internship at a state-owned enterprise, and somehow found herself constantly around my mother.

	
Bian is an inescapable presence in my life. As for what he really wants ... I dare not think any further.

	
I felt a little sweat seeping out on my back; it felt sticky and clinging to my clothes.

	
Do I know what I want ? Of course, it's my mother's forgiveness, and I want everything to go back to the way it was before. But how...

	
Only then could I do it, but I don't know how.

	
Silence spread through the room .

	
　　After a long time — maybe only a few seconds — Miharu broke the silence.

	
" Speaking of which, you and Ye Xiang are often together, but in that aspect, you seem to be completely different."

	
"In that aspect? In what aspect?" I looked up : "What do you mean?"

	
She didn't answer. Her gaze simply met mine. Her eyes shone brightly in the dim light.

	
It carried something that I was very familiar with, yet unsure of.

	
"Look at you, so tall and big ," she said, her gaze sliding down my face, scanning me from head to toe, a smirk playing on her lips.

	
He bent over, " Could it be ...? "

	
She didn't finish speaking. But her smile said it all.

	
"Are you kidding me ... " I jumped up, the chair leg scraping against the floor with a screeching sound. "I'm leaving."

	
"Yes!"

	
As I reached the door , I heard her giggle behind me, as if celebrating the success of her prank.

	
The sound echoed in the corridor .

	
　　---

	
I spent the next two days in a daze.

	
Teacher Zhou took us to several more places, met with representatives from several companies, and attended several presentations. Those

	
The words went in one ear and out the other; not a single word remained. All I remember is constantly checking my phone and keeping track of time.

	
Meanwhile, I kept thinking — had Mom really calmed down? Did that message, "You should go to bed early too," mean something?

	
?

	
Meiqing suggested will work. The silent treatment, not messaging her ... but I simply...

	
I couldn't resist. I posted three messages on the first day and two on the second day; the number definitely decreased, and they were mostly just making small talk.

	
The content included: "I went to another company today." " It's quite hot here in Shanghai." "I should be able to go home this afternoon."

	
She didn't reply to a single one.

	
　　Is this considered giving her the cold shoulder? Or does she simply not care at all?

	
return trip, I leaned against the window, watching the scenery I had come from gradually disappear behind me. Yu Meiqing sat beside me.

	
She was listening to music with her headphones on, but didn't talk to me. After that night, she didn't seem to intentionally try to talk to me anymore.

	
Hmm. Occasionally, their eyes would meet, she would smile, and then look away.

	
I don't know what that laugh meant. And I don't want to know. All I want to do right now is go home.

	
　　---

	
　　The car arrived in Ningbo at noon on Saturday.

	
I didn't say goodbye to anyone; I got off the bus and immediately took a taxi home. My heart was pounding the whole way, and I was filled with anxiety.

	
She 's been alone at home these past few days, and she's been angry a lot, so she probably looks even more haggard.

	
I planned that as soon as she gave me a kind look, I would immediately carry her to bed and tell her all this.

	
God knows how much I miss her, how much I love her, how much I regret what I said that day. Can this ever come true? I didn't.

	
Confidence. But that's really what I think.

	
When I got downstairs, I couldn't even wait for the elevator; I practically ran up.

	
　　The key was inserted into the lock, turned, and the door opened.

	
　　Mom stood in the entryway.

	
I stood there, frozen in place, as if I had been frozen in place .

	
She was wearing the clothes she had recently bought — a light blue tie-dye top and a white knitted long skirt.

	
Her hair was loose over her shoulders, she was wearing makeup, and a pink round-neck jacket. She appeared before me, looking radiant.

	
The light shines on people, as if they have become one with the light.

	
She wasn't as haggard as I'd imagined. She wasn't as pale as I'd imagined . She looked ... still so beautiful.

	
So captivating.

	
She didn't seem too surprised to see me. She coughed lightly, her tone still indifferent:

	
"You're back?"

	
My heart is pounding, and a thousand words are swirling in my mind — Mom, I miss you. Mom, I'm sorry. Mom

	
you been these past few days ...?

	
what Miharu said: "Give it the cold shoulder and create a sense of crisis."

	
I swallowed hard, trying not to look at her and keeping my voice calm:

	
"Oh. Yes."

	
I felt her gaze linger on my face for a moment, her eyes shifting and then fleeting. I grabbed...

	
She didn't stop. Then she sniffed and nodded . As I tried to observe her expression, she pursed her lips and turned her head slightly.

	
She squeezed past me , bringing with her a fragrant breeze.

	
　　The door slowly closed behind me.

	
I was still carrying that tattered suitcase. The faint scent of her perfume lingered in the air, mixed with an unidentified fragrance.

	
What brand of perfume is she wearing ? When did she change her perfume? Where did she go? Why is she dressed so beautifully? Who is she going to see?

	
I was completely baffled . I just stood there, staring at the closed door. 

	 

	
Chapter Twelve

	
　　Mom went out. I've been waiting since this afternoon, and for several hours I haven't done anything except randomly find a TV.

	
From the program, I was constantly listening to the sounds in the hallway. Footsteps, the crisp sound of shoes hitting the floor tiles, the key...

	
the key turning in the lock ... each time made my heart race, only to be disappointed again and again.

	
　　Finally, around nine o'clock, there was a knock on the door.

	
I stood up almost reflexively.

	
　　Mom came in.

	
She seemed to have had a little to drink; her cheeks were slightly flushed, and a faint smile played at the corners of her lips. That long dress...

	
shimmered softly under the light , a few strands falling loosely around her ears, as if blown by the wind.

	
There's still time to organize it.

	
" Still not asleep?" She glanced in my direction, as if asking casually.

	
"No." I tried to read something from her face — were her eyes red? Wet were her eyelashes? The smile on her lips.

	
Is it an act or is it real?

	
But she simply put her bag on the entryway cabinet, kicked off her high heels, and walked barefoot onto the carpet toward the bedroom.

	
　　Yu Meiqing said it. Give it the cold shoulder; don't show too much concern. I clenched my fist, my nails digging into my palm, and said indifferently...

	
He said:

	
" Go to sleep now."

	
She paused for a moment. Just a very brief pause.

	
"Today ... " Her voice seemed to slip out of her throat , the last syllable lingering.

	
I suddenly perked up my ears. What was she going to say? Where she went today, who she was with, and why she was so late?

	
"Just got back?" I almost blurted out the question — but I held back. I turned my head in another direction, pretending...

	
Looking over at the kitchen .

	
She waited a few seconds. She didn't continue.

	
"Go to sleep early." She pushed open the bedroom door, her figure disappearing through the crack in the door .

	
lingered in the air . A long commercial was playing on television, and it was unclear when it would end.

	
.

	
　　---

	
The next day was Sunday.

	
I 've been pondering this for a long time. I've been thinking about it since I woke up this morning, thinking about what Miharu said — besides giving me the cold shoulder, also…

	
To create a sense of urgency, to make it seem like "I'm in high demand too." I rehearsed in my mind: asking a girl out.

	
And right in front of her mother, so that she could see it and ... care.

	
2 PM , I finally took out my phone and found Yu Meiqing's WeChat. I typed a few words, repeating them over and over.

	
After editing for a long time, I finally sent it: "Are you there? Are you free tonight?"

	
She replied very quickly. So quickly that it surprised me for a moment.

	
"What? Missed me?"

	
I looked at that line of text and gave a wry smile. Then I dialed the number.

	
"Hello?" she answered, sounding a little languid.

	
"Miharu," I said, pretending to be very enthusiastic, "are you free tonight? Let's go out and sit for a while."

	
　　The voice on the other end of the phone disappeared for a few seconds.

	
"Huh?" Her tone was clearly surprised. "Why did you suddenly ask me out?"

	
I glanced towards the living room. Mom was sitting on the sofa with a book on her lap, but she didn't seem to be reading it.

	
Sunlight streamed in through the window , falling on her and on her lowered eyelashes.

	
I took a deep breath and raised my voice a little:

	
"It's nothing, it's just ... I miss you a lot."

	
A brief silence fell over the other end . Then she laughed, a laugh that held a deeper meaning.

	
"Sure," she said. "What time? Where to meet?"

	
After hanging up the phone, I stood up and walked to the living room.

	
" Mom," I tried to sound casual, "I'm going out for a bit. I have an appointment with Yu Meiqing."

	
　　Mom looked up.

	
" Yu Meiqing?"

	
Her brow twitched slightly. It was subtle, but I noticed it.

	
I was secretly delighted — she asked! She really asked! Did this tactic work?

	
" Yes," I quickly said, "it's my female classmate, the one you've met. Last time at school, when you were packing..."

	
she was in the dorm , she came …

	
Before I could finish speaking, she nodded, her gaze returning to her book. But then she picked up her phone from beside her and glanced at it.

	
Her eyes flickered. Her thumb twitched a few times, as if replying to a message. Then she smoothed her hair, her tone casual:

	
"That's fine, go ahead."

	
I stood there, momentarily at a loss for what to do.

	
She sat there, sunlight casting shadows on her profile, blurring her expression. The book on her lap turned.

	
A page was turned, making a very soft "whoosh" sound. It was as if nothing had happened.

	
It's fine. Go ahead. When I ask other girls out, she just dismisses it like that? Shouldn't she ... shouldn't she ...?

	
What should I say? I don't know either.

	
"Then I'm leaving," I said.

	
" Hmm." She didn't even look up.

	
　　---

	
　　When Yu Meiqing arrived, I almost didn't recognize her.

	
She changed into a skirt — a snow-white, full-length tulle skirt, the hem of which stopped lightly above her knees, layers of sheer fabric.

	
The pleats of her skirt swayed gently as she walked. The skirt accentuated her slender legs, making them appear exceptionally straight and subtly shimmering.

	
The glow unique to young girls. Her makeup was meticulously done; the eyeshadow was a light pink, and her lips were painted with a glossy lip gloss.

	
The glaze is full and moist.

	
overflow from every detail of her .

	
She smiled when she saw me.

	
" It's rare for you to take the initiative to ask me out," she said, walking over and giving me a once-over. "Let's go."

	
I exchanged a few pleasantries with her, and then we found a coffee shop to sit down. She ordered a latte, and I ordered something casually.

	
She ordered an ice cream. She started chatting, about school, her internship, and how boring her trip to Shanghai had been. I...

	
Listen, respond, and occasionally join in the conversation.

	
But my mind was preoccupied with something else — my dates with other girls , and my mother's indifference.

	
this really mean ...?

	
"Hello!"

	
　　Yu Meiqing suddenly reached out and waved her hand in front of me.

	
"Have you lost your soul again?"

	
I snapped out of my daze . Her eyes sparkled in the café lights, holding something I couldn't understand.

	
.

	
"Sorry," I said, "I didn't sleep well last night and I was a little distracted."

	
She didn't ask any more questions . She picked up her glass, took a sip, and kept her eyes on my face, as if observing something.

	
After we finished our coffee, I offered to take her back to school. She agreed, but we didn't say much on the way.

	
When we arrived at the school gate, she stopped, turned around, and looked at me.

	
"You asked me out," she said, "was it because of your 'girlfriend'?"

	
I never expected her to ask that, and I didn't know how to explain, so I could only look down at my shoelaces.

	
"What ... what girlfriend?" I avoided her gaze, looking definitely flustered.

	
"Fine, if you don't want to talk about it, then forget it." She said coldly, "Don't use me as a tool next time."

	
　　After saying that, she turned and left. Strands of her golden hair were occasionally lifted by the wind, fluttering in the breeze, like someone...

	
It mocked me with its mouth.

	
　　---

	
The cold shoulder approach failed. I have to admit that. For the next few days, my mother treated me the same way.

	
occasionally , but never initiated contact. She'd go into the bedroom after showering at night, closing the door, so I didn't know...

	
What is she doing in there?

	
But I started to notice some things.

	
Once, her phone, which was on the coffee table, lit up. Before I could even see the name that appeared on the screen...

	
She had already taken the phone. Her movements were quick, almost deliberate. Then she turned to the side, her back to me.

	
He tapped the screen a few times with his finger.

	
　　Another time, her phone rang. She picked it up, glanced at it, then stood up and answered it while heading to the bathroom.

	
She walked away. "Hello?" Her voice was soft, with a slight upward inflection at the end — that tone seemed to have stayed with me for a long time.

	
Never heard of it. Then the bathroom door closed. A few seconds later, the exhaust fan started working, buzzing, and the lid...

	
Everything stopped. I couldn't hear anything, only saw a blurry shadow, turned to the side, as if whispering.

	
What.

	
was she calling? Why was she avoiding me? I wanted to ask her several times, but I never had the courage to speak.

	
That night, I sat on my bed, those images replaying in my mind: her looking down at her phone, her saying...

	
"Okay, go ahead," she said without even looking up, a faint smile playing on her lips, as she slipped into the bathroom.

	
The "hello" when answering the phone ...

	
of wild thoughts. As I thought, I somehow remembered something Teacher Zhou had said— "

	
" They got my sister-in-law pregnant first, and then didn't give her a single penny of betrothal money."

	
　　The thought startled me the moment it popped into my head. But the more I tried to stop thinking about it, the more it wouldn't go away. To be honest...

	
I said that since I got together with my mom, I rarely use condoms, but we pay attention to the safe period, and my mom has...

	
I was also taking birth control pills, so I didn't really have much of a concept of pregnancy.

	
Does pregnancy really make one less temperamental? Yes, my mother married my father because she was pregnant. If...

	
... If we also had a child, would everything go back to the way it was before?

	
I know this idea is absurd. But I don't know what else to do.

	
　　---

	
　　That day, Mom came home from get off work a little earlier than usual.

	
I was standing in the living room , lost in thought, when I heard the door open. I instinctively sat up straight. As she changed her shoes, she suddenly opened...

	
mouth:

	
"I forgot to ask you recently, how's your internship going?"

	
I felt like I'd been suddenly electrocuted. She asked me that herself?

	
In that instant , it felt as if something had come back to life.

	
"I'm trying," I said immediately. "I've sent out a lot of resumes, and a few companies have said— "

	
" Hmm." She nodded, interrupting me.

	
She carried a bag of vegetables towards the kitchen. After a few steps, she glanced back at me. Then she went into the kitchen.

	
I started preparing dinner. I didn't finish my sentence. Perhaps she didn't want to hear me out at all.

	
I feel my heart sinking, little by little. I have to do something. Something real.

	
　　---

	
In the evening, Mom came out after taking a shower.

	
She wore a flannel bathrobe, the belt loosely tied, the neckline just right. Her long, wet hair...

	
Her hair cascaded over her shoulders , droplets of water rolling down the ends and spreading into tiny dark dots on the soft, velvety surface. She

	
As she walked past me , she brought with her a warm, sweet, and cloying scent — the milky aroma of shower gel mixed with her perfume.

	
I was almost drunk .

	
I don't know where the courage and impulse came from . Maybe it was from suppressing my feelings for too long, or maybe it was that desire to possess completely.

	
Her desire finally overcame her reason. I suddenly stood up, grabbed her from behind, and pulled her tightly into my arms.

	
inside.

	
Her body instantly stiffened like a stone.

	
"What?" Her voice was so cold it was almost unfamiliar.

	
I didn't answer. My lips pressed directly against the soft, warm skin of the back of her neck, still damp with moisture.

	
She was still damp from her bath and had a faint, pleasant scent. My hands tightened around her waist, as if I wanted to meld her whole body into mine.

	
She suddenly jerked away, her elbow slamming hard into my ribs. I groaned, but refused to let go.

	
" Don't do this," she said. "I'm tired."

	
I won't let go. My fingers hooked around the robe's belt , and with a gentle tug, it came undone. She grabbed my hand.

	
My wrist was sore that my fingernails dug deep into the flesh of the back of my hand, making me gasp in pain.

	
"I told you, don't do this." Her tone hardened even further.

	
" Mom, we haven't done this in a long time ... " I whispered in her ear .

	
She didn't say anything more. I forcibly pulled her towards the sofa . She pressed herself tightly against my chest, kicking her legs back.

	
screeched on the floor , and one flew off. She struggled fiercely, bracing herself against me.

	
It tried to push me away from its shoulder, but its strength seemed to suddenly vanish — not out of compliance, but because it couldn't hold on any longer.

	
Reaching the sofa , I plopped down and pulled her into my arms. Her robe was already open, the hem slipping down her sides.

	
Her breasts, still glowing pink from a recent shower, were visible on her side. Her soft breasts moved slightly with her rapid breathing.

	
With a gentle sway, her nipples stood erect, two alluring pink points in the air. My throat tightened, and I lowered my head to kiss her hard.

	
Bare shoulders, the tip of my tongue licked the skin glistening with water droplets, tasting a faint sweetness of shower gel.

	
She immediately raised her hand, covering her chest and pressing it tightly against her clothes.

	
" Listen to me ! No ... " Her voice began to tremble.

	
I 've made up my mind, there's no reason to give up halfway. I shoved her hand away. She immediately pressed it again.

	
Come back. I grabbed her left hand, but she blocked me with her right. I simply grabbed both of her wrists and pressed them against the back of the sofa.

	
She twisted her shoulders to dodge, her brows furrowed, and her lips pressed into a thin line.

	
But she couldn't outmaneuver me.

	
　　After a while, her struggles gradually weakened, she gasped for breath, and her arm trembled slightly in my palm. Finally

	
She let out a long sigh, as if all her strength had been drained away, closed her eyes, and let her arms hang limply on the sofa armrests.

	
No more resistance.

	
My heart pounded like a drum. I lowered my head and kissed her lips. She didn't pull away, but she passively accepted it. Our lips were tightly pressed together.

	
Her teeth were closed, and she wasn't responding with the same passion as before. My tongue wanted to pry open her teeth, to entwine her soft tongue.

	
her throat , but there was no response.

	
No , it wasn't like this before. Before, she would slightly open her mouth, her tongue would entwine around his, her breathing would become heavier, and her hands...

	
It will stick into my hair.

	
continued even more forcefully . I parted her long, slender legs with my hands, my palms tracing her smooth...

	
the inner thigh , I touched that secret place I had longed for. My vagina was initially dry, but with the movement of my fingers...

	
Gradually, a honey-like fluid began to secrete, slowly flowing down her labia, sticky and hot. My fingertips gently parted...

	
The soft petals, I could feel the wet, wriggling inside, as if they were greedily sucking at my touch.

	
I couldn't hold back any longer, and as quickly as possible, I pulled down my pants and thrust inside. My penis parted her labia...

	
Suddenly, her body tensed up , her tight passage enveloping me like countless tiny mouths, contracting layer upon layer.

	
It was so hot that I almost instantly lost control. She let out a suppressed groan from deep in her throat, I couldn't tell if it was from pain or pleasure.

	
.

	
I began to thrust slowly but powerfully. With each deep thrust, I could feel the softest, warmest part of her body.

	
I pushed, squeezed, and rubbed against her . Her breathing became erratic, occasionally escaping short, broken moans, as if she couldn't suppress them.

	
A suppressed yet unwilling moan. The sound, though restrained, possessed an inexplicable allure, making my blood boil.

	
open.

	
I quickened my pace, lowered my head and took my mother's erect nipple into my mouth, my tongue swirling around that pink little cherry.

	
I gently suckled. Her breasts were soft and bouncy. As I thrust harder, I kneaded her other breast with my hand.

	
his thumb . Her body began to tremble uncontrollably, and spasms rippled deep within her vagina.

	
The contractions were intense, and more and more vaginal fluid overflowed from where we were joined.

	
I thought that as long as I made my mother comfortable, she would respond to me warmly as before and forgive all my mistakes.

	
, that's how much she spoils me. My body clearly remembers me, remembers this pleasure — but I suddenly realize...

	
It seemed like she hadn't made a sound in a long time.

	
I looked up , wanting to kiss her lips again.

	
Her eyes were open, brimming with tears, but they didn't fall. She just looked at me quietly.

	
His brows furrowed slightly, and there was no smile on his lips. His eyes were cold and complex — disappointment, resentment, and a hint of...

	
"Why are you doing this again?"

	
I suddenly felt like a complete rapist. For some reason, a thought flashed through my mind: that...

	
Back at the Lover's Hotel, if my mother had known that the person behind her was me, would she have looked at me with the same expression?

	
Look at me ...

	
No, this isn't the time to let my mind wander. My movements froze instantly; I stood there, too afraid to continue.

	
Her soft body was still beneath me, but that look in her eyes froze everything.

	
" Mom ... " My throat was terribly dry. "I really know I was wrong."

	
She did not respond .

	
"I 've been feeling terrible these past few days, so regretful, really." My voice trembled uncontrollably. "That day..."

	
You shouldn't have said those things—

	
She suddenly let out a short laugh, squeezed out from her nose, full of sarcasm.

	
"Really ? You seem quite happy." Her voice wasn't loud, but every word was clear. "You and your girlfriend..."

	
Hey there, having a good time?

	
I was stunned.

	
　　Yu Meiqing. She was talking about Yu Meiqing.

	
"You 've misunderstood," I blurted out, "She and I— "

	
　　The words stuck in my throat. How could I explain? That I deliberately created a sense of crisis? That I wanted to make you jealous?

	
Treating people like tools? I can't bring myself to say those words; it's too shameful.

	
" We're nothing," I whispered at the end, barely a whisper.

	
A slight smirk played on her lips, revealing a cold smile I'd never seen before. Disdain. Utter contempt. A complete and utter "I already..."

	
I knew you would say that".

	
" Misunderstanding?" She emphasized the word heavily. "Is this the only kind of thing you can say?"

	
She stared at me, her gaze shifting to a cold and sharp scrutiny.

	
"Hmph. I knew all along that you were so irresponsible."

	
Lack of responsibility. These three words pierced through some crack, not deeply, but enough to cause excruciating pain in my heart.

	
She turned her face away, refusing to look at me again. A tear finally slid down her cheek, trickling into her temple and soaking her face.

	
Hair inside.

	
Silence. Her body no longer responded . The passage that had been so warm and tight just moments before was gradually cooling and loosening, like...

	
A door was slowly closing. I knelt between her legs, unsure whether to enter or leave, my heart pounding with panic—

	
She was still naked beneath me, but I felt as if she had completely gone.

	
Cooling off didn't work, creating a crisis didn't work, apologizing didn't work, and now even sex didn't work! Nothing I do works.

	
use.

	
　　A jumble of thoughts raced through my mind. Suddenly, Teacher Zhou's words popped into my head, along with Yu Meiqing's voice.

	
Then came the comment— " That move is incredibly powerful; you should try it sometime . "

	
I grasped at the last straw on the edge of a cliff, my voice hoarse and unlike my own:

	
" Mom ... if we had a child, would everything go back to the way it was before? Would we be able to be happy?"

	
blessing?"

	
Her eyes widened suddenly.

	
For a moment, I thought she was going to say something. But she didn't say anything. The next second, her hand shoved me hard.

	
My chest. Caught off guard , I fell backward, the back of my head hitting the coffee table leg, a dull pain shooting through me. I lay on my back.

	
She fell to the ground, and I saw her sit up; her robe had completely slipped off, and her bare upper body was still alluring under the light. She…

	
They completely ignored me, just looking down at me as if I were a monster.

	
"You ... you're insane?"

	
Her voice trembled, and her facial skin shook. But it wasn't a sob; it was a trembling sound, a deep, overwhelming emotion.

	
the bottom being breached.

	
She grabbed her robe and held it to her chest in a hurried, frantic motion, as if trying to cover something most shameful. But her eyes...

	
intently at me, and that look made me want to disappear into the ground.

	
" We are mother and son! Do you know what you're saying?!"

	
Her voice suddenly rose. I had never seen her like this before. She bent over and then straightened up again, as if she didn't know what to do.

	
What will you do with me?

	
"I don't ask you to think about our future— " Her voice was terribly hoarse, each word seeming to be forced out of her throat.

	
She came out and said, "I just want you to think about your own future, is that not enough? When are you ever going to grow up?"

	
"You keep saying you're a man," her tears finally broke free, streaming down her cheeks.

	
" Is what you're saying even manly?"

	
She suddenly stepped forward and raised her hand. I was completely stunned, and instinctively lowered my head, like a child who had made a mistake.

	
It's like waiting to get beaten up .

	
But the pain didn't come. I carefully lifted my face and found her hands hanging at her sides, her shoulders twitching.

	
land.

	
"How could I ... " She took a deep breath, her voice shattering completely, "How could I have raised you into this?"

	
What does it look like?

	
I felt as if I had been hit by a heavy hammer, and collapsed to the ground in despair.

	
She didn't look at me again, covered her face , turned around, and ran barefoot to the bedroom, her robe trailing on the floor. She pushed open the bedroom door.

	
She practically rushed in, and the door slammed shut behind her.

	
A cry rang out. First, an uncontrollable wail, then it turned into muffled, broken sobs from the chest.

	
It felt like something had shattered completely.

	
　　---

	
My head was still lowered. I don't know how much time passed before I slowly raised it, feeling as if a thousand weights were pressing down on my neck.

	
It weighs 1 jin (500 grams) and is extremely sour and astringent.

	
The air still carried her faint fragrance, mixed with the steam from her recent shower. The living room light was on, and everything...

	
Everything is the same as it was a few minutes ago. But I know some things can never be the same again.

	
That sentence kept repeating in my mind— " How could I have raised you to be like this?" I couldn't answer it.

	
.

	
The night was deep. Very quiet. The occasional sound of a car passing by. I wanted to knock on my mother's bedroom door, but my hand remained raised...

	
He put it down again, but still didn't knock. Finally, he returned to the same spot and sat there for a long time.

	
Chapter Thirteen

	
After that argument, I had a very long dream. My mother was standing in the distance, her skirt swaying in the wind.

	
Her back was turned to me. I called her, but she didn't turn around. I ran towards her, but my legs just wouldn't give way, and I couldn't run.

	
I can't get close to her . She's always so far away from me, so close yet so out of reach.

	
　　I keep having this dream. Every time I'm about to touch the hem of her clothes, her figure blurs out.

	
　　I opened my eyes; it was already broad daylight. I sat up in bed; my legs ached terribly, probably from lying down for too long.

	
Then the events of last night flooded back — her words, her tears, her…

	
The hand that was raised and then lowered, and that muffled sob.

	
I glanced at my watch. 8:30.

	
I jumped out of bed. 8:30? She should be at work by now. I rushed out of the bedroom. The living room was empty.

	
Her bag wasn't there, her shoes weren't there. There was a slight noise coming from the kitchen — but it wasn't her.

	
I went over. On the table was a bowl of millet porridge, along with bread, bacon, and two fried eggs. The fried eggs were...

	
It was cooked just right, with slightly browned edges and a runny yolk, just the way I like it.

	
She did it.

	
I looked at the bowl of porridge and the two fried eggs. Tears suddenly welled up and I couldn't stop them.

	
I don't know why I'm crying. She 's still making me breakfast, she's still taking care of me, but I just want to cry.

	
.

	
　　---

	
A fine, dense autumn rain began to fall , pattering against the glass and trickling down in streaks. I was...

	
I can't stay home. Her traces are everywhere in the house ; the sofa is where she sat, the kitchen is where she stood.

	
Fang, that's where she closed the door . I'm stuck here, unable to breathe.

	
I grabbed an umbrella . The rain outside wasn't heavy, but it was dense and felt cool on my face. I wandered aimlessly through the streets.

	
I walked past the entrance to the residential area, past the breakfast stall she loved, where I even bought glutinous rice balls; past our old haunts...

	
we went to together . The rain was getting heavier, and my shoes got a little wet, but I didn't notice.

	
It's almost five o'clock. Mom will be off work soon.

	
　　The thought had barely formed in my mind when I started walking towards the station. Maybe I'd run into her on the way? Could I say...

	
The previous sentence ? But even if we met, what could we do?

	
I stood under the eaves of a subway station exit, watching the crowds come and go. It was rush hour, and there were many people.

	
Some were holding umbrellas , some weren't, some were hurrying along. I tried to find her in the crowd, to find the coat she often wore.

	
Find that familiar figure from behind.

	
Then I saw it.

	
A woman in a beige trench coat, her silhouette from behind almost identical to her mother's. She had long, flowing hair with slightly curled ends.

	
she walked . A man stood beside her, holding an umbrella; the two walked side by side. The man...

	
His hand was on her waist. The posture looked like that of a couple.

	
My blood rushed to my head. Was it her ? Did she have this dress?

	
Without thinking, I dashed into the rain and ran in that direction. The rain lashed my face, obscuring my vision, but I didn't care.

	
I wanted to catch up and see clearly, but the crowd was too dense. I squeezed through a few people, then a few more, bumping into someone...

	
I touched his shoulder, heard a curse, but I didn't stop . That figure drew closer and closer—

	
　　red light.

	
　　Cars whizzed past me. I stood on this side of the road, watching helplessly as the two people crossed and disappeared.

	
Lost in the crowd on the other side.

	
I gasped for breath. The umbrella had fallen to the ground sometime during the night; I was soaking wet, my hair plastered to my face.

	
Water streamed down his neck.

	
The figure from behind looked so much like hers, but I couldn't see her face clearly. But the man's hand, the hand resting on her waist …

	
… I slowly walked back and picked up the umbrella from the ground. The rain was still falling, and the sky was getting darker. I don't know how…

	
When I got home, all I knew was that I was dripping wet when I opened the door.

	
　　Just then, I heard the sound of water coming from the bathroom — she was back, taking a shower.

	
I stood in the entryway, listening to the sound of water, and the image of that figure and that hand resurfaced in my mind.

	
The sound of water stopped. After a while, she came out, wrapped in a bathrobe, her hair still wet. When she saw me, her eyes...

	
After pausing for a few seconds, he went straight into the bedroom.

	
I was soaking wet, water dripping from my trouser legs onto the floor. She didn't ask anything. It seemed she really didn't care.

	
.

	
　　---

	
And so it went . Life continued on the surface as "normal," but conversations remained scarce. Sometimes...

	
We met at the kitchen doorway. She wanted to go in, and I wanted to come out, so we blocked each other's way. She looked up at me...

	
She glanced at me, then lowered her head and stepped aside to walk past me.

	
Just walk around it. Like walking around a piece of furniture.

	
occasionally spoke at the dinner table , but it was always something they had to say. "It's time to buy car insurance." "Yeah." "Okay."

	
Then, the two of them sat facing each other and ate the entire meal without saying a word.

	
I almost lost track of time, and I don't know how long this went on. The internship is over.

	
I thought about it, but I'm not in the mood for it at all.

	
However, Mom still takes great care in dressing herself up.

	
Every morning before leaving the house, she would stand in front of the mirror for a long time. She changed her clothes repeatedly, and her makeup became more and more exquisite.

	
I once saw her purse her lips in front of the mirror, then apply another layer, before turning her head to look at herself and noticing a smile playing on her lips.

	
Just a little. That smile, so light and gentle. I haven't seen it in a long time.

	
increasingly more time on her phone . Sitting on the sofa, she would look down at the screen, her fingers constantly moving.

	
Sometimes , I'd pretend to casually walk by and try to catch a glimpse of her, but she'd turn away, her back to me. Sometimes her hand...

	
The phone rang. She picked it up, glanced at it, and then stood up and walked towards the bedroom, as if afraid I would overhear something.

	
was she calling? I wanted to ask. But I knew it would be pointless.

	
　　---

	
I can't sleep at night , I start thinking about things I've never thought about before.

	
I disappoint her so much? She said, "How could I have raised you to be like this?"

	
This question kept swirling in my mind. What did I look like in her eyes? A child who never grew up? A mere…

	
who says and does stupid things?

	
I used to occasionally feel that I couldn't understand some of my mother's thoughts. But I never seriously considered this question.

	
Question: What does Mom really want? She wants me to "be like a man." But what does "be like a man" even mean?

	
people"?

	
she want? In life, I've always been by her side; in bed, I can satisfy her too.

	
Her desire for orgasm. However, since a certain point in time, I have indeed occasionally sensed her unhappiness.

	
I racked my brains, trying to recall every little detail of our time together, but I couldn't remember. But I think I'm starting to understand.

	
thread.

	
What she wants might be something I can't give her.

	
　　---

	
The school sent another notice. Students who haven't found internships should return to school at 9:00 AM on Saturday to participate in public service job training.

	
Training.

	
before I left . She was wearing a sports jacket, her hair was up, and she had just finished drawing her eyebrows.

	
She seemed to be about to go out . When she saw me, she didn't say anything.

	
" Mom," I said, "I'm going to school for training, a public service job, it'll take quite a while."

	
She nodded . I stood there for a while, waiting for her to say something. Waiting for her to ask, "Listen carefully in class?"

	
"Where should we eat lunch ?"

	
She didn't ask.

	
Sure enough, she didn't care at all. I was about to turn and leave—

	
"How will you eat while you're out ?"

	
Her voice wasn't loud, as if it were a casual question, but I still paused. I turned around, and she had already looked at me.

	
The phone screen, which had been moved away, now rested on the coffee table, as if the words had simply slipped out accidentally.

	
"Let's just grab something to eat," I said.

	
"Then eat at the school cafeteria, don't buy fast food." She picked up her phone and swiped her thumb across the screen.

	
His tone remained indifferent, devoid of any emotion .

	
" ... Okay," I said, "then I'm leaving."

	
" Um."

	
Just one word. I went out the door. The door closed behind me.

	
　　---

	
The training was held in a lecture hall at the school. Many people attended, all of whom hadn't found internships. The instructor spoke...

	
For half a day, they talked about the " significance of public service jobs" and the "value of serving society," which made me drowsy. I sat in the corner.

	
Luo Li, clutching her phone, looked at it over and over again.

	
No news.

	
lunch at the cafeteria , ate a few bites, but couldn't swallow. My mind involuntarily drifted to memories of my mother...

	
A cold expression.

	
the afternoon class started , the teacher received a phone call saying she had to leave early, and the training was over. Everyone dispersed, leaving only...

	
A chorus of complaints followed.

	
I stood at the school gate, checked the time—it was only one o'clock. Should I go back? It was too early. My mother might not be home.

	
I wandered around the street for a while, until I came to the entrance of a flower shop. There were many flowers displayed on both sides , red, pink, and yellow.

	
They look beautiful in the autumn light. The proprietress is spraying water on a bunch of roses; the water droplets fall on the petals, sparkling.

	
Like tears.

	
I stopped. Those flowers were so beautiful. Delicate, vibrant, each one blooming perfectly. Looking at them...

	
Suddenly, I thought of my mother — how long has it been since she smiled at me like these flowers?

	
　　What can I do with this bouquet of flowers ? — That thought suddenly occurred to me . Maybe she'll be happy to see it, maybe she'll smile.

	
That kind of genuine smile. Like before, with eyes crinkling, corners of the mouth turning up, and the whole person softening.

	
laugh.

	
　　Although I lack confidence, I feel that even doing my best and leaving the rest to fate is better than doing nothing.

	
.

	
I walked into the flower shop.

	
" Who are you buying flowers for?" the shop owner asked with a smile.

	
I hesitated for a moment. Who should I give it to? Of course, it should be for my mother. But the word "mother" stuck in my throat...

	
I can't explain it. A normal son would naturally give his mother flowers. But we're not a normal mother and son. This bouquet of flowers...

	
What would it mean in her eyes if it were in her hands ?

	
"Let me take a look first," I said.

	
The proprietress nodded and began recommending roses to me. Roses symbolize love, carnations symbolize motherly love, and lilies symbolize…

	
Purity ... I listened, but my mind drifted elsewhere.

	
Have I ever given my mother flowers? Of course I have. When I was little, I saved up my allowance to buy her carnations for her birthday.

	
Women's Day, there are people selling flowers outside the school gate for three yuan a stem; I've bought some before. And Mother's Day goes without saying, every year...

	
I gave them all to her. She always accepted them with a smile, put them in a vase, and they would stay fresh for several days.

	
But those are carnations. Flowers given to mother by her son. What about roses?

	
I never gave her roses. Since we crossed that line, there has been passion between us, there has been...

	
A passionate night — but never flowers. Never the act of presenting flowers to her, of looking directly at her face.

	
Red, the moment when she said "So beautiful".

	
The proprietress was wrapping a bunch of pink roses with light purple wrapping paper and tying it with a white ribbon. Pink flowers.

	
The petals are layered upon each other, as delicate as a young girl who has just woken up.

	
" Does this flower have any meaning?" I asked, pointing to it.

	
The proprietress thought for a moment: "First love? Heart flutter ? That's probably what it means."

	
First love. Heart flutter .

	
I paid and came out holding the flowers. The pink roses swayed gently in my arms, their delicate fragrance filling my nostrils.

	
.

	
　　---

	
The subway wasn't crowded. I found a seat, carefully cradling the flowers in my arms, afraid someone might bump into them. A young man sat opposite me...

	
The girl glanced at me, then at the flowers in my arms. She probably thought I was going on a date.

	
I stroked the bouquet. What would Mom think if she saw this? Would she think, "You're doing something useless again"? Or would she...

	
... A little bit happy?

	
They might just glance at it, say "Just leave it there," and then continue doing their own thing.

	
The subway stations passed one by one. I kept my head down, staring at the flowers in my arms, thinking about pushing open the door to my house later.

	
That moment.

	
If she's not home, that's fine too. I can put the flowers on the dining table and she'll see them when she gets back. That way, I won't have to...

	
I didn't need to look into her eyes to see her expression when she received the flowers — whether it was happiness or indifference ...

	
　　The elevator doors opened.

	
I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for my floor. The elevator slowly ascended, the numbers jumping one by one. 1 , 2 , 3 ,

	
4 , 5 , 6 , 7——

	
My heart was pounding faster and faster. I gripped the flowers in my hand tightly, the wrapping paper rustling slightly.

	
I took a deep breath, then exhaled. It's okay. No matter what , at least I did something.

	
　　The elevator doors opened. The hallway was quiet. I walked to my front door, took out my keys, inserted them, and turned them only slightly.

	
The door opened abruptly . Someone was home.

	
inside . Very soft, but enough to make me stand there; the key was still in the lock, my hand…

	
I hovered in mid-air, pricked up my ears, and unconsciously held my breath.

	
The voice was intermittent , and I couldn't make out what it was saying. But I knew it wasn't just one person speaking.

	
There are two people.

	



Chapter Fourteen

	
I gripped the key. It was icy cold, and it hurt my palm. Then I gently opened the door and slipped inside.

	
The door wasn't closed ; it was left ajar, and the key wasn't removed.

	
The shoe cabinet in the entryway blocked the view from the side. The living room furnishings remained unchanged; the TV was off, and the sofa was empty.

	
There were no signs of it; everything seemed normal. But the sound grew clearer. Light streamed in from the balcony, illuminating the floor.

	
A bright patch of light was cast onto the wall. The gauze curtain was half-drawn, swaying gently in the breeze.

	
I quietly took off my shoes and stepped barefoot onto the floor. It was cool. Then, hugging the wall, I continued towards the living room.

	
I moved a few steps and hid behind the sofa. My heart was pounding. It was thumping so hard it felt like it was going to jump out of my throat.

	
I could feel it myself . Sweat slid down my forehead, getting into my eyes; it sted. I didn't dare wipe it away, afraid of making a fuss.

	
An unexpected noise .

	
On the wicker chairs on the balcony, two figures sat side by side, their backs to me.

	
" It's so comfortable here." It was Ye Xiang's voice. At first, I didn't react, then I realized — it was...

	
He was right!

	
" Mmm," came her mother's voice, "the sun is shining brightly right now."

	
A few seconds of silence.

	
"Xiao Xiang," his mother whispered, "if you come at this time, what if ... "

	
"It's alright, Auntie." Ye Xiang took it, appearing very calm. "The training lasts until five o'clock; I've already inquired..."

	
Okay, not that early.

	
The two of them fell silent .

	
"I ... " Ye Xiang suddenly lowered his voice, his tone tentative and cautious, "My feelings for you..."

	
You should already know that.

	
　　My mother didn't answer immediately. I could faintly hear the sound of fabric rubbing together.

	
" Maybe ... it's too early, I 'm not ready yet."

	
"Auntie," Ye Xiang said somewhat anxiously, "is there something I haven't done well enough?"

	
"You've done very well," Mom's voice softened. "Thank you for everything during this time. It's my..."

	
The problem is, I don't know if this is appropriate.

	
Another brief silence followed.

	
Ye Xiang didn't reply immediately . In the wicker chair, his head gently rested on his mother's shoulder. That posture was like a child's.

	
Leaning against her mother . Her mother's body seemed to stiffen for a moment, so brief as to be almost imperceptible.

	
"I just feel ... " Ye Xiang said sullenly, "I'm very close to my aunt. Like ... like my mother."

	
What a touching confession. As I thought this, I suddenly felt a churning in my stomach, as if something...

	
It was about to burst out of my throat. I quickly covered my mouth tightly, forcefully suppressing the urge.

	
"Sigh," Mom sighed, "You're so young. If others knew, I'm afraid ..."

	
…

	
She didn't finish speaking.

	
"I understand Auntie's difficulties," Ye Xiang said earnestly. "It's alright. As long as I can stay with you, I..."

	
That's enough for me. I don't care about anything else.

	
"Good child ... " my mother murmured, with a tenderness I hadn't felt in a long time.

	
Then, she raised one hand and gently touched Ye Xiang's hair.

	
Ye Xiang shifted, burying his head even deeper. The two remained silent for a long time. Sunlight streamed in from the balcony.

	
Come, it falls on them , falls on the hands of his mother stroking his hair. The scene was so quiet it seemed unreal.

	
　　After a long pause, Mom spoke first: "You can go now. We can arrange another time later."

	
" Okay," Ye Xiang replied. "I'll stay a little longer and then leave."

	
　　My mother didn't speak, her hand fell to her side. Her hair swayed slightly, and from my angle, it seemed she was tilting her head back, as if...

	
Looking out the window at the sky.

	
I should rush in right now, drag Ye Xiang off her shoulder and beat him up, and demand to know why...

	
Well, I should ... but my feet didn't move at all .

	
Should we barge in? That's easy, then what? Make a scene in front of a stranger, forcing her to do something.

	
Make a choice?

	
I capable of this? Besides, she's my mother; I can't leave her no room to maneuver.

	
I slowly backed out from behind the sofa and into the entryway. With a gentle push, the door opened, and I grabbed my shoes and slipped away.

	
He went out, then slowly closed the door, locking it only halfway. After a while, the door opened...

	
The inertia gradually shut off, producing a very faint "click".

	
The hallway was quiet. I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, I noticed something lying at my feet.

	
The bouquet on the side.

	
I looked at it for a long time. It was a pink rose; I had placed it outside the door before bringing it inside. A few petals had fallen off.

	
I gave a wry smile, gritted my teeth, and gripped the bouquet tightly in my hand. I held it so tightly that the wrapping paper became crumpled.

	
Yes. My palms were sweaty and wet, and the wrapping paper was stained with a dark color.

	
　　---

	
I sat for a long time in the small bar across from my apartment complex. It was a cramped place, with a few bar stools and a row of bottles. Just as I entered…

	
I approached the door , the bartender glanced at me with a hint of doubt in his eyes. Sure enough, when he came over, he asked...

	
The question: "Are you an adult ?"

	
I slapped my ID card on the bar. He looked at it, nodded, and asked, "What would you like to drink?"

	
Gin and Tonic

	
The bartender turned and mixed the drinks with practiced ease. I stared blankly at his hands, watching him measure the drinks and cut the lemon.

	
Lemon, watch as he pushes the glass in front of me. Clear liquid, a few ice cubes, and a slice of lemon floating on top.

	
I picked it up and took a sip. It was bitter. The bitterness spread from the tip of my tongue all the way down my throat , burning me and making me wince.

	
But I took another sip. And another. It seemed the more bitter it was, the more it proved something.

	
　　The scene I had just witnessed kept replaying in my mind ... I raised my glass and gulped it down in one go. The ice cubes hit...

	
My teeth feel so cold they hurt.

	
just sat there, drinking two or three glasses, I can't remember. I only remember the light outside the window gradually fading.

	
The light scattered, changing from gold to orange, then to a hazy gray. I glanced at my watch — it was almost six o'clock.

	
Ye Xiang must have already left.

	
I took out my phone; there were no unread messages. None from my mother, none from Ye Xiang. Nothing at all. I put...

	
I put my phone back in my pocket, paid the bill, and left the bar.

	
An autumn breeze blew by, carrying a chill. I took a deep breath and headed home.

	
　　---

	
I opened the door , the lights were on inside. My mother, dressed in her pajamas, was bent over mopping the floor. The mop was on the floor.

	
It slid across the surface , making a soft "swish" sound. She heard the door open, looked up, and glanced at me.

	
"You're back?" Her tone was normal and natural.

	
" Hmm." I walked into the living room and looked at her.

	
She seemed to be in a good mood today . Her movements while mopping the floor were light and quick, a few strands of hair falling around her ears. She picked up her hair as she stood up...

	
I leaned the mop against the wall and straightened my clothes.

	
"Why are you so late?" she asked.

	
" I have a lot of classes," I said, my voice more steady than I had expected. "It was already five o'clock when class ended."

	
"

	
"Oh." She nodded . "Go take a shower, we'll eat later."

	
she finished speaking, she bent down again and began mopping the floor. That movement, that tone of voice, that expression — all were so similar to those of an ordinary person.

	
The evening passed without any difference . It was as if nothing had happened that day.

	
But I know, how could it not have happened? She let Ye Xiang lean on her shoulder, and she stroked his hair.

	
She said "good girl" —that kind of tenderness used to belong only to me. But now she's doing housework as if nothing's wrong.

	
And then they told me to wait for dinner later, it's all so ironic.

	
talked to me more than usual today . Was it because Ye Xiang had come and she was in a good mood? Or was she hiding something?

	
I actually know the answer: both reasons are true. But I'm thinking, what if none of this really happened?

	
How wonderful. If I were still that son waiting for dinner after school, if she were still that girl busy in the kitchen...

	
living mother, if ...

	
" What's this?"

	
　　My mother's voice pulled me back to reality. She pointed to what I was holding — the bouquet of pink roses. The wrapping paper was crumpled.

	
The petals were a little wilted, but I still held them tightly in my hand.

	
I looked at the bouquet of flowers, then at her. I don't know what my expression was like at that moment, but it certainly wasn't...

	
nice.

	
" Mom," I said, "actually, classes ended at noon today."

	
Her movements paused slightly, but she quickly resumed mopping, her tone remaining calm:

	
"Oh, I see."

	
She didn't ask me why I didn't come back sooner, nor where I had been. She just said "oh," and then continued...

	
Continue dragging her land.

	
I stared at her retreating figure, scrutinized her for a while, and then suddenly spoke:

	
" Speaking of which, I feel the atmosphere at home is different now."

	
She didn't turn around .

	
"It's like someone wants to add a name to our household registration book?" I continued to ask.

	
Her movements stopped. This time, she really stopped. She straightened up, slowly turned around, and looked directly at me. The lights...

	
from above, casting shadows on her face and blurring her expression.

	
"What do you want to say ?" she asked.

	
That face, those eyes, those slightly pursed lips. She used to look at me with those eyes, when only...

	
Our night together. Now she looks at me with the same eyes, but it's as if she's asking, "What do you want to say?" Her eyes...

	
Inside, there seemed to be no emotion left , only cold, detached questioning.

	
"What I wanted to say ?" My emotions surged up suddenly, and my voice began to waver slightly. "What I wanted to say was..."

	
Hey! You're always giving me that look, putting on airs. Are you really that unhappy? Or is it that...?

	
The person standing in front of you now isn't me, it's Ye Xiang — don't you like him a lot ? Yes, now I am Ye Xiang.

	
You'll then smile , ask me about my well-being, and inquire why I didn't go home earlier or whether I ate well while I was out.

	
"Is this what you wanted ?"

	
I blurted everything out, speaking very quickly. Then, panting, I stared at the floor, waiting for her.

	
The answer.

	
The living room was deathly silent. Only my heavy breathing echoed in the air.

	
　　A long time passed, and Mom remained silent. I couldn't help but look up, expecting to see her anger, or...

	
It's the panic that comes after being exposed.

	
But nothing happened. She just stood there quietly, her eyes slightly red, with a look in them that I couldn't decipher.

	
Exhaustion , even ... a hint of pity. His eyes were like those of someone desperately struggling after drowning, yet unable to hold on to their own...

	
The more you cling to yourself, the more pathetic you become.

	
Her lips trembled slightly, and she took a deep breath, as if making some extremely difficult decision.

	
determination.

	
"You 're right." Her voice was soft, but it felt like a heavy punch to my chest.

	
"Ye Xiang and I ... " she continued, each word clear and distinct, "we are dating."

	
She paused, as if waiting for my reaction. I didn't react. My mind was blank.

	
"This is the answer you've been looking for ," she said, returning my words to me.

	
My ears were ringing. All the composure, all the pretense, all the strength I'd maintained all afternoon—

	
It's all broken.

	
" Why?" I heard my voice trembling, and my face must have been trembling too. "Why are you like this?"

	
"Do it? Are you using him to humiliate me?!"

	
"No," she shook her head, "I didn't mean that."

	
She hesitated for a moment, then took a deep breath.

	
"I'm just ... tired." Her voice began to waver. "You have your life, and I have mine."

	
"... Now, it's time to lay our cards on the table."

	
" A showdown?" I took a step forward. "And what about me? What am I to you?"

	
Her gaze met mine again, and I stared back at her intently; something flickered in her eyes.

	
"You ... we ... " she said softly, "we shouldn't have been together in the first place."

	
　　That sentence felt like a hole being punched in my head, and then ice was being stuffed inside. That painful, cold feeling...

	
My gums were chattering uncontrollably .

	
"But you clearly told me," I couldn't control my emotions anymore, "that neither you nor I, neither of us..."

	
You can turn back now!"

	
"Yes. I said that." Her voice began to choke, but she seemed to be holding back. "Mom is now ... after ..."

	
I regret it.

	
I regret it. Those three simple words sounded like the most vicious curse to me.

	
" So many years," tears welled up in my eyes without me even realizing it, "we've been like this for so many years ... "

	
And all you get in return is a "regretful" response?

	
Tears welled up in her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. She wiped them away with the back of her hand, but the tear tracks remained visible under the light.

	
It remains clearly visible even under light .

	
"Yes." Her voice was hoarse . "The moment I see you, I'm reminded of that day ... I had no choice but to leave you."

	
Only then did I realize who I was.

	
That day? My mind was a jumbled mess. Which day? Was it the night she first came to my room late at night? Or something else?

	
When ? Or ... but it doesn't matter anymore. Nothing matters anymore.

	
" Mom," I took a step forward, my voice trembling, "is this fake? Did I upset you?"

	
Are you deliberately messing with me? Or maybe you're just casually playing around with Ye Xiang.

	
She shook her head and didn't say anything.

	
"And didn't you say you weren't ready yet? How come you're ... ?"

	
　　I stopped abruptly halfway through my sentence.

	
Oops. I let it slip.

	
　　Mother's face changed instantly. It went from pale to bright red, as if someone had poured a bucket of scalding water over her head.

	
She stared at me, her teary eyes seeming to glisten with even more moisture.

	
"How ... how did you know? What are you ...? "

	
She didn't finish her sentence. I couldn't say anything either. We just stared at each other, the air seeming to have been sucked away.

	
Then she lowered her head , quickly wiping the corner of her eye with the back of her hand. Then she turned her face to the other side, unsure...

	
Looking somewhere , a slight smile curved his lips, as if he were mocking himself.

	
"Fine." Her tone changed slightly. "Since it's already like this ... "

	
At this moment, her eyes no longer held the emotions they had shown before; only a cold, resolute look remained.

	
"I'm moving out. This house was left to you by your father, and I'm returning it to you now."

	
She's moving out. She said she's moving out. To Ye Xiang's place? Or to rent her own place? Either way, it's...

	
My thoughts are the same — she doesn't want me anymore. However, if she wants to move in with Ye Xiang, there's one thing I absolutely will not accept.

	
by.

	
"No," I heard myself say, "I'm the one who should leave. I'm such an unfilial son."

	
She froze. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but only managed to utter one sound:

	
"you …… "

	
The words remained unspoken. I had already turned and walked to the door, my hand on the doorknob, leaving her with only my back to me.

	
A shadow. Suddenly, I remembered something and glanced down.

	
that bouquet of flowers in my hand.

	
I turned around , and she was still standing in the center of the living room, tears streaming down her face under the lamplight, like a broken statue.

	
The statue. I'll probably never forget that scene for the rest of my life .

	
" I bought them on my way back today," I said, my voice dry. "The florist said pink roses represent first love."

	
Love. Thinking about it carefully , it's truly laughable.

	
I tossed the flower aside carelessly. It landed with a "thud." A few petals fell and drifted down.

	
At her feet .

	
She glanced down . She didn't pick it up.

	
I pushed open the door and rushed out almost immediately, not wanting to stay in this place called "home" for even a second longer.

	
square. 

	 

	



Chapter Fifteen

	
I rushed out of my house , my mind was completely blank.

	
cold wind made me a little more awake. I looked up at the window on the seventh floor; the light was still on, and the curtains were drawn.

	
had to be completely covered up. Was she still standing in the middle of the living room, looking at the bouquet of flowers on the floor?

	
I don't have much energy left to think. Because the problem now is, I need to find a place to go.

	
Going back to that house is impossible. Going to relatives' houses? They'll ask all sorts of questions, and I can't explain them. I should find Yu Meiqing.

	
That thought flashed through my mind, but I quickly dismissed it. I don't want to see anyone in my current state.

	
There was only one place left: the school dormitory.

	
I hailed a taxi, and we remained silent the entire way. The driver glanced at me a few times in the rearview mirror, probably noticing that something was wrong with my expression.

	
But I didn't ask. When we arrived at the school gate, I paid the fare and got off the bus. As I walked towards the dormitory building, my feet felt light and airy.

	
It felt like stepping on cotton.

	
The dorm was empty. Ye Xiang's bed was completely emptied — the blanket was gone, the pillow was gone, and the desk was empty.

	
Those books are gone too. I heard that after he started his internship, he rented a place, and now all that's left is a bare bed frame.

	
His traces were completely wiped clean .

	
Perhaps he was prepared all along. Perhaps he knew this day would come.

	
I slowly walked to my bed and sat down. The bed my mother made for me last time was still neatly arranged. (Pillow)

	
The sheets were fluffy and perfectly straight, without a single wrinkle, only a little dusty. She was bent over at the time, taking one step at a time.

	
As I stood by and watched them smooth out the wrinkles, I felt a warmth in my heart.

	
　　Looking at this bed now, my vision is gradually blurring with tears.

	
I lay down and buried myself in the covers. A faint scent lingered on the covers — the scent of laundry detergent.

	
The smell... I don't know if it's just my imagination, but it smells like the home that once belonged to her and me. I took a deep breath...

	
It was as if she were still there, as if nothing had happened.

	
But I know that everything has happened.

	
　　---

	
In the middle of the night, my phone started vibrating. I picked it up and saw it was full of messages from my mother.

	
"Where are you? Do you have a place to stay ?" "At least go home and get some clothes." "Reply when you see this." ... (The message ends )

	
Intermittently , until morning, I sent about 6 or 7 messages.

	
　　This must be the most messages she's sent me in a long time, but I haven't replied to a single one. Even if I wanted to...

	
I replied, but I didn't know what to say. I asked her, "You still care about me?" She replied, "What are you and Ye Xiang doing now?"

	
"What?" The more I thought about it, the more hatred welled up inside me, including hatred for my mother. I couldn't understand why she chose Ye Xiang, for...

	
all the love we've had for her over the years. But even more hatred is directed at someone else.

	
Finally, I deleted all the messages; out of sight, out of mind.

	
For the next few days, I searched for Ye Xiang like a madman.

	
No school. I don't know where his home is, and I haven't been able to find out. I even drove around my neighborhood.

	
I circled him several times — I wondered if there would ever be a time when he would take my mom home? Perhaps, like that day,

	
They pried open my front door .

	
No. I didn't see anything.

	
　　There was no response to my calls or WeChat messages. This person used to be everywhere I looked, but now it's like they've vanished into thin air.

	
Sample.

	
One afternoon, I was walking on campus when I saw a figure in the distance whose walk looked exactly like his.

	
I rushed over and grabbed the man's shoulder — turning around, I saw a strange face looking at me with panic.

	
"What are you doing?"

	
I let go of his hand, said "I'm sorry," and turned to leave.

	
That night, lying in my dorm bed, I tossed and turned, and suddenly thought: Should I go to my mom's workplace and wait for him?

	
He has to go to work, right? He can't possibly not go.

	
But as soon as the thought popped into my head, I suppressed it.

	
　　My mother's workplace. Everyone there knows I'm Lin Wan's son. What will she do if I go to confront Ye Xiang?

	
What will people think of her? " Accountant Lin 's son got into a fight with an intern." "I heard it was because of her ... " — This kind of...

	
Gossip can spread throughout the entire workplace.

	
I gritted my teeth and suppressed the thought. I couldn't put her in a difficult position. Even if she didn't want me anymore, I wouldn't...

	
It could embarrass her.

	
　　---

	
passed .

	
At noon, I walked back after finishing my meal in the cafeteria. The sun was shining brightly, making my eyes sting. I lowered my head, thinking...

	
Lost in thought, as I approached the girls' dormitory , I caught a glimpse of a figure out of the corner of my eye. Slender, very fair-skinned.

	
Standing in front of the building, I was talking to two girls .

	
I stopped. That profile, that posture, those eyes that curved slightly when they smiled — it was Ye Xiang.

	
I quietly moved to the back and secretly observed him. He had his back to me and didn't notice. Two girls were surrounding him...

	
One had short hair, the other had long hair, and both were smiling happily. He was saying something, gesturing with his hands, his expression quite...

	
move.

	
" ... Anyway, an internship is just ... " His voice came through, but it was hard to hear clearly.

	
I tried to walk slowly , approaching from behind. There was no sound under my feet. He was still talking, still laughing.

	
Completely unaware .

	
I walked about a meter behind him, then suddenly stepped forward, my right arm abruptly wrapping around his back, elbowing him dead.

	
He gripped his neck tightly. With his other hand, he pressed down on his shoulder and dragged him backward.

	
"Ah— ! " He struggled, and the thing in his hand fell to the ground.

	
The two girls screamed and stepped back, staring at us with wide eyes .

	
I ignored them and dragged Ye Xiang toward the boys' dormitory, gritting my teeth as I walked:

	
"Ye Xiang, you're back without even saying hello ? Come on, let's have a good chat."

	
　　To my surprise, his struggles stopped quickly, and his body seemed to go limp. It was probably because of my hand...

	
My arm was around his throat , and he couldn't exert any strength, so he could only stagger to keep up with me. But even so, the whole process...

	
The process still felt too smooth to me.

	
" Don't get agitated ... " His voice trailed off , "Let's ... talk this out ... "

	
I stopped thinking about it and just dragged him forward. I was bigger than him, so dragging him was like dragging a child.

	
A few students on the street looked over , but no one came forward. They probably thought we were just friends joking around — after all, we...

	
indeed friends before .

	
We went up to the boys' dormitory building, down the corridor, and pushed open the door to our room.

	
I threw him inside. He stumbled a few steps, bumped into the bed frame, and almost fell. I locked the door behind me.

	
.

	
He had just gotten up and hadn't even stood up properly when I punched him in the face.

	
He let out a miserable "uh," and collapsed, hitting the edge of the bed. I pounced on him, straddling him...

	
Punches rained down on him. He covered his face with his hands, his arms thudding loudly from the blows.

	
"Fuck— " I gasped for breath, unable to curse, and just kept punching downwards.

	
He didn't fight back. He just stood there blocking the way.

	
I got tired of hitting him, stood up, and kicked him hard in the waist. He curled up and groaned. I grabbed...

	
His hair slammed his head against the bed railing. "Bang," then another. His glasses flew off; it was unclear...

	
Where does the Way reside?

	
Until I let go, he slid down like an eel and lay sprawled on the ground.

	
Blood flowed from his nose and mouth, dripping onto the ground. One of his eyes was bruised and swollen.

	
The clothes were torn , and there was a rip at the collar.

	
I just stared at him, and a strange feeling suddenly welled up inside me.

	
　　Mom, the man you chose, I beat him up like this, will you feel sorry for him?

	
I really want to see what you look like then .

	
That feeling — it was pleasure. The pleasure of revenge.

	
Thinking of this, I kicked him several more times. He curled up, still not moving.

	
I don't know how long it lasted. Towards the end, my arms went weak, and I was panting heavily. Blood splattered on my hands and clothes.

	
Looking down at my clothes, I saw that my hands were covered in blood — Ye Xiang's blood.

	
I slowly stopped, took two steps back, and slumped onto the bed. The room was utterly quiet. Only the two of us were there, our heavy voices echoing in the background.

	
of breathing.

	
　　---

	
　　After a while, Ye Xiang moved.

	
He pushed himself up from the floor and slowly sat down, leaning against the bed frame. His face was covered in blood, and one eye was swollen.

	
He couldn't open his eyes; his lip was cut, and blood was still dripping. He didn't know where his glasses were, so he squinted through the one eye that still allowed him to see.

	
around , but couldn't find it, so I gave up looking.

	
He just sat there on the ground, head raised. His expression was calm. A calmness that was almost eerily so.

	
" That's ruthless," he said, his voice hoarse , and there seemed to be blood in his mouth. "But you hit me, I didn't..."

	
Complaints. After all , I did some things wrong ...

	
"Not appropriate?" Hearing those two words reignited my anger. "Sera, you beast! I'll take you..."

	
"You dare mess with my mom if we're friends!"

	
He frowned and wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand.

	
" Don't say such hurtful things," he said. "I truly love Auntie."

	
I almost burst out laughing: " True love ? Someone like you doesn't deserve it!"

	
He shook his head. That gesture, tinged with pity, made me feel uneasy.

	
"You don't understand your own mother at all," he said.

	
I didn't understand what he meant at first.

	
He slowly propped himself up, shifted his sitting position, and looked at me. His face, bruised and battered,...

	
There was something ... I can't quite put my finger on it. Was it seriousness? Or smugness?

	
" You might not understand what I'm saying, since you've never been in a relationship." His voice was clear, like a...

	
To put it simply , "Your aunt is like a mother to you, but how is she to me? She's a woman in love."

	
He lowered his head , as if thinking about something, and then said:

	
"She's divorced, why can't she pursue her own happiness?"

	
I opened my mouth, wanting to say something.

	
" Love ... " I heard my own voice falter slightly, "Have you no shame? You're twenty years older than my mother."

	
"You think you can see the light of day?"

	
　　After saying that, my heart sank a little. A twenty-year age difference? Aren't my mother and I also twenty years apart?

	
,not to mention ……

	
He seemed to have anticipated my response, and a slight smile curved his lips — a smile on his face, which was badly bruised and battered .

	
That smile was particularly jarring.

	
"So what?" He shrugged. "There are plenty of May-December romances these days. Times have changed."

	
He sat up a little straighter and looked me directly into the eyes.

	
"I was walking hand-in-hand with my aunt when she got tired, and she rested her head on my shoulder. I called her by her nickname."

	
She didn't refuse . I walked her home and stood downstairs a little longer — that was enough. The rest could wait.

	
He paused, "Once Auntie agrees, I'm ready to stand up for her anytime. We just have an age difference, not..."

	
"We've broken the law, so who can do anything about it?"

	
he spoke, his tone grew calmer and calmer, even more so, increasingly absorbed.

	
"Even you should understand what love is like, right? That's why I say you don't understand what she wants at all."

	
.

	
My mind went blank. Not just because of this person's pretentious and boastful talk, but also because of his description

	
Those scenes.

	
　　Holding hands while shopping. Resting her head on his shoulder. Calling him by his nickname ... Images flash through my mind. Mom and Ye Xiang holding hands.

	
Snuggling close … is this what she wanted ? I suddenly remembered that day at the amusement park, when she was sitting on the carousel, looking back…

	
The way he smiled at Ye Xiang. That kind of smile. I haven't seen it in a long time.

	
　　What is this? The things she wants are so ordinary, so commonplace. If Ye Xiang can give them to her, why can't I?

	
Wait — I seem to have never really considered these things. She was also once completely open and honest with me.

	
The loving smiles were in bed, in the dead of night ...

	
Seeing that I didn't speak, Ye Xiang slowly stood up. He steadied himself by holding onto the bed frame and looked down at me.

	
"Auntie has been in a bad mood lately," he said, his tone strangely gentle. "I..."

	
Stay with her, comfort her, and try to make her happy. You are her son, you spend every day together, what have you done?

	
Huh? There are some loves you can't give, but I can. You should be a dutiful son now and not stop her. She raised you...

	
It's so big, it's worth it."

	
I sat there, my body stiff, unable to move.

	
He walked to the door, put his hand on the doorknob, suddenly stopped, and turned around .

	
" By the way," he said, "if you still can't accept it, I have a suggestion for you."

	
and that smile reappeared on his bruised face.

	
"Go find Yu Meiqing to cheer yourself up. She's quite pretty, and she seems to have a thing for you ... Hehe, find yourself..."

	
That's the way. Fall in love, and maybe then you'll understand me and your aunt."

	
My mind went blank. I grabbed the thermos from beside the bed and, yelling, hurled it at him. The door slammed shut.

	
The door slammed shut. The thermos slammed against the door, shattering and splashing hot water all over the floor, shards flying everywhere.

	
The sound of water dripping onto the floor, drop by drop, was particularly jarring in the quiet room .

	
I stared at the closed door, his words replaying in my mind like knives, cutting me like a knife.

	
The knife cuts into my heart.

	
That line, "You have no idea what she wants," ...

	
I punched him. I beat him until his face was covered in blood. But then, a strange panic welled up inside me, and...

	
I was completely overwhelmed.

	



Chapter Sixteen

	
My phone vibrated in the evening.

	
I was curled up alone on my dorm bed, my head throbbing like it was being pricked with needles, and I didn't want to move. It was almost dark outside.

	
A dim light shone through the gaps in the curtains and fell on the floor like a puddle of dirty water.

	
It shook violently. I picked it up and looked at it. It was a message from Yu Meiqing.

	
"Did you hear ? Ye Xiang got beaten up?"

	
　　Then another message came: "It seems like he was beaten pretty badly, they said he was limping when he walked."

	
I stared blankly for a few seconds. Finally, I replied: "I made the call."

	
There was a moment of silence on the other end . Then a meme was sent — an image of wide-eyed people with their mouths agape in an "O" shape.

	
A petty person.

	
"What's going on? Aren't you guys buddies?"

	
" Dude ?" I almost laughed when I saw that. Dude. Yeah, we used to be buddies. I called him...

	
When I congratulated him on finding an internship and invited him to my home for dinner, I always thought of him as a close friend.

	
I replied, " Don't ask anymore."

	
I put down my phone, but didn't know where to look, so I simply closed my eyes. A long time later, my phone vibrated again.

	
"Let's chat. I'll wait for you behind the library."

	
I stared at the message, my thumb hovering over the screen. I didn't want to move. I didn't want to see anyone. But my mind was a mess.

	
Those images, those words, that blood, all crammed together, made it hard for me to breathe.

	
Suddenly, I felt an inexplicable urge — to talk to someone , maybe that wouldn't be a bad idea? Even just to say it out loud.

	
That's fine ...

	
　　After a long pause, I replied with a single word: "Okay."

	
　　---

	
　　There's a pavilion behind the library, usually deserted, especially at this time of day, it feels like a secluded haven.

	
It was a private space . When I arrived, Yu Meiqing was already sitting there. She was wearing a plain-colored sweatshirt and was holding...

	
She was looking at her phone, seemingly engrossed in something, the ends of her golden hair appearing slightly dark in the twilight. When she saw me, she waved.

	
" Come and sit down."

	
I walked over and sat down next to her. She looked me up and down.

	
" Are you alright? Are you hurt?"

	
I didn't answer. She didn't ask again , just waited. After a moment of silence, I suddenly spoke. (Myself)

	
Before I could even think of what to say, the words just started flowing out:

	
"Ye Xiang went to my mom's workplace for an internship ... He ... He seduced my mom ... "

	
"ah?"

	
　　Yu Meiqing looked surprised, clearly not expecting me to say those things.

	
"He and she ... " I forced myself to continue, "...they're together."

	
She listened without interrupting. I just talked about the sounds I heard when I got home that day, and the paintings I saw on the balcony.

	
Then I mentioned what Ye Xiang later told me in the dorm — holding hands, resting his head on someone's shoulder, calling someone by their nickname …

	
　　As I spoke, my voice began to tremble. I don't know why I talked so much with Yu Meiqing, actually...

	
My relationship with her wasn't particularly close. Yet, I decided to trust her. It was like a drowning...

	
People always seem to grasp at the straw closest to them; the recent blows have left me breathless.

	
In my eyes, Yu Meiqing is the only person I can confide in and share my feelings with right now.

	
After I finished speaking, slightly out of breath, I looked at her. Her face was initially filled with surprise, but after a while...

	
The child gradually calmed down.

	
" This ... really ?" She hesitated for a moment. "Ye Xiang actually did something like this? Where's your dad? Does he know?"

	
you understand ?"

	
Hearing her say that, I was momentarily at a loss. Dad, how long has it been since I last thought of him?

	
" Actually ... " I said, "my parents are divorced."

	
She said "Oh" and nodded , as if processing the information.

	
"I see ." She thought for a moment. "I understand you, but in this situation ... you really don't quite understand."

	
It's easy to get involved. I don't know what to say, just remind your mother to be careful, after all, May-December romances are...

	
Something ... "

	
"May-December romance" made me feel very uncomfortable. I tried to hold back, but I couldn't.

	
"What do you mean?" My tone hardened. "Are you telling me to ignore it and just watch them be seen together?"

	
"

	
"No," she shook her head, "I mean, don't act impulsively ... "

	
"That's my mom!" I exclaimed suddenly, startling myself.

	
But she wasn't frightened; she just stared at me. Her gaze was like that of someone looking at an innocent child.

	
" Yes, she's your mother." Her voice was soft, but every word was clear. "But she's single now."

	
It's her freedom to choose whomever she wants . Besides, at our age, we can't really interfere too much in our parents' affairs anyway.

	
Yeah ?"

	
　　Those words were like a bucket of ice water, poured over me from head to toe. I desperately wanted to argue with her, but I couldn't utter a single word.

	
My mind is a mess. What can I say? Should I tell Yu Meiqing, "No, my mom isn't single; we should be the ones together"?

	
"My lover," "I'm different from you normal kids"?

	
Actually, I hadn't thought that much about it; I just wanted to confide in her and get some comfort, or...

	
I joined her in cursing that bastard Ye Xiang, and she wouldn't even give me this ...

	
A profound sense of powerlessness overwhelmed me , and tears welled up in my eyes uncontrollably. I quickly lowered my head.

	
I tried wiping it with the back of my hand, but I couldn't wipe it all away. It was so embarrassing. Crying like this in front of her. But I couldn't control myself.

	
.

	
　　Yu Meiqing silently handed me a few tissues, waiting for me to cry. After a while, she suddenly said:

	
"You're really strange."

	
My heart clenched. Was she mocking me? Mocking a grown man for crying like this?

	
"Looking at me like this," I said, head down, my voice muffled, "you can laugh if you want."

	
"I didn't mean that," she explained softly .

	
I looked up . In the twilight, Yu Meiqing's face wasn't very clear, but her eyes were bright and focused.

	
"I thought you were the type who ignored women," she said thoughtfully, "I never expected you to do this for your mother."

	
Crying like this ...

	
" Can a mother be treated the same as other women?" I said, choking back tears.

	
She smiled slightly but didn't reply . I couldn't decipher that smile.

	
　　---

	
After I finished crying, I wiped my face with my sleeve. She gave me the whole pack of tissues and let me blow my nose.

	
" No matter what ," she said again, "you shouldn't have hit Ye Xiang today."

	
I was taken aback: "Why?" Actually, in my opinion, being able to beat Ye Xiang black and blue was already...

	
That was the only gain.

	
"Think about it," she said, looking at me, "Ye Xiang was beaten so badly by you, what will your mother think when she sees it?"

	
What do you think?

	
I frowned.

	
"At that time, Ye Xiang will play the victim with her, saying he won't pursue the matter, doesn't want to put your mother in a difficult position, and doesn't want to ruin your relationship with your son."

	
" Feelings— " She paused, "Your mother will only think he's more considerate and sensible. Hitting him is equivalent to..."

	
"You've pushed your mother a step further towards him."

	
My mind went blank. She was right; how come I hadn't thought of that? When I hit him, I didn't...

	
I don't care about the consequences, but if he becomes more favored by my mother because of this, then I've actually helped him.

	
I recalled Ye Xiang's weak posture, letting me drag him along without resistance, and how he never fought back ...

	
A wave of frustration surged through me. I opened my mouth, my brows furrowed tightly; I must have looked terrible.

	
　　Yu Meiqing looked at my expression and sighed softly.

	
" However , don't take what Ye Xiang said too seriously," she suddenly said.

	
I looked at her with a puzzled expression. She was silent for a moment, as if she was carefully choosing her words.

	
"Is holding hands and resting your head on someone's shoulder what you call being in a relationship?"

	
"What do you mean?" I asked.

	
"I was thinking," she said, looking into the distance, her voice lowered, "that he described it so romantically, so beautifully..."

	
It seems like there are no worries at all ... but is this all there is to love ?

	
　　Just then, her phone rang, seemingly receiving several messages in quick succession. She immediately pulled her phone out of her bag.

	
Come on, quickly swipe your finger across the screen while replying to the message:

	
"I'm not saying anything more, I should get out of here."

	
She stood up and patted me on the shoulder. "Keep it up."

	
Keep going. These two words sound so light, but in my heart, they felt like a stone thrown into stagnant water.

	
spread out in concentric circles .

	
I thought about this period of time — the difficulty in finding a job , the resumes I sent out disappearing into thin air; and the breakdown in my relationship with my mother.

	
Her attitude towards me was as cold as ice; I was humiliated by Ye Xiang, and the things he said still make me feel nauseous to this day.

	
My heart is isolated and helpless; there is no one to talk to, no one to ask.

	
No one has ever told me "keep going" before. Today is the first time.

	
I couldn't help but look at Yu Meiqing. In the twilight, something stirred within me. There was no turning back.

	
Perhaps it really is time to step up our game.

	
She had just turned around. I reached out and grabbed her wrist.

	
She stiffened, seemingly surprised by my action, and turned around, her eyes wide open.

	
They met each other's eyes .

	
"Miharu," I said, my voice a little dry, "you told me last time that you were working ... "

	
"What's wrong?"

	
"If there are any other job opportunities," I hesitated for a moment, "I'd like to go too."

	
Her lips curved slightly, then she grinned. That smile was different from the unreadable smile she 'd given earlier—

	
It's the kind of genuine smile that comes from someone who's happy for you.

	
"No problem," she said. "I'll keep an eye out for you."

	
She turned and walked away. After a few steps, she turned back and waved at me.

	
I sat in the pavilion, watching Yu Meiqing's figure grow farther and farther away, more and more indistinct, until it finally disappeared into the night.

	
inside.

	
　　The wind is a bit chilly; it's time to leave.

	



Chapter Seventeen

	
The next day, I had a secret sense of anticipation.

	
　　My mom will message me. I told myself. She can't possibly be indifferent after I beat Ye Xiang like that.

	
Even if she berates me — calling me ruthless, a bastard, or a troublemaker — I'll accept it.

	
At least that means I did hurt her.

	
But for the entire day, the chat window remained silent. It was frozen on the messages she had sent me earlier: "You..."

	
Where are you? Do you have a place to stay ? How are you?

	
I didn't reply at the time , and I even deleted them all. Later, I restored the messages from my WeChat backup history.

	
I don't know why I went through all that trouble. But she didn't send any more messages.

	
I recalled what Yu Meiqing had said — Ye Xiang would go to her and play the victim, saying he wouldn't pursue the matter and didn't want to ruin the mother-son relationship.

	
Feelings. Right now, Mom is probably leaning against Ye Xiang, saying to him, "You're so kind," "Thank you for not pursuing this."

	
And then they'll be even more disappointed in me.

	
The phone screen went dark again. I placed it face down next to my pillow and closed my eyes. Never mind. I don't want to think about it anymore.

	
　　---

	
I spent two days in a daze.

	
In the afternoon, my phone, which was on my bedside table , suddenly vibrated.

	
I sat bolt upright and grabbed my phone. The screen lit up with what I'd almost completely figured out—it was that phone I knew all along.

	
avatar.

	
　　Is Mom finally here to confront me? Or is she here to seek justice for Ye Xiang? I've even rehearsed it in my head.

	
Several sets of the most vicious and sarcastic words are prepared for a counterattack.

	
I opened the dialog box. There was no text or voice message, not a single word of explanation or reprimand.

	
Only that cold, glaring orange cube—

	
[WeChat transfer: ¥ 3000……00 ]

	
I was stunned.

	
　　Why did you give me money at that moment? Was it because you knew I left home in a hurry and didn't have much money left? In that instant...

	
A strange, almost laughable, warmth welled up inside me .

	
But soon, this warmth was replaced by an even more bone-chilling cold.

	
No. I remembered the tone of her voice when she said "good boy" to Ye Xiang inside the door that day, and I remembered how cold she was to me.

	
Frost's resolute attitude.

	
　　This isn't concern, this is a protest.

	
She was using that five thousand yuan to slap me in the face, clearly telling me: Go ahead and cause trouble, go ahead and be crazy, you...

	
So what if I beat Ye Xiang half to death ? In the end, you won't even be able to support yourself; you'll still have to rely on me.

	
Charity. Your hysterical anger is nothing but a fart to me.

	
It's like dismissing a unreasonable beggar. Yes, that's definitely it.

	
I gritted my teeth, staring intently at the transfer box on the screen. If I clicked "Receive Payment," I would...

	
Since I lost, I admit that I'm a useless person who can never live without her.

	
For the next twenty-four hours , I would glance at the screen every now and then. Until the afternoon of the following day, that...

	
The orange box finally displayed a few gray words: [Transfer has been refunded].

	
I saw those words, I breathed a long sigh of relief. Although my stomach was churning from not eating properly...

	
A dull ache lingered, yet a twisted sense of pleasure rose within me. I had won a round; at least I had proven myself.

	
It's not that I lacked backbone; I held onto the last shred of my ridiculous dignity .

	
However, I was still too naive.

	
At 12:30 PM, my phone vibrated again . This time it was a text message.

	
[ Bank of XX ] RMB 3000.00 has been deposited into your savings card ending in XXXX .

	
Balance ...

	
　　This dry, uninformed system text message completely baffled me.

	
When she saw that I hadn't accepted the WeChat transfer, she didn't bother to ask me why and directly transferred the money to my bank card.

	
Inside. She wouldn't even give me the right to refuse. That text message was like a resounding slap in the face, a solid blow.

	
It slapped me in the face. It shattered the little bit of "ambition" I had just built up yesterday.

	
I sat on the bed and couldn't help but let out a bitter laugh. It looked worse than crying .

	
I took out my wallet, pulled out my bank card, unzipped the innermost compartment of my backpack, and stuffed it inside tightly.

	
The very bottom corner. Then I zipped it up forcefully , very tightly, as if to tear away the zipper that had once been weak and...

	
He was trapped inside, clinging to the shame of how he could beg for money.

	
I went into the bathroom to wash my face and looked at the bloodshot eyes in the mirror.

	
　　Yu Meiqing helped me get a job at McDonald's; the interview is today. I'm going. Even if it's just cleaning toilets, I'll do it.

	
I have to go.

	
　　---

	
On the day of the interview , I changed into clean clothes and arrived at the store early. She was already waiting at the door.

	
I wave.

	
you nervous?

	
" It's okay." Actually, I was a little nervous.

	
The store manager was a woman in her thirties, and she spoke very efficiently. She asked me a few standard questions — whether I had experience...

	
She asked me about my experience, what shifts I could accept, and whether I could do it long-term. When it came to the last question, she looked at me and asked:

	
Why did you want to work here?

	
I was taken aback. Why? I couldn't exactly say I'd been kicked out by my mom, could I?

	
"I want to gain some social experience," I said.

	
A soft laugh came from the side . Yu Meiqing covered her mouth, her shoulders shaking.

	
The store manager nodded and didn't ask any further questions. "That's good. As long as they can stay long-term and don't suddenly quit halfway through."

	
"Okay." She flipped through the form in her hand. " We have three shifts: morning, afternoon, and evening. The morning shift is from 7 a.m. to 2 p.m.,"

	
The afternoon shift is from 12:00 to 6:00, and the evening shift is from 5:00 to 11:00 ... Which shift would you like to take?

	
I could even speak, Yu Meiqing interrupted:

	
" Let's register him for the afternoon shift; they're short-staffed for the afternoon shift."

	
The shop manager glanced at her, then at me. I didn't say anything — actually, I didn't understand any of this. The shop owner thought...

	
I had no objections , so I nodded: "Okay, then the afternoon shift it is. I'll start the day after tomorrow and learn from the senior employees for two days."

	
As I left the store , I couldn't help but ask her:

	
" Why did you register me for the afternoon shift?"

	
She looked at me, a smile playing on her lips.

	
"Don't you want to commute to and from work with me ?"

	
I felt a little awkward and didn't know what to say. She had already turned and walked away, that wisp of gold...

	
of her hair were dazzling in the sunlight.

	
　　---

	
On my first day , I arrived at the store twenty minutes early. The kitchen was more chaotic than I expected. It smelled of oil and sauces everywhere.

	
The various smells mixed together, making me want to sneeze, and at one point I had the urge to run away. Previously in...

	
Eating at this kind of fast food restaurant is quite pleasant; I never expected to feel so comfortable here in a different situation.

	
Everything is different now.

	
A boy in uniform saw me and waved — I later learned he was my mentor, and his name was Ah.

	
Jay is a year or two older than me , and he speaks a bit bluntly.

	
"New here? Follow me."

	
He led me around, explaining as we went: "This is the frying area, this is the breading area, this is the food preparation area, this..."

	
It's a beverage machine, and this is the dessert station. I followed him, but my mind couldn't process it all; I could only try my best to remember.

	
" When the order comes in, check the number first. Serve the drinks first, pack the snacks according to portion size, and wrap the burgers in paper — understood?"

	
I nodded and said, "I've got it."

	
He glanced at me, his eyes clearly saying, "You're not worth remembering."

	
I started work on the first day, right during the lunch rush. Orders were pouring out one after another. I was scrambling to keep up, even dispensing drinks...

	
Spilled fries, fries in the wrong bag, burgers forgotten to be wrapped in paper, and customers kept coming in to complain, "Why isn't it ready yet?"

	
Ah- Jie was so busy he barely had time to breathe, yet he still managed to scold me:

	
" Wrong! That's table number seven!"

	
" Drinks! Drinks first! What are you standing there for?"

	
"That's a spicy burger, not the original flavor — can't you read ?"

	
My head was buzzing, my hands were shaking, and my heart was pounding. A customer, getting impatient, yelled at the front desk.

	
Ah Jie ran over to apologize with a dark face , and when he came back, he looked at me as if he wanted to kill me.

	
to leave work , he called me aside.

	
"How could you be so stupid?" His voice was low, but every word was clear. "You can even read the order numbers."

	
Wrong, you can't remember the portions, you even spill a drink when I ask you to — are you here to cause trouble?

	
I kept my head down and didn't say anything.

	
"Go, mop the toilet and scrub it clean." He shoved the mop into my hand. "You can mop the floor, right? Once you're done..."

	
Let's go again.

	
I stood at the bathroom door, mop in hand, feeling suffocated. When had I ever suffered such injustice? Since childhood…

	
Growing up, my mother wouldn't even let me wash a few dishes at home. Now, when people call me "stupid," I'm even made to clean the toilet—

	 

	—

	
But then I thought, I've had a falling out with my beloved mother, but we've gotten through it, haven't we?

	
　　For the sake of making a living, what's a little grievance? I took a deep breath, went into the bathroom, and started mopping the floor.

	
　　---

	
After mopping the floor and cleaning the bathroom, the shop was almost cleaned up when I came out. Yu Meiqing stood at the counter.

	
He waved to me from behind the stage.

	
" Come here, I'll teach you something."

	
I walked over. She pushed a form in front of me.

	
"Look, the items on this list can be divided into several categories — drinks, snacks, and main dishes. Drinks include..."

	
There are several types: several kinds of snacks and several kinds of main dishes. Think about it in your mind first , then start cooking.

	
I stared at her, somewhat stunned.

	
"It's like doing math problems," she said, "categorizing them makes things clearer."

	
I nodded . She patted me on the shoulder.

	
" Don't rush, take your time, it's not difficult ."

	
Over the next few days, I tried using her method. First, I broke down the list in my mind: get the drinks first, then the snacks.

	
Packaged in portions, with the main course served last. Fewer mistakes , faster speed. Ah Jie's expression gradually softened.

	
occasionally smile at me.

	
　　Yu Meiqing would sometimes come over to check on me, make sure I was alright, and then leave. But I knew she was there.

	
　　---

	
　　For me, these days feel like a long-lost peace has returned. Work is busy, and although there are occasional...

	
There were times when I made mistakes and got scolded, but I felt a long-lost sense of fulfillment and stopped constantly thinking about my mother and Ye Xiang.

	
A smile gradually appeared on her face — of course , a large part of the reason was that the store manager required her to smile slightly when facing customers.

	
Laughs, but to be honest, I don't hate this rule.

	
That afternoon, the store received a takeout order. The delivery area was a bit far, and the order hung on the wall for half a day.

	
Nobody wanted to go. The store manager was worried, so I went over and glanced at the address—

	
My heart skipped a beat.

	
　　My mom's workplace. I know that address all too well. The security guard knows me, and I know the office building well too.

	
It holds so many of my memories , memories of my childhood and memories of my mother.

	
My hands were trembling slightly. I knew I wanted to go, even if it was just to take a look.

	
"I'll go," I said.

	
The store manager clearly hadn't expected me to volunteer; his eyes seemed to say, "Really?" before he looked at me.

	
She smiled and said, "Okay, thank you for your hard work."

	
I grabbed my delivery box, hopped on my electric scooter, and headed in that direction. My heart was pounding the whole way, and I was overwhelmed with emotion.

	
Calm down — what if I run into her ? What if I run into Ye Xiang? What if I see them together?

	
one ……

	
When I arrived at the gate, I parked my car and carried the delivery box to the guardhouse. The old guard was sitting there looking at his phone.

	
I looked up when I heard footsteps.

	
Upon seeing me, he exclaimed "Huh?" and then smiled.

	
" Hey, young man, it's you!"

	
"Hello, sir ." I handed him the delivery bag. "Here to deliver your food."

	
He took it, looked at the form, and then looked at me.

	
"Why are you delivering food? Are you working?"

	
" Well, it's good to gain some social experience," I said.

	
He nodded , smiling kindly: "That's good, young people should get more exercise. Why don't you go inside and find your mother?"

	
?"

	
I was speechless for a moment .

	
from here, walk through the factory area, turn into the office building, go up to the third floor, turn left and walk to the end of the corridor — that's it .

	
My mother's office. I could walk this road with my eyes closed.

	
I really want to go. I want to see how she is now, whether she's gained or lost weight, whether she looks well, and if she has any...

	
... She misses me. But what will we say when we meet? Even when I hit Ye Xiang, she was so stingy as to not utter a single word to me.

	
What's the point of meeting then ?

	
I have no idea.

	
"No, thank you," I tried to sound casual, "I have other orders to deliver, I have to go now."

	
.

	
The old man nodded: "Okay, you go ahead with your work. Come visit sometime."

	
I turned and walked out. After a few steps, I unconsciously stopped and glanced back at the door. She was inside.

	
Noodles. In that building, in that office. Between us, there was only a factory area, a building, a few floors.

	
stairs.

	
But I couldn't get in. The wind was blowing in my face. I rode my bike the whole way without looking back. 

	 

	



Chapter Eighteen

	
After working at McDonald's for two weeks straight, I've gotten used to the lingering smell of cooking oil on my clothes.

	
Every day, I mechanically repeat the same tasks: taking orders, packing, mopping, and getting yelled at by A-Jie. My mind has become numb.

	
"Wood" is a good thing for me; it keeps me from having the extra energy to think about that seventh-floor window, to think about that...

	
That beast Ye Xiang, think about that humiliating bank card with three thousand yuan hidden deep inside your backpack .

	
Until Thursday afternoon, I was unpacking ketchup boxes backstage when my phone vibrated in my apron pocket.

	
I wiped my hands and took out my phone. The words "Grandpa" appeared on the screen .

	
My hand paused involuntarily . I pressed the answer button, and Grandpa's voice, though slightly hoarse, was always full of energy.

	
A voice came through: "Hey? You little brat, if I don't call you, will you completely abandon your grandpa?"

	
Forgot?

	
"No ... Grandpa , I've been ... " My nose suddenly stung, and my throat felt like it was choked by something.

	
That's it. In these past two weeks of working life filled with cold stares and scolding, this is the first truly pure sentence I've ever heard.

	
of relatives.

	
"Alright, no need for excuses." Grandpa laughed on the other end of the line. "Your mom came by a few days ago and told me that you are now..."

	
He's busy with his internship, leaving early and coming home late. You've grown up, but no matter how busy you are, you should still come visit Grandpa!

	
I gripped my phone tightly, my knuckles turning white.

	
　　An internship? Working long hours?

	
So that's how Mom explained things to the relatives. She didn't say I ran away from home, nor did she say we had broken up.

	
She orchestrated a facade of peace and prosperity, perfectly packaging her already dilapidated home as a model of harmony in the eyes of her elders.

	
It was a normal family where "the son was hardworking and ambitious ".

	
"I ... " I gritted my teeth, trying to suppress the bitterness in my heart .

	
"Your aunt and her boyfriend are coming over for dinner on Sunday," Grandpa's tone brightened. "We..."

	
"It's a family get-together, you and your mom should both come. Got it?"

	
My aunt has a boyfriend, I know that. She's already taken him home to meet my grandfather, and he's supposedly quite happy with him. That's good.

	
It seems like it was a few months ago. Now they're coming to visit again; their relationship must be progressing very quickly … Back then , my mom and I…

	
Mom was perfectly fine back then; she would never have imagined things would turn out like this today …

	
"Okay." I could hear my voice trembling, but I tried to make it sound calm. "I'll spend the weekend..."

	
"Go, Grandpa ."

	
After hanging up the phone, I leaned against the cold tiled wall in the backstage area for a long time.

	
In the evening, after work, I first took Yu Meiqing back to the girls' dormitory, then washed my face and lay down on my hard bed in the dorm, feeling slightly...

	
The letter arrived.

	
It's that profile picture that has n't been used in a long time.

	
"Are you going to your grandpa's house for dinner on Sunday ?"

	
　　Her tone was flat, without any form of address, just like when we lived under the same roof and she casually asked me, "What are you doing?"

	
It's as natural as saying, "Is the job all done yet?"

	
Looking at those words, a sudden surge of anger welled up inside me. My fingers flew across the screen: […].

	
Invite your boyfriend Ye Xiang along too, so my grandpa can see his new son-in-law.

	
After typing that line, my thumb hovered over the "send" button, my chest heaving. Just press it...

	
I can just imagine the stinging look on her face when she saw those words.

	
But then what?

	
I stared at the screen for a full minute. Then, I deleted it word by word.

	
I tossed my phone onto the pillow and buried my head under the covers. After what seemed like an eternity, I picked it up again and...

	
I typed only one word in the dialog box: Send.

	
"go."

	
　　---

	
On Sunday, I applied for a shift change. I took a shower and changed into a new outfit that morning. When I looked in the mirror…

	
I look at myself in the mirror , I can feel that I'm different from before. I've lost some weight, and the physically demanding work at McDonald's...

	
It left me with a persistent dark circle under my eyes, and my hands were rougher than before from being soaked in disinfectant so often.

	
Standing outside my grandfather 's security door, I could vaguely hear some noises coming from inside; it sounded quite lively. I took a deep breath.

	
He let out a sigh of relief and pressed the doorbell .

	
"Oh my, my busy little one, you've finally arrived!" My aunt was the first to come out and take out slippers for me from the shoe cabinet.

	
" Grandpa ." After greeting my aunt, I called out to my grandfather, who was watching TV in the living room wearing his reading glasses.

	
.

	
"You're here. Tell me, how long has it been since you last came?" Grandpa waved to me with a cheerful smile.

	
　　At that moment, a man standing next to Grandpa, about my height and wearing glasses, stood up.

	
He looks quite honest and steady.

	
"Hello." He greeted me with a smile. "You must be Lin Wen's nephew? I often hear your aunt mention you."

	
.

	
"Hello ... " A little nervous at our first meeting, I glanced at my aunt as I spoke, "I... I should ..."

	
I call him Uncle ?

	
" What are you saying? Not so fast. Call him Brother Wang." Auntie laughed heartily, her face slightly flushed.

	
"Haha, call me whatever you want, I have no objection ." Brother Wang was clearly very happy.

	
He and his aunt exchanged a brief, deep glance, but both looked deeply in love. They were sweet...

	
of honey , and my aunt's face so strikingly similar to my mother's, stirred a bittersweet feeling within me. A little later...

	
see her soon ...

	
Before I could think any further, the kitchen sliding door opened.

	
　　Mom came out carrying a fruit platter.

	
She was wearing a camel-colored turtleneck sweater, tied with her grandfather's old apron, and her hair was casually pulled back.

	
I haven't seen her in a while, and she looks ... very good. As radiant as ever , even more so than before.

	
She's gotten a bit hydrated, at least that's how she appears. Is it from the glow of love? Or from Ye Xiang's gentle and considerate nature?

	
Is it nurtured by emotional value?

	
Our eyes met in mid-air.

	
Her gaze lingered on me for a few seconds, then she nodded. The movement was very light, very quick.

	
If you weren't watching her the whole time, you wouldn't have noticed at all.

	
"Go wash your hands and watch TV with your grandpa ." Her tone was as calm as if nothing had happened. Then she moved...

	
Open your eyes and place the fruit plate on the coffee table.

	
An overwhelming feeling of emotion pressed down on me. For a moment, I really wanted to confront her in front of my relatives and demand an explanation.

	
My affair with Ye Xiang has been made public ... but I glanced at my grandfather with his gray hair on the sofa , and my aunt's boyfriend.

	
Friend, in the end I could only swallow the blood.

	
replied casually , and headed towards the bathroom. At the door, I glanced back; it was my mother.

	
She was talking to her aunt and Brother Wang . After a while, she and her aunt went to the kitchen together, chatting and laughing.

	
　　---

	
　　The atmosphere at the dinner table was lively. My aunt's boyfriend, who is very knowledgeable about painting, was chatting enthusiastically with my grandfather.

	
I shoveled rice into my bowl, head down , but had no appetite; it tasted like cardboard. My mother sat beside me; she was also there.

	
I ate my food quietly, chatting with my aunt occasionally and asking Brother Wang about his family. We were like two people...

	
bound by the non-aggression pact , at this casually lively dinner table, tacitly maintained a suffocating atmosphere.

	
A false peace.

	
" Time flies, the children have all grown up in the blink of an eye." Grandpa took a sip of his drink and suddenly changed the subject.

	
She said to me, "From now on, you need to be sensible, work hard, and help Mom support the family, okay?"

	
I stopped eating. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother's hand holding the chopsticks also freeze.

	
with Mom? That sentence felt like a resounding slap in the face. I don't even know when...

	
Can I ever go back to that home again?

	
"I know, Grandpa ." I swallowed the food in my mouth and forced a smile.

	
" Speaking of which," my aunt said, placing a piece of pork rib on Wang Ge's plate and looking at me with a smile, "you're already a senior in college."

	
"Still not finding a girlfriend? You can't be serious, can you? What, no one you like at school?"

	
Everyone fell silent for a moment.

	
I felt my mother beside me seem to slow her breathing for a moment. She didn't look up, but I knew...

	
She said she was also waiting to hear my next answer.

	
"There's nothing suitable," I replied casually.

	
" Don't set your sights too high," my aunt teased.

	
As I looked at my aunt and Brother Wang's shoulders leaning together, a sudden image flashed through my mind of Ye Xiang resting his head on the rattan chair.

	
The image of her on her mother's shoulder. An indescribable malice suddenly welled up from the bottom of her heart.

	
" However ... " I put down my chopsticks, forced a relaxed smile, "Recently, there's been a girl who's been quite interested in me."

	
OK."

	
　　The air at the dinner table seemed to freeze for a fraction of a second.

	
My face was turned towards my aunt, but my eyes kept drifting towards my mother. Her eyelashes seemed to tremble slightly, and she slowly...

	
looked up , unsure if she was looking at me.

	
"She introduced me to the internship, and we often walk home together after work," I continued, my voice...

	
It wasn't a big sound, but it made sure everyone at the table could hear it clearly. "She seemed very thoughtful."

	
I 'm talking about Yu Meiqing. Although I'm a little embarrassed, she's the only one I'm suitable to use as a topic right now.

	
Moreover, I 'm telling the truth; she has indeed helped me a lot recently.

	
" Oh my ! She's interested in you!" Auntie's eyes lit up. "Aren't you going to make a move? She's so pretty..."

	
How are you? Where are you from?

	
" It's alright, quite cute." I gave a sheepish, embarrassed smile.

	
"Sis!" My aunt turned to my mom excitedly , "Did you hear that? My nephew is going to find a girlfriend too! Just wait until he..."

	
"You'd better give your girlfriend a good vetting check before bringing her home!"

	
　　Mom was looking at me. This time she was really looking, because I had just glanced at her sideways, and our eyes met.

	
That matches up.

	
The corners of her mouth slowly turned upwards, revealing an extremely gentle, standard elder's smile.

	
"Really ?" She looked me in the eye. "That's great. If you think it's suitable, bring it back for Mom to see."

	
look."

	
Whether it was the light in her eyes or the curve of her lips, it was just right, not too much, not too little. Facing her…

	
I should have felt a sense of satisfaction from this "revenge," but for some reason, I felt a tightness in my chest.

	
.

	
　　---

	
　　Halfway through the meal, Grandpa wanted some minced garlic. I was just looking for a breath of fresh air, so I volunteered and went to the kitchen.

	
Not long after , Mom came in too, saying she wanted to cut the honeydew melon.

	
The kitchen sliding door was open, and the sounds of laughter and conversation outside could be clearly heard. But in this small space, the air...

	
But it was as if it had been drained dry.

	
I was peeling garlic at the kitchen counter, while she stood by the sink washing a melon. The water was running loudly.

	
We were so close, close enough that I could smell her faint perfume. I'd been here countless times before.

	
I hugged her from behind, burying my face in the crook of her neck. But now, we're like two familiar strangers.

	
people.

	
Just then, the phone screen on the kitchen counter suddenly lit up.

	
It's Mom's phone.

	
A WeChat message popped up on the screen . Because we were so close, I only needed to slightly shift my gaze to see it.

	
It must be crystal clear.

	
There was no full name noted, only a single character: Xiang.

	
The message read: "I understand, I've bought everything. Should I wait for you at the subway entrance this afternoon?" The main point is...

	
really want to ... " The rest is not visible.

	
The sound of flowing water continued.

	
I stared at the screen, my hand, which was peeling garlic, frozen in mid-air.

	
　　Mom saw it too. She turned off the tap and grabbed some kitchen paper towels to dry her hands. She dried them very slowly, as if each towel was being wiped clean.

	
They wiped their fingers very carefully .

	
She didn't touch her phone immediately, nor did she look at me. But in the instant she finished wiping her hands and threw the tissue into the trash can...

	
I think I felt her gaze sweep across my face quickly out of the corner of her eye.

	
　　After that brief pause, she put away her phone, calmly laid out the cutting board, and began cutting the melon.

	
.

	
I put the tossed garlic into a small bowl, turned around, and left the kitchen. From beginning to end, neither of us said a word.

	
talk.

	
　　---

	
The banquet was over. Mom was clearing the table, and Brother Wang was having tea with Grandpa in the living room. My aunt was behind me, knocking...

	
He tapped my shoulder. " Come here, I want to say a few words to you."

	
I followed my aunt to the vicinity of the entrance. She lowered her voice, her brows slightly furrowed: "Tell me the truth."

	
"Have you and your mother not made up yet?"

	
I was taken aback by the question, and immediately realized what my aunt was referring to. I could only force myself to remain calm and answer, "How could that be?"

	
"What? How long has it been?"

	
"Really?" Auntie sighed. "You two are usually inseparable, but today you didn't even spend the whole meal together..."

	
You two barely exchanged a few words. Did you upset her again after that?

	
I swallowed hard, trying to make my voice sound flawless: "Auntie, really, no. I..."

	
She's so old now, of course I can't cling to her like I did when she was little ."

	
My aunt stared at me for a while, seemingly believing me. She nodded and gently touched my arm.

	
"That's good." Her voice became somewhat sentimental. "Don't forget what you told me before— "

	
—I won't let your mother suffer anymore .

	
" I won't let your mother suffer any injustice."

	
　　These words pierced my chest without warning, churning violently and making me feel intensely suffocated.

	
He could barely maintain the expression on his face.

	
Yes, I once said that with such pride. Back then, I thought I could conquer in bed.

	
She can protect her in reality.

	
But what about now?

	
　　---

	
to my aunt , I felt restless. I glanced at my watch; it was almost three o'clock. I stood up and picked up the...

	
The coat on the back of the chair said, " Grandpa , I have to go now. I have some things to do this afternoon."

	
" Leaving already?" Grandpa asked, somewhat puzzled, glancing at Mom sitting on the sofa. "Why aren't you with your mom?"

	
Want to go together?

	
I tightened my grip on my coat, just as I was about to make an excuse, when my mother spoke first.

	
"He's been busy with his internship lately , let him go first." She stood up and walked to me very naturally.

	
even handed me my backpack.

	
Her movements were so gentle, so like those of a proper, loving mother.

	
"Be careful on the road," she said calmly . "Don't go home too late."

	
" Don't come home too late," as if that "home" is still a place I can return to. I know she's acting.

	
I also know that she wants me to act in it with her.

	
"Then I'm leaving," I said.

	
to my aunt and brother Wang , I changed my shoes and left my grandfather's house. The hallway was a bit dark.

	
As I slowly walked down to the second floor , I heard the sound of a security door closing behind me.

	
A cold wind blew in through the cracks in the window. I pulled my coat tighter and returned to the real world.

	



Chapter Nineteen

	
Winter has arrived before we knew it .

	
　　Time is a strange thing. Those first few days were unbearable; every minute and second dragged on as I lay in bed staring at the clock.

	
I stared at the ceiling, counting how long it had been since my mother last messaged me. Later, when I got busy, the days flew by.

	
I'm finally getting the hang of the job at McDonald's . Ah Jie has stopped teasing me about being "clumsy," and occasionally he even lets me help him out.

	
Mentoring new employees. On the day I received my first paycheck, I looked at the deposit notification on my phone — two thousand three hundred yuan, not much.

	
But it was mine. I stared at that string of numbers for a long time, feeling a long-lost sense of comfort.

	
　　This is the first time I've earned money on my own.

	
The next evening, my phone vibrated. A message from my mother. Another transfer, another three thousand yuan. But this time...

	
The note read: "It's getting cold, I need to buy some clothes."

	
　　This is the only message she's sent me recently, and that's all. I looked at that note over and over again, and suddenly...

	
However, I had a strange feeling.

	
It's getting cold, and she remembered I didn't bring any warm clothes. Is that considered showing concern? Probably, at least it's better than the dryness she showed before.

	
Alibaba's money transfer service is better.

	
For a fleeting moment , I wanted to accept the offer. Three thousand yuan is enough to buy more than one down jacket ... but in the end ...

	
No, there's no order. Just leave the transfer message there until it automatically redirects back to the original payment method. Because now...

	
I felt confident now. The money I earned was enough to buy winter clothes. The moment the money was returned, I felt a little empty.

	
But I feel more at ease than last time.

	
At the same time , an impulse was surging through my heart.

	
" Mom, you're supporting Ye Xiang now, and it's expensive. Here, take this money."

	
Haha, if I put this sentence in the notes and transferred my own money to her, my mom would probably be shocked.

	
Your lips and face have turned pale.

	
That feeling — it's like a scene from a feel-good movie. The person who was hurt finally has the chance to throw money in the other person's face.

	
, "I don't need your charity." Imagining that scene, a strange sense of pleasure welled up inside me.

	
The thrill of revenge .

	
I 've even clicked on the transfer page, seemingly ready to take action.

	
But actually, when I touched the transfer instructions and the keyboard popped up, I immediately dismissed the idea.

	
.

	
I suddenly felt ridiculous. How many times has this happened? Every time I want to hurt her, to humiliate her...

	
It felt like an invisible hand was holding me back, preventing me from taking that step. This shouldn't be happening, I thought to myself.

	
The hatred hasn't faded. Her betrayal of our relationship, her affair with Ye Xiang—just thinking about it brings a wave of resentment.

	
A chill ran down my spine. Since she said she "regretted" it, I didn't need to hold back anymore. But ...

	
If things continue like this, I'll probably have to admit in the end that I can't completely hate her. This makes me feel...

	
I was somewhat bewildered, but I knew this was the answer.

	
　　---

	
The jumbled thoughts were still there, but at the same time, one idea gradually gained the upper hand.

	
Should I buy my mom a gift when I get my first paycheck? The thought startled me.

	
I was just thinking about how to get revenge, and now I'm thinking about buying her things. What's wrong with me? Perhaps at that moment...

	
I just wanted her to see my small achievement, like a kindergarten child, even if I only got one.

	
a small red flower longs for praise from its parents.

	
A long time ago, I dreamed of a scene where I would hand over my first paycheck to her, and we would...

	
They laughed happily. And now, buying a gift might be a good alternative.

	
Once the idea pops into my head, I can't suppress it. I do have a few vague ideas about what she likes.

	
I have a concept, but I'm not sure if it will truly suit her tastes. I sent her roses before, and it ended in a disastrous situation .

	
It's still so vivid in my mind. I don't want to mess it up again.

	
On my way to work, I walked side by side with Yu Meiqing, just like always .

	
"I want to buy my mom a gift," I said, "but I don't know if it's a good idea."

	
She turned her head and glanced at me.

	
"Sure, what's wrong with that?"

	
I sighed softly. Of course, Mei-qing would say that. In other people's eyes, even a divorced mother finding...

	
Having a new boyfriend doesn't interfere with daily interactions between parents and children. It's perfectly normal. No one else will know about my conversations with my mother.

	
I've been through , I can't understand how conflicted I feel when I ask this question from my current perspective.

	
"Your mindset is much better now than before," she added.

	
I chuckled . "Really?"

	
" Yeah. When I first arrived, I always had this face like someone owed me eight million."

	
"So what do you think we should give as a gift?" I continued.

	
She glanced away for a moment. Just for a second, then looked away.

	
"I don't know," her voice was a little unsteady, "whatever."

	
I found it a bit strange, but I didn't think much of it.

	
After walking for a while, she suddenly spoke again:

	
" Don't just think about buying gifts for your mother."

	
"Then what should we be thinking about?"

	
She looked at me, a slight smile playing on her lips: "Shouldn't you treat me to a meal?"

	
I paused for a moment, then smiled knowingly. Yes, without her help, I wouldn't even have this job.

	
"That's only right," I said. "Without you, I wouldn't make any money."

	
"Are you obsessed with money?" She rolled her eyes at me, but it was a very light one. "Let me tell you..."

	
"No fried chicken allowed, I'm about to throw up."

	
I laughed out loud. She laughed too. Her smile was a little different , it was ... I can't quite put my finger on it.

	
It's really pretty.

	
　　---

	
The atmosphere in the store was a little different that day . At the end of the workday, several colleagues were chatting together. The store manager saw...

	
Seeing Yu Meiqing and me walking out together, he teased:

	
"Miharu, you two always go to and from work together, you seem so close — are you a couple?"

	
Several colleagues nearby chimed in, "Yeah, yeah, they're boyfriend and girlfriend, right?"

	
I felt like I'd been electrocuted and quickly waved my hands, "No, no, it's a misunderstanding— "

	
"No way," Yu Meiqing interrupted me, her tone casual, "we're just classmates."

	
The store manager , with a "I don't believe it" look, said, "I think you two are a good match, why don't you get together!"

	
Several colleagues shouted, "Together! Together!" Ah Jie even came over and slapped my arm.

	
I panicked a little and wanted to explain something. Suddenly, my hand was grabbed.

	
　　Yu Meiqing took my hand and led me outside.

	
"Never mind," she said. "Let's go."

	
She pulled me through the noisy crowd and out of the store.

	
　　---

	
On the way back to school, I kept thinking about what had just happened. I felt that I had dragged Meiqing into this mess.

	
"I'm sorry," I said, "I've caused you to be misunderstood."

	
She shook her head: "Don't worry about it."

	
" Yes," I nodded, "I hope those people will stop gossiping in the future."

	
She stopped abruptly, turned around, and looked directly at me.

	
"So what ?"

	
Her eyes shone brightly under the streetlights.

	
"Being with the person I like makes me happy, even if people gossip about me."

	
My steps faltered instantly . Just then, she turned back and continued walking. The ends of her hair swayed with her movements.

	
It rises up, like golden velvet being blown by the wind.

	
I stared blankly at her retreating figure. That sentence kept replaying in my mind: Being with the person you love, even if...

	
People gossip, and I'm happy about it. I have a vague feeling that there's some kind of message in that statement, something I've been deliberately trying to hide in the past.

	
that I ignored, information I didn't want to face . Yes, that's crucial. But at that moment, I didn't have time to think about it.

	
Back in the dorm, I took off my shoes, lay on my bed, and stared at the top bunk's frame, at the exposed pieces of wood.

	
the times I spent with my mother.

	
She tried to feed me , but I dodged, saying, "What kind of mother feeds her son at this age?" She wanted to...

	
to sit in the middle of the theater , but I insisted on buying a ticket for the last row, saying, "It's not convenient to kiss and hug in the middle." She reached out and took my hand, and I...

	
I pulled away, saying, "It wouldn't be good if someone saw this." When someone struck up a conversation while I was traveling, I blurted out, "This is..."

	
"Mom." She wanted me to move to the master bedroom, but I said, "I'm not used to sleeping there ... "

	
I told myself this was to protect our secret. I was afraid of the stares from those around us, afraid of being misunderstood …

	
Since we had that kind of relationship, I feel like I've never felt "I'm not afraid because I love my mom."

	
once .

	
She tentatively explored, wanting only that little thing — to hold hands once in the sunlight , in...

	
Feed yourself a meal in the crowd , watch a movie in the middle row, and get a good night's sleep in the master bedroom.

	
But I didn't dare give it to her. Even in a faraway land, facing a complete stranger, I only dared to say she was "

	
"My mom"—I couldn't even think of using such an ambiguous term as "family." Some things, from another perspective...

	
to see the big picture , but what I lack is the heart.

	
　　Yu Meiqing spoke those words with such composure. I felt a sense of relief wash over me. No.

	
Feeling relieved is not liberation; it's just that those things that have been weighing on my chest seem to be less tight now.

	
　　---

	
It was a bit chilly, and a light drizzle was falling. Yu Meiqing and I were having breakfast in the cafeteria, discussing our work schedules for lunch.

	
She was saying something, and I listened, occasionally responding.

	
　　Gradually, her voice grew softer and softer as she looked to the other side.

	
I followed her gaze—

	
Ye Xiang!

	
He stood at the cafeteria entrance, looking around . Then, seeing us, a smile curved his lips, and he walked over.

	
Come here. His injuries are completely healed. There are barely any marks on his face, he's dressed impeccably, and he exudes ... confidence.

	
He was a completely different person from the one who lay on the ground covered in blood that day .

	
He walked up to us and greeted us with a smile:

	
"You're here! I've been looking for you for ages."

	
A fire suddenly ignited within me, my fists clenched involuntarily, and the spoon in my hand seemed about to burst forth.

	
My arm was broken, my brow furrowed, and my eyes fixed on him. He seemed to sense my barely suppressed hostility. We...

	
He looked away after making eye contact for less than a second.

	
　　Yu Meiqing didn't look up. Ye Xiang glanced at me sideways, then at her, his gaze shifting between us.

	
"Miharu's here too," he said with a deliberately relaxed tone, "You guys are making good progress ..."

	
Are you going on a date later?

	
　　Yu Meiqing's expression was somewhat cold. Then she spoke, her tone very indifferent:

	
" You don't need to concern yourself with my personal matters. Thank you."

	
Ye Xiang was stunned for a moment. The smile was still on his face, but it looked a little stiff.

	
I heard Miharu mutter something softly, so softly that only I could hear it:

	
"How could you stand him standing in front of us ?"

	
I didn't say anything. Yes, I couldn't bring myself to hate my mother; but it was a completely different story with Ye Xiang—I wanted nothing more than to...

	
Then I proceeded to skin him alive. But strangely, after the initial surge of anger subsided, I began to feel...

	
A strange calmness. I quickly glanced around; it was breakfast time, and the cafeteria was crowded.

	
Taking action will definitely escalate the situation. Could this be another of Ye Xiang's strategies?

	
"Can we talk alone?" he suddenly asked, facing me.

	
"What's there to talk about with you?" I heard my own voice as hard as iron. "You just want to get beaten up again, don't you?"

	
.

	
He forced a smile and said, "Fighting here wouldn't be good for either of us. I have no other choice."

	
It means, I'm just sending you something, something you'll definitely want.

	
　　As he spoke, he raised his hand, and I then noticed that he was carrying a bulging tote bag. I wondered what it was.

	
What was in it? I was momentarily confused: Ye Xiang was giving me something? What could he possibly be giving me?

	
Seeing my confused expression, he smiled, this time a more natural smile: "Let's chat, about that guy near the school gate..."

	
"Coffee shop, I'll be waiting for you."

	
He turned and left. His figure disappeared at the cafeteria entrance.

	
　　Yu Meiqing looked at me with her brows slightly furrowed.

	
" Do you want to go?"

	
　　To be honest, I didn't want to go at all. Me, talk to Ye Xiang? That's utterly ridiculous. But his kind of...

	
His calm and composed demeanor, the contents of the bag, and his words, "You definitely want this," all spoke volumes.

	
It piqued my curiosity and made me want to find out what tricks he was up to.

	
I thought for a moment and said only one word: "Hmm."

	
Miharu opened her mouth as if to say something, but in the end she just nodded.

	
"Then be careful, don't let him fool you again."

	
The rain was still falling outside the window , a fine drizzle, pattering against the glass and trickling down in streaks. I looked down at the water in my bowl.

	
The remaining half bowl of porridge had no appetite.

	



Chapter Twenty

	
The café is located outside the east gate of the campus, tucked away in a small alley. A wooden sign hangs at the entrance, the writing already faded and blurred.

	
Yes. When I pushed the door open, the clerk behind the cashier didn't even look up, just pointed upstairs.

	
The second floor was quieter than I expected. Only one person was sitting at the table by the window. Ye Xiang.

	
He saw me, smiled, and waved. I sat down opposite him and sized him up. He was wearing...

	
She wore a dark gray sweater, her coat was placed on the chair, her hair was neatly styled, as if she had taken great care of it, and her face still...

	
With that polite smile that made me uncomfortable.

	
That outfit ... how should I put it , it was very sophisticated, so sophisticated that I never would have imagined Ye Xiang would wear it.

	
It appeared before my eyes.

	
"What would you like to drink?" he asked. "It's on me."

	
" Stop talking nonsense, get to the point," I said impatiently.

	
He sniffed, looking quite helpless. Then he took a lunchbox from his bag and pushed it towards me.

	
before.

	
"Xiao Wan made it," he said, "sweet and sour pork ribs, I saved a portion for you."

	
Xiao Wan!? These two words were like a thunderclap exploding in my ears, making me shudder. Ye Xiang actually...

	
How dare they call my mom that? Not "Auntie," not "Sister Lin," but "Xiao Wan"?

	
"You dare call her that?" I placed my fist on the table and leaned forward slightly. "Don't be so shameless!"

	
"

	
He waved his hand, his smile faint, as if he didn't care.

	
"What you call it doesn't matter, but you won't refuse the food your mother made, will you?"

	
I looked at him, and he looked at me. Those words sealed my fate, eliminating any possibility of refusal. Not accepting was tantamount to refusing.

	
A mother's concern; to receive is to accept what he offers.

	
I don't know how long I hesitated, but in the end I reached out and took the lunchbox. I opened it. It was full...

	
A box of sweet and sour pork ribs. The ribs are a glossy, dark brown color, each piece coated in a thick sauce and sprinkled with white sesame seeds. (Already...)

	
It was a little cold, but you could tell it was made with great care.

	
in front of me reminded me of a scene—

	
The old town, the urban village, that narrow street. My mother held my hand, leading me through the vegetable stalls, around...

	
Passing through the fishy smell, we entered the small restaurant selling sweet and sour pork ribs. She said, "Don't you like it?" Mom bought some.

	
I'll learn how to make it for you.

	
Later, she really learned how to make it. It tasted even better than what you get in restaurants. For a while, whenever she ate,

	
on the table , which my mom makes especially for me.

	
How long ago was that? The dish is still the same, but now I'm receiving it from Ye Xiang, belonging to...

	
Her concern ... My eyes welled up with tears. I lowered my head, closed the lunchbox, and forced myself not to let my emotions show on my face.

	
superior.

	
"Okay," I said, trying to sound calm, "but why are you the one delivering it?"

	
" Why, don't you understand?" He suddenly stopped smiling and said very seriously, "One..."

	
The mother just wanted to bring her son some food, but she hesitated so much and looked back so carefully. Anyone who saw this would feel sorry for her.

	
Of course I want to share her burdens , you understand?

	
He paused, our eyes met briefly, and he continued, almost word by word: "This, it's all yours."

	
responsibility."

	
　　I understood what he meant; he was saying, "Mom doesn't want to see me." How ridiculous. But I didn't respond. At that moment, I...

	
My attention wasn't on what Ye Xiang was saying at all; it was completely focused on the box of ribs. My fingers kept rubbing the lunchbox.

	
The edge seemed to be greedily absorbing that long-lost feeling of warmth.

	
　　---

	
The dark clouds hadn't dispersed, and the rain continued to fall. We were both silent for a while. The shop assistant knocked on the door.

	
We climbed the wooden stairs and put down a pot of fruit tea and two cups. But we didn't drink any of it.

	
In the end , it was Ye Xiang who broke the deadlock.

	
" Actually ... I didn't originally intend to meet you." He spoke slowly, as if carefully choosing his words, "but then I felt..."

	
We should talk and explain things clearly.

	
I looked up at him.

	
"Fine," I sneered, "how did you manage to get involved with my mother behind my back? You two are..."

	
How could you all gang up on me and put on such a show ? Explain yourself, I'm listening.

	
Ye Xiang lowered his head slightly, and I noticed a change in his expression, revealing a hint of sadness.

	
that embodies or expresses similar emotions .

	
"I know you hate me." His tone was sincere. "I also know that what I did ... truly... "

	
very hurtful. I'm so sorry.

	
　　He paused here, seemingly waiting for my reaction.

	
At that moment, his face was filled with apology. So he was admitting his mistake? Was that even possible? He said to me, "

	
He was so arrogant when he said, " Your mother and I are truly in love"; but now, he is taking the initiative to confess to me.

	
I subconsciously clenched my fist under the table. I had a premonition that his true intentions were far more than just Tao.

	
It's just an apology.

	
Perhaps seeing that I hadn't responded for a while, Ye Xiang's lips twitched slightly, and he spoke again: "But, I..."

	
Your love for Xiao Wan is real. Now that you have Yu Meiqing too, you should understand that this feeling is uncontrollable, right?

	
"

	
" Love?" I almost laughed out loud.

	
"I know you don't believe me," he interrupted me, "I just want to tell you that I meant no harm. If you think..."

	
I've ruined your relationship with your son, so feel free to hate me; I'll take it all. But don't be too harsh on her. After all,

	
She is your mother.

	
No. That's not right . A voice inside me is screaming: He's acting. He must have another purpose. You can't be fooled.

	
He was bewitching me. But his eyes, his tone, the words he spoke — they were too sincere . So sincere that I felt…

	
A moment of disorientation.

	
I took a deep breath and suppressed that feeling of disorientation.

	
"Don't try to pressure me with my mom," I said. "Since you say you love her, let me ask you, how is she doing now?"

	
Sample?"

	
He paused for a moment, then nodded. His expression held a certain indescribable quality, as if...

	
It's as if it's pondering something, or perhaps saying: You finally asked this.

	
" We're ... you could say we're head over heels in love right now," he leaned back in his chair, "and we're really happy every day."

	
"Xiao Wan just had a beauty treatment a few days ago ... "

	
Happiness. Those two words evoked a complex mix of emotions in me. Especially the passionate romance with Ye Xiang — that was the most...

	
My disgusting answer.

	
"Oh." I said, picking up my coat from the chair. "So you were 'feeling sorry' just now?"

	
"She's being 'harsh' again, like she's suffered some great injustice. She's sick."

	
I turned sideways to put on my coat, preparing to leave. Ye Xiang's voice came from beside me.

	
"Wait a minute, I haven't finished yet."

	
I ignored him.

	
"Perhaps I 've misled you," he added, a hint of displeasure flashing in his eyes, "Actually, what I meant was— "

	
" Xiao Wan could be even happier."

	
　　---

	
　　"Could we be even happier?" Those words stirred something within me. I slowly turned around and looked at him.

	
"What?"

	
He scratched his head, as if he hadn't thought of how to answer, and his expression was somewhat unnatural.

	
" How should I put it ... " He frowned, picked up his cup, and took a sip of tea. "I tried my best to make Xiaowan happy..."

	
She was laughing happily, but I always felt ... something was missing. It was as if she was somewhat ... restrained.

	
"It's me. Yes, I just can't let go."

	
He made a gesture , gesturing with both hands in front of him, as if trying to open something.

	
"Can't let go?" I didn't understand. "What exactly do you mean?"

	
His eyes lingered on my face, his expression somewhat complicated.

	
"It's just ... " He hesitated for a moment, "...that she always ... holds back sometimes. Even though she's very quick..."

	
I'm happy, but there's always a part of it hidden. Sometimes I'll be laughing halfway through, then suddenly stop and look away.

	
Sometimes when I held her, I could feel her body stiffen slightly. I asked her what was wrong, but she always said nothing was wrong. There were also some...

	
I can't say it, but I know there's a part of her that she can't let go of.

	
My brain raced. What was Ye Xiang saying? What was with all this talk of "holding back" and "not letting go"? How fast was Mom going to...?

	
Unhappy ? Aren't they deeply in love? These jumbled questions were hard to answer at the moment, but I noticed...

	
He also mentioned things like his mother smiling at him and him being able to hug her ...

	
Suddenly I understood. Ye Xiang was showing off his relationship in front of me; he was flaunting it. That despicable bastard.

	
" So , you're saying you're not that happy, right?" I gave a sarcastic smile. "Because of you, she and I..."

	
"You've had a falling out, how happy do you think she can be? Looks like your passionate love wasn't all that great after all."

	
His expression changed abruptly. His eyelids drooped, and the corners of his mouth pulled to the sides, as if he were trying his best to suppress something.

	
A kind of emotion .

	
"What are you laughing at?" He crossed his arms, his gaze passing over me and fixed on a spot above my head.

	
"Hearing about Xiaowan's condition , you not only didn't care, you even laughed. Are you really my biological son? I..."

	
You'd reflect on yourself and come up with ideas to make her happier. Are you really that unwilling to see your mother happy?

	
"

	
I'm almost losing control. What the hell? This beast stole my mother, left me homeless, and now he even...

	
Daring to stand on moral high ground and criticize me? Ridiculous. I slammed my hand on the table, ready to unleash the most vicious words.

	
He retorted.

	
　　---

	
Just then, my phone rang. It wasn't mine; it was Ye Xiang's.

	
He paused , then pulled out his phone and glanced at it. In that single glance, something lit up in his eyes, and his expression changed...

	
It became unusually soft. Then, as if not daring to waste a single second, it quickly connected.

	
　　A woman's slightly anxious voice came from the other end of the phone.

	
"Hey? Is everything done?"

	
That voice, that gentle tone, sent a shiver down my spine—it was my mother! Though it wasn't very clear.

	
But it's definitely true, and it's never wrong.

	
the receiver to be so clear in the quiet coffee shop.

	
He immediately turned the volume down, then stood up, quickly walked to the window, covered his mouth with one hand, and began...

	
Answer the phone.

	
" Hmm, don't worry ... uh ... it's just ... the dorm supervisor ... I should be able to check now ... I'll go check again later."

	
" Yes, yes ... I know, okay ... "

	
Ye Xiang's voice was very soft, and his mother's voice was completely inaudible. I didn't know what they were saying.

	
Well, what caught my attention wasn't the phone call itself, but rather Ye Xiang's obsequious and ingratiating demeanor during the conversation. Not only that ...

	
It's his tone, his expression, and sometimes, even the way he unconsciously nods, his back slightly bent, and the corners of his mouth...

	
The curve of his hair never disappeared . It was as if there was an extremely important person standing in front of him, someone to whom he needed to fawn over at any time.

	
To flatter or fawn.

	
Watching this scene, I suddenly realized how I should respond to him.

	
　　---

	
After hanging up the phone, Ye Xiang slowly sat back down. He placed his phone on the table and took a sip of tea. Neither of us...

	
There was a subtle atmosphere in the air as they spoke.

	
" Was that my mom calling just now?" I asked first. "That's hilarious, that's how you are in front of her."

	
"Son? Like ... like a dog ."

	
I had thought that my extremely insulting description would break his defenses or enrage him. But unexpectedly...

	
Yes, he barely reacted , didn't look at me, and remained calm, though his voice sounded a little weak:

	
"It seems I 've been talking to you in vain. This is called respect; you don't understand our feelings."

	
My fists clenched even tighter. His words ignited the fire that had been simmering within me.

	
"Hahaha," I heard myself laughing, and the laughter grew louder and louder, "So this is all your relationship is like?"

	
Ah. I get it. You came all over to bring me ribs today , saying you were both happy and a little reserved, and...

	
about being happier are just you realizing you're just a plaything my mom uses to pass the time, aren't they?"

	
I stared into his eyes and spoke each word clearly:

	
"You're pathetic, Ye Xiang."

	
　　The moment he finished speaking, I saw an expression I'd never seen before. It wasn't his usual self; it wasn't that confident look.

	
And obedience, not the sincerity of an apology, nor the gentleness when talking about her mother — it was anger. Naked, raw...

	
Anger that was about to burst into flames.

	
His face flushed red. His eyes seemed to spit fire, and his whole body was trembling.

	
"You— " his voice was hoarse , "you're insulting Xiao Wan!"

	
He stood up, placed his hands on the table, and leaned down to look at me.

	
"Since that's how it is," he gritted his teeth, spitting out each word clearly, "Fine, I'll prove it to you."

	
"How far have we progressed in our relationship?"

	
He grabbed the phone from the table and his fingers flew across it. I sat there, watching him.

	
A sudden surge of curiosity welled up inside me. What trick was he going to pull this time ? But whatever it was, I was already prepared.

	
They prepared for what they were facing .

	
The sky outside the window was overcast; the rain had stopped sometime earlier. The café was quiet, only his hand could be heard.

	
something sliding across a screen . 

	 

	



Chapter twenty one

	
Ye Xiang's fingers flew across the screen. Sitting opposite him, it was impossible not to feel nervous. But...

	
To be honest, I also want to see what that evidence is, since it's the first time I've seen Ye Xiang so emotional.

	
This further fueled my curiosity.

	
　　After a while, he looked up.

	
"Add me." He turned his phone screen towards me — it was a QR code. "Remove me from your blacklist."

	
" After you approve this, I'll send you the evidence."

	
his face hadn't completely disappeared, but it had been replaced by something more subtle—like a provocation.

	
It's also like some kind of ... expectation.

	
A complex mix of emotions surged within me. He was my enemy, who had just tried to humiliate me with words, but now...

	
I added him as a friend. I should have stood up, punched him in the face, and walked away. But instead, I pulled out my phone.

	
He reached out and scanned the QR code.

	
The friend request was accepted. The next second, messages started popping up one after another.

	
A dozen or so. My finger hovered over the screen, hesitant to drop it.

	
Ye Xiang leaned back in his chair, his hands on the table, looking at me with a slight forward tilt of his body . His expression — it was like…

	
are you admiring ?

	
"You don't dare to look?" he asked.

	
" Tch." I glared at him and opened the chat window.

	
It's a photograph. The mother is holding a large bouquet of roses, sitting in a Western restaurant. The background is lit by warm yellow lamps.

	
There was light; candles and wine glasses were on the table . She was wearing that long white dress — the one I 'd seen before, after her divorce from Dad.

	
After a while, she bought this dress. She was smiling. Not a polite, perfunctory smile, but a genuine smile that shone from her eyes.

	
A pure and relaxed laugh.

	
I stared at that photo for a long time before finally scrolling down.

	
The second picture shows Mom resting her chin on her hand, while Ye Xiang kisses her cheek. A birthday cake and candles are in front of them.

	
It was burning , and it read "Happy Birthday." It was Ye Xiang's. It was his birthday. She celebrated his birthday and even let him kiss her.

	
.

	
The third picture. In the park, on a swing. The mother sits on the swing, and Ye Xiang stands behind and pushes her. There are other children nearby.

	
She was running. She looked back at him, her eyes crinkling into crescent moons as she smiled.

	
Fourth picture. Fifth picture. Sixth picture ...

	
Scrolling down, one by one. In every single one, the mothers smiled so brightly, so naturally; they looked so...

	
Happiness ... Have I ever seen such a smile before? In those dark moments in our bed ?

	
Even though I 've seen that kind of laugh before, my memory of it is already hazy.

	
　　To be honest, I've actually imagined this scenario. From the day I found out she was with Ye Xiang, I...

	
I've imagined them holding hands, kissing, doing all the things couples do. I think I'm mentally prepared.

	
But seeing these photos in person still feels different. With each new photo, my heart sinks a little deeper.

	
As I sank to the bottom, only a chill remained, spreading from my chest to my limbs.

	
You 've already lost.

	
　　When this thought popped into my head, I was momentarily stunned. I didn't want to admit that Ye Xiang had won, but I...

	
I seem to be losing hope more and more ...

	
"So , have you finished watching?"

	
Ye Xiang's voice startled me from my thoughts . I looked up and saw him holding his phone, bringing the screen close to his face.

	
In front of me.

	
I instinctively moved a little closer. The backlighting was slightly dazzling, but in the instant my vision focused, only...

	
In just one second — or half a second—my pupils contracted to their maximum size.

	
The screen showed a picture of a woman. To be precise , it was my mother.

	
She lay in bed, her lower body wrapped in the blanket. She wore a thin silk nightgown, but at this moment, the dress...

	
One of her shoulder straps had completely slipped down to her upper arm. She wasn't looking at the camera; her eyes were closed, her eyelashes serene.

	
It droops down, seemingly dozing off without any warning .

	
Her long hair, usually meticulously styled, was now loosely and casually spread across the pillow, exuding a slightly disheveled air.

	
On her head. One of her hands rested lazily on her ear, and down her slightly open neckline, there was a patch of skin exposed to the camera.

	
Her skin was snow-white and dazzling, with alluring curves faintly visible.

	
　　With a snap, the string that had been taut in my mind for so long broke completely. My hands started to move uncontrollably, and my phone...

	
I almost fell onto the table. My breathing became rapid and shallow, as if something was blocking my chest, making it hard to breathe. Each time...

	
Even breathing caused his body to tremble violently.

	
I lunged forward, trying to snatch Ye Xiang's phone. But he seemed prepared; with a swift movement, he...

	
They dodged it.

	
" You should believe me now. I've shown you all my treasures," he said softly, with a condescending tone.

	
Adjust.

	
I imagine my face must be contorted beyond recognition right now, and my voice is completely out of control, trembling violently.

	
"You bastard, how dare you show me photos like this ... "

	
He pursed his lips. His face was calm. So calm it was almost murderous.

	
" That's the proof," he said. "Xiao Wan and I are indeed in love, and we're doing things that only lovers do."

	
That's the matter.

	
I wanted to pick something up and throw it at him, to smash my phone into his face, to rush up and fight him to the death.

	
However, my head was throbbing terribly, and my whole body felt stiff. Those images kept repeating before my eyes, one after another.

	
Zhang, like a knife. Did Mom and Ye Xiang do it? That means they did, right? Of course I understand, they weren't...

	
Students, it's been so long, having sex is normal, but why did you have to let me know about this ...?

	
　　My mind is a complete mess, and I can no longer concentrate on thinking.

	
　　---

	
Ye Xiang seemed quite pleased with my utterly defeated state. He quickly put his phone away, which he hadn't been able to read before.

	
The expression on his face changed little by little .

	
"Plaything ... If Xiao Wan heard you say that, how heartbroken she would be ... " He picked up the teacup on the table and gave it to her.

	
He poured himself a glass, looking very serious. "Now you know you were wrong, right?"

	
I gritted my teeth, staring at his fair face, unable to utter a single word.

	
He sighed, as if helpless: "I know you're not a bad person, you just can't accept reality. Actually, I..."

	
We all know that things have gotten to this point, which is bad for everyone. If you're willing to turn back, I can offer you a way to make amends.

	
Chance."

	
"What ... what are you trying to say ?!" I felt like I was suffocating, and with all my might, I managed to force a smile.

	
This sentence appears .

	
"Sigh, how am I supposed to explain this to you?" He spread his hands, his tone suddenly becoming so sincere it was almost pleading: "Just..."

	
Like I just said, I always felt that Xiaowan hadn't fully opened up yet, that something was on her mind. I understand, after all, she is...

	
I have experience ... I love her very much and want to give her the greatest happiness. You are her son, you should understand her, so I...

	
I feel you can help me …

	
He paused, a morbid sense of mission flickering in his eyes: "Help me better understand her and take care of her."

	
She. If you care about your mother, stop arguing with us. Tell me everything you know about her.

	
Let me help her resolve her inner conflict. Cooperate with me and prove you're a good child. Everything is for her happiness, okay?

	
"Huh?"

	
Looking at his serious , even somewhat saintly face, a sudden urge rose in my throat.

	
A low, hoarse , strange sound.

	
I don't know if I'm crying or trying to laugh.

	
Absurd. Utterly absurd. What "correcting mistakes," what "making her happier"—to me right now, these are meaningless.

	
None of that matters ; all I know is that I have reached my limit.

	
"I kill you!"

	
I yelled, leaping from my seat and reaching for Ye Xiang's collar. He cried out, "Ah!"

	
I dodged the grab by leaping backward . I immediately moved around to the other side of the table to block him; in the confined space, he couldn't...

	
I couldn't completely dodge him. We pushed and shoved, and I cursed incoherently, trying to attack his vitals.

	
.

	
The sound of the teapot shattering on the ground and the clatter of the chair being overturned became the background noise at this moment.

	
　　---

	
"What are you doing!"

	
A woman's voice came from the stairs . Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a figure rushing up – it was a shop assistant, and behind her…

	
There were two other people with them.

	
"Quick, call the police!" one of them shouted, his hand already reaching into his pocket.

	
I didn't care about any of that. I gripped the collar of Ye Xiang's sophisticated dark gray sweater, the veins on the back of my hand bulging.

	
It was pulled so tight. If my fist had moved forward just half an inch more, I could have smashed that high, straight nose off.

	
Tear his face apart.

	
However, at that very moment, I clearly saw a genuine hint of panic flash across Ye Xiang's eyes.

	
But the panic only lasted a moment. Instead of struggling, he moved forward a little further as I pulled him.

	
He lowered his voice, speaking in a volume only the two of us could hear, and said, "Think carefully, this isn't the dormitory."

	
.

	
I was taken aback .

	
" We're all seniors now ... " he continued, "If the police come, things might get out of hand, wouldn't that be bad?"

	
"police ... make a scene ... " pierced my brain like icicles.

	
　　Yu Meiqing's voice suddenly surfaced from the depths of her memory— " Don't let him fool you anymore! "

	
　　Yeah, last time I beat him up, and what happened? He just pushed Mom further away. This time, if he deliberately…

	
they use the same trick again ... then I might really lose everything.

	
My breathing remained heavy, but my grip on his collar gradually loosened. Ye Xiang seemed surprised that I had actually...

	
He stopped, took a few breaths, and kept stroking the wrinkles I had made on his collar, saying with some surprise:

	
" That's right, we're all adults, let's talk things out ... "

	
I didn't look at him again, put on my coat, and picked up the box of sweet and sour pork ribs again.

	
"Ye Xiang," I heard my own voice, unexpectedly steady, "you said before that you loved my mother..."

	
The more genuine your pleas were, the more ridiculous you looked when you begged for my help.

	
I turned and headed towards the stairwell. His voice came from behind me, seemingly tinged with anger:

	
"I don't care, I'd do anything for her."

	
I stopped. My back to him. Those words were like a nail driven into my back.

	
I was silent for a few seconds. Then I spoke, without turning around .

	
" By the way, your clothes and shoes look great today. Are they designer brands?" I suppressed my inner turmoil.

	
" How could someone like you possibly afford that? Being a kept man by a woman, isn't it great?"

	
　　After saying that, I told the shop assistant "it was a misunderstanding" as I walked downstairs. No one stopped me.

	
There was complete silence behind me. Ye Xiang didn't speak. I didn't know what his expression was. Nor did I care.

	
I just want to leave as soon as possible.

	
　　---

	
I stepped out of the coffee shop, the sky had begun to clear. A cool breeze blew against my face. I crossed the road...

	
Lu took a deep breath, then exhaled, feeling much more awake.

	
　　A while later, my phone vibrated. It was a message from Yu Meiqing.

	
" How did the talks go?"

	
I didn't know how to respond to her concern, because I really didn't want to relive the conversation.

	
typing a few words shakily on the screen , deleting them, and then typing them again.

	
"Miharu, please ask for leave for me. I have something to do."

	
She replied quickly: "Okay."

	
Just one word. No further questions asked. Just the right amount of good.

	
I put my phone back in my pocket and kept walking. No destination, just walking. Crossing streets, crossing...

	
A crowd. My mind is blank, yet it feels like everything is crammed together.

	
Ye Xiang's words. Those photos. His mother's smile. Her disheveled long hair. The skin on her chest. He said, "She..."

	
"She can't let go," "She has experience," "You can help me," "She can be happier" ...

	
No. Some parts are very wrong.

	
If Mom is really that happy, why would Ye Xiang come to me with all this? He's already won, he's won.

	
That's thorough enough, what more could I ask for? How is Mom doing now ... ?

	
My intuition tells me that there might be something between Ye Xiang and his mother that I don't know — and that might be...

	
That's the key .

	
　　Yes, I have to go home. I need to see my mother and tell her some things I've been holding back for a long time.

	
I stopped. I stood in the middle of the sidewalk , and people walked around me. Until a driver got impatient and drove off.

	
When they started honking their horns, I snapped out of my daze and quickly ran away.

	
I took out my phone and opened my contacts . I knew that number all too well. I could type it in with my eyes closed.

	
My thumb hovers above the screen. Should I call? How should I start? Ask her — Mom, do you miss me? I don't know.

	
I wonder when it started, that I had to be so conflicted about calling her.

	
　　The wind picked up. I don't know where I ended up, I only know that I kept looking at that number for a long time.

	
Long.

	



　　Chapter twenty two

	
　　I stared at the number on my phone screen for a long time, but still didn't dial it.

	
I opened WeChat, opened my chat history with my mother, typed a few words, thought for a moment, and finally pressed Enter.

	
" Send" button:

	
" Thanks, Mom, the sweet and sour pork ribs arrived. They taste just like they did when I was a kid."

	
　　After sending the message, I placed my phone face down on my lap, my heart pounding, as if I were waiting for a verdict.

	
I tried not to look at the time. After a while, my phone vibrated — faster than I expected. I picked it up and looked at it.

	
Yes, it was indeed my mother's reply.

	
" Hmm ... that's good. Can you heat it up over there? It's cold, don't eat cold food."

	
I stared at that line of text, a stirring within me. She didn't ignore it, nor did she offer a perfunctory reply; instead…

	
She told me, " Don't eat cold food." I've heard her say that countless times since I was little. Seeing her again now...

	
Suddenly, I had a feeling that "nothing has changed".

	
　　Thinking about it this way, I felt saddened. I took a deep breath and typed: "Yes, the cafeteria has microwaves."

	
"

	
Then I typed another message, my finger hovering over the screen for a long time before finally sending it:

	
" Mom, are you free now? I have something I'd like to discuss on the phone."

	
Then I started waiting again. One minute , two minutes, five minutes ... the phone remained silent.

	
She won't reply. I think. She doesn't want to talk to me directly anymore . I put my phone away and walked from the street...

	
I stood up from the bench, walked along the curb for a bit, then sat back down. My phone vibrated.

	
"sure."

	
Just three words. But my hands were already shaking.

	
I dialed the number immediately. After a few seconds of waiting for the music to play, the song, which should have been cheerful, now sounded like hammering with every note.

	
A heavy hammer on the heart .

	
Then, it connected.

	
"Hello."

	
That voice. This was the first time we'd spoken in so long, the first time I'd heard her voice through the receiver. It was still...

	
So soft, so gentle, just like how she used to wake me up every morning. My eyes instantly welled up with tears.

	
It was hot, and I was about to speak when I felt a lump in my throat. I bit my lip, trying to suppress the rising emotion.

	
Suppress it.

	
" Mom," I said, my voice a little hoarse, "how ... how have you been lately?"

	
"It's fine," she said. "How about you? How's your stay?"

	
"I'm fine," I said. "Don't worry."

	
Then came silence. A very long silence. I could almost hear her breathing on the other end, softly.

	
Lightly, one tap at a time. I held the phone, unsure what to say, yet feeling that nothing needed to be said, only...

	
to hear her breathing.

	
" Mom," I broke the silence, "actually ... I have some things going on at school, about my internship. I wanted to tell you..."

	
"Tell me, it's important. I'll come find you when you get home from get off work, okay?"

	
　　Mom didn't say anything. I thought she was going to refuse, that she would say, "Let's talk on the phone." I stared.

	
I watched the call duration flash on the screen , counting down the seconds, and for a moment I thought she had already hung up, but these numbers...

	
It reminded me that the call was still ongoing.

	
　　Finally, she spoke.

	
" Okay, come on."

	
I could hardly believe my ears . A surge of warmth welled up inside me, rushing from my chest to my eyes.

	
I'm trying my best to hold it in.

	
"Okay," I said, "then I ... I'll go later. You go ahead and do your work."

	
"good."

	
Goodbye , Mom.

	
" Um."

	
　　The phone call ended. I stood there, stunned, for a long time. Then I started to laugh, but what did that laugh mean?

	
I don't know what it tastes like. I feel so stupid; all I get is a chance to go home and see someone, and I've never even met anyone before.

	
They won't let me go home, what's so funny about that — but I still can't help it.

	
I'm going home. She said, "Come on."

	
　　---

	
After deciding to go back, the thought resurfaced — to buy Mom a gift. After all,

	
Having been away from home for so long, bringing her a gift is only natural, and she probably won't refuse.

	
But what to buy? She has plenty of perfume, she knows more about cosmetics than I do, and I only know her approximate clothing sizes.

	
I wasn't even sure if it would fit. I wandered around the mall again and again, finally stopping in front of a cashmere goods store.

	
A scarf in the display case caught my eye. It was cream-colored, very soft to the touch, and well-made.

	
The weather is getting colder; maybe we'll be able to use it then.

	
I imagine her wearing it, feeling warm and cozy, not afraid of the strong winds when she goes out. This is it.

	
I had the shop assistant wrap it up; it cost almost half my salary. They put it in a gift box and tied it with a ribbon. Then I walked out...

	
When we got to the mall , it was already getting dark. I glanced at the time; it was a little past three. If she hadn't driven, she would have...

	
I usually get home before six o'clock; I know that time all too well.

	
That means there are still more than two hours left.

	
　　---

	
　　To be honest, I didn't dare go too early. I was afraid of running into my mother on her way home from get off work, and she would think I...

	
It was intentional. If I waited downstairs, she might think I was blocking her way. I didn't want to make her nervous, I didn't want her to...

	
I feel pressured about this meeting. I imagine the best scenario is that she's already at home, ready, and I'm completely at ease.

	
Go through the door .

	
I walked along that street outside the neighborhood several times. From east to west, and from west to east. I passed that breakfast shop...

	
She buys her favorite glutinous rice balls from this snack shop. She often buys oranges from that fruit shop she passes by.

	
She sometimes gets off at that bus stop.

	
She is everywhere. Every place reminds me that this was originally my home.

	
6:15 , I walked into the residential area. With each step, my heart beat faster and faster. When I reached the bottom of the building, I looked up...

	
Looking up, I saw that the light was on in the window on the seventh floor.

	
　　Mom is back.

	
I stared at the window with the light on for a long time. These most familiar everyday scenes, now, instead...

	
It carried a special meaning. I steadied my breathing and went upstairs.

	
　　It was a familiar routine; the key was the same one. With just one turn, the door opened.

	
　　---

	
inside were unchanged, and a faint fragrance lingered in the air. The living room lights were on, the television was on, and the volume was turned up...

	
Very low.

	
　　Mom stood up from the sofa and walked to my side.

	
For a moment , I was a little dazed.

	
She wore an orange cashmere sweater over a dark-colored loungewear dress. Her hair was tied in a ponytail on one side.

	
It hung down, draped over her shoulders. She didn't usually wear her hair like this at home; she would either tie it up at the back of her head.

	
She used to just drape it over her shoulders. Now ... now she seems to have changed.

	
" Mom," I said, trying to sound as natural as possible, "I'm back."

	
She walked over and stopped. There were two or three steps between us, and the light shone down from above, illuminating her face.

	
It casts soft shadows above and below.

	
　　To be honest, before seeing my mother, I had thought I might lose my composure and become emotional. After all, it had only been that morning...

	
After seeing those photos of Ye Xiang, I would fantasize about her smiling in front of him, whether he had just hugged her yesterday, or even...

	
He was naked in front of me. But strangely, once we were actually face to face , I didn't have those complicated thoughts anymore.

	
She was just herself, my mom, and she was very calm.

	
"You're back," she said.

	
I handed over the gift in my hand.

	
" This ... I bought it for you."

	
She looked down at it, then took it. She held it in both hands as if it were something very precious.

	
" Thank you," she said softly.

	
Then she just held it there, without opening it. I looked at her, and she looked at the box.

	
　　---

	
"You mean your internship?" she began after a slightly awkward silence. "What do you mean?"

	
?"

	
I realized that I had used "internship matters" as an excuse to come back.

	
"Oh, actually ... I found a job," I said. "I've been working recently and have already started receiving my salary."

	
Yes.

	
She looked up , and something flickered in her eyes.

	
" Yes, congratulations." Her tone softened, and her gaze swept over my face and shoulders. "You..."

	
You've lost a lot of weight ... Doesn't that girl usually cook for you?

	
I didn't understand. That girl? Which one? I couldn't answer for a moment.

	
"Oh, it's nothing." Seeing my confusion, she quickly said, "I think you seem to have lost weight, so..."

	
I was wondering if you guys had eaten on time, haha ...

	
I suddenly remembered that the girl Mom was talking about might be the one I mentioned at Grandpa's house last time who "was very kind to me."

	
"Good" girl? At the time , I just blurted it out to tease her; I'd almost forgotten about her myself.

	
What happened? It would be quite embarrassing if Mom still remembered.

	
But at the same time , within the despair that Ye Xiang had shattered in my heart, a secret feeling suddenly and uncontrollably arose.

	
The pleasure. Is Mom asking this now because she cares? Even at times like this, she still cares about "that girl".

	
I can't just answer casually. If I tell her directly, "It's a misunderstanding, there's no such person," it would seem too honest and give away my identity.

	
I lied before . Saying "we've already broken up" doesn't seem right either, especially since it hasn't been that long ...

	
　　My mind raced, but I still couldn't come up with an answer. Finally, I forced a smile and simply said, "No."

	
"I ate at school ... "

	
I was about to say something more when my mother spoke first. She turned her head and glanced towards the kitchen.

	
"Sit down for a bit. Are you hungry? What do you need? I'll get it for you."

	
　　After saying that, she turned to leave without waiting for my response.

	
But right now, I don't want her to disappear from my sight at all.

	
" Mom," I called softly.

	
She stopped and looked at me.

	
" Are you happy now ... " I paused, my throat tightening slightly.

	
She paused for a moment. She just stood there, stunned, her eyes seeming to dart away. I saw her eyelashes flutter.

	
Then she said:

	
" Yes ... it is happiness."

	
My heart sank a little. But my face didn't move.

	
"Really ?" I said, "Just like Ye Xiang said today. That puts my mind at ease."

	
Upon hearing this, a hint of surprise flashed in her eyes.

	
"Ye Xiang? You two met?" The tone was one of surprise.

	
" Yes." I gritted my teeth, suppressing my emotions. "He came to deliver ribs, and we bumped into each other in the cafeteria."

	
"Yes. I asked him, 'How have you treated my mom?' He just said, 'You two are very happy now … '"

	
I didn't mention the photos. Because if I did, I might lose control and confront her on the spot.

	
Was their relationship truly close enough to "that extent"? To me, the answer is already quite clear.

	
It's obvious . If they weren't intimate, how could there be those kinds of photos? Asking any further will only make you look like...

	
What a jealous fool.

	
"So, did you ... today? "

	
　　My mother didn't finish speaking, but I noticed her gaze darted away. I understood what she meant; she was afraid that Ye and I...

	
Another conflict arose between Ye Xiang and me. After all, I beat Ye Xiang up so badly last time.

	
"No," I said. "Don't worry."

	
She didn't speak, she just nodded.

	
a moment, we both fell silent, and the atmosphere gradually became heavy, making me a little uneasy.

	
I steadied myself and continued, my voice a little unsteady:

	
" Actually , I don't hate him that much anymore. He's actually helped me figure out what I want."

	
She moved her lips, but still didn't say anything.

	
"What you want is a brave person, someone who can hold your hand in the sunlight, someone you can lean on ... " I see

	
Looking into her eyes, he said, "I always overlooked these things before. You only wanted such a small thing ... "

	
My voice started to tremble.

	
" I'm sorry. I was too selfish back then."

	
　　After I finished speaking, I noticed she was looking at me, her expression different from before; her eyes were slightly red. Her body trembled slightly.

	
It shakes very lightly, but you can still see it.

	
"You ... " Her voice was slightly hoarse , "Why are you suddenly saying this ... what's with all the 'I'm sorry'? You should say it."

	
These …… "

	
Then she lowered her head . Her ponytail slid over her shoulder, strands of hair falling down. After a long while, she spoke again:

	
"I was wrong too . Even though she's your mother, I ... "

	
I looked at her bowed head, at her slightly trembling shoulders … Perhaps , this was my last chance.

	
It's time to say what 's been bottled up inside .

	
It was completely dark outside the window . The living room light was on, casting a warm yellow glow between us.

	



　Chapter 23-26

	
I 'm ready . So be it, I'll die. I have to say these words, no matter what, even if it's my final sentence.

	
.

	
" mom."

	
She didn't move.

	
"Could I ... " My voice trembled slightly, but I didn't stop. "I'd like to ask you for a chance. Let me use ..."

	
How do you want to love me again?

	
Her shoulders trembled.

	
I told myself to calm down, took a few deep breaths, and blurted out what I was about to say in one breath:

	
"I'm not afraid of anything anymore . As long as I'm with you, I don't care what anyone else thinks."

	
　　After I finished speaking, I stood there, glancing at her every now and then, feeling extremely uneasy.

	
She froze , her face a mixture of emotions: shock, confusion, surprise …

	
... His mouth was open, but no sound came out. There was a light flickering in his eyes, a light I couldn't understand.

	
　　After a very long, long time, she finally spoke:

	
"What ... what did you say?"

	
Her voice was broken and terribly constricted, as if it were being squeezed out from the depths of her throat .

	
"We clearly agreed ... it's all over. Ye Xiang and I ... we ... "

	
She didn't finish speaking. She suddenly turned her back, so I couldn't see her expression. But she raised her hand and covered her face.

	
.

	
"No!" Her voice was muffled, as if carrying a suppressed sob. "We can't go on like this ... It's too late. "

	
"Okay, I ... "

	
It's too late. Those three words struck my heart like a hammer, shattering all my illusions.

	
I want to say something more. Actually, I don't know what else to say, because what I just said has already exhausted me.

	
I used all my courage, just to try and grasp at a sliver of hope that didn't exist.

	
But before she could speak, her phone rang.

	
She glanced down , then — almost ran — into the bedroom and closed the door. I stood in the living room.

	
Inside, she stared blankly at the door . Unconsciously, she followed and stopped at the doorway.

	
　　Her voice came from inside the door , not loud, but audible:

	
"At home ... what's up?"

	
Then the voices grew softer and softer, until only occasional indistinct phrases of conversation could be heard; it seemed like the mother was saying, "You today..."

	
"What exactly ... " "I'll handle it myself, you ... " " Don't do it on your own ... " and so on, these are just snippets of words.

	
The information provided was insufficient to piece together what she was actually saying to the person on the other end of the phone.

	
I slowly backed away from the doorway . Was that Ye Xiang's call? If she was on the phone with Ye Xiang, then it was now.

	
She's still avoiding me. It's ridiculous. She was contacting him while they were still having an affair, hiding from me; now that their relationship is public...

	
She 's even avoiding me now. It seems my mother has completely come to see me as an outsider.

	
　　---

	
　　After a long time, the bedroom door finally opened.

	
　　Mom came out. She looked very tired, her eyes were downcast, and her eyes were a little swollen, but it was impossible to tell if she had...

	
Tears streaked her face. She walked up to me, staring at the floor, refusing to look at me.

	
"Ye Xiang ... " she paused, "is coming over in a bit."

	
In that instant , I understood the weight of those words.

	
Her boyfriend is coming over, so I have to leave. That's the clear order to leave, no doubt about it.

	
"Ye Xiang is coming," I could hear my own voice, trembling with barely suppressed emotion, "so..."

	
I go now?

	
She didn't say anything.

	
" Is Ye Xiang the owner of this house now?"

	
I finally couldn't hold back and yelled. But she still didn't say anything.

	
I walked to the door and placed my hand on the doorknob. Her cold attitude told me that "leaving" was no longer an option.

	
It is now the only option.

	
But then her voice came from behind:

	
"Do you ... have enough money to live on while you're out there ?"

	
I stopped. Gripping the handle tightly, I didn't turn around. "Do we have enough money?" That's what she was asking now.

	
It seems that in her mind, our relationship is only based on money.

	
I didn't want to answer her question. After a moment of silence, I slowly said:

	
" Mom, I wish you happiness."

	
I don't know how she reacted after hearing that, but she seemed indifferent.

	
　　The door closed behind me. I stood in the hallway, touching the diamond pattern on my front door. I looked at it for a few seconds, then turned around .

	
He went downstairs.

	
　　---

	
I stepped out of the building, a gust of cold wind rushed in. I lowered my head, raised my backpack to shield my face.

	
This is a residential area with many old neighbors and acquaintances. I'm afraid of being seen. I'm afraid of anyone seeing me.

	
I don't know how I got to the bus stop. I only remember my legs were weak, and every step felt like walking through a swamp.

	
I arrived at the platform, sat down on a bench, leaned back, and stared blankly at the streetlights across the street.

	
Then I started thinking. Thinking about what I'd just said. Thinking about her saying, "It's too late." Thinking about her going into the bedroom to answer the phone.

	
I think of her voice when she asked, "Do you have enough money?" I think of her resolute attitude towards me.

	
I hate myself for not beating Ye Xiang up again at the coffee shop, for not using the fact that she slept with Ye Xiang to provoke her.

	
I regret not rushing forward and hugging her when she turned her back. If I had, things would have been different.

	
Will things be different? Will she be able to come back to me ?

	
I really can't understand what I did wrong. In the past, my mother suspected that the man who assaulted her at the love hotel...

	
If it were me, she could forgive me, saying, "If it were you, I wouldn't blame you." Even something like this...

	
If you can forgive me , why are you being so cruel to me now ...?

	
Thinking about this, I couldn't help but shudder, and then I came to a conclusion:

	
　　My mother has completely abandoned me. I'm just a joke.

	
　　---

	
I don't know how much time passed, but the bus arrived. I boarded and found a corner seat. Outside the window...

	
The night view flashed past, those points of light swept across my eyes, and my mind went blank.

	
I don't remember how I got off the bus or how I walked back to school. I only remember when I got to the dormitory building.

	
A person was walking towards me. My first instinct was to dodge, but it was too late. The person stopped when they got close.

	
"What's wrong with you?"

	
　　Yu Meiqing's voice.

	
I looked in the direction of the sound . She was dressed as usual, radiating youthful energy, her hair dyed blonde at the ends.

	
in the dim light . But now, her brow was furrowed, and she was looking at him with an expression as if he were an alien.

	
Me.

	
"I called you so many times," she said, "but you didn't answer."

	
My thoughts paused for a second, then I pulled out my phone. Sure enough, five missed calls , all from her.

	
Yes. I didn't even notice .

	
I looked at those call logs and couldn't help but laugh. It was a laugh that even I couldn't understand.

	
"Haha," I said with a grin, "I went home for a while, and then my mom kicked me out."

	
　　After I finished speaking, tears streamed down my face. I didn't think I was crying, but the tears flowed like a burst dam, and I really couldn't control them.

	
I'm not staying here anymore.

	
　　Yu Meiqing didn't speak. She was very close to me, simply placing her hand on my shoulder and gently, slowly stroking it.

	
It was like comforting a wounded little animal. Occasionally, her hand would touch my neck, leaving a brief moment of warmth.

	
Cool to the touch.

	
She remained silent, as did I. Only the light from the streetlights fell upon us, and the occasional sound of footsteps passing by.

	
I suddenly remembered what had happened recently. She was there for me every time I needed help. (Looking for a job)

	
She helped me; she taught me work methods when I was scolded by my seniors ; she reminded me after I was humiliated by Ye Xiang ...

	
Now, she's standing here again, not asking anything, just keeping me company.

	
She wanted to ...

	
　　As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I suppressed it.

	
What am I thinking? I'm like this now, having committed incest with my mother, being humiliated by my enemies, and being kicked out of my home.

	
—What right do I have to receive such care? I don't deserve it at all.

	
I looked into her eyes. Under the streetlights, those bright, doe-like eyes appeared very calm.

	
Then I spoke. I didn't even know what I was saying; the words just blurted out:

	
"Miharu, I want you."

	
I closed my eyes after I finished speaking and waited. Waiting to be slapped. Waiting to be called a "pervert." Waiting for her to turn around.

	
I'm leaving. Yes, this is the result I want; it's the result that best suits me right now.

	
But nothing came of it.

	
I tentatively opened my eyes. She was still looking at me, her eyes still unreadable, just like what I had just heard.

	
It was just a routine greeting.

	
Then she spoke, uttering something I will likely never forget.

	
"Okay. Let's make love." 

	 

	
I was practically led into that hotel by Yu Meiqing.

	
The small hotel near the campus had a small storefront and dim lighting. The young woman at the front desk was engrossed in scrolling through her phone. She only looked up when she heard footsteps, gave a professional smile, and seemed quite used to male and female students coming to book rooms here.

	
I looked at the reception desk. Another image flashed before my eyes , another hotel—

	
Jinjiang Inn. That day, my mom and I went to the mall, and then ... then we went there. She stood behind me, took my ID card, and said to the receptionist, " Standard King Room . " Her movements were as natural as if she did this every day.

	
I was so nervous my palms were sweating, my heart was pounding, and my mind was racing with all sorts of thoughts, afraid someone would notice something. It was in that hotel that she told me, " Lin Wan is your woman "... It happened many years ago, but the memory is still vivid.

	
And now? Now my hands are steadyer. My heartbeat is steadyer too. Only the feeling in my heart has completely changed.

	
" What’s wrong with you? "

	
Yu Meiqing's voice pulled me back from my reverie. She was holding her ID card, which she had already handed to me.

	
" Staring blankly? " A slight smile played on her lips, tinged with a hint of teasing. " First time taking a girl to a hotel? "

	
The face was a little blurry in the dim light, but the eyes were very bright.

	
I gave a wry smile and shook my head. I took her ID card, along with mine, and handed them to the receptionist.

	 

	---

	
The room was on the second floor. It wasn't big, with a large bed, a bedside table, and a TV. The curtains were dark and completely blackout.

	
As soon as Yu Meiqing turned on the light, I pounced on her and knocked her onto the bed.

	
She gave a soft " hmm, " and before she could utter the words " I haven't showered yet , " I sealed her lips with mine.

	
Her lips were soft and slightly cool, with a hint of sweet lip balm. I kissed her urgently and greedily, as if trying to steal some long-lost warmth from her mouth. As our tongues intertwined, she responded, her arms slowly climbing up the back of my neck, her fingertips weaving into my hair, pulling me closer and deeper.

	
In the struggle, clothes were haphazardly torn off. Her skirt, my coat, underwear, pants ... one piece after another fell to the ground, rolled to the foot of the bed, indistinguishable from their original place, leaving only a messy pile of fabric, like the remnants of a recently ended war.

	
When she lay completely naked before me, I gasped for breath.

	
light streamed down from above, casting a warm, honey-colored glow on her skin. Her body was youthful to the point of being cruel: her collarbones were clearly defined, her breasts were firm and full, the nipples trembling slightly in the air, tinged with a pinkish-cherry color; her waist was so slender it seemed one could pinch it with one hand, her abdomen was flat, and the faint outline of her abs was visible; her thighs were long and shapely, the skin at the base of her legs was so delicate it was almost transparent, and her private parts were covered with a layer of soft black down, which gleamed moistly under the light.

	
In terms of pure physical allure, her young and toned body is perhaps sharper and more lethal than her mother's.

	
But I found that there was no response below .

	
My heart was pounding like a drum, and I kept telling myself to crave it all, but my lower body felt nothing. I glanced down at my penis, then looked up at her, my mind a blank, buzzing mess.

	
She gazed at me silently , her eyes so clear they seemed to see through everything.

	
" Don't you like me? " she asked softly.

	
" No ..." My throat went dry, a wave of immense shame washing over me. " No ... I'm just a little nervous, it'll be over soon. "

	
She didn't press further , but simply shifted her gaze to the other side, as if deep in thought.

	
A moment later, she reached out her hand. Her arms slowly opened, palms facing up, as if inviting me into a familiar yet dangerous embrace.

	
" Come on, you can treat me like your mother. "

	
At that moment, my mind exploded with a " boom " .

	
This action, this posture, overlaps with the moment she waved to me that night in Shanghai — both lead to the same silent entrance, leading to the person who has gradually drifted away.

	
My mother's image suddenly appeared all over the place.

	
Those late nights, in bed, she would open her arms to me like this, engulfing me completely with her soft, burning body; the low breaths in her ear, the unconscious scratching of her fingertips on my back, the suffocating sense of belonging when her warm, moist passage tightly enveloped me …

	
A surge of intense heat shot up from deep within my spine, rushing straight to my lower abdomen.

	
My body reacted strongly , and I could no longer restrain myself, so I leaned down and pressed down. This time, my body awoke swiftly and violently, almost with a painful swelling.

	
I pressed her down, kissing her lips, her neck, her collarbone, all the way down, until I took her erect nipple into my mouth and sucked hard, my teeth gently grinding against it. She arched her back, letting out a sweet, trembling moan, her fingers digging into my hair, as if to tear it apart, or as if to press me deeper.

	
I parted her legs, and slid my palm up her inner thighs. When I touched her wet and hot vulva, she shuddered.

	
Sticky love fluid covered my fingertips, stretching out thin, silvery threads.

	
Without further hesitation, I guided my erection, aimed it at that soft, alluring entrance, and lowered my hips—

	
Later memories are somewhat fragmented, leaving only a flood of sensory experiences.

	
I felt like a wild beast breaking free of its cage, insatiably demanding more. Yu Meiqing writhed beneath me, her breath ragged and broken, the sounds escaping her throat sometimes faint like sobs, sometimes long like sighs. Her nails dug deep into my back, leaving burning marks, but the pain only spurred me to thrust harder and deeper.

	
she reached her first climax , her whole body arched violently, her neck arching back into a fragile curve, and a long, trembling whimper escaped her lips. Sweat gathered into tiny, glistening droplets in the hollows of her collarbone.

	
But I didn't give her a chance to catch her breath. I turned her over and slowly entered her from behind.

	
She gasped softly, " Ah? More ..." Her voice was soft and ethereal, carrying a hint of languidness from being excessively pampered, yet her waist and hips instinctively met hers, as if trying to completely melt me into them.

	
The only sounds in the room were the soft sloshing of skin against skin, intertwined breaths, and the occasional broken, sweet moans escaping from her lips.

	
This time, all the long-suppressed desires — the longing for her mother, the sting of abandonment, the pent-up anger after being humiliated — were transformed into a primal rhythm, pouring out again and again into her young, burning body.

	 

	---

	
I don't know how much time passed, but I slumped down at the foot of the bed, panting heavily. I was drenched in sweat, as if I had just been pulled out of a downpour, my legs were still trembling slightly, and my mind was a blank, washed away by pleasure.

	
Yu Meiqing collapsed onto the bed like a melted ice cream cone. She turned her head, her moist eyes looking at me in the dim light. Her body still carried the afterglow of her orgasm, her chest heaving, bearing the faint red marks from my kisses.

	
I looked at her too. Then I spoke:

	
" Thanks. "

	
She paused for a moment, then smiled. It was a faint smile, but it was genuine.

	
" Don't talk like anyone owes anyone anything. " Her voice was slightly hoarse, carrying a languid quality reminiscent of being soothed by love, " I feel very comfortable too. "

	 

	---

	
After a while, she lazily reached into her bag and pulled out two items: a slender cigarette and a metal lighter.

	
She lit it, took a drag, and leaned against the headboard . The smoke swirled in the dim room, enveloping her naked body in a thin mist.

	
I was a little surprised. When did she learn to smoke? Has she always done it? I've never seen her smoke before.

	
She seemed to read my mind, smiled, and nonchalantly puffed on her cigarette .

	
“ A long time ago, ” she began, her voice soft, “ I felt there was something strange about you. ”

	
I didn't say anything, I just waited for her to continue.

	
" In a place like university , men, women, and people like Ye Xiang—their desires are impossible to hide. Who's interested in whom, who wants to sleep with whom, who's pretending to be innocent—it's all obvious. " She exhaled a puff of pale blue smoke. " Only you seem completely uninterested in any of this. At the time, I thought, 'Is this guy gay? What a waste of resources. '"

	
I scratched my head and forced a somewhat awkward smile.

	
She laughed too, almost as if mocking herself.

	
The more curious I am, the more I want to get closer to you. The more time I spend with you, the more I feel that you, like me, are hiding some secrets that you can't show to others .

	
She stubbed out her cigarette on the bedside table, sat up against the headboard, and her breasts swayed gently.

	
“ Now, ” she said, “ now that we’ve been completely honest with each other …”

	
Our eyes met. Yu Meiqing's eyes remained bright even in the dim light. The atmosphere became somewhat subtle.

	
" Let's exchange secrets. I'll go first. "

	
" Secret , " what did she mean? I didn't know how to respond for a moment, and only said " Mm . "

	
“ I don’t have a father, ” she began, her voice as calm as if telling a distant story, “ but I have a stepfather. He’s a jerk. He slept with me when I was 14. ”

	
My body stiffened for a moment, and my fingertips involuntarily tightened .

	
" Afterwards, he swore he would treat me well. I noticed that every time I satisfied him, he would give me a lot of pocket money. I thought that was pretty good. "

	
She spoke casually. But I noticed her fingers were slightly curled, and her knuckles were a little white.

	
“ Then one time, I saw him hitting my mother. He slapped her so hard she couldn’t get up from the floor. ” She paused, “ and suddenly I was disgusted with this man. ”

	
" So one last time, I preserved the evidence. He went to jail for sexually assaulting a minor. "

	
As she said this, the nonchalant smile that had been on her face turned cold.

	
“ But from then on, my mom and I fell out. ” She looked at me. “ I could only go to my grandma . It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? My mom probably thought I stole her man. ”

	
I was speechless. I felt I should comfort her, but what could I say? Nothing seemed quite right.

	
Suddenly, something popped into my head — the time I asked her what gift to buy for her mother, she avoided my gaze and changed the subject. So that's what happened.

	
" I 've finished speaking, now it's your turn. " She suddenly changed the subject and looked directly into my eyes.

	
" Tell me, what exactly happened between you and your mother? "

	
The room was quiet; I could only hear the air conditioner humming and our breathing. The curtains were drawn tightly shut, obscuring the night sky.

	
At this moment, in this small hotel, will I reveal my deepest secret to this girl? I don't know if I'm ready.

	
I don't know why I spoke up. I thought I would never tell anyone about those secrets with my mother, but Yu Meiqing was the first person to make me waver. Was it because of the comfort she had given me during this time? Was it because of her honesty? Or was it because I had been in the shadows for too long and needed an outlet? Maybe it was all of those.

	
“ My mom …” I began, my voice a little dry, “ She and I, there’s something between us … how should I put it, it’s a relationship that transcends worldly conventions. ”

	
I began to speak. I spoke of the longings hidden deep within my heart all those years ago. I spoke of the first time she came to my room late at night, how we crossed that line … I spoke of our first real encounter in a hotel, and how I felt when she said, “ I am your woman . ” I spoke of the things we didn’t have time for in the sunlight, but did again and again in the darkness …

	
The story recounts Ye Xiang's appearance and his silent, insidious infiltration. It also speaks of the changes in the mother, her smile growing ever more distant, her heart growing ever colder.

	
She talked about the sound she heard from inside the door that day, and the scene she saw on the balcony ... She talked about coming home today, and about saying " It's too late "...

	
I said far too much. More than I expected. I'd never said these things to anyone before, but now, in this unfamiliar hotel room, to this young girl, I poured them out, word by word.

	
Yu Meiqing never interrupted me. She only blinked and nodded occasionally. Sometimes she lowered her head, sometimes she looked away. But I could feel that her attention was always on me.

	
There's only one thing I 've kept hidden: I conspired with Li Qiang to hide in the closet and rape my mother. It's utterly unspeakable, and I've always thought it was a wound too painful to touch.

	
Thinking about it this way, I had some feelings I hadn't had before — if this is how I see it, then what about my mother? What did that night mean to her? Being forced by two men … how did she get through it ?

	
Thinking about this, I couldn't help but feel a sense of loss.

	
Yu Meiqing looked at me, waited a while, and then spoke:

	
" Are you finished? "

	
I snapped out of my daze and nodded.

	
She leaned back, seemingly trying to find a more comfortable angle. The light from the desk lamp shone from the side, casting a soft shadow on her face.

	
“ I’m so envious of your mom, ” she said.

	
These words came out of nowhere, taking me completely by surprise. Envy … Did she even know what she was saying?

	
“ That kind of complete abandon for the sake of loving someone …” her voice was so soft it was almost as if she were talking to herself, “ I probably couldn’t do that. ”

	
“ But we are …” I opened my mouth, wanting to say “ mother and child ” .

	
She seemed to read my mind.

	
" You mean you're mother and son? " She smiled, a faint smile. " Since you love each other , don't worry about that identity. "

	
I remained silent . I didn't care about that identity. Easier said than done, is it even possible?

	 

	---

	
After a moment of silence, she asked again :

	
" So now, your mother is completely devoted to Ye Xiang? "

	
I thought about it.

	
“ What else can we say? ” I said. “ My mom herself said she’s very happy. Ye Xiang also showed me the photos they took, and she really is smiling happily. ”

	
“ Photographs , ” she shook her head, “ are just a facade; they don’t prove anything. ”

	
“ However …” I paused, “ the photos Ye Xiang showed me weren’t ordinary photos; some of them … were quite private. ”

	
Yu Meiqing's eyes widened suddenly.

	
" Bedroom photos? "

	
" Hmm. " I lowered my head , feeling a little embarrassed myself. " If I didn't love someone to a certain degree, I wouldn't film that kind of thing, would I? "

	
She looked at me with a complicated expression .

	
" Did I hear that right? " she whispered , " Ye Xiang showed you photos of you in bed ..."

	
“ I know he wanted to humiliate me, ” I said, “ but indeed , after he showed me those things, I had pretty much given up. ”

	
Her gaze drifted to the ceiling, lingering for a few seconds. Then she spoke, her voice soft but each word clear:

	
" Oh my god ..."

	
I looked up at her, somewhat puzzled.

	
“ This isn’t just about humiliating someone, it’s about …” she said, “ This person is awful. ”

	
" What's the meaning? "

	
She looked at me again , her eyes narrowing as if she were looking at an innocent child.

	
“ If you had a girlfriend, ” she said, “ and her dad absolutely disapproved of you two, would you go and send him pictures of your girlfriend in bed, saying, ‘This is true love’? Ye Xiang is that kind of person. ”

	
I felt my body tremble involuntarily a few times because of those words. Indeed, how could I not have thought of that?

	
flashed before my eyes — my mother's smile holding roses, her smile leaning against the swing, her in bed … Yes, Ye Xiang showed me these, to humiliate me, to prove they loved each other, but that wasn't the point. The important thing was that he used my mother's most private moments as a weapon, flaunting them in front of me; and I, incredibly, was actually defeated by this tactic.

	
I was speechless for a long time.

	 

	---

	
Yu Meiqing looked at my expression and sighed softly.

	
“ You’d better think about the future; running away from home all the time isn’t a solution, ” she said.

	
This time, I didn't think about it for long. Because when I thought about how heartless my mother was to me, I felt that I didn't have many choices left.

	
“ I don’t know, ” I said . “ My mom’s stance is very clear now, it’s just not going to work … I ’ve already wished her happiness. It was her own choice, there’s nothing I can do about it. Anyway, let’s leave it at that for now. ”

	
She didn't reply . I thought for a moment, then added:

	
“ You once told me that at our age, we can’t really interfere too much in our parents’ affairs. Now I understand that too …”

	
She suddenly laughed. It wasn't a happy laugh, but rather a mocking laugh that seemed to say , " What nonsense are you talking about ?"

	
“ No, ” she looked me intently into the eyes, “ you and your mother, do you still consider yourselves mother and son? ”

	
I was stunned.

	
“ Your auntie is quite pitiful too, ” she said . “ She ran into a scumbag like Ye Xiang, and you’re a coward. ”

	
I immediately panicked: " What do you mean? "

	
That 's exactly what I mean . Her tone was calm, but every word was like a nail: " She said she wanted to find a boyfriend, so you left home automatically; she said it wouldn't work, so you gave up; she said it was too late, so you wished her happiness. How can you be so obedient? Will you always be Mommy's little darling? "

	
Those words were like a knife, piercing my heart. I wanted to retort, " What can I do? She's my mother, " but I felt a lump in my throat and couldn't say a word.

	
Before I could respond , Miharu yawned, leaned back, and lay down on the bed.

	
" I'm sleepy, " her voice drifted from the other end . " I'm so tired today. I'm going to sleep now. Goodnight. "

	
I sat there, watching her turn over, her back to me. The room fell silent. Only her even breathing and the occasional car horn outside the window could be heard.

	
In the darkness, I lay awake , her words echoing in my mind. " Mommy's little darling " —could that be me? And she said she envied my ability to " let go , " while Ye Xiang said my mother " couldn't let go . " Were they talking about the same thing?

	
If so, what does that mean?

	
My face felt hot in the darkness. My mind was increasingly agitated, and sleepiness wouldn't come. Finally, I closed my eyes and forced myself to drift off to sleep for a while.

	 

	---

	
The next morning, faint sunlight filtered through the gaps in the curtains and fell on the floor. I opened my eyes and saw that Meiqing was already dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed looking at her phone.

	
" Awake? " She didn't even look up. " Get up quickly, we need to check out. "

	
I got up, dressed, and washed up. By the time I was ready, she was already standing at the door waiting for me.

	
" Walk. "

	
We checked out and stepped out of the hotel. The sky outside was a bright blue, the sun was shining, and it felt like a completely different world from the damp chill of the night before.

	
When we reached the intersection, she stopped and tugged at my arm.

	
“ Go buy breakfast, ” she said.

	
" ah? "

	
“ We’re not just friends anymore, ” she said, looking at me with a slight smile, “ we’re also friends with benefits. From now on, you’ll be buying breakfast. ”

	
I chuckled. Then I gave a wry smile. Actually , I don't dislike it at all; in fact, buying breakfast for someone reminds me of some warm feelings.

	
" Okay, you wait here. "

	
I went to buy breakfast: soy milk, glutinous rice balls, and steamed buns. She took them, took a bite of the bun, and said while chewing:

	
you feel last night ?

	
I almost spat out the soy milk in my mouth ; I didn't expect her to ask such a direct question.

	
" Should we continue in the future? " she asked again .

	
" Uh ... okay, what do you think? "

	
I stammered, unsure of what to say.

	
She burst out laughing .

	
" Eat up. " She waved her hand. " You can't take another day off today , or the manager will suspect you've run away. "

	
I hummed in agreement , then secretly glanced at her again. For a moment , she really did look a bit like my mother, but I couldn't quite put my finger on it—was it the nose, the mouth, or the eyes and eyebrows? Or perhaps it was just a " feeling " ?

	
The sun shone warmly on us ; such weather is a rare treat in winter. People came and went on the street, some hurrying along, others strolling leisurely. Everything was normal.

	
I can't help but recall yesterday, so much happened. Thinking about it now feels like a dream: the shameful, the heartbreaking, the passionate, the candid ... and the questions that still haven't been answered.

	
But right now, the sun is shining brightly, the breakfast smells delicious, and there are people around . Perhaps, for now, this is just fine.

	
at McDonald's , I actually felt relaxed. There's a strange magic to working here. When you're holding three orders at the same time, and you have to remember the burger for table five, the fries for table seven, and the Coke for table nine — there's no extra space to think about anything else.

	
Moreover, those repetitive actions — frying French fries, serving drinks, packing food, and handing it out — require no brainpower. Without thinking, you don't dwell on those photos, those words, those rejections, those " it's too late " moments… To be honest, I'm increasingly enjoying working here.

	
I got off work . Yu Meiqing and I walked towards school together.

	
" You're in pretty good shape . " She looked me up and down.

	
I smiled, neither confirming nor denying.

	
" Very good progress. " She nodded , as if making a comment.

	
I thought about it. It really is true. All day today, I wasn't as absent-minded as before, didn't keep checking my phone, and didn't suddenly freeze up while working. I thought that after yesterday's blow, I would completely collapse, but I didn't.

	
“ I didn’t expect it myself, ” I said, “ I feel like I’m stronger than before. ”

	
The night wind was cold, but it made me feel refreshed when it blew on my face.

	
Back in my dorm, I picked up the thermos to get some water. Just as I reached the door, my phone vibrated. I took it out and glanced at it—

	
Ye Xiang!

	
Those two words felt like a pool of filth, making me instinctively feel physically uncomfortable. My first instinct was to throw my phone aside, but my finger had already tapped the message.

	
" Did you do something?! Xiaowan has been sullen since this morning! "

	
So much happened yesterday that I completely forgot I still had his WeChat and hadn't deleted that bastard. I stared at that line of text, stunned for a few seconds, feeling a bit confused— " Starting from this morning " ? Did Ye Xiang not spend last night with his mother? But that didn't matter, because immediately another thought popped into my head — how dare you ask me that? Thinking of this, my anger flared up instantly.

	
I clicked on his profile picture, my finger hovering over " Add to Blacklist . " With just one click, this person would disappear from my world. But …

	
Why should I run away?

	
Thinking about it this way, it seems like I'm starting to understand. My mother always praised him to me, saying he was thoughtful, capable, and good at handling things. She said he was better than me. He was good at this and that, and in the end, he stole my mother away from me. When he showed me those photos, I almost broke down. Did I develop some kind of fear of Ye Xiang because of this?

	
But Meiqing said Ye Xiang is such a terrible person. A despicable man who uses women's bedroom photos as weapons—even if I can't be the man by my mother's side, does that mean he's more qualified than me? What's there to be afraid of?

	
I removed my finger from the blocked list. I hummed a few times and started typing:

	
" Idiot, you're the one dating my mom. It's your fault she's unhappy. "

	
After sending it, my heart was racing a little. But more than that, I felt something else — a sense of exhilaration.

	
A few minutes later, he replied.

	
" Can't you be reasonable? These days, what normal kid cares about their parents' relationship problems? "

	
Seeing the messages he sent, I couldn't help but burst out laughing. It was a laugh that welled up from my chest and I just couldn't stop.

	
" Normal " ? Ever since my mother asked me, " Do you think we can still be normal? " , I knew I could never be " normal " again . I don't know what a so-called normal child is like, but I'm definitely not one of them. Besides, does someone like Ye Xiang even deserve to use that word to lecture me?

	
I wiped away the tears of laughter and continued typing:

	
" You mean I should just ignore it? Then your previous requests for help are automatically null and void. "

	
He replied very quickly this time:

	
" What do you mean? "

	
I leaned against the wall and slowly typed:

	
" I've been thinking about what you said yesterday , and it seems to make some sense. I also feel sorry for my mother. I've lived with her for over twenty years, so I do know some things. It's not that I can't tell you, but the condition is that you promise to make my mother happier. "

	
After sending it, I started waiting.

	
One minute , two minutes, three minutes ... I saw " The other party is typing ..." appearing at the top of WeChat from time to time , but no reply came.

	
Just when I had almost forgotten about the conversation, my phone rang. It wasn't a message, it was a call. It was Ye Xiang calling.

	
I stared at the name flashing on the screen, hesitated for a second, and then answered.

	
" Hello? "

	
His voice was a little tense: " Have you really thought it through? You can tell me now. "

	
" It's not convenient to talk on the phone, " I said, my voice more steady than I had expected. " These things are sensitive; I can only tell you in person. "

	
There was a few seconds of silence on the other end.

	
" Are you sure you're not kidding me? "

	
I wanted to laugh again, but I held it in.

	
" What do you mean? " I said. " You'd do anything for my mom. You said it yourself. What, you're scared just because you see her? "

	
Silence again.

	
After a long pause, he finally spoke, his voice lowered: " Okay. But I'll decide the time and place. "

	
What a pretentious show-off . I cursed him inwardly.

	
" Whatever, " I said coldly , " you decide . "

	
I hung up the phone before he could say anything more .

	
I put down my phone, leaned against the doorframe, stared at the ceiling, and listened to my own heartbeat. Those few words I'd just spoken had gone over in my mind countless times. It wasn't anger, it wasn't fear, it was a feeling … I couldn't quite describe it. Then, I began to think about something more important to me.

	
Yesterday, I told my mother I wanted to love her again in the way she wanted. She said, " It's too late . " But Ye Xiang said she wasn't happy today. Was it because of what I said? Is it ... that she still has feelings for me; or perhaps, even now, a single word from me can still touch her emotions?

	
The thought came to mind like a faint ray of light shining into a completely dark hole.

	
It was hope. In my heart, after a long time, I felt a glimmer of hope.

	 

	---

	
The next few days went by as usual, with food, clothing, shelter, and transportation remaining largely the same each day. There was still no news from Ye Xiang. Sometimes I wondered if he was just pretending again, or if he realized I was really playing him, or if he never intended to come at all. But I didn't dwell on it. After all, what's meant to come will come.

	
That afternoon, the shop was nearly empty. I was sitting on a small stool in the back kitchen, hunched over, resting. Suddenly, my phone vibrated.

	
News about Ye Xiang:

	
" We can meet today . I'll send you the address. "

	
Below is a location map. It shows a coffee shop I don't recognize on a bustling commercial street in the city.

	
I stared at the address, and for some reason, my hands started to tremble slightly.

	
Another coffee shop. And I'm meeting this person again.

	
Last time, he showed me those photos and said those things, and we almost got into a fight, then I left. What will happen this time? What will happen this time?

	
My mind is a mess. I'm not scared, but I just can't seem to calm down.

	
" What are you looking at so intently? "

	
Yu Meiqing's voice came from above me. I looked up, and she was standing next to me, holding a rag in her hand, tilting her head to look at me.

	
" Something funny happened, " I tried to sound calm, " Ye Xiang asked to meet me again . "

	
She exclaimed " Ah! " Then she looked at me for a few seconds.

	
" Do you want me to come with you ? "

	
Just that one sentence. No questions asked, no advice given, just a question about whether or not to accompany him.

	
I hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

	
She smiled, patted my shoulder, and turned to continue working.

	
I sat there, watching her back, her golden hair swaying in the light, and felt a wave of warmth.

	 

	---

	
After I got off work, I changed my clothes and stepped out of the store, only to find Yu Meiqing already waiting outside.

	
“ Let’s go, ” she said, sounding quite happy, “ let’s go shopping first. ”

	
" Huh? Aren't we going to see— "

	
“ Just let Ye Xiang wait. ” She interrupted me, a slight smile playing on her lips. “ Don’t take him too seriously. ”

	
I was speechless after what she said, so I could only follow her.

	
She pulled me along the street , taking me into shop after shop. We looked at clothes, accessories, things I couldn't understand at all. She picked up a sweater, held it up against me, shook her head, and put it down; then she picked up a scarf, nodded, and said, " This one's alright . "

	
Occasionally, she would take my arm, so naturally, as if we had been walking like this for a long time. I looked down and gazed at her hand, resting in the crook of my arm.

	
Yes , my mother has held my arm like that before. On the street, in the mall, and somewhere else. But each time I was reluctant, and would even try to pull away, saying, " It 's embarrassing , " " It's not good if acquaintances see us , " and so on ... If only I hadn't pulled away back then . If only I could have let her hold my arm like I do now, and walked with her like that forever.

	
" It's almost time, let's go. "

	
Yu Meiqing's voice brought me back to reality. I came to my senses, and she was already in front of me.

	
" Okay, let's go, " I said.

	
She nodded and said nothing more.

	
One by one, the streetlights came on. We walked on, her arm still linked with mine. In the distance, we could already see the sign for that café. 

	 

	



Chapter Twenty-Seven

	
The cafe is large, decorated in an Instagram- worthy style, completely different from the one outside the school. Soft lighting...

	
Sunlight streamed down from above, illuminating the spacious hall. When Yu Meiqing and I entered, the restaurant was already quite full.

	
Several tables of guests.

	
I observed the surrounding environment: it's a commercial street outside, with a dense flow of people. And this kind of large coffee shop...

	
frequently ; in a sense, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a public space. If you were here...

	
Fighting Ye Xiang would only be riskier. Perhaps that's why he chose this location to meet.

	
.

	
at the far end , Ye Xiang sat with an empty cup of coffee in front of him.

	
.

	
He saw us, raised his hand, and gestured. I walked ahead, with Yu Meiqing beside me. When we got there...

	
I pulled out a chair for her to sit down at the table, and then I sat down next to her.

	
Ye Xiang's gaze lingered on her for a moment.

	
"Why is Yu Meiqing here too?"

	
His tone was casual, but I could hear the meaning behind that question mark — this is our business, you take it...

	
What are outsiders doing here?

	
　　Yu Meiqing tilted her head and smiled sweetly: "What, you're not welcoming me?"

	
I leaned back in my chair and said, "Meiqing isn't an outsider. We can talk about our business in front of her."

	
Ye Xiang glanced at me. His gaze was as if he were re-evaluating something. Then he smiled, a very fake smile.

	
.

	
" I see ... " he said politely, "I'm sorry, I really didn't expect you two to have progressed this far."

	
One step further.

	
He picked up the almost empty cup, took a sip, and then put it down.

	
"Alright, Miharu will listen too. How should I put it, it's a family matter, isn't it?"

	
　　Yu Meiqing didn't reply, but just stuck out her tongue, her expression conveying a sense of "disdain".

	
　　---

	
"You said you'd be there at 6:30," Ye Xiang glanced at his phone, "and now it's past 7. I've been waiting for half..."

	
Hours .

	
He looked at me, waiting for an explanation . I leaned back in my chair and casually brushed the dust off my clothes from the wall when I came in.

	
.

	
"Do n't just talk about yourself," I said. "We came all this way and haven't eaten yet. We're starving."

	
Yes.

	
I raised my hand to call the waiter over and took the menu. Cappuccino, maple latte, mousse cake, pineapple beef ribs.

	
Tiramisu , cheese sticks — I ordered a ton of stuff, then handed the menu to Yu Meiqing. She added two more.

	
Ye Xiang sat opposite us, silently observing us, looking rather strange.

	
After placing my order, I waved to him.

	
"Let's go pay the bill ," I said.

	
He frowned, as if he had heard some unreasonable request.

	
" We'll talk more after we finish eating," I added.

	
He stared into my eyes, his gaze seeming to try and find some flaw. I didn't look away, I just...

	
She showed it to him, and even smiled and nodded at him.

	
　　After a few seconds, he stood up expressionlessly and walked towards the bar.

	
As he brushed past me , I said to Yu Meiqing:

	
"Meiqing, eat more. Don't be shy with Ye Xiang."

	
I paused briefly , then said even louder:

	
"Anyway, his money came from my mom."

	
　　Yu Meiqing grinned and, facing the bar, said in a voice that was neither too loud nor too soft:

	
" Thank you, Auntie."

	
I saw Ye Xiang's back stiffen for a moment. For a split second, I thought he would slam the door and leave.

	
That way I could mock him even more harshly. But he didn't; instead, he continued paying and didn't look back.

	
　　---

	
　　Everything was served and laid out on the table. Yu Meiqing and I ate slowly, chatting as we ate about things at the restaurant.

	
They talked about the strange customers they encountered today, who A-Jie had cursed at again , and how the newly launched burgers weren't selling well ... Ye Xiang

	
I sat across from him, with only an empty coffee cup in front of me.

	
He didn't say anything, occasionally tapping the rim of his glass with his spoon, and sometimes picking up his phone to swipe through some text, as if he were on a call with someone.

	
Yes. I'm not sure if he's texting his mother, but I know he's starting to feel uneasy.

	
I waited a long time. After I finished the last piece of mousse cake, wiped my mouth clean, leaned back in my chair, and gave a...

	
A satisfied burp.

	
" Can we talk now?" Ye Xiang's voice was a little hoarse, as if he was cautiously probing for something.

	
"Of course," I said.

	
I stretched and looked at him.

	
"Ye Xiang," I said, "you're quite observant. You're right, my mother is indeed a woman of experience."

	
.

	
His eyes lit up, and he leaned forward slightly.

	
"But," I continued, "some experiences are only understood by my daughter and me. Yes, only..."

	
Me and her.

	
His expression suddenly changed.

	
"So I regret it now," I said. "I don't want to tell you anymore."

	
Silence. For a moment , the air seemed to freeze.

	
Then Ye Xiang suddenly stood up and slammed his hand on the table. The coffee cup bounced and spilled a few drops.

	
body.

	
"Are you kidding me?!"

	
His voice was loud, seemingly audible throughout the entire café, and his face was flushed red. Customers began to turn to look.

	
The shop assistant peeked out from behind the bar, glanced at the shop, and then withdrew.

	
He slammed his hand on the table, and that gesture ignited something within me. Such a beast...

	
How dare he slam his fist on the table in front of me? What gives him the audacity to be so arrogant?

	
I stood up and slammed my fist on the table with a loud thud.

	
" Yeah! I'm going to mess with you today!" My voice was louder than his, each word sounding like it was squeezed out between clenched teeth.

	
It came out.

	
He clearly didn't understand. I stared into his eyes and said, word by word:

	
"Go tell my mom. Tell her I was half an hour late and that I ate a meal off you. Go tell her, and you'll see."

	
Let's see how she sees you.

	
His lips twitched, as if he wanted to say something, but no sound came out.

	
"My mother and I have had a relationship of over twenty years," I leaned forward, looking down at him, "you and her..."

	
"What makes this pretty boy, whom I've only known for a few months, have any chance against me?"

	
He stood there, frozen, staring at me as if I were a complete stranger. His expression shifted several times. Anger...

	
Anger, shame, resentment ...

	
Then he laughed. It was a strange laugh. Not a bitter laugh, not a self-deprecating laugh, but something I couldn't quite place.

	
The emotion was as if one shouldn't be able to laugh at such a moment.

	
"But your mother loves me now." His voice was steady, regaining its former composure. "Yes."

	
You've had her all to yourself for over twenty years, she's such a wonderful mother ... what more could you possibly want? You think...?

	
She wants you to go back? Don't even dream about it.

	
He sat down and placed his hands on the table.

	
"I will make her happy." He fixed his gaze on me, smiling as if he were gritting his teeth.

	
" Does that good-for-nothing son even have such ability?"

	
I could say anything, Yu Meiqing suddenly burst out laughing.

	
"hehe."

	
　　The crisp laughter was soft, but in such a moment, in such a corner, it was enough to attract attention simultaneously.

	
She drew the attention of two men. She put down her cup and looked directly at Ye Xiang. Her eyes shone brightly under the light.

	
"Ye Xiang, you're so low- class," Yu Meiqing said, her lips curving upwards, but her face devoid of genuine smile.

	
So you're trying to take over the biological son's ecological niche, clinging to the mother like a bloodsucking parasite.

	
Ye Xiang's smile vanished instantly.

	
"What do you know!" His voice rose again. "What's between him and me is none of your business!"

	
"

	
"Oh, really ?"

	
　　Yu Meiqing tilted her head to look at him. Her expression was as if she were watching a joke.

	
"If you're really as noble as you say, why didn't you tell your best friend from the beginning— " she

	
He pointed at me. "I want to date your mother?"

	
"Or," Yu Meiqing continued, "you're simply enjoying conquering your best friend's beautiful mother, and so on."

	
Does it give you the sense of superiority that your son knows nothing and that you alone are in control? Ask yourself honestly, what is the relationship between you and him?

	
"Mom — is this really considered dating?"

	
　　Yu Meiqing's voice wasn't loud, and she didn't speak quickly, but I felt that every word she uttered was like a knife, ruthless and sharp.

	
He lunged at Ye Xiang.

	
　　At that moment, I noticed that Ye Xiang's facial muscles were twitching slightly. His lips moved, then moved again.

	
Finally, he managed to squeeze out a sentence:

	
"I should have realized a long time ago that you two were in cahoots."

	
He turned to me, his eyes filled with mockery and amusement.

	
"Are you sure you're dating Yu Meiqing?" he asked. "Do you know that all the girls in her dorm are..."

	
What do you say about her—

	
" Enough!" I interrupted him. "How come I never realized you were this kind of person? Always taking advantage of other people's privacy..."

	
He came privately to show off.

	
Then I stepped aside, blocking Yu Meiqing's path, and continued:

	
"You were always helping girls in school just to satisfy that twisted psychology of yours, weren't you?"

	
Ye Xiang stared blankly at me, biting his lip. Almost at the same time, I noticed something else.

	
A layer of mist slowly seeped into his eyes , blurring his vision. He seemed to realize it too.

	
He noticed something was wrong ; his lips were bitten until they turned white, and he blinked, but this action only made his long eyelashes wet.

	
I've known him for so long, and I've never seen him like this before. Could it be ... he's about to cry? To me...

	
This was completely unplanned.

	
"Okay." Ye Xiang spoke again after a long while, his voice dry. "Since that's the case, I have nothing more to say."

	
It can be said.

	
He stood up, picked up his phone from the table, and lowered his head , his features seemingly all scrunched up.

	
"Even if you hadn't told me those things," he said, "I would still find my own way to make Xiaowan happy."

	
　　After saying that, he walked straight out. His steps were quick. He pushed open the door of the cafe and disappeared into the night. (The clerk...)

	
After watching him leave, he cast curious glances at me and Yu Meiqing.

	
　　---

	
I stood there, staring at the door for a long time, my fists clenching tightly without me even realizing it.

	
n't just stand there like an idiot.

	
　　Yu Meiqing's voice interrupted my thoughts. She was next to me, putting her bag on her shoulder.

	
"Everyone's watching us ... let's get out of here."

	
I snapped out of my daze and shook my head.

	
" Okay, let's go."

	
We left the coffee shop. The nights were already quite chilly this time of year; a cold wind blew by, and I shivered.

	
I shuddered , trying to temporarily forget the heated exchange we'd just had. But one thing still bothered me: Ye Xiang's...

	
Was he really going to cry? Was it really that bad ? What was that guy trying to do?

	
After walking for a while, I spoke:

	
"Miharu, I'm sorry for dragging you into this."

	
She turned her head to look at me.

	
"It's nothing," she said. "I've disliked Ye Xiang for a long time too."

	
She smiled, a very faint smile.

	
" Speaking of which, what exactly does Ye Xiang want to ask you? He seems to care a lot about it."

	
"Ignore him," I chuckled . "He's just an idiot."

	
She nodded and said "Oh".

	
We continued walking. Streetlights swept past overhead one by one.

	
But suddenly a thought popped into my head .

	
　　Could it be that Ye Xiang's love for his mother wasn't fake? That's why he longed to know everything about her. If he...

	
He's just a con artist, after all; he doesn't need to think about anything else. He could easily be like those con artists who run "pig butchering" scams.

	
She used sweet words and flattery to deceive him and then leave. But he didn't. He cared whether she was "sullen," and he cared whether she "let go."

	
"No," he wanted to know about her past, he thought ... I was using his love for his mother to fight back against him.

	
We've both probably gone mad. He used every means to get her; I did everything I could to possess her back then.

	
to conspire with Li Qiang ... Who is more noble than whom?

	
But--

	
I clenched my fists. All I knew was that I absolutely did not want to lose.

	
night breeze blew by. Yu Meiqing walked beside me in silence. I looked up, gazing into the distance...

	
The sky was pitch black.

	



Chapter Twenty-Eight

	
　　After Yu Meiqing returned to her dormitory, I wandered around the campus alone.

	
The streetlights were on, their warm orange glow casting long shadows on the ground. The playground was still...

	
People were jogging at night, lap after lap, seemingly tireless, and occasionally couples would walk by, chatting and laughing. I sat in the stands.

	
Looking up at those blurry figures, my mind kept racing.

	
　　He really got his revenge on Ye Xiang. Some things, finally, he had to say them to his face; he just had to get them off his chest. Looking at him...

	
Her face flushed red and then turned pale as she watched him being rendered speechless by Yu Meiqing's words, and watched him slink away in disgrace — that

	
That feeling was really great. But that kid isn't going to give up just because of a few words from me. Where's the next chance?

	
I suddenly thought of a plan — to tell my mother about Ye Xiang showing me the private photos. To let her know...

	
This person who keeps saying he "truly loves her" is actually using her privacy as a weapon.

	
But the problem is, Mom is such a strong-willed person. If she knew Ye Xiang had shown those photos to others — especially…

	
Besides , I have no proof. What if she thinks I'm lying, or misunderstands?

	
I asked to watch it, and she felt I was humiliating her ... Even if she leaves Ye Xiang, she won't come back to me.

	
.

	
I looked down at my shadow on the ground. Forget it, these things just get more complicated the more I think about them. I'll just stop thinking about them for now.

	
Let's wait and see .

	
　　---

	
The following afternoon, after the lunch rush, the restaurant wasn't crowded. A-Jie was secretly playing video games, while Yu Meiqing was at the counter.

	
Lost in thought, I leaned against the kitchen wall, scrolling through my phone, and habitually opened my mother's WeChat.

	
profile picture , which she had used for several years — a white flower, I don't know what kind — is gone.

	
She changed her profile picture to a pink sunset with a kitten's silhouette in the corner. I stared at it .

	
After staring at the profile picture for a long time, a thought struck him, and he opened Ye Xiang's WeChat.

	
Sure enough. His profile picture had changed too. It was also a sunset, but a deeper color, with a...

	
A silhouette of a small dog. Outsiders might not see anything special, but if you know their relationship, you'd guess immediately.

	
These are couple profile pictures.

	
also changed his WeChat Moments signature. A single line, incredibly sentimental: "May we have years to look back on, and may we cherish those memories deeply."

	
May we grow old together in love .

	
I stared at that line of text and almost burst out laughing. This was what he meant by "making Xiaowan happier in my own way."

	
"? That's hilarious. All they know is this kind of petty cleverness."

	
But ……

	
I looked at my mom's new profile picture again. The fact that she was willing to change her profile picture to a matching one with him meant she approved of this "small" relationship.

	
"Cleverness," perhaps this is the essence of ritual between lovers? When we were together before, we never had any.

	
These are things. No matching profile pictures, no love-themed signatures. Sometimes I buy her gifts, but nothing that can truly express my love.

	
People see traces of "we were together." Of course, I wouldn't dare do that.

	
Maybe I just lack that kind of cleverness. I shook my head and quickly put my phone away.

	
　　---

	
Around 3 PM, I had just changed into my work clothes when my phone suddenly rang. I took it out and saw — the caller ID read: Mom.

	
.

	
My hand trembled, and I almost dropped my phone. My mom wasn't sending me a WeChat message; she was calling me directly.

	
I clearly remember that night when she resolutely told me, "It's too late."

	
But at this moment, I sadly realized that no matter how heartless she had been to me, I would immediately crumble at the slightest phone call.

	
"Jun." I could only take a deep breath to calm myself before pressing the answer button.

	
"Hello, Mom?"

	
"Hello." Her voice came through the phone, still so pleasant and gentle, "Is now a convenient time?"

	
Are you busy?

	
"No, I just changed my clothes, I haven't started working yet." My voice trembled slightly. "Go ahead."

	
She was silent for a moment, then said:

	
"You and Ye Xiang, nothing's happened between you two recently, has it?"

	
I suddenly realized, so that's why she came. Was she concerned about me, or about Ye Xiang? Probably not.

	
Ye Xiang, I suppose. After all, I beat him up like that before; and they're a couple now ...

	
"What's wrong?" I replied somewhat awkwardly .

	
"It's just ... " she said tentatively, her voice slightly unsteady, "If he has done anything excessive..."

	
Do n't take it to heart.

	
　　Was it excessive? Was Mom apologizing for Ye Xiang? That kind of person doesn't deserve her doing that. Thinking about this, I...

	
I feel a strange sense of sadness.

	
"Don't worry, Mom," I quickly said, "Really, nothing's wrong."

	
Then neither of us spoke again. After an awkward silence, Mom spoke first:

	
"How's work going lately ? Is it tiring?"

	
" It's alright, it's quite fulfilling." I'm telling the truth, this job helps me forget my troubles.

	
" Okay, that's good," she said. "Also ... I heard that your girlfriend is that girl named Yu Meiqing."

	
Is she a girl? How are things going between you two? Would you like to bring her over for a visit?

	
I was stunned for a moment, then I remembered that my mother had misunderstood my relationship with Meiqing a long time ago. But this time she...

	
He said he "heard" Mei Qing was my girlfriend. Who told him that? My first thought was Ye Xiang. No way, I have to do it today.

	
Explain this to your mother.

	
" Mom, she and I are just classmates, we just work together, nothing really happened. I've never ..."

	
There was no one else.

	
I don't know why I said that last sentence; it seems superfluous, but I said it anyway, almost as if possessed.

	
Alright.

	
"oh …… "

	
After hearing my answer, she drew out the sound, then seemed to sigh, "I see."

	
I didn't know what to say. She was silent for several seconds as well.

	
"I had glutinous rice balls this morning," she suddenly said. "That shop is still there, and the taste is still the same." Ha!

	
Ah, I suddenly remembered, you used to get up very early to buy it for me ...

	
My heart skipped a beat. Yes, the glutinous rice balls at the South Gate, with fried dough sticks and pork floss—that's Mom's favorite, but...

	
by 7 PM . Sometimes when she was throwing a tantrum, I would go and buy some to apologize to her. These should be some beautiful memories.

	
Memories, but now ...

	
" Mom," I blurted out, "why are you saying all this?"

	
She hesitated visibly for a moment.

	
"Nothing, it's just ... oh, right!" She seemed to realize something, "Winter break is coming soon."

	
So, can you continue living in the dormitory? It's good if you can be independent while you're away; but if you encounter difficulties, well, you have your own options.

	
House keys ...

	
I thought I might have misheard. Did Mom mean ... I could come home? This was the first time in months that she...

	
This is the first time I've said that. Even though it was just a vague statement, it was enough to make me happy. Yes, I should.

	
I should be jumping for joy. But, can I ever go back to that home?

	
I really wanted to ask her, "Will you break up with Ye Xiang?" or "Do you regret telling me now that it's too late?"

	
But in the end , I swallowed those words and simply said:

	
" Mom, if I come home, are you still going to move out?"

	
She didn't answer. A very long silence followed. I could hear her breathing, each breath distinct.

	
　　After what seemed like an eternity, just as I thought she might be about to hang up, a voice came through the receiver:

	
" Remember," she paused, "no matter what has happened, we are mother and son. That will never change."

	
I gripped my phone, my throat tightening.

	
" Hmm." I heard myself utter only this one word, because I already knew her answer.

	
"Then you go ahead with your work," she said, "take care of yourself."

	
" Mom, you too."

	
　　The call ended. I stood at the kitchen doorway, lost in thought. The call lasted a full ten minutes, longer than I had expected.

	
It will take even longer.

	
She missed me, so she wanted to chat? But at first, she talked about Ye Xiang — she went around in circles.

	
Such a sharp turn. Even hearing that name from her lips felt like a needle prick. I told myself not to...

	
The intention is there, but the hurdle in my heart cannot be filled simply by saying " we are mother and child".

	
I don't know my mother's true intentions. I've tried countless times to figure her out, but I've never been able to.

	
Before the phone screen went dark, I glanced at the call log one last time.

	
　　---

	
I left work , I walked home with Yu Meiqing as usual. Occasionally, the store manager and colleagues would tease us a little, but...

	
We don't really care anymore.

	
"Has Ye Xiang stopped bothering you ?" she asked.

	
"No, but he and my mom recently changed their profile pictures to matching couple photos."

	
" Pfft." She laughed. "That's a bit too much, isn't it?"

	
We chatted and laughed as we walked, and before we knew it, it was getting dark.

	
After walking for a while, some questions suddenly came to mind:

	
" Sometimes I find it quite incredible."

	
"What's wrong?"

	
"I've always thought my mom was pretty shrewd," I said, "but why would someone like Ye Xiang resort to such petty tricks?"

	
Just take her ...

	
"Can't figure it out ?" Yu Meiqing asked, looking down at her phone. "Maybe there's something on him that made Auntie..."

	
Do you think, "He's the one?"

	
　　Things? I fell into thought. To be honest, Ye Xiang has many good points: he's clean-cut and handsome, meticulous, and good at housework.

	
That 's how it seems , at least on the surface . But is that all there is to it to make Mom choose him?

	
"There's no such thing, how could there be ... " I answered vaguely. Actually, even if there were,

	
I don't want to admit it either .

	
"Then don't think about it," she interrupted me. "Isn't that how people are sometimes ? They always do things they like..."

	
Going to do things that are hard to understand. You probably don't even know why, but you just do them, especially when you're in a relationship.

	
by …… "

	
She hummed in agreement, as if she had thought of something.

	
"People in love are very silly."

	
I looked at her. People in love are foolish, meaning Mom really fell in love with Ye Xiang, and became blind to it.

	
Head?

	
"From what you're saying," I said, pretending to be very serious, "you seem to know a lot about these things?"

	
She rolled her eyes at me.

	
"That's right," she said, raising her chin. "I'm a dating expert."

	
" An expert?" I couldn't help but laugh. "Then last time I asked you how to coax your girlfriend, you said you didn't know anything about it."

	
some."

	
She paused for a moment, then shook her head.

	
"Sigh, I really have nothing to say to you, you northern kid."

	
I knew she was joking, so I didn't take it seriously and kept walking.

	
　　---

	
　　After entering the school gate, the streetlights dimmed a little. When we reached the dormitory area, she stopped in front of me.

	
" Oh, right," she turned to look at me, her expression casual, as if she were just saying the weather was nice, "I forgot to tell you..."

	
I'm telling you.

	
"What?"

	
"I ... I'm going back to my hometown for an internship," she said. "My flight is next week."

	
I stood there, stunned.

	
She looked at me and smiled faintly.

	
" What are you standing there for? It's not like you're not coming back."

	
I opened my mouth, wanting to say so much, to ask so many questions, but language seemed to have lost its meaning at that moment. Miharu

	
She had already turned and walked away. After a few steps, she turned back and waved at me. That gesture was very similar to before.

	
It happened repeatedly . Every time she walked away, it was like this, as if she knew I would definitely watch her go.

	
Her golden hair, with each step she took, moved further and further away, gradually disappearing into the shadows of the dormitory buildings.

	
In the shadows.

	
I stood there, looking in that direction, feeling lost and helpless.

	



Chapter Twenty-Nine

	
Since Yu Meiqing announced her intention to leave Ningbo, life has suddenly entered a peculiar period of calm.

	
We still work together, go to and from work together, and sit together on small stools in the kitchen during breaks.

	
Stunned. She still complains to me about how difficult the customers were today, and she still rolls her eyes at me when I make a mistake.

	
"How could you forget again?" she would still be waiting for me at the door when I got off work.

	
She never mentioned going back to her hometown again. I didn't ask either. It was as if it was just a casual joke, something that would be forgotten in a few days.

	
It will automatically become invalid.

	
But I know that wasn't a joke.

	
On Wednesday, the store held a farewell party for Miharu. The store manager bought a cake with a message that read, "Wishing Miharu..."

	
"May your future be bright ." A-Jie, unusually not playing games, stood to the side and offered a few words of blessing; the other shop assistants also...

	
Everyone came to greet her. I stood outside the crowd, while she was surrounded by people, smiling and responding to each one.

	
That smile was the same as always . But now, it felt a little unfamiliar to me.

	
　　This feeling is just like when my mother told me she was leaving me. I stood there in the living room, at a loss, listening...

	
she said, "I'm moving out," only one thought was in her mind—

	
Is it fake?

	
　　It's like this again. I looked at Miharu, at the cake, at the people laughing and talking, and my heart...

	
A voice whispered: "Is this real? Why would she leave?" But I knew that this time, it was real.

	
　　When the farewell party ended, she came over and nudged my arm with her elbow.

	
" Are you taking me tomorrow?"

	
I nodded , forcing out a "okay" from my throat. She didn't say anything more, turned around and went to the kitchen.

	
　　---

	
The next morning, I went to wait for Meiqing downstairs at the dormitory. When she came down, she was dragging a small suitcase.

	
She was wearing a black down jacket , her hair was tied up, and she wore a baseball cap. A few strands of her hair peeked out from under the cap.

	
Her blonde hair fell loose down her neck.

	
Standing at the school gate, I took out my phone to call a car, and she grabbed my sleeve.

	
"I want to take the subway ," she said.

	
The subway was crowded, and I finally managed to find a seat for her. She held onto her suitcase, and I stood beside her.

	
The people around me didn't say much. I stared blankly at the tunnel walls rushing past the window. She leaned back in her chair.

	
On his back, he occasionally closed his eyes, I don't know if he was resting or thinking about something.

	
Upon arriving at the airport , after checking in our luggage and going through security, we waited in the departure lounge, with one hour remaining before boarding.

	
.

	
　　Time ticked by, and my mood grew heavier and heavier. Finally, I couldn't help but speak:

	
" Why do we have to leave?"

	
She kept her head down , and in the waiting room lights, her eyes seemed somewhat evasive.

	
"It's nothing," she said, "I just should go back and see my mom."

	
A thought struck me . She had mentioned having a falling out with her mother before. Despite many questions, I knew...

	
Since this is her family matter, I shouldn't ask any further questions.

	
She looked up at me, her eyes narrowed, and the corners of her mouth curved upwards.

	
"Are you trying to persuade me to stay ?"

	
I hesitated for a moment. I had indeed considered this possibility. But in the end, I just shook my head helplessly.

	
She laughed even harder.

	
" That's just like you."

	
I didn't reply . She didn't say anything more either.

	
another silence, she suddenly spoke, as if talking to herself:

	
"If you hadn't been so forceful that night, I probably wouldn't have left."

	
My breathing suddenly became erratic. That night … yes , I must be talking about the night we booked a hotel room. She said, “Okay.”

	
"Treat me like your mother ... " The thought made my heart pound. Could it be that Mei-qing... it was because of this?

	
Is he about to leave?

	
" I'm sorry," I heard myself say, trembling. "I never expected it to turn out like this."

	
"No need to apologize," she said casually. "At least now we're not confused anymore."

	
Neither of us was confused. I looked at her. She looked at me too. In that moment, I understood what she meant.

	
"Attention passengers , boarding for the flight to Xiamen has now begun— " the announcement came over the loudspeaker.

	
She stood up and patted me on the shoulder twice.

	
Be braver.

	
　　This was the last thing she said to me before she left.

	
I stood up and stared at her retreating figure. Just like before, she took a few steps forward, then turned back and looked towards...

	
I waved goodbye. We smiled at each other. We didn't say goodbye. Her figure grew farther and farther away, finally disappearing into the boarding area.

	
Inside the passageway.

	
I stood there for a long time, not even sure what I was looking at. People were coming and going in the airport, and a man...

	
past me , cheerfully greeting the people who came to greet him. It was then that I realized it was time to leave.

	
　　---

	
I stepped out of the airport , the sky was a beautiful blue. The sunlight felt warm on my skin. For a moment, I didn't know where to go.

	
Go inside, and start observing the cars and people coming and going , Miharu's words echoing in my mind—

	
"At least now we're not confused anymore."

	
She 's right. Actually, how could I not know her feelings? From the very beginning, she took the initiative to approach me...

	
Helped me find a job, stood by me when I faced Ye Xiang, and stood by my side when I was at my lowest point ... How could I not know?

	
?

	
I just didn't dare respond to her. Because my heart had already been filled by someone else. Ever since my teenage years...

	
It began in the moonlit night, with my trembling hand reaching out to my mother, with her saying to me, "I am your woman."

	
It was filled up from the start , and there was no room for anyone else.

	
So I could only play dumb. I pretended not to understand her hints, especially when she said "treat me like a mother."

	
He pretended it was just a last-minute solution and said "I'm sorry" as she left.

	
Perhaps I've been lurking in the shadows for too long. I've long forgotten what normal emotions should look like.

	
Perhaps, Miharu is the same way.

	
But I'm lucky. I still know who I should love. That's enough.

	
　　---

	
The day after Miharu left, I went to work as usual . When I opened the shop door, A-Jie was wiping the table. He looked up...

	
He glanced at me and said, "Oh, you're here?"

	
I gave a casual greeting, changed into my work clothes, and went to the kitchen. Everything was the same as always. The oil was sizzling in the pan.

	
During peak hours, orders kept pouring out, and the calls of customers urging them on came from the front desk. It's just that one person was missing.

	
during my break was gone, along with the teasing remark, "What are you spacing out for again?"

	
my break , the store manager came over and sat down next to me.

	
"Your classmate left," she said. "You must be lonely too. Thinking back to when you used to go to and from work together, it's really..."

	
OK."

	
I paused for a moment, then forced a smile.

	
" Yes," I said, "but work can't be neglected."

	
The store manager looked at me and nodded.

	
" That's right."

	
She gave me some more work-related instructions and then left to attend to other things. I remained seated, reflecting on myself.

	
I just said.

	
If it had been a few months ago, when Miharu left, I probably would have collapsed . I might have hidden in my dorm room, not wanting to go out.

	
I might check my phone repeatedly, waiting for her message, thinking about all the encouragement she'd given me. Without realizing it, I...

	
I relied on her in my life. But now that reliance is gone, I can still come to work as usual.

	
It's not that I'm not sad. It's just that as sad as I am, life goes on. I still have to work, and I still have to take on orders.

	
the guests . That's what I've learned during this time — no matter how tough things get, you have to find a way out.

	
I stood up, went into the kitchen, and continued working.

	
　　---

	
After work, I walked home alone. The road was still the same, the street scene unchanged. Only, that person was missing.

	
Alone. No one jokes with you anymore, no one chats with you anymore, and everything around you seems cold and lifeless.

	
When the north wind blows, she always tucks her hands into her sleeves, and occasionally nudges me with her elbow. Now

	
The wind blew again, and I subconsciously turned my body to the side, only to bump into a blast of cold air.

	
I truly realized that I had long been used to having her by my side on this road.

	
　　Continuing on, we passed a convenience store — the one where Miharu and I had bought late-night snacks together. That night...

	
After work, she insisted on dragging me to buy oden, saying she was starving. But after we bought it, she ate a few bites and said she was full.

	
They stuffed the rest of it into my hands.

	
　　And that bus stop. Many times after get off work, we stood there waiting for the bus; she leaned against the billboard, and I…

	
Standing to the side , we chatted idly. She said she liked the city's night view, and said she'd wait until she had more money in the future.

	
We were going to many places. At the time , I thought that was great.

	
　　Now she's really gone. To Xiamen, to visit her mother. I never expected her to be the first stop on "so many places."

	
It's her hometown.

	
　　These ordinary, everyday events, when recalled now, seem to carry a special commemorative significance, simply because...

	
The person who once walked alongside me is now gone. Thinking of this, two lines of tears involuntarily streamed down my face. I hurried...

	
He quickly wiped it with his hand and let it dry in the cold wind.

	
Back in my dorm, I sat on the edge of my bed , staring at the window.

	
Miharu is indeed gone. I'm back to being all alone. But I know very well that something is different.

	
Yes. When I first left home, I was like a headless fly, not knowing where to fly. Now I know.

	
Miharu said, "Be braver." But am I brave enough?

	
After thinking about it, I realized that I might have some cowardice that I haven't even realized I have.

	
If I had simply told my mother about the disgraceful things Ye Xiang had done , she would have seen his true colors. But I always...

	
I hesitated , worried that she would be sad, that she would misunderstand, and that even if she saw through Ye Xiang, she wouldn't come back to me.

	
All this fear, in the end, boils down to the fear of losing. The fear that even if he does all this, he still won't win back her heart.

	
That's cowardice. Meiqing is right, I should become braver, otherwise I'll always just be "Mommy's little treasure."

	
"Bei," watching her walk further and further away.

	
It was already dark outside. The streetlights were on, casting a few slivers of light on the windowsill. I stood up and walked to the window.

	
Looking at the night outside.

	
　　It's time to take action.

	



Chapter Thirty

	
that followed , I never let go of this thought. I thought about it in my dorm room, and I thought about it during work breaks.

	
is finally taking shape.

	
First, I can't tell my mother this on the phone; I have to say it in front of her. Second, Ye Xiang must...

	
He was there . If he wasn't there, I would tell my mother that I was worried that when she confronted Ye Xiang, that middleman would definitely...

	
They would vehemently deny it , then use sweet talk and feigned innocence to coax her back, or take the opportunity to turn the tables on her.

	
One wrong move — and then I might be left speechless.

	
　　After all, as Miharu said, "People in love can be silly sometimes" ... to let her mother see the truth.

	
I must confront Ye Xiang directly, leaving him no way to deny it and giving him no way out.

	
But how can I get both of them to be there at the same time, and give me a chance to speak?

	
I thought about it and came up with an idea.

	
Using the excuse that "I just got my salary," he called his mother and said he wanted to invite her and Ye Xiang to have a meal together.

	
It was both a celebration for me and a chance to ease tensions. My mother always said that no matter what happened in the past, we will always...

	
They are mother and son. Now that I'm taking the initiative to befriend her, I hope she won't refuse.

	
At the dinner table, I'll use the private photos to "teach" Ye Xiang a lesson, and in front of my mother, I'll let him...

	
He explained it himself .

	
　　Once this plan was out there, I felt there was no need to hesitate any longer. Without further ado, let's start preparing tomorrow.

	
.

	
　　---

	
The next evening, I figured my mom should be home from work by then, so I took out my phone and opened that...

	
The number sounded familiar , and my heart started racing. I swallowed hard and finally dialed.

	
　　Beep — beep — beep—

	
Every sound felt like a tap on my heart.

	
The call was connected very quickly.

	
"Hello?" Mom's voice came from the other end. The environment was a bit noisy, like in a shopping mall or something.

	
" Mom," I raised my voice a little, trying to sound natural, "Are you off work?"

	
" Hmm, why are you calling at this hour?"

	
" Just finished work," I said, "I wanted to talk to you about something."

	
There was a moment of silence. I heard the "tap, tap" of high heels on the ground; it sounded like my mother was walking.

	
" Okay, go ahead."

	
in the receiver lessened. I gripped the phone steady and mentally reviewed the prepared words.

	
"Work has been going well lately ," I said. "I just got my paycheck. It's not much, but I'm happy."

	
" That's already very good." Her voice softened considerably. "Now that you can support yourself, Mom feels much more at ease."

	
I'm relieved.

	
She paused, then asked, "Is there anything you want to buy? Also, about what I mentioned to you last time..."

	
Have you considered it recently ?

	
I understand what she meant; it was that implication of "going home." Frankly, how could I not?

	
Want to go home? But if you go back now, Mom will still move out, and might even push her closer to Ye Xiang. I...

	
However, I do not wish for it to be like this.

	
" Not yet ... Mom, actually I'm doing quite well living outside, there's no rush."

	
After hearing my answer, she sighed softly.

	
"Okay, let's not talk about it now. We 'll get back to you when you've thought it through ."

	
I responded, and my mother didn't say anything more.

	
I took a deep breath; it was time to bring up that topic.

	
" Mom, I was thinking, this weekend we— "

	
　　Before he could finish speaking, another person's laughter suddenly came through the receiver.

	
"Xiao Wan, why are you taking so long? What are you talking about?"

	
Ye Xiang! My heart jumped into my throat.

	
Then I heard my mother's voice, very softly, her tone harsher than before: "Xiao Xiang, don't ... "

	
after that . I only heard rustling sounds, like something being picked up and put down.

	
Then came the faint, intermittent conversation of two people—

	
"I'm on the phone ... " "Don't do that again ... "

	
I couldn't hear the specifics, but my mother seemed impatient and kept talking. After a while, [the sound faded].

	
I heard Ye Xiang say, "I'm sorry, I just ... " accompanied by the soft rustling sound of footsteps moving backward .

	
I could figure out what was going on, my mother's voice became clear again, tinged with anxiety:

	
"It's nothing. What did you just say?"

	
I quickly composed myself and said, "It's like this, I was thinking of having dinner together this weekend. I wanted to..."

	
Let's celebrate! I've never treated you to anything with my own money before. And let's invite Ye Xiang along too.

	
"Call him?"

	
She was clearly surprised and immediately lowered her voice: "Why all of a sudden ... Is this appropriate? Tell Mom..."

	
"What do you want to do?"

	
" Mom, don't worry." I started saying the lines I'd rehearsed for so long, "You're right, no matter what happens..."

	
No matter what, we are both mother and child. I've thought it through these past few days, and I will face him calmly and take this opportunity to...

	
Let's talk things out openly; after all, we can't continue to get along like this, so awkwardly. From now on, I won't act like...

	
just like a child ."

	
"You...you ... you really think that?" Her voice seemed to be trembling.

	
I'm not sure if it was because my "mature" remarks touched her that she became a little emotional.

	
But before I could answer, my mother spoke first, her words carrying an awkwardness that was hard to describe:

	
" This weekend, right? Okay, I'll think about it. I have something to do here, let's talk about it another time, okay?"

	
After we said goodbye, the call ended. I held my phone, my emotions still unsettled for a long time.

	
　　---

	
On my way back to school, that phone call kept replaying in my mind. I understand that Mom can't make a decision right away.

	
I even considered the possibility that she might refuse. At least, she remembered the weekend and promised to consider it, which is good for me.

	
This is already a pretty good result; now all we have to do is wait.

	
Another thing that bothered me was that Ye Xiang's voice actually came through the phone. That guy was clearly up to something.

	
This involves my mother's phone call. What the hell? He wants to control even when my mother talks to her own son? Who does he think he is? Seriously?

	
She's treating me like her boyfriend, but I refuse to believe it.

	
That night, I barely slept. Lying in bed staring at the mattress, my mind raced like a movie. One moment it was…

	
My mother's voice, then Ye Xiang's voice. I imagined the scene, imagining my mother scolding me.

	
"Don't do that again," Ye Xiang immediately put on his harmless, obedient mask again. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.

	
dawn approached , I came to a conclusion: I had to get revenge.

	
Early in the morning, I got up, and the first thing I did was open Ye Xiang's WeChat, intending to hurl a few insults at him. But a pop-up appeared on the screen...

	
A line of text appears: The message has been sent, but was rejected by the recipient.

	
I've been blocked.

	
I frowned and tried dialing his number again. "The number you dialed is busy." I dialed again, and got the same result.

	
notification indicated that my phone number had also been blocked by him.

	
I couldn't help but sneer: This guy's only got so much potential. Fine, you think you can hide from me just because you've blacklisted me?

	
You? I put down my phone, washed up, and went to work.

	
In the morning, the shop was nearly empty. Ah Jie was wiping tables by himself, while a few employees chatted idly in the kitchen. I and...

	
The store manager greeted me and asked if I could borrow the store's landline to make a local call. She agreed without asking any further questions.

	
I picked up the receiver on the bar and dialed Ye Xiang's number .

	
　　The call connected after a few rings.

	
"Hello, who is this?" Ye Xiang's slightly wary voice came through the receiver.

	
" Dude ," I said, adopting an extremely relaxed tone, "that's not very fair of you. Secretly..."

	
I've blocked you. How are we supposed to stay in touch now ?

	
　　There was a sudden, second-long silence on the other end of the phone. I could almost picture him with his brow furrowed and face pale.

	
son.

	
Then I heard him sniffle coldly, his voice filled with undisguised disgust: "How could you..."

	
"How shameless ! Do you really enjoy disgusting others?"

	
within me . Who's the shameless one here? How dare you call me disgusting?

	
But I gripped the phone cord tightly, suppressing my anger. My past conflicts with Ye Xiang had taught me...

	
Whoever loses control first loses. Now, I'm a "decent person" who follows the rules.

	
"You're overthinking it. I'm here to talk to you because I have good news," I said slowly. "I just treated my mom to a meal this weekend..."

	
Let's have dinner together . She agreed and even said she'd consider bringing you along. Don't you dare refuse then!

	
ah."

	
" Take me with you?" He hesitated for a moment, then blurted out, "Why should I go?"

	
A thought flashed through my mind . It seemed Mom hadn't mentioned it to him yet; they probably argued on the phone yesterday.

	
So his mother ignored him? This was the perfect opportunity to confront him.

	
"Of course you don't have to come," I drawled , my tone dripping with schadenfreude, "but I..."

	
I've already asked you out. If you act all high and mighty, guess what my mom will think of you?

	
What image?

	
"You think I'd fall for that again?" His voice tightened, tinged with gritted teeth. "I know..."

	
"You're definitely up to no good!"

	
I chuckled softly: "Heh, whether I have good intentions or not depends on your performance. I was just thinking, maybe..."

	
Should I tell my mom about how you cried in the coffee shop the other day at the weekend dinner table?

	
"

	
　　A deathly silence fell on the other end of the phone. Only his slightly heavy breathing could be heard through the airwaves.

	
I could almost feel him staring intently at a certain spot, as if he wanted to crawl over and strangle me through the phone.

	
　　After a long pause, he finally managed to stammer out, "You don't need to use Xiao Wan to scare me. As long as..."

	
I say I don't want to go, Xiao Wan will definitely not force me."

	
"Okay," I immediately seized the opportunity, my tone as sincere as could be, "Then you absolutely mustn't come."

	
That way I can talk to my mom alone, without anyone else around. I couldn't be happier.

	
"Xiao Wan won't go either. That's it!"

	
As if afraid I would say another word, he hastily uttered this harsh remark and hung up the phone.

	
Hearing the busy tone in the receiver, I gave a cold laugh and put the phone back on the landline.

	
"Xiao Wan won't go either"?

	
I squinted, carefully considering Ye Xiang's last words. He was so confident he could control his mother...

	
me ? I treated my mother to a meal with the money I earned from my part-time job; this was the first time we'd ever met. Mom

	
There might be hesitation, but not to the point of ignoring me just to appease Ye Xiang's feelings. I should have that confidence.

	
That harsh remark, like his hasty change of profile picture to a matching couple image, was probably just a bluff.

	
.

	
Actually , at this point in the game, it doesn't matter whether he comes or not.

	
If he comes, I'll stick to my original plan and expose his past in front of my mother at the dinner table; if he really doesn't...

	
If you dare to come, then I'll act it out in front of my mom: "Mom, I've tried my best to improve my relationship with your boyfriend, and I..."

	
I specifically called him to ask him to come back, but he not only blocked me but also insulted me. I'm so useless; I just can't make people like me.

	
I …… "

	
　　Yes, just like he used to play the innocent victim in front of my mom, I can do it too. And I'll be even better at it than him.

	
It looks more natural.

	
　　The advantage is in my hands. I took a deep breath of the cool air and felt quite comfortable.

	
　　---

	
　　That's what I said, but as time went on, I inevitably became uneasy.

	
my call with Ye Xiang , and there's still no word from my mother. The weekend is fast approaching.

	
Lately, I've been getting more and more nervous. Could it be that she's really going to reject me?

	
I told myself that this was worrying unnecessarily. There was still time. Good things come to those who wait. I shouldn't scare myself unnecessarily.

	
But once that feeling of anxiety arises, it's very difficult to suppress it.

	
I was on the night shift on Friday, and there wasn't much to do in the morning, so I stayed in my dorm looking at job postings online, and by the way...

	
I've sent out a few resumes. But I'm still worried about my mom's situation. Sunday is the day after tomorrow, so maybe...

	
'll call my mom today and ask what she thinks. Maybe she's waiting for me to call her first.

	
With that in mind, I picked up my phone, thought for a moment, and then dialed the number.

	
The waiting tone sang for a long time, over and over again, until a mechanical female voice indicated that no one was answering.

	
I frowned. It's not even ten o'clock yet; Mom should be at work. Maybe she forgot her phone?

	
I waited for about five minutes and then pressed the dial button again.

	
However, this time, the situation has changed.

	
　　Beep— " Hello, the number you dialed is currently busy. Please try again later."

	
I froze, moved the phone away from my ear, and stared intently at the screen.

	
Was the call disconnected?

	
A chill ran down my spine. My heart sank. What was happening? Mom wasn't answering.

	
Did she even hang up on me? Is she trying to turn on me again, using the silent treatment to force me to back down like she did that night?

	
Shrink?

	
But that doesn't make sense. We've been having great conversations lately; I haven't upset her, and she's even called me first.

	
She asked me if I was going home. Even if, hypothetically, she really didn't want to eat with me, given her personality, she absolutely wouldn't.

	
rejecting me in such a blunt way as "hanging up the phone," that's not her style.

	
I paced anxiously back and forth in my dorm room, glancing at my watch. Was she in a meeting at this hour?

	
An idea popped into my head. I opened my contacts and found the office number of my mother's workplace that I had saved before.

	
I dialed the number.

	
　　The call was answered quickly.

	
"Hello, this is the finance department," a young man's voice came through.

	
A picture flashed through my mind — I'd seen her at the amusement park before , a colleague of my mom's from the finance department, her name was...

	
He's " Little Sun. " The voice matches perfectly; it must be him.

	
I cleared my throat, deliberately lowered my voice, and imitated a deep, steady adult's voice: "Hey,"

	
Hello. I'd like to speak with Accountant Lin .

	
"Are you looking for Sister Lin ?" Xiao Sun's tone was somewhat casual. "Oh dear, unfortunately, she took the day off today."

	
My grip on my phone tightened suddenly: "Taking leave? When can she come back to work?"

	
" I don't know," Xiao Sun muttered. "It seems like he took annual leave? It might take several days."

	
"Okay. Why don't you call her cell phone and ask?"

	
" …… OK, thanks."

	
I hung up the phone. The dormitory was quiet, but my mind was buzzing like it had exploded.

	
　　Mom took her annual leave; is she planning to travel to avoid me? I immediately remembered what Ye Xiang said on the phone that day.

	
his teeth— "Xiao Wan won't go either," could that be what he meant?

	
No. I immediately rejected that idea as soon as it popped into my head. Even if Mom really decided to go on the trip with Ye Xiang...

	
She should have called me before leaving to explain the situation; she would never have disappeared without a word, much less...

	
They might just hang up on me .

	
My breathing became rapid. Fragments of memories began to piece together frantically in my mind:

	
I called my mother, Ye Xiang tried to intervene, and my mother impatiently said, "Don't do that again."

	
;

	
the coffee shop, when Ye Xiang's facade was torn off, his eyes were filled with humiliation and almost twisted.

	
And those chilling words he uttered with tears in his eyes— " I will use my own methods to make Xiao Wanxing..."

	
blessing".

	
An utterly absurd guess gripped me: Could it be that Ye Xiang ...

	
"Impossible, this is too ridiculous," I muttered to myself, trying to shake the crazy thought out of my mind.

	
That guy couldn't possibly do anything outrageous. He's just an intern, a little guy who lives off my mom's money for clothes.

	
A pale-faced "good boy" who can't even straighten his back in front of his mother. This isn't a movie.

	
But the more absurd it seemed, the more the fear spread through my heart. After all, my mother wasn't answering my calls, and...

	
I just happened to take the day off, something must have happened.

	
Perhaps , at this point, I should at least go home and visit my family.

	
For a fleeting moment , a thought of hesitation crossed my mind: Was it really a good idea to just rush home like this?

	
If it's just a misunderstanding, will it make the situation worse?

	
But that concern didn't even last half a second before I extinguished it: Screw that concern! That's my home.

	
The woman I care about most lives inside!

	
I grabbed the key; the metal piece digs painfully into my palm, yet it gave me a real sense of weight.

	
I rushed out of the dormitory and ran down the stairs in a few strides. When I reached the school gate , a ride-hailing car was already there.

	
I'm waiting.

	
" Driver, please go to XX residential area, please drive quickly!"

	
I slumped into the back seat, staring intently at the street scenes rushing past the window. My chest remained tight for a moment.

	
.

	
　　---

	
When I arrived at the entrance of the residential area, I got out of the car and ran straight inside. Once I reached the building, I looked up and found it.

	
The window of my own apartment on the seventh floor .

	
The curtains in the master bedroom were drawn tightly. They were thick, and you couldn't see anything. But the curtains on the balcony were open, letting in some light.

	
The light inside. I looked to the side again ; my own bedroom curtains weren't drawn either, and I could see the one by the window.

	
bookshelf.

	
In other words , only the curtains in one room were drawn. The curtains in the master bedroom.

	
If you're going on vacation, draw all the curtains in your house before you leave to prevent the sun from damaging the furniture and floors. This is acceptable.

	
I understand. But why only pull that one door?

	
I moved to another angle, squinted, and looked up again, trying to see more clearly. It was still the same — the master bedroom.

	
It was completely sealed off; the other rooms were normal.

	
My heart pounded even harder. A jumble of possibilities overwhelmed me; I couldn't make sense of anything. But one thought remained...

	
Chang Qingxi — I have to go up and take a look.

	
Waiting for the elevator was too slow, so I took the stairs. I ran up each step. My footsteps echoed in the empty stairwell.

	
Next time.

	
Soon, we arrived at the seventh floor.

	
I took out my key and inserted it into the lock, turning it once. The lock only turned one full turn, and my anxiety intensified.

	
　　The door opened.

	



Chapter Thirty-One

	
　　When the door opened, I was completely stunned.

	
The house still smells familiar. My mother's usual perfume, a light aquatic scent, mixed with a hint of shower gel.

	
The atmosphere was tense. The living room lights were on, the TV was on, and the volume was blasting — some variety show was playing , and the host...

	
The laughter of people mixed with the rhythm of the music , making it so loud it hurt people's ears.

	
　　In the bathroom, the exhaust fan hummed, its continuous low rumble louder than the television, yet it mingled with the television sound.

	
This made the whole room feel noisy and chaotic.

	
I stood there, scanning the room. The kitchen door was open, but no one was inside. The sheer curtains on the balcony swayed gently from time to time.

	
The light filtering through the window cast dappled shadows on the floor. Two half-empty glasses of water sat on the coffee table.

	
My eyes immediately focused when my gaze swept across the sofa — my mother's phone was on it, one corner almost completely obscuring it.

	
the cushion .

	
Only two doors were closed. My bedroom door and the master bedroom door, both ajar, not fully closed, revealing a...

	
A narrow crack in the door.

	
　　The sound of the television, the exhaust fan, and ... other noises.

	
My heart suddenly clenched .

	
The sound was very faint, intermittent, and indistinct. But I knew what it was.

	
Low, labored breathing. Occasionally , suppressed moans would escape. Soft, delicate moans, squeezed from deep within the throat.

	
The kind that comes out.

	
Her voice.

	
I stood in the middle of the living room , my mind blank, as if something was slowly cracking open.

	
Yes, Mom and Ye Xiang didn't go on vacation.

	
She took leave because of this? She just wanted to spend some time alone at home with her boyfriend. She just wanted to see me, whom she'd grown up with.

	
This place became their secret dating base.

	
Before, I was worried that she might be being controlled, wondering why she wasn't answering the phone, and I was still making plans.

	
She wanted to expose Ye Xiang and make her see the truth. How ridiculous.

	
I took off my shoes and quietly moved forward. I moved step by step , very lightly, afraid of making a sound. The closer I got to that door...

	
The closer to the door, the clearer the sounds became: panting, moaning, the soft rustling of skin against skin, and the creaking of the mattress.

	
A creaking sound.

	
I pressed myself against the crack in the door and peered inside.

	
On the bed, the two were entangled together, their clothes piled up on the floor. The mother lay flat on her back, her bathrobe already...

	
was completely open, wet and disheveled , spread out on the pillow, her face turned towards me. The room was dimly lit.

	
A sliver of light, filtering through the curtains, fell upon her, upon the face I so desperately longed for. Ye Xiang lay prone...

	
He was greedily kissing her snow-white skin.

	
Her eyes were closed, her eyelashes trembling slightly. A flush rose on her cheeks, spreading from her cheekbones to her ears. Her mouth...

	
His lips were slightly parted, he was panting, and occasionally a soft, short moan escaped his lips. I had seen that expression countless times. In just...

	
it was just the two of us .

	
Something inside me exploded.

	
It wasn't anger or sadness, but despair. It felt like something inside me had shattered, and the fragments were raging through my chest.

	
It slammed in, piercingly painful, as if it were about to burst from my heart, yet no blood would flow; it could only remain there, stifled.

	
.

	
I stared at that face, at that expression, at the way she was enjoying herself beneath another man. What?

	
Vacation. What's being controlled? What needs my protection ? She's here, in our home, in what once was.

	
On her and her father's big bed, she was having sex with a young man she had only known for a few months, and she was enjoying it so much.

	
What am I? I'm just a joke . I wanted to laugh, but found my facial muscles stiffened, unable to even bend.

	
Even the corners of my mouth can't be made.

	
　　At this moment, Ye Xiang leaned in and his face was clearly meant to kiss.

	
　　Mom raised her hand to stop her, and said softly, "Why are you in such a hurry today?"

	
Ye Xiang's voice rang out, filled with an overwhelming depth of emotion:

	
" Because I love you so much, I want to be with you every single minute of every day."

	
　　Mom hummed in response and didn't say anything more. Then came the sounds of "mmm, mmm" coming from a mouth that was being gagged.

	
The tone was completely intoxicating.

	
the kiss ended, their lips parted, and Ye Xiang, panting heavily, said:

	
"Come on, Xiao Wan, tell me you're my woman. Then ... I 'll make you even happier."

	
I shuddered uncontrollably .

	
"You are my woman" —I was so familiar with that phrase.

	
Those nights, beneath me, I made the same request of my mother. Then she tilted her head back, her neck taut.

	
A curved line , mouth open, and in a dazed, dreamy tone, she said, "I am your woman."

	
Every time I asked her to say that, she never refused. Back in that Jinjiang Inn room, she said...

	
Her body belonged only to me, and the words "Lin Wan is your woman" were my happiest memories. But the happier the memory...

	
How ironic it is to witness this scene before one's eyes .

	
　　Now, Ye Xiang is saying the same thing, and he wants her to say it too. I looked away, unable to bear watching.

	
　　Say it, Mom. Say it. Let me give up. Let me fully understand that you are no longer mine. Let me...

	
I heard you tell another man that you are his woman.

	
Then I stormed in. Let me tell you, your man was showing off your most private photos as trophies.

	
Show this to your son. I've reached my limit. Even if the ending is destruction, I'll accept it.

	
I waited. One second, two seconds, three seconds ... I don't know how much time passed.

	
　　Mom didn't speak. Only slight noises could be heard in the room. Finally, it gradually quieted down.

	
I paused for a moment, then moved closer to the crack in the door.

	
　　Mom wasn't in the same spot anymore. She had sat up in bed sometime during the night, her face turned to the other side.

	
He was tying the belt of his bathrobe . Ye Xiang sat at the foot of the bed, scratching his head from time to time, looking somewhat lost.

	
Measures.

	
The air in the room seemed to suddenly turn cold, and the sticky, intoxicating atmosphere from before vanished.

	
"Xiao Wan," Ye Xiang tentatively began, his voice tinged with caution, "Why ... can't you still say?"

	
"Huh?"

	
　　Mom didn't turn around, nor did she stop what she was doing. Her tone became somewhat stiff: "I told you, I..."

	
I don't like that.

	
In the dim light , I noticed that Ye Xiang's expression seemed to have changed. His previously docile face cracked.

	
A sense of suppressed unease seeped out from the crack. That unease, like an undercurrent, began as a shallow ...

	
It rose slightly, then became more and more noticeable in the twitching corners of his eyes and along his taut jawline.

	
"I don't understand!" His voice was a little louder than before. "It's just one sentence, why are you so..."

	
"It's because they refuse ... "

	
"Xiao Xiang!"

	
　　His mother turned her head abruptly, interrupting him. Her brows were furrowed, clearly suppressing her displeasure.

	
"You said you weren't feeling well and were in a bad mood, so you asked me to take the day off to be with you, and I agreed! Then you said you wanted to come over, and I..."

	
"So be it! What exactly do you mean? You've caused all this trouble just to force me to say that?!"

	
Ye Xiang, lying at the foot of the bed, was brought back to his senses by this barrage of scolding. His annoyance vanished instantly.

	
San, almost reflexively, put on that harmless mask.

	
"No, no, Xiaowan, don't misunderstand." He hurriedly leaned over and put his arm around his mother's shoulder.

	
while obediently resting his head in the crook of her shoulder, becoming soft and aggrieved again.

	
"I didn't mean anything by it, please don't be angry ... "

	
　　His mother didn't push him away, but her body remained stiff. She lowered her head and remained silent for a long time, as if trying to calm herself.

	
He inhaled deeply, as if he had given in to exhaustion .

	
Then, she reached for the underwear that had been tossed aside, her tone seemingly regaining its composure:

	
"That's all for today. Go get my phone."

	
　　Standing outside the door, all the blood rushed to my head. Her phone! It was on the sofa!

	
Ye Xiang was about to get his phone; he was about to get out of bed and open the half-closed door!

	
My hair stood on end. Oh no. If he comes out, he'll run right into the guy sticking his butt out and stealing...

	
They were spying on me. How am I supposed to face this? How can I explain that I stood here watching them for ages, like a voyeur?

	
Not only am I unable to hold my head up in front of Ye Xiang, but my mother will also break down because of this extreme embarrassment.

	
My mind raced, a flurry of ideas popping into my head. I had to make a decision immediately. Hide? In the kitchen...

	
The bathroom, or my own bedroom? Maybe … I should retreat to the front door, make a little noise, and pretend I'm coming from the outside.

	
As soon as he walked in, he said he came home to get something. Yes, that's what we'll do.

	
However, to my surprise, Ye Xiang didn't obediently get up to get his phone. Instead, his mother's voice...

	
As soon as he landed, he pounced on his mother as if suddenly triggered, and pushed her back down onto the bed.

	
"Ah!" Mom was clearly not expected him to do this, and let out a short exclamation.

	
" Forget about the phone ... " Ye Xiang almost pleaded. "I know I was wrong. I finally had a whole day..."

	
Let's stay together and not let all that messy stuff bother us ... Let's continue, okay?

	
He pleaded, yet his actions carried an urgent urgency that left no room for refusal. He lowered his head, his lips searching eagerly.

	
He found his mother's earlobe, then kissed her down her fair neck with a mixture of eagerness and ingratiation, his hands...

	
He also roughly rubbed her freshly tied bathrobe, trying to rekindle the passion that had just been interrupted.

	
　　At first, his mother's body was a little stiff, and she tried to push his shoulder. But Ye Xiang's almost humble...

	
With a tearful, pleading tone and practiced kisses, her resistance gradually weakened. I watched her...

	
Her tense back gradually relaxed, and her body melted into a puddle under his teasing.

	
She didn't push him away again. After a while, she slowly raised her hand, ran it through Ye Xiang's hair, and gently touched the back of his head.

	
Back of the head.

	
"well …… "

	
A very soft sigh escaped from her lips.

	
" This child ... I just can't do anything with you ... "

	
I saw my mother looking up. Ye Xiang was passionately kissing her chest, but she wasn't looking.

	
He. Her gaze passed over Ye Xiang's shrugging shoulders, staring blankly at a point on the ceiling.

	
In that instant , I seemed to feel a glimmer of tears in her eyes. Not like the intoxication brought on by lust.

	
Li, it's an indescribable, extremely complex look in my eyes. I can't understand what it is.

	
　　---

	
　　My mother and Ye Xiang started making out again, or more accurately, engaging in foreplay. My rational mind told me I should hurry up and make the most of it.

	
I need to leave. There 's no need for me to stay here. If I'm discovered, the consequences will be unbearable.

	
But his feet seemed rooted to the spot, unable to move an inch; his eyes were also fixed intently on the narrow crack in the door.

	
Every move they made . Because the state of Mom and Ye Xiang was a little too ... special .

	
It 's less about making love and more about engaging in another kind of "activity" that is completely out of step with the status quo.

	
Ye Xiang's lips were sliding down his mother's breast. Her bathrobe was already open, and her body was bathed in dim light.

	
It glistened with a moist sheen. He kissed her passionately, with an almost reverent air.

	
　　His mother placed her hand on his shoulder, her fingers relaxed, as if tacitly agreeing, or perhaps just too lazy to push him away.

	
"Xiao Xiang".

	
Her voice suddenly rang out, clear as a drop of cold water in the room filled only with panting and skin touching.

	
Ye Xiang stopped moving, his lips still pressed against her navel. "Hmm?" he responded with a muffled sound.

	
He didn't look up .

	
"You seem a little different lately," Mom said casually. "You seem a bit restless."

	
"

	
Ye Xiang's face was hidden in the shadows, and he stammered incoherently:

	
"Uh ... it 's because of work. I took leave before, and the supervisor said ... my promotion might be delayed."

	
……

	
Upon hearing this, Mother immediately snapped out of her languid state. She frowned, and said...

	
The tone was clearly reproachful, even carrying a hint of scolding:

	
"I warned you a long time ago that this is a crucial period and you need to pay attention to your performance. But you just let it go in one ear and out the other."

	
.

	
Ye Xiang didn't say a word. His face was lowered, making his expression unreadable. But the back of his neck was very tense, and his cervical vertebrae were taut.

	
It bulges out segment by segment, as if it's being held up from the inside by something.

	
　　The mother seemed to be quickly calculating something, then gave the instructions in an unquestionable tone:

	
" Okay, go to work after lunch. First, go find Sister Zhang and cancel the fake document; be sincere. The rest..."

	
way to deal with that later ... "

	
She lay there completely naked, continuing to ramble on about the power dynamics in the workplace. Ye

	
Xiang would occasionally nod or respond with a very faint "hmm." But gradually, he stopped making any noise.

	
He just kept his head down , his hand movements becoming increasingly exaggerated, and his lips moving more forcefully, as if he believed that as long as he tried hard enough...

	
That way, you can bring your mother back to that initial state of blissful infatuation.

	
The atmosphere was somewhat strange. I could sense a certain emotion gathering frantically in this small space.

	
Wait for a critical point until the final explosion is complete.

	
　　Finally, Mom probably felt she had given enough instructions about work, so she breathed a sigh of relief and very naturally...

	
The topic was changed:

	
" Also, the day after tomorrow, Sunday, you're coming out to eat with me. This time it's for ... "

	
　　Before he could finish speaking, Ye Xiang, who was lying on top of her, stopped abruptly. The view through the crack in the door was very limited.

	
But he happened to turn his face to the side, and I could see it clearly — the muscles at the corners of his eyes were visibly twitching and clenching.

	
Half of his face appeared somewhat distorted.

	
The next second, he looked up , staring intently into his mother's eyes, and suddenly blurted out a sentence:

	
"Will it go in without any problems?"

	
　　The words exploded in the room like a pebble thrown into a glass.

	
　　The mother's body stiffened instinctively, clearly startled, and she looked at Ye Xiang in astonishment: "What did you say?"

	
?"

	
Ye Xiang propped himself up , looking down at her with a calm yet slightly provocative gaze.

	
The taste. His words were like a final plea, yet also like an unquestionable command:

	
"I said, is it okay to ejaculate inside today?"

	
he said that, his mother immediately squeezed her legs together and sat up, as if she had been burned by something.

	
"No, no." Her voice was a little weak. "Today isn't a safe period ... "

	
In that instant, with just one glance, I saw a look I had never seen before — Ye Xiang's eyes, a mixture of...

	
Discontent , madness, and desire, like a dam that had been suppressed for a long time and reached its breaking point, finally began to collapse.

	
"Safe period?" he said softly, almost eerily so. "That's all you ever say. When have you ever actually had a safe period?"

	
Full term? "

	
　　The mother's expression changed instantly; all lust vanished, leaving only a cold and oppressive look.

	
" Stop talking. I've already told you it won't work." She lowered her voice and spoke quickly, "Now,"

	
Get dressed. We're all going to work soon .

	
She sat up straight, supporting herself on the mattress . Just as her feet touched the floor, Ye Xiang grabbed her from behind, pulling her close around the waist.

	
She was dragged back onto the bed. Her back bumped against Ye Xiang's chest with a dull thud.

	
"Xiao Wan." Ye Xiang's lips brushed against her earlobe, as if coaxing, yet also coercing, "What exactly are you going to do?"

	
What are you worried about? You've already had children ... what's wrong with that?

	
　　The mother struggled. First, she twisted her wrists, trying to break free from his grasp, but couldn't. Then she tried to straighten up.

	
Ye Xiang pressed her back onto the mattress with his chest . She tried to turn to her side, attempting to slip out through the gap in Ye Xiang's arms, but a leg blocked her way.

	
He pressed down on her, pinning her legs. Her hands were controlled by Ye Xiang, and her entire body was held firmly in his grasp, unable to move.

	
No.

	
"Ye Xiang!" Mom suddenly raised her voice, clearly angry, "Are you crazy! How could you say such a thing?"

	
"... Let go! You're hurting me!"

	
Ye Xiang seemed completely deaf to her struggles . Her struggles didn't make him loosen his grip; instead, they fueled his frantic movements.

	
It was chaotic. His lips brushed haphazardly against her ears and cheeks, like a crow that had been provoked but was now desperately trying to please its master.

	
A trapped beast .

	
"Am I crazy?" Ye Xiang's voice was hoarse and distorted, the last syllable rising in pitch. "I love you so much, I..."

	
I've given you everything ! I don't care how they bully me! But why ... why can't you give me the truth?

	
"Give me your heart ?"

	
His eyes began to redden , filled with a pain bordering on collapse:

	
"I begged you so much, but you still wouldn't agree. What did I do wrong ?!"

	
His hand suddenly reached between his mother's legs and roughly ripped off the already disheveled bathrobe.

	
I stood outside the door, completely dumbfounded. I never imagined things would develop this way. I wanted to rush out immediately.

	
I went in, my hand already on the doorknob, and the door was unconsciously pushed forward a little. But...

	
I knew that once I pushed open that door, not only would Ye Xiang be shattered, but the woman inside would also be destroyed.

	
A shred of dignity. My mother is now almost naked, pinned down by another man. If I were to act as an interrogator at this moment…

	
Like a judge suddenly descending, light shines into the dimly lit bed. How is she supposed to face me?

	
Besides, she had enjoyed his advances so much; they were now lovers—that was her mother's true feeling.

	
What is it like ? Am I qualified to intervene ...?

	
While I hesitated , my mother seemed to have exhausted all her strength. She stopped struggling and lay there, letting go.

	
Ye Xiang continued to fiddle with it, his eyes sparkling with a crystalline light.

	
"Xiao Xiang," she said slowly, with a hint of pleading, "be good. You're too excited, let's all rest."

	
"Just a moment, okay ?"

	
"No way!" Ye Xiang roared, his voice echoing in the room , "Ever since I ... when I was a child , you only..."

	
If you say that, I don't want to listen anymore! I have to do it today!"

	
As he spoke, he moved slightly away from his mother's body, holding her down with one hand to prevent her from moving, and then with the other hand...

	
He held his own penis and slid it upwards from the base . What he wanted to do was self-evident.

	
　　Mom's face turned deathly pale.

	
" Get away from me!" she cried, struggling again, pushing and kicking him desperately. "That's not for you!"

	
"That place isn't for you."

	
　　These words struck me like a bolt of lightning. I froze. That wasn't for Ye Xiang …

	
Who is it for?

	
　　to whom?

	
Ye Xiang was stunned. Just for a split second. Then, his face contorted completely.

	
"Not for me?" His words seemed to come from hell. "Are you saying I don't deserve it? Who is it for?"

	
So you do have other men — tell me, who is he!

	
He became even more brutal and merciless, spreading his mother's legs wide apart, almost to the point of exhaustion.

	
limit.

	
Accompanied by such a humiliating act, the mother let out a short, painful scream.

	
My heart was pierced by that cry. I had said that as long as I could protect my mother, even if I couldn't be with her again...

	
It doesn't matter if I get up or not . After Miharu left, I decided to stop being a coward. But what am I doing now? Standing outside the door.

	
Seeing her being bullied , I hesitated whether to rush in or not.

	
To hell with it, nothing else matters. Whatever happened, who she chose, what we can...

	
We can't go back to the way things were; she's my mother. I can't watch her be treated like this.

	
Uncontrollable "hoarse" sounds escaped my throat, like the low growl of a wild beast; my anger had reached its peak.

	
Reaching the peak. Clench your fist. Then push the door open with a single punch.

	
　　The door slammed against the wall with a bang .

	
"Ye Xiang!"

	



Chapter Thirty-Two

	
　　The door slammed against the wall with a loud bang.

	
The two people on the bed froze simultaneously . Ye Xiang turned around, his face still bearing the same frenzied emotion from before. He...

	
The moment she saw me, she felt like she'd been pricked by a needle and jumped up from her mother's arms.

	
In that instant, Mom, with a sudden burst of strength, kicked him in the stomach!

	
"ah-- ! "

	
Ye Xiang screamed and fell off the bed, crashing heavily to the floor. Before he could react , I immediately...

	
He rushed over, grabbed him by the neck, and lifted him off the ground.

	
He staggered , his eyes wide with terror. I swung my fist and slammed it into his face.

	
.

	
With a "bang," blood gushed out of his nose.

	
I showed no sign of stopping, and threw another hook punch from the side, causing him to stagger and cough up blood.

	
A mouthful of bloody foam. But he didn't fall down because I grabbed his hair.

	
However, as I raised my hand to throw my third punch ... I stopped.

	
Ye Xiang 's face was covered in blood, his nose was bleeding, and his mouth was cut, his face was smeared with blood. But what made me stop was not that...

	
It wasn't blood. It was because he was crying.

	
That wasn't ordinary crying; it was a complete, unrestrained cry, like that of a bullied child.

	
He cried. Tears streamed down his face, mingling with blood. His features contorted in pain, and his mouth opened, emitting a "waaaah!"

	
The sound of "Wah!" was so loud. I felt that even an elementary school student couldn't cry so unrestrainedly.

	
　　This man who was just forcing his mother in bed, this man who humiliated me with photos, this man who once thought he could...

	
The person who took everything from me — is now crying like this in front of me?

	
I let go. He collapsed to the ground, clutching his head , still crying, his body convulsing, making muffled sounds.

	
The indistinct "I ... I" sounds made it impossible to understand what he was saying. I had no idea that a...

	
an adult man does after being beaten . Before, no matter how badly I beat him, he always remained calm and collected.

	
That was a world of difference from his performance today.

	
　　I feel nothing but disgust and contempt for him now.

	
" Get out!" I heard my own voice, cold and hard. "Now, immediately, get out of my house. Never again."

	
Come again!

	
He lifted his face, streaked with blood and tears , looked at me, seemingly surprised that I would stop there. He lowered his head.

	
He frantically picked up his clothes from the ground. Pants, shirt, socks — all huddled together , he haphazardly put them on.

	
He ran towards the door.

	
ran to the bedroom door, stopped, and looked back .

	
I couldn't see his expression. His face was smeared with tears and blood , I couldn't see anything, and I didn't know what he was looking at.

	
It was either his mother or something else. Then he covered his face with his clothes and rushed out the door, not even having time to close it.

	
I stood there, panting, listening to his footsteps fade into the distance in the hallway.

	
The room suddenly fell silent.

	
　　---

	
Just as I was about to check on my mother, I heard a muffled sound coming from the bed.

	
Sometime during the night, Mom had buried her face completely in the pillow, curled up into a ball, and she was completely still.

	
Hanging there, his body gleamed pale in the dim light , his skin covered in red marks, it was hard to tell whether they were scratches or something else.

	
The impact caused his shoulders to shake violently.

	
The sound came from inside the pillow — it sounded like crying, or maybe a shout, muffled and inaudible.

	
Authentic.

	
I went to the bedside and called her softly:

	
" mom …… "

	
She suddenly looked up. Her face was streaked with tears, her hair was disheveled and plastered to her cheeks, and her eyes were frighteningly red.

	
The person's expression was so distorted that she was almost unrecognizable. She stared at me with a look I had never seen before — anger .

	
Was it shame? Resentment? Or something else? At that moment, I couldn't tell at all. I felt flustered by the glare, and...

	
I didn't have the courage to look closely into her eyes.

	
"What are you doing back here?!"

	
Her shrill voice shattered the silence of the room . I opened my mouth, wanting to say something, but before I could utter a word...

	 

	——

	
"Get out of here!" she yelled. "Get out of here!"

	
She was trembling all over, waving her hands wildly and kicking her legs on the bed, as if trying to break free of everything.

	
Xidu kicked it away.

	
" You've all come to harm me!"

	
　　That sentence made me feel dizzy.

	
" You all came to harm me" — " You ". Including Ye Xiang, and also ... me.

	
I didn't say anything, turned and walked out of the room. Her voice continued behind me, intermittent and indistinct.

	
What did she say? I went to the living room and picked up a blanket from the sofa — a beige, soft one, the kind she usually uses when watching TV.

	
The one I was wearing over my legs when I looked at it. Then I went back to the bedroom.

	
She was still curled up in bed, in the same position. I went over, unfolded the blanket, and gently covered her with it.

	
She shuddered.

	
I know now is that even if she doesn't want to see me, I can't leave her alone at home. I'm by the bedside.

	
He sat down, reached out, and placed his hand on her shoulder. She reflexively pulled back .

	
" Don't touch me!"

	
I didn't move. My hand remained there. After a while, I reached forward a little more and gently put my arm around her shoulder.

	
I gently pulled her towards me . She struggled, resisting fiercely. She pushed me away with her hands and kicked the bed with her feet.

	
The whole person was resisting.

	
But I didn't give up. I just gradually tightened my arms and held her a little tighter.

	
She struggled for a moment, then suddenly went limp. She went limp in my arms, as if she had used up her last bit of strength.

	
.

	
Then she cried. A hysterical cry, as if she wanted to vent all her grievances and resentment at once.

	
Tears and snot covered me, I was making a loud, frightening noise, and my body was shaking like a leaf in the wind.

	
I held her tightly, saying nothing , not knowing what to say; words of comfort were superfluous at that moment.

	
She didn't know how much time had passed — maybe ten minutes, maybe half an hour. She cried herself to sleep, and her voice gradually faded.

	
It turned into occasional sobs.

	
I looked down at her; her face was pressed against my chest, so I couldn't see her expression, but her breathing gradually became steady.

	
" Mom," I whispered tentatively in her ear, "can we go to the bathroom to clean up?"

	
I thought she would refuse. She would keep pushing me away, and tell me to get out.

	
But she didn't.

	
She nodded . Slowly, very slowly, almost imperceptibly.

	
"Come on," I helped her to her feet, "I'll help you get there."

	
She obediently got up. The blanket slipped off with her movement, revealing her naked body again. I looked away.

	
I quickly pulled the blanket up again and draped it over her. She didn't resist; she just let me support her as we walked out step by step.

	
I walked from the bedroom to the bathroom. My steps were unsteady; it felt like all my strength had been drained by crying.

	
I secretly glanced at my mother. Her eyes were empty, and her face was expressionless. My heart sank.

	
It went down.

	
　　---

	
The bathroom lights were bright. I had her sit on the toilet seat, then turned on the hot water, soaked a towel, and wrung it out.

	
Then I tested the temperature.

	
I squatted down in front of her, holding the towel, unsure of where to begin.

	
" I'm sorry," I said, "I'll help you clean up."

	
She didn't react . Her head was down, her long, disheveled hair almost completely obscuring her face, and her eyes remained unfocused, as if she were looking at nothing.

	
where.

	
I took the towel, composed myself, and began to gently wipe her back.

	
There are some marks on his back. Bruises, bluish-purple, in patches. There are also scratches, red, some...

	
A thin scab had formed, starkly contrasting against her fair skin. She gently trembled as she wiped the area with a towel.

	
I wiped it briefly, but didn't make a sound. As I wiped, the anger inside me flared up again — that bastard, the one I cherish most...

	
The woman he loved, and he ruined her like this. He just let her go like that, he got off easy.

	
I gritted my teeth and continued wiping. After wiping my back, I wiped my arms and neck. The hot towel steamed up in the bathroom.

	
It was shrouded in mist.

	
　　It's time to wipe the front.

	
I paused, unable to look her in the eye.

	
" Mom," my voice was a little muffled, "I need to wipe the front now."

	
She remained the same, offering no response and displaying no emotion whatsoever.

	
I took a deep breath and wiped her collarbone with a hot towel. Then I moved down to her chest. There was dryness on her breasts.

	
The dried bodily fluids left traces, speckled and patchy. I carefully wiped them away, trying not to touch the sensitive areas.

	
square.

	
The towel just touched her nipple, and she suddenly spoke.

	
"Am I a terrible mother?"

	
My movements instinctively stopped. She didn't look at me, but continued talking. It was as if she were talking to herself, or perhaps...

	
They're asking me.

	
"Doing that kind of thing with you," her voice was soft and ethereal, "...demanding of you like that, and jealous of the people around you."

	
The young girl ... and then with your friend ...

	
She paused.

	
"I thought that this way you wouldn't forgive me, and we could both escape this black hole. But..."

	
I realized I was completely ... That day you said you'd figured it out and wouldn't make things difficult for me anymore, I didn't know whether to cry or...

	
Laugh, I hate it so much ...

	
She smiled. That smile felt more tragic than crying.

	
"So this is what happens when you see me like this. Heh, I really am pretty terrible, aren't I?"

	
her face again, silently, drop by drop.

	
Something's stuck in my chest , I can't put it into words. A terrible mother? If anyone's terrible, it's me, and...

	
It wasn't my mother. I was the one who fell for her first, I was the one who violated her first, I was the one who dragged her into the abyss of incest. She

	
I just ... I just responded , I just accepted, I just got caught up in it too. The culprit behind all this should be...

	
It's all me.

	
" Mom," my voice trembled, "don't say that. I've been the one letting you down all along."

	
She froze. She just stood there, staring at me. Her unfocused eyes gradually regained their focus.

	
　　Then she suddenly stood up.

	
" right!"

	
She yelled. She raised her hands and swung them at me.

	
"It's all because of you!"

	
I was slapped on the shoulder. It wasn't hard, but it hurt.

	
"You've turned me into this!"

	
Another slap. I shrank back and blocked it with my hand.

	
She didn't stop. She waved her hands wildly , shouting as she hit:

	
"It's all your fault! It's all your fault!"

	
I shielded myself, protecting my head, looking quite disheveled. Unable to retaliate, I could only parry; I even felt she still had the strength to hit me.

	
For me, this is a good thing. She didn't hit hard, but the haphazard, cathartic slapping, hitting certain parts of my body, still...

	
It's quite uncomfortable.

	
"You're the one who made me this way!"

	
She pushed me, and I stumbled backward . She chased after me and pushed me again. We continued shoving each other like this in the cramped bathroom.

	
inside . She was like a madwoman, crying, screaming, hitting, and pushing. I just kept blocking and retreating.

	
Then, somehow, her hand touched my crotch.

	
That place is soft and squishy now.

	
Her body froze , as if she had been struck by an acupuncture point. I was also somewhat at a loss. My hand remained frozen in place.

	
Through the pants, that little bit of warmth ...

	
The bathroom was quiet. The only sounds were the hum of the exhaust fan and the "drip, drip" of water dripping from the faucet.

	
.

	



Chapter 33

	
In the past, even if my mother only gave me a suggestive look, or unintentionally exposed her body in a little way, I would have been more appreciative.

	
I would uncontrollably react to her. I am so easily aroused by her. And now, here...

	
the tense bathroom, she stood naked before me, while I lay limp as a body devoid of spirit.

	
The body of the soul.

	
Of course, having just experienced a rollercoaster of emotions—tension, anger, heartache—I had already prepared my feelings ...

	
All desires were cast aside. Besides, now was not the time to consider such things.

	
But I don't know if my mother thinks the same way.

	
After a brief pause, her fingers recoiled abruptly as if she'd been electrocuted, as if she hadn't touched my crotch.

	
Instead, it was a red-hot branding iron.

	
Then she laughed. A very strange laugh squeezed out of her throat. The sound was dry and broken.

	
It sounded more like he was retching in despair.

	
"hehe …… "

	
She staggered back half a step, slamming heavily against the cold edge of the sink. She didn't look at me, just stared intently.

	
He stared at the water stains in the cracks between the floor tiles, a half-smile on his face.

	
" Yes, you should despise me," she whispered, as if speaking only to herself, "I seduced you, made..."

	
You can't be a normal man. A woman who seduces her own son is the most despicable person anywhere, right?

	
Then she lowered her head , her gaze slowly sweeping over her naked body, the bruises still visible on her skin.

	
It has not subsided.

	
" Now that I'm standing in front of you like this, you won't react to me anymore. Hmph, this old woman..."

	
They've lost even the last shred of self- respect ...

	
　　After saying this, her head drooped limply, her long hair completely obscuring her face, as if she had shut herself off.

	
They got up.

	
" mom-- "

	
I hurriedly opened my mouth, but what could I say? It seemed that any explanation would be pale and powerless.

	
Just then, as if all her strength had been drained away in an instant, she collapsed. I quickly reached out...

	
She reached out to steady herself, but was a beat too late. She slumped to the floor, leaning against the cabinet door under the sink, her shoulders trembling uncontrollably.

	
The ground shook .

	
At that moment, I saw liquid flowing from between her legs.

	
A thin, clear stream of water meandered down the inside of her thigh, flowing onto the tiles and gathering into a small pool.

	
Water stains on the beach.

	
　　Mom lost control of her bladder.

	
We were both stunned.

	
She instinctively covered her face, her legs clenching together, but it was too late. Urine was still flowing, on the ground.

	
It spread, sending up a faint but suffocating wisp of white steam. She slumped over, her thin back hunched over.

	
His rapid breathing was accompanied by frantic spasms.

	
" Don't look!" The voice that escaped from between her fingers was shrill and broken, "Please ... it's too filthy ... "

	
I hesitated for only a moment, then immediately understood what to do. I ripped a large handful of toilet paper from the roll.

	
I pulled out a lot of tissues, folded them haphazardly, and pressed them onto the stain. The urine absorbed them, and the tissues quickly became soaked.

	
I put it aside, drew a new one, and pressed the button again.

	
Her body convulsed violently like autumn leaves falling in the wind, and she instinctively shrank back.

	
"What are you doing!" she cried, her voice suddenly becoming shrill. "Stand up! You're so dirty— "

	
I didn't stop, I kept wiping the floor, over and over, until all the water stains were absorbed and the floor was clean.

	
The paper was thrown into the trash can.

	
"No, that's not true, it'll be cleaned up in no time." I looked up, meeting her gaze. "As long as it's Mom..."

	
"Yes, I can accept all of that."

	
　　At this moment, her hands, which were tightly covering her face, loosened slightly, and half an inch slipped through her fingers, revealing a bloodshot face.

	
His eyes. Those eyes were wide open, filled with disbelief.

	
"You!" Her voice was hoarse . "Why don't you hate me? You should think I'm dirty ... "

	
I didn't respond , I just silently stood up, rinsed the floor tiles with the showerhead, and then dried them with a mop.

	
I changed to a new towel, soaked it again, and wrung it out.

	
I knelt down in front of her again , I gently lifted her cold calves. A warm towel covered the dried marks.

	
little by little, very gently.

	
She didn't dodge.

	
"You said before," I said, my eyes lowered, my gaze focused on the movements of my hands, "that we are one."

	
"

	
The moisture seeped into her pale, trembling skin, following the texture of the towel.

	
"How could I possibly dislike a part of my own body?"

	
　　The moment she finished speaking, I clearly felt the muscles in her calves stiffen, and her breath suddenly stopped in her throat.

	
It stopped, for a very short time.

	
　　Time seemed to stretch out infinitely at that moment. Perhaps only a few seconds, perhaps an entire century. Her body...

	
Her body gradually softened. Soft as a puddle of water, soft as if she had finally found something to lean on. She leaned forward.

	
She lay on top of me, her arms wrapped around my neck, her chest heaving violently.

	
I quickly put down the towel and hugged her.

	
She cried again. No longer a hysterical cry, but a low sob, like the mournful cry of a wounded little animal.

	
Intermittent , suppressed sobs. She buried her face in my shoulder, her tears soaking my clothes, making them damp and warm.

	
Hot.

	
I held her in my arms, saying nothing ; saying anything would have been superfluous.

	
　　After a while, she looked up. Her eyes, red and swollen from crying, stared straight at me, as if trying to tear me apart.

	
He looked into it. But his eyes were no longer empty or unfocused; instead, they held a certain message again.

	
I looked at her too. A thought flickered in my mind , as softly as a feather falling on water—

	
Perhaps , we really have come back to each other.

	
　　---

	
　　After cleaning the bathroom, I helped my mother back to the bedroom.

	
The bed was a complete mess. I had her sit on a chair, pulled off the old sheet, and took it from the closet...

	
I found a new pair of pajamas for her to change into. Then I found a clean set of pajamas and handed them to her.

	
She took it, looked at the pajamas, and didn't say anything.

	
I instinctively turned around, my back to her. I don't know why I did that; it was a really...

	
It's unnecessary. My mother and I have already seen each other naked countless times. But watching her get dressed now seems...

	
Not quite right ...

	
There was a rustling sound behind me , followed by a soft sigh.

	
"Okay," she said.

	
I turned around. She had already changed and was leaning against the headboard, her hair disheveled and draped over her shoulders. The pajamas were cotton.

	
It's made of high-quality material, and the style is rather old-fashioned. I remember she bought it a long time ago, but it's very comfortable to wear this season. In the dim light of the bedroom...

	
the dim light , she looked tired, yet calm.

	
I went over to her, covered her with the blanket, and tucked the corners in.

	
"Take a nap, don't think about anything."

	
She nodded obediently. But just as I turned around, a slightly cool hand grabbed my wrist.

	
.

	
"Are you still leaving?" she asked.

	
"No." I placed my hand on hers and squeezed it slightly. "I'm right next door."

	
Her tense fingers slowly relaxed, and she pulled her hands back under the covers without saying another word.

	
I walked to the door and closed it. Just before the door was about to close completely, I saw her lie down and shut her eyes.

	
Eye.

	
　　The door closed. I stood in the living room and let out a long sigh. I crossed my arms and pondered what to do next.

	
What should I do? Then I took out my phone, found the store manager's number, and dialed it.

	
"Hello?" The store manager 's voice came from the other end.

	
" Manager , it's me," I said. "I'm sorry, I won't be able to come to the store recently. I just wanted to let you know. What do you think?"

	
……

	
There was an "Ah!" from the other end, sounding quite surprised.

	
"Hey kid, why are you just leaving like that? The shop's short-staffed ... "

	
"Something came up at home," I didn't explain further , "I really couldn't help it."

	
The store manager was silent for a few seconds, then said, "Okay, I'll calculate your wages for this month at the end of the month."

	
" Okay. Thank you, manager."

	
I hung up the phone. I went out onto the balcony and looked at the soft sunlight streaming in through the window. At this time of day, the neighborhood...

	
It was very quiet, but my heart couldn't find peace.

	
　　My mother needs someone by her side right now. I must stay and take care of her. This thought is very firm.

	
There's no need to hesitate.

	
I pushed open the door to my room , and what greeted me was a familiar scene. Only the sheets and I...

	
Things are different now ; the duvet cover has been changed. The quilt is folded neatly and lies in the closet.

	
I walked around the room , my fingertips brushing against the table and windowsill; they were spotless. I suddenly realized...

	
Even while I was away , my mother still insisted on cleaning this house; perhaps not even for a single day.

	
It has stopped .

	
Next door, in the master bedroom, there was no sound. Occasionally, a slight movement could be heard, like someone turning over.

	
I lay down on my bed, closed my eyes, and finally felt a long-lost sense of peace. 

	 

	



Chapter Thirty-Four

	
　　To my surprise, I slept very soundly that night.

	
I thought I'd have trouble sleeping tonight after everything that's happened. But maybe I was just too tired, or maybe it was because I was finally home.

	
A sense of peace . The last time I checked on my mother, she seemed to be asleep, her breathing light and steady.

	
Back in my room , I collapsed onto the bed and soon after, I knew nothing more.

	
I woke up , it was still dark, with only a faint light filtering through the gaps in the curtains, barely noticeable.

	
arrive.

	
I sat bolt upright, my mind blank for a moment. Where was I? A white ceiling, familiar bookshelves...

	
The game console in the corner — and then I remembered. This is my house. My room.

	
My heartbeat gradually calmed down. I grabbed my phone and glanced at it — 5:30.

	
　　It's so early, I can't sleep anymore. I got up, tiptoed to the master bedroom door, and pushed it open...

	
A crack . Mom was still asleep, lying on her side, the blanket covering her shoulder. Her hair was spread out on the pillow, her face buried in shadow.

	
It's not very clear.

	
I slowly closed the door and went to the kitchen.

	
What should I make? I opened the refrigerator and saw that it was full of things: milk, eggs, toast, fruit …

	
… There are still some vegetables. I thought I'd make some porridge. I ordered some takeout last night, but Mom just lay there, saying something…

	
I can't eat anything. I must have been starving this morning.

	
I found a bag of millet, rinsed it, added water, and turned on the rice cooker . While the porridge was slowly cooking in the rice cooker, I turned on...

	
Start by frying eggs. Two, one-sided, with the yolks slightly runny — she likes them this way, just like me.

	
After working for almost an hour , it was finally done. I ladled the porridge into a bowl; placed the toast on a small plate, and spread...

	
Top with a fried egg, bacon, and a slice of tomato, then press it in a breakfast machine to make a sandwich, and pour in a glass of milk.

	
neatly arranged on a plate, taken to the master bedroom door, and a knock was made.

	
" mom?"

	
inside , like she had woken up. I pushed open the door and went in. She was already sitting up, her eyes slightly...

	
She squinted slightly, her complexion still not very good. She paused for a moment when she saw the plate in my hand.

	
" Mom," I placed the plate on the bedside table, "have some porridge. You didn't eat anything last night."

	
She looked at the things and nodded.

	
"Okay, put it there."

	
Her voice was a little weak and listless. I stood there for a while, not knowing what to say, so I nodded as well.

	
She nodded and left the room. Indeed, what she needed most right now was rest.

	
　　---

	
Around 10 o'clock , I went in to collect the tableware.

	
Only a tiny bit of porridge was consumed, and a thin film formed on the surface. The sandwich was barely touched. A large portion of the milk was left over.

	
Half a cup. Mom leaned against the headboard, gazing out the window, seemingly lost in thought. Sunlight fell on her face, illuminating her eyes.

	
It was empty, as if it had passed through the window and landed far away.

	
" Mom?" I called softly.

	
She didn't turn around , she just hummed in response.

	
"I'll clear the table first."

	
"good."

	
I picked up my tray , walked to the door, and glanced back at her. She was still in the same position, gazing out the window.

	
It remained motionless.

	
It was like that all day long .

	
She ate very little. She would only take a few sips of porridge before putting it down, and barely touched her vegetables. I tried to talk to her and ask her questions.

	
"What would you like to eat? Do you want to get up and walk around?" She would answer softly and briefly, but then fall silent again.

	
His gaze kept drifting towards the window, as if he was looking at something, yet also as if he wasn't looking at anything at all.

	
The physical injuries weren't serious, but the emotional trauma was another matter entirely. I know she needs time.

	
She needs to process all of this. Ye Xiang wasn't just a casual choice for her. She had invested in him before, and he wasn't...

	
Completely devoid of emotion. Being hurt like that would be a blow to anyone. Especially considering what happened before — between us.

	
weighed on her included her divorce from her father, and the years she had spent raising the family alone .

	
superior.

	
　　Now, I'm the only one who can take care of her. This thought gave me a strange feeling. Not negative.

	
It's a kind of inexplicable sense of security. It's like I've finally found what I'm meant to do.

	
　　---

	
The next morning, I got up early as usual to go see her. I saw her sitting on the bed, wearing only a thin coat, her hands...

	
She was holding a small makeup mirror and looking at herself. Sunlight streamed in through the window, falling on the mirror and reflecting a...

	
Small patches of light flickered on the wall.

	
Hearing the door open, she turned the mirror upside down on the bed and tilted her head slightly.

	
"Do I look very haggard?" she asked, her voice tinged with unease.

	
I was stunned for a moment. Her face was indeed pale, and there were still lingering dark circles under her eyes, but in my eyes, at that moment she…

	
Stripped of all its glamorous disguise, it reveals a breathtakingly fragile beauty.

	
I swallowed hard, my throat feeling a little dry , and said, "No, it looks pretty."

	
Her lips twitched very slightly, curving into a faint, almost imperceptible arc.

	
"I want to wash my face ," she sighed.

	
I immediately helped her up. Her steps were still a little unsteady; she was leaning heavily on me, and walking was difficult.

	
Slowly. I took her arm and led her step by step to the bathroom.

	
She stood in front of the sink, turned on the tap, and splashed cold water on her face. Glistening water droplets streamed down her face...

	
Her cheeks and chin slid down, and she stared at herself in the mirror for a long time.

	
Then, her gaze fell on her hair. That long hair, which she had once meticulously styled, was now dull and lifeless.

	
Her hair was loose and dull, with a few strands clinging to her cheeks and the ends tangled in a messy mess.

	
" My hair is all tangled ... " she murmured softly, gently running her fingers through her messy hair. "I want to wash it."

	
head …… "

	
I had a sudden inspiration . I turned around, went to the balcony, moved a few small stools, dragged them next to the bathtub, lined them up, and then...

	
on top , and several dry towels were placed on top of it. She leaned against the door frame, her mouth slightly open, somewhat...

	
They watched my every move with astonishment .

	
" What are you doing?"

	
"Lie down here," I patted the makeshift shampoo bed, "with your head facing the bathtub, I'll wash you."

	
She glanced at the simple yet sturdy platform, then at me, a complex emotion flashing in her eyes.

	
After hesitating for a few seconds, she obediently walked over and, with my help, carefully lay down. Her long hair fell down.

	
It was suspended above the bathtub. I sat on the edge of the tub, turned on the shower, and tested the water temperature.

	
As the first stream of warm water lapped against her scalp, her tense shoulders relaxed, and her throat...

	
soft "hmm" escaped from inside .

	
I squeezed out some shampoo, lathered it up, and then applied it to her hair. Her hair was very long, and when it got wet...

	
It felt heavy, much harder than washing my own short hair. I ran my ten fingers through her hair, bit by bit...

	
I gently smoothed out the knots , massaging from the roots to the ends. I even held my breath very low, afraid of...

	
I accidentally hurt her.

	
The bathroom was quiet. There was only the sound of water and the occasional soft popping of bubbles.

	
　　After a while, she suddenly spoke.

	
"You 've really become very attentive now."

	
My fingertips paused slightly, my heart skipped a beat, but I quickly resumed the steady kneading rhythm.

	
"Really ?" I changed to a more relaxed tone. "Are you satisfied, customer?"

	
She didn't speak, but a smile slowly spread across her lips. She chuckled softly, a genuine laugh from the heart, carrying a...

	
She gave a coquettish smile. It was the first time in the past few days that she had shown me a "happy" expression.

	
I continued washing, rinsing away the foam with the running water. My clean hair felt smooth in the water, strand by strand.

	
my fingers and regained its satin-like smoothness.

	
Looking at this long strand of hair, my thoughts suddenly drifted back to when I was very young. Back then, every time she finished bathing, she would…

	
with her long, black hair, slightly wavy at the ends, completely wet. I always leaned over her.

	
I watched as she patiently applied various conditioners and hair oils. She had once proudly said that her long hair was...

	
Her most treasured possession was her hair. For a woman of a certain age, hair is like a second face; even the hairdryer must never be set to the highest heat.

	
That particular segment.

	
And now, this "treasure" that she once cherished most, which she even forbade anyone to touch easily, is completely defenseless.

	
The ground was handed to me, its wetness clinging to my fingers.

	
the misty air , she closed her eyes, her unguarded face flushed with a faint, gentle blush.

	
Without warning, an impulse struck me. A voice kept echoing in my head: Now,

	
Kiss her.

	
It wasn't a physical desire, but a simpler kind of longing. I wanted to kiss her hair, her forehead.

	
Her head, her eyes, her lips ... The thought startled me.

	
What am I thinking? What time is it? She just went through that, she's still recovering, she needs...

	
The person I'm taking care of — how could I have such thoughts?

	
I took a deep breath and suppressed that wicked thought. I continued washing and rubbing, my movements as meticulous as before.

	
Then, following her instructions , I applied conditioner. After waiting a few minutes, I rinsed it again.

	
I finished washing her hair. I wrapped her hair in a dry towel. She stumbled as she stood up, her whole body...

	
The individual lunged forward.

	
"Watch out!" I quickly grabbed her.

	
She leaned against me and took a breath.

	
"It's probably because I've been lying down for too long," she said. "My legs are weak."

	
I looked down at her. The blush on her face hadn't faded yet; I couldn't tell if it was from the hot water or something else.

	
" How about this then?"

	
I bent down, put one arm around her back, and supported her legs with the other, lifting her up in my arms.

	
She exclaimed "Ah!" and instinctively reached out to hug my neck.

	
I carried her, step by step, back to the bedroom. Her body was so light, so light it made my heart ache. I held her...

	
I put her on the bed and pulled the blanket over her legs.

	
She leaned against the headboard , looking at me. There was a light in her eyes that I couldn't understand.

	
"Bring me the hairdryer ," she said.

	
I responded, rummaged through the drawer for the hair dryer, plugged it in, and handed the handle to her.

	
She started blow-drying her hair, the soft buzzing sound filling the quiet bedroom. Hot air swirled around her, carrying...

	
The faint scent of shampoo wafted through the air, and strands of damp long hair were tossed about, gradually fading away.

	
Water vapor.

	
I watched her for a while. She played very slowly and carefully, just like before.

	
" Do you still want to go out and work?"

	
She spoke. Her voice, muffled by the monotonous hum of the hairdryer, sounded somewhat muffled, yet remarkably clear.

	
.

	
" Okay," I replied, "I'll go once you've recovered."

	
The hairdryer continued to run, but she didn't respond immediately. She only turned it off when the last strand of hair was dry.

	
The switch was turned off, and the room fell into a long silence.

	
　　After a long while, she spoke again:

	
" Actually, there's no need to rush out."

	
She paused.

	
"It's not like we're short of money at home . Just stay home a little longer during this time."

	
I stood there, stunned, a warm feeling welling up inside me. I knew all too well the weight of those words. Not because...

	
I didn't stay at home because I wanted to, but because my mother made me stay, because she needed me.

	
"Okay," I said.

	
　　---

	
After that day, her mental state was noticeably better than before. She would take the initiative to talk to me and ask me about what had happened recently.

	
Things happening outside. She'll occasionally get out of bed and walk around, and sit in the living room watching TV. But her appetite is still poor, every...

	
They only eat a few bites of each meal before putting down their chopsticks.

	
I'm a little anxious. Food is essential for survival; I need to eat more to regain my energy.

	
Early in the morning, as I was in the kitchen wondering what to cook, a thought flashed through my mind: Could it be that the food I made wasn't good enough?

	
What's to Mom's liking?

	
　　These past few days, I've been cooking according to my own ideas: porridge, noodles, and light side dishes. I was thinking that she should...

	
She should eat a light diet, but maybe she doesn't want to eat these things at all.

	
I checked the time, immediately dropped what I was holding, rushed out of the house, and ran all the way to the breakfast shop at the entrance of the residential area.

	
There were several people lined up at the entrance of the shop.

	
"Two glutinous rice balls!" When it was my turn, I was inexplicably excited. "With pork floss and fried dough sticks!"

	
The shop owner recognized me and smiled as he packed the bags, saying, "Long time no see! What have you been up to?"

	
I smiled but didn't say much . I took the rice ball and ran home.

	
When I got home, I made a small pot of noodle soup, piping hot, with beaten eggs, and sprinkled with chopped green onions and garlic.

	
Add pepper powder. Then cut the rice ball in half, put it on a plate with the noodle soup, and take it to the bedroom.

	
" Mom, dinner's ready."

	
She slowly got out of bed, and her eyes lit up when she saw what was on the plate.

	
Just for a moment. But I saw it .

	
I set the plate up and placed it in front of her. She stared at the two rice balls for several seconds. Then she reached out...

	
He grabbed one and took a big bite.

	
As she chewed, she looked up . Her lips curved into a smile, and her eyes crinkled. That smile was the kind that comes from enjoying a good meal.

	
He smiled genuinely, contentedly, as he ate . His cheeks were puffed out, and there was still a bit of meat floss stuck to his lips, but...

	
She didn't care, she just smiled and looked at me.

	
I laughed too. I couldn't help but recall a quote I'd seen before — I forget who said it — that's just how women are.

	
No matter how bad her mood is, if there's something delicious in front of her , she'll pick it up and start eating it by herself.

	
Perhaps humans really do understand women?

	
Looking at that genuine smile, and at my mother's face that had regained its color, I felt a surge of emotions.

	
She's so strong. After going through so much, she can still smile like that.

	
I waited for her to eat the rice ball, bite by bite. Sunlight was already streaming in through the window, illuminating the space that had been there not long ago.

	
The room was still gloomy.

	
At that moment, I felt that everything was worthwhile.

	



Chapter Thirty-Five

	
That morning, I was "wake up" by the noise coming from the living room .

	
It wasn't noise, it was the sound of a TV program, the volume was turned very low, and occasionally there were some background noises from commercials.

	
There were also footsteps, moving softly between the kitchen and the living room.

	
I wasn't fully awake at the time , and after a moment of stunned silence, I sat up abruptly.

	
　　Mother?

	
I jumped out of bed, flung open the door, and rushed into the living room . She was sitting on the sofa, wearing a cashmere sweater, her hair already combed.

	
The hair was draped over his shoulders as he stared at a morning news program on TV, where the presenter was reporting the weather.

	
Hearing the noise, she turned her head and our eyes met.

	
"Awake?" she asked casually. "Why didn't you sleep a little longer?"

	
I stood there, hardly believing my eyes, and was speechless for a moment .

	
She sat on the sofa , watching TV. How long has it been since she got out of bed so early? Her complexion looked better too.

	
Many, as if she wore light makeup.

	
" Mom ... " My voice was a little dry, "You got up so early today?"

	
"Lying here is pretty boring," she said , turning back to watch TV. "I need to get up and relieve some boredom."

	
She paused, then spoke again:

	
"Go back and get some more sleep. You don't need to make breakfast today ."

	
"ah?"

	
"I'll do it in a bit." Her tone was natural, as if she were talking about something perfectly ordinary.

	
"That won't do," I said , walking over and sitting down next to her. "You haven't recovered yet."

	
She glanced at me. That look in her eyes was different from a few days ago .

	
"I'm all better now," she said. "Besides, I'm still your mother, I can't let you keep cooking for me."

	
meal."

	
I'm still your mother, after all.

	
　　I've heard this sentence for many years. She said it when she took me to school when I was little, and she said it later when she helped me with my homework.

	
And then ... and then I didn't hear it for a long time . Now that I hear it again, I feel a strange mix of emotions.

	
" Let's have something simple for lunch , how about some stir-fried shredded potatoes?" Her voice held a hint of anticipation. "It's been so long since I've made this."

	
I wonder if my skills are any good.

	
She got up and went into the kitchen. Then I heard sounds coming from the kitchen — the sound of water, the gentle clinking of pots and pans.

	
of things being bumped and knocked , the rustling of things being opened in the refrigerator—these ordinary, everyday occurrences brought tears to my eyes.

	
A little sour.

	
She's really better. At least, she's getting better.

	
　　---

	
After breakfast , I was clearing the dishes when she came out of the bedroom with her phone in her hand.

	
"Could you go to the community hospital for me later?" she said.

	
I looked up : "What's wrong?"

	
"Get me a sick leave certificate." She walked over and sat down at the table. "Just say I twisted my ankle, no..."

	
He can move, but needs to rest for a few days.

	
I understood what she meant. I put down the bowl and looked at her.

	
Are you getting ready for work?

	
" Yeah." She nodded. "I've already wasted my annual leave, and if I don't go now, I'll have to take sick leave to make up for it. I can't just keep going like this."

	
Stay home.

	
I opened my mouth, wanting to ask some questions, but I didn't know how to say them.

	
She seemed to read my mind.

	
"It's nothing," she smiled. " I haven't seen outsiders for so long, so meeting my colleagues for the first time might be a little..."

	
"I guess I'm not used to it ."

	
Then she added, "It's alright."

	
I didn't reply , but I understood what she meant by "not adapting well." Ye Xiang also worked at that company.

	
This is a potential problem; she'll have to face him, and it won't just be a simple matter of awkwardness.

	
I did n't say it aloud, nor did I want to ask again, so I could only agree, "Okay, I'll go get it."

	
　　---

	
There weren't many people at the community hospital. I registered, found a doctor, and made up a story: "My mom accidentally sprained her ankle..."

	
The story of "not being able to get out of bed now." Because Mom signed up for the family doctor service here, the doctor only asked me about my mother's...

	
Based on the symptoms, they quickly wrote a sick leave note: soft tissue contusion of the ankle joint, recommended three days of rest. They also prescribed...

	
There was a bunch of medicine; they told me to go to the pharmacy to get it.

	
With the medicine and the piece of paper in hand, I went home.

	
I pushed open the door, and Mom was sitting on the sofa talking on the phone. When she saw me come in, she made a "shh" gesture.

	
Continue speaking .

	
"Hey, Sister Zhang ... Oh no, I twisted my ankle ... Yes, yes, I've been resting at home ... It's okay, it's okay."

	
My son is taking care of me at home . But my annual leave ... sigh, that's what I'm worried about . Thank you, sister ...

	
I'm guessing it's Aunt Zhang. My mother's good friend, the head of the general affairs department.

	
I quietly walked over and sat down on the sofa. Her voice sounded perfectly normal, just like when she called.

	
What's the difference ?

	
" By the way, about that bonus we talked about last time, the payment has been processed ... now it's ... "

	
Her voice warmed up as she chatted with Aunt Zhang about her bonus, work arrangements, and things at work lately.

	
That's the thing. Occasionally, he'd chuckle, the kind of laugh you'd only hear between colleagues.

	
"Huh? Really? ... Heh, well, he brought it on himself ... Okay, when I get back to work, we'll..."

	
We'll talk about it later. Bye-bye.

	
She put down the phone, let out a long sigh of relief, as if something had been put down. Then she turned to me.

	
"Is the sick leave slip ready?"

	
I handed her the paper. She took it, looked at it, and hummed in agreement.

	
"Okay, I'll go prepare lunch."

	
She went to the kitchen and started working. Watching her retreating figure, my heart was in turmoil, and my unease grew stronger.

	
big.

	
　　Mom didn't say it, but she couldn't help worrying. What if she ran into Ye Xiang on her first day at work?

	
if he starts harassing her? And what if he talks about her relationship with her mother at work?

	
Before, I certainly didn't believe he would do such a despicable thing, but now ... it's not necessarily true.

	
I went back to my room and changed into my usual clothes for home. Then, an idea popped into my head.

	
On the day she goes back to work, I'll drive her there. I'll stand up for her. If Ye Xiang dares to show his face, I'll at least give him a warning.

	
Don't cause trouble. If he dares to disobey, I'll drag him to a corner and beat him up. Anyway, the workplace is so big, there's always someone there.

	
place.

	
　　Yes, that's what we'll do.

	
　　---

	
The next morning, the sun was shining brightly.

	
After finishing her meal, Mom stood in front of the open refrigerator door, her brows slightly furrowed, taking stock of the contents.

	
"Oh dear," she sighed, "it's almost empty, we need to restock. I need to buy some meat and vegetables ... "

	
"I'll go to the supermarket downstairs to buy it in a bit," I said as I walked over.

	
She glanced at me and shook her head: "Forget it, you can't even tell the difference between light and dark soy sauce, what kind of vegetables are you picking?"

	
It's not fresh . I'll go myself this afternoon ...

	
"Then why don't we go to the mall together?" I tentatively interrupted her, "and buy some of your favorite drinks while we're at it."

	
" I haven't gone far these past few days, so it's a good opportunity to get some fresh air and clear my mind."

	
　　Mom hesitated for a moment, probably thinking it wasn't good for her to stay cooped up at home all the time, then nodded: "Okay."

	
"Then go change your clothes."

	
She paused, walked to the entryway, picked up the car keys, and tossed them into my hand: "You drive today."

	
Holding that somewhat heavy bunch of keys, I was already looking forward to the trip.

	
Once we reached the underground parking garage, I got into the driver's seat. It had been a long time since I'd touched this car. My hands...

	
I gripped the steering wheel , a feeling that was both familiar and strange washed over me. The car was an enclosed space.

	
On the center console sat the cat-shaped ornaments I'd bought before, and the air was filled with the smell of leather seats and my mother's...

	
The faint, warm scent of perfume on my mother.

	
　　Mom settled into the passenger seat and casually placed her bag on her lap.

	
"Haven't driven in a while, are you out of practice?" Her words carried a hint of elder's advice. "Drive slowly, don't forget..."

	
"I fastened my seatbelt ."

	
"I know," I replied, pulling over the seatbelt and buckling it.

	
　　As soon as I finished fastening my hair, I turned my head and found my mother staring at me quietly, her face turned to the side. Her eyes seemed to hold...

	
He was wearing something, and hadn't even fastened his own seatbelt.

	
" Mom, you're not wearing a seatbelt either."

	
Without thinking much, driven by the instinctive habit I'd developed from taking care of her these past few days, I simply leaned over and stretched out my arm.

	
It's enough to reach the seatbelt buckle on her side.

	
　　The car interior was already cramped. As I leaned closer, the distance suddenly closed. That feeling, so uniquely hers...

	
The fragrance, mixed with body heat, instantly enveloped me completely.

	
I pulled out the seatbelt , just as I was about to buckle it for her, when my mother turned around to speak.

	
.

	
Without warning, our eyes met.

	
Too close. Close enough that I could see myself reflected in her pupils, close enough that if I moved even a centimeter closer...

	
My lips will then press directly against her lips.

	
My breath almost stopped. I could even feel her breath, gently brushing against me.

	
On my chin. Time seemed to freeze in that cramped carriage. I stood there, frozen, still clutching the seatbelt.

	
The buckle clicked, my mind went blank, and only my heart began to pound wildly in my chest.

	
　　Mom froze too.

	
But a few seconds later, she broke the deadlock, leaning back slightly to create some distance, from my...

	
He took the seatbelt from me and fastened it himself with a "click".

	
"Okay," her voice sounded calm, even her tone remained unchanged, "drive carefully, don't be nervous."

	
.

	
She turned her head to look at the windshield directly in front of her.

	
However, as I stepped back into the driver's seat and shifted gears, I noticed with my sharp eyes that her earlobe had somehow...

	
An unnatural blush had crept onto her skin. And her fingers, resting on her knees and gripping the edge of her handbag tightly, were also...

	
It was slightly curled up , and the knuckles were a little white.

	
I took a deep breath, stepped on the gas, and forced back the wildly upturned corners of my mouth.

	
　　---

	
When we arrived at the large supermarket on the first floor of the mall , I pushed the shopping cart alongside my mother. We bought fresh...

	
Ribs, vegetables, and her favorite snacks. Watching the shopping cart gradually fill up, I mentally calculated...

	
My mother has just recovered and should eat more nutritious food to help her recover. Besides meat, what else can I buy?

	
As I was thinking, I looked up and glanced around, and happened to see a sign hanging in a corner of the supermarket's fresh produce section: "Fresh and Live Animals"

	
silkworm chrysalis".

	
I remember reading online that silkworm pupae have extremely high protein content, containing certain amino acids that are used to enhance...

	
Her physical condition couldn't be better, which is perfect for Mom's current state.

	
" Mom," I stopped and pointed in that direction, "Let's go over there and see if we can buy some more."

	
What would you like to order?

	
She looked up in the direction I was pointing, seemingly noticing the sign and the wriggling thing beneath it; her face immediately turned pale.

	
Things have changed.

	
" Selling insects ... " She instinctively took a half step back, her brows furrowing tightly, a look of utter disapproval on her face.

	
Hidden disgust and fear: "It's a bit disgusting, don't watch it."

	
　　After saying that, she seemed to feel that just talking wasn't enough, and very naturally reached out and hooked her arm around mine.

	
She grabbed my arm and pulled me forcefully in another direction: "Hurry up, let's go buy some fruit."

	
She pulled me along, and I felt so light and airy, like I was about to fly.

	
clearly feel the weight and warmth of her body against my arm. She was practically leaning half her body against me. Like...

	
In the past, in such a crowded public place, even if I longed for closeness, I would have been afraid of others.

	
They looked at them strangely and then tried to pull their hands away.

	
But now, watching her cling tightly to my arm, listening to the noisy conversations of passersby pushing shopping carts around us...

	
I felt no shame or concern whatsoever. On the contrary, I felt an indescribable sense of happiness and pride.

	
like a tide . I slowed my pace, letting her carry me like that, even slightly straightening my back.

	
back.

	
　　---

	
In the evening, my mother and I sat together in the living room.

	
　　The TV was on, showing a reality show, but neither of us was really watching it. She leaned back on the sofa, and I sat next to her.

	
on the coffee table , steam rising gently.

	
" Mom," I said, "are you really planning to go to work tomorrow?"

	
She thought for a moment and said, "Yes, why?"

	
I really want to talk about Ye Xiang. I want to ask her what she's planning to do, I want to offer to take her there, I want to offer to keep an eye on him for you.

	
But when the words reached her lips, she really didn't know how to begin, afraid of touching on her sensitive topics again, so she could only swallow them back.

	
"It's nothing," I said, "I'm just a little worried about you. Are you feeling alright?"

	
"Don't worry," she replied casually, "your mom isn't that fragile."

	
She paused briefly , shifting her gaze back to the television. A group was playing some song on it.

	
I didn't hear you clearly.

	
" If I had to pinpoint something that still bothers me," she suddenly said, her voice softening, "it's just ... "

	
"Only what?"

	
　　At that moment, I noticed her cheeks flush. It was a faint blush, but I could see it clearly in the television light.

	
.

	
"It's nothing, just ... going to sleep tonight ," she said, without looking at me, "I'm having some trouble sleeping. Maybe it's the room."

	
's too big. I always feel empty and uneasy inside ...

	
She stood up before she finished speaking, picked up her cup, and took a sip of tea.

	
"You should go to sleep early." Her voice returned to normal. "I need to get some rest too."

	
She walked towards the bedroom. Reaching the door, she stopped and glanced back at me. That glance was brief. Then she…

	
I pushed open the door and went in. I heard the clattering of bottles and jars coming from inside; she must be doing her nighttime skincare routine.

	
I stared at the slightly ajar door. A thought flashed through my mind, very clear—

	
Her words, her reaction—I knew all too well what she meant. Before, she'd told me to sleep in the master bedroom, and I…

	
She didn't agree. I made up an excuse to refuse that time , and she didn't say anything, but I remember her disappointed expression. But now...

	
I am different now than before , and I will not let her down again.

	
　　---

	
I turned off the TV and pretended to go back to my room to play on the computer. I randomly clicked on a webpage and stared blankly at the screen. But my ears...

	
I kept listening to the sounds outside .

	
　　After a long while, the master bedroom door opened. Footsteps approached, and there was a double knock on my bedroom door before it opened.

	
A crack , accompanied by the mother's gentle voice:

	
"I'm going to sleep. You should play less too. Goodnight."

	
" Okay, goodnight."

	
The footsteps faded away, and the door to the master bedroom closed again.

	
I sat frozen in the chair for a few minutes , then suddenly stood up, grabbed my blanket, and stood up as if preparing to...

	
heading to some secret ritual, emerged from the room. The living room was dark, with only a warm light still on. I walked to the...

	
Standing at the door, suppressing his excitement, he pushed the door open.

	
She wasn't asleep yet. Leaning against the headboard, she held a magazine and was flipping through it. The bedside lamp was on, casting a dim, yellowish light.

	
fell on her face. Hearing the noise, she looked up, her gaze landing on the conspicuous blanket in my arms, and she paused slightly.

	
He paused for a second, his eyes conveying a silent question.

	
I stood in the doorway, my Adam's apple bobbing with difficulty. I felt my action was somewhat foolish; I had just been thinking...

	
I'd rehearsed were now stuck in my throat. But no matter what, I had to take this step.

	
.

	
" Mom," I finally said, my voice trembling slightly, "I also ... feel anxious tonight and can't sleep."

	
She didn't look away.

	
"Could I ... sleep next to you ?"

	
　　As soon as I said it, I realized how stupid I was. "I can't sleep because I'm anxious"—it's obviously an excuse.

	
But she didn't laugh. She just looked at me, her eyes shining in the light. Suddenly, she laughed, her eyes...

	
His eyes narrowed into slits. It was a knowing smile.

	
She moved to the side , making up a large, spacious area, and patted the mattress.

	
"Come sleep here."

	
I hurried over , put the blanket down, and lay down next to her. The bed was large, but with two people sleeping together, it was just...

	
just.

	
" click," she reached out and turned off the bedside lamp.

	
The room was plunged into thick darkness, with only a sliver of cool moonlight seeping in through the gap in the curtains that weren't fully drawn.

	
I lay there, eyes open for a long time, staring blindly at the chandelier on the ceiling. I could hear her...

	
Breathing, light and even, very close.

	
　　After a while, she reached out her hand, her fingertips lightly touching the back of my hand, as if testing the waters.

	
A soft palm then covered mine, slowly taking my hand in its grasp. I held my breath, remaining still. Just like that...

	
She held it.

	
It was quiet outside the window. The curtains fluttered slightly occasionally, as if a breeze had picked up. I said to myself, at this moment…

	
You don't need to think about anything.

	
　　I closed my eyes, but my heart started beating faster ...

	



Chapter Thirty-Six

	
　　My mother held my hand the whole time. Her fingers were a little cold at first, but they gradually warmed up under my body heat.

	
Curled up slightly in the night.

	
drew a thin white line on the wall. I lay there motionless, afraid of disturbing the tranquility of the moment.

	
The air seemed to be filled with her scent — the fragrance of shampoo , mixed with the warmth of her skin, and a faint...

	
that makes my heart itch.

	
Oh no, my heart is pounding faster and faster.

	
I've slept with her countless times, done everything we could. On those nights, I shouldn't have been nervous anymore. But...

	
After so much time and so much going through, lying together like this feels completely different. It's not like we're strangers anymore.

	
It was a more complex emotion, a mixture of anticipation, excitement, and a hint of worry, which left me at a loss.

	
Just as I was lost in thought , my mother suddenly sighed.

	
"Sigh ... " The voice was very soft, as if talking to itself , "Can't sleep."

	
She rolled over, turning her face towards me. Her hair brushed against my shoulder, tickling me; then she moved closer.

	
It was almost resting on my chest.

	
I froze. After the initial trepidation, I steeled myself and gently placed my hand on her back.

	
Through that thin nightgown, I could feel her smooth skin.

	
" How about this?" I asked.

	
Her voice came from below, muffled:

	
" Hmm ... that makes me feel much more at ease."

	
I held her, saying nothing more . The room was quiet, save for the sound of our breathing, rising and falling almost in sync.

	
Fu.

	
　　After a long time — maybe only a few minutes—she spoke again.

	
"Why did you suddenly come back that day ? "

	
I was stunned for a moment, then I immediately understood — the day she asked about was the day I witnessed Ye Xiang abusing her.

	
"I called you," I said, "but you didn't answer. I was a little worried, so I went home to check on you."

	
She remained silent for a while.

	
" Thank you."

	
" What are you thanking me for?"

	
" Thank you for always thinking of me." Her voice trailed off, as if she were talking to herself.

	
I looked down slightly and saw the top of her head. Her hair was loose, gleaming darkly in the moonlight.

	
"How could I not miss you?" I said.

	
His hand involuntarily rose and gently caressed her face, like stroking a child. His fingers traced the contours of her cheek.

	
Her cheek; her skin was soft and a little cool. She didn't flinch.

	
　　---

	
An impulse was surging within me, running rampant. I had a strong premonition: tonight was the crucial moment.

	
" Mom," I said tentatively, my throat tightening, "do you think we can go back to how things were before ..."

	
…

	
　　Before I could finish speaking, the person beside me moved. Her body, which had been pressed against mine, stiffened slightly, and then, in the darkness…

	
had been closed, opened. In the moonlight streaming in through the window, she stared intently at me.

	
I panicked immediately. Had I said something wrong again? Why bring this up now? After all, Mom had just...

	
She just recovered and only recently agreed to sleep with me. Isn't this too hasty?

	
Before I could even offer any words of remedy, without warning, she suddenly sat up. The movement was so forceful that it lifted a...

	
A gust of wind blew, and the blanket slipped down, letting in a rush of cold air that sent shivers down my spine. I instinctively sat up as well.

	
He straightened his body.

	
We sat facing each other on the bed. Her silhouette was backlit, and the emotions in her eyes were so intense they seemed impossible to conceal.

	
"I want to ask you a question." Her words were like a thorn, piercing the silence.

	
I swallowed hard, a vague sense of unease washing over me for some reason. "Ask away, Mom."

	
She remained silent for only a few seconds, but the silence felt as long as waiting for a verdict. Finally, she moved her lips.

	
"I told you. That year, at the Lover's Hotel, I was... by two people ... "

	
　　She paused here. Her gaze was fixed intently on my eyes, as if scrutinizing me.

	
Is one of them ... you?"

	
" boom," my heart suddenly clenched.

	
Three years ago, at a love hotel. Just the two of us. That night I've never dared to face since , the night I've never dared to admit.

	
It was a secret. I thought that as long as I could bluff my way through it, and given enough time, this mess would slowly be smoothed over. But...

	
I was wrong; she's never forgotten. She asked me, and hinted at it many times, but I either remained silent or changed the subject.

	
He would bring up topics, but he never gave her a direct answer.

	
"What?" Seeing me frozen like a wooden statue, her voice rose slightly. "Can't you say?"

	
　　There's no escaping it now. It seems the time for a showdown has finally come. I took a deep breath, exhaling the chilly night air...

	
It was poured into the lungs.

	
" Mom," I heard my voice trembling, "that person is me."

	
Once I opened my mouth, these festering secrets poured out like a burst dam. My eyes stung with tears, and I forced myself to cry.

	
I sniffed, and my vision became blurry.

	
"I was out of my mind back then , and committed such a terrible crime against you. Now that I think about it, I have no face to beg for forgiveness."

	
you forgive me , whatever punishment you give me will be what I deserve.

	
　　Having said all that, I felt like a prisoner who had confessed to a crime, unable to lift my head, only daring to glance at my mother out of the corner of my eye.

	
Her reaction . She didn't speak, but suddenly covered her face. A suppressed sob escaped through her fingers.

	
It didn't sound like it came from the throat ; it was more like a mournful cry from deep within the chest, a sound that came from nowhere, intermittent and broken.

	
Continued.

	
" This is the first time you ... have admitted it." She sobbed hoarsely, her voice hoarse, "and also the first time..."

	
He apologized to me once ...

	
Tears streamed down my cheeks, landing on the blanket. I hesitated for a moment, then finally opened my arms and hugged them tightly.

	
He put his arm around her shoulder. Her body was cold, and she was still sobbing.

	
" Mom," my voice was so hoarse I could barely speak, "it's all my fault. What do you want me to do?"

	
"Anything is fine, as long as you ... you ... "

	
"What do you want? Forgive me? Or make me feel better? Or something else?" I was suddenly speechless.

	
At times like this, nothing you say is appropriate, and it all seems insignificant.

	
　　---

	
　　Then, her sobs gradually subsided, like a torrent that had been accumulating for three years finally bursting forth. She slowly put down...

	
Her hands covered her face , and tears streamed down her tear-streaked face, glistening in the moonlight. Her eyes, which had been moist...

	
The steam dissipated, replaced by an unexpected, blinding light.

	
"Do n't be afraid." Her voice was weak from panting, but more resolute than before. "I'm not..."

	
Heartbroken. It's finally confirmed. It really was you that day, not someone else.

	
　　At this point, a smile spread across Mom's face, a look of satisfaction on her lips: "I'm so happy ..."

	
So, back then , I had already given myself to you completely.

	
　　These almost insane words seemed to have exhausted her strength, and her body slumped down. My heart...

	
His head trembled, and he could no longer control the surge of pity, pulling her into his arms. She didn't resist. She just let me hold her.

	
Wearing.

	
" So, it wasn't me who seduced you, it wasn't me who turned you from a child into this ... I'm not a bad person. "

	
"Mom, right?"

	
She tilted her head up in my arms, her teary eyes filled with expectation, waiting for my response.

	
At that moment, I finally understood. My mother had always been concerned about this issue, worried that she had "taught her child badly."

	
Me. No wonder we argued a few months ago, and I said to her, "In your eyes, wasn't I also a child before?"

	
She was so hurt. I was so oblivious; I thought even the worst thing could be resolved with a simple apology.

	
I once resented her for being so persistent and ultimately leaving me. Looking back now, I realize I was the one who hurt her the most.

	
May the pain she faces sting her.

	
" Yes, you're not." I loosened my grip, wishing I could pull her into my arms. "Yes..."

	
It was my initiative . Mom, I've wanted you for a long time, I wanted you to be my woman.

	
　　It's still embarrassing to say these things now, but there's no need to hesitate anymore. I don't know.

	
I held her like that for a long time, and all I know is that her breathing gradually stabilized and her trembling body gradually relaxed.

	
Then she pushed me a little distance away.

	
"Yours ... " she murmured, "but the thought of you seeing all those ugly things about me makes me want to..."

	
" I felt I didn't deserve to be your mother anymore."

	
Looking at her lowered head, at the few stray strands of hair clinging to her cheeks, my heart felt as if it were soaking in a pool of water.

	
The bitterness was unbearable. It was clearly my fault; I violated her first, and I've been too afraid to admit it. But now…

	
But it was she who suffered the pain.

	
I can't hide anymore . I have to act like a real man and get through this with her.

	
" Mom." I cupped her face in my hands, forcing her to look into my eyes. "Since that's the case, let's abandon our mother..."

	
"It's probably because of his identity as a son."

	
She froze, and I could feel her body visibly tremble at those words.

	
I took a deep breath. Ever since that night, Meiqing had told me not to worry too much about our "mother and child" relationship, and to let...

	
I didn't want to be my mother's little darling anymore, this thought gradually took root in my mind. I'd kept this in for so long...

	
For a long time.

	
"I can finally say this." I declared without hesitation, word by word:

	
"Lin Wan, I love you. It's not just a son's love for his mother; I don't want to just be your son. I want to be your..."

	
"Husband, your man, is it okay ?"

	
Her pupils suddenly dilated, and she stared at me in disbelief, her body frozen in place.

	
It was as if the message in those words was unacceptable to her. Silence spread through the night.

	
After a long pause, she wiped away her tears and then chuckled. The laugh, blooming on her tear-streaked face, was somewhat...

	
It's peculiar, tinged with absurdity and helplessness, yet also carries a sense of relief after all the shackles have been removed.

	
"Do you know what you just said?" she asked in a trembling voice.

	
"I know. These are my true feelings ."

	
She shook her head and sighed.

	
"Sigh, even though you say that, my mind is so confused ... "

	
By the moonlight, I saw complex emotions welling up in her red and swollen eyes—sorrow and exhaustion.

	
It was as if a thousand words were intertwined. I tried to understand them, but found that I couldn't distinguish them one by one.

	
"You say you love me," she tilted her head slightly, "how do you prove it?"

	
I looked at her. The thing that had been struggling inside me suddenly quieted down.

	
We're going all in, why worry about anything else? We've already come this far, we absolutely can't back down now.

	
I leaned forward, completely eliminating the last bit of distance between us . Her breath entered my nostrils.

	
It has a minty aroma.

	
I lowered my head , my lips first touching her earlobe. Soft, like a warm, sweet candy. I kissed it gently.

	
I paused for a moment.

	
She didn't dodge, but her body shrank slightly, and she closed her eyes, letting out a soft "uh ... "

	
I followed the contours behind her ear, down her jawline, little by little, pausing at the corner of her mouth. Her

	
My lips are a little dry, but very smooth.

	
I steadied myself, adjusted my angle, and kissed him directly.

	
Very lightly, very slowly. Just a touch of lips, nothing deeper. Giving her time, and giving myself time too. Her double...

	
parted slightly as I sucked on them . I tentatively slipped the tip of my tongue inside. She responded — very...

	
Beware, it carries a deadly temptation.

	
I don't know how long we kissed. I only felt her body gradually melt into a puddle of water, completely defenseless against me.

	
Stick them together.

	
I stepped back a little and looked down at her.

	
Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips were swollen and moist from being kissed.

	
" Does this count as proof?" I asked cautiously.

	
　　My mother's watery eyes shimmered with laughter, but also burned with a kind of longing . Once, in countless...

	
In our night, the longing that fascinates me has finally begun to awaken.

	
The next second, something unexpected happened.

	
She reached out, grabbed my collar, and pushed me down onto the bed. I was caught off guard and hadn't even had time to react.

	
She was already on top of me. Her face was close, her breath hot and urgent against mine. Her lips...

	
Her lips brushed against my ear, her voice soft and ethereal, tinged with a hint of coquettishness:

	
" not enough ."

	
The scent penetrated my ears , sending a tingling sensation through my entire body.

	
" It still needs to be proven."

	



Chapter Thirty-Seven

	
　　My mother pushed me down deep into the bed, straddling me. The moonlight perfectly silhouetted her profile.

	
It illuminated her long, cascading hair. In the darkness, her eyes, fixed on me, were flashing wildly.

	
Undisguised desire. I think I feel the same way she does right now. We've both been suppressing our desires for too long, just waiting for this moment.

	
carve.

	
She straightened up slightly, grasped the hem of her nightgown with both hands , and slowly piled it up, lifting it. Along with the fabric...

	
A faint rustling sound filled the air, revealing the base of Mom's fair and shapely thighs in the dim light, glistening with a fine sheen.

	
The soft, alluring light was irresistible. I couldn't help but swallow.

	
She heard it. A barely perceptible smile curved her lips. Without a word, the surrounding air instantly became...

	
It became viscous.

	
I raised my hand and reached between her legs . My fingertips, through the thin cotton panties, felt only the lightest...

	
The soft, tentative touch sent a rush of heat through the fabric to the palm. A small, noticeable patch of heat had already seeped there.

	
A damp, warm liquid was seeping through her underwear, a testament to her body's desire.

	
She let out a very short, very seductive "hmm".

	
　　Next, I pinched the bottom two ends of the underwear with my fingers and squeezed them inwards, turning the fabric into a thin strip.

	
He moved back and forth , letting the strip of cloth embed itself deeply between her labia, rubbing against them incessantly.

	
Her breathing grew heavier. Her hands pressed against my chest, her fingers almost digging into my flesh. Her long hair obscured...

	
I covered her cheek, but I could clearly feel her entire body trembling uncontrollably under this intense stimulation.

	
Trembling.

	
The fabric was quickly soaked. After absorbing all the love juice, each back-and-forth grinding and squeezing would be accompanied by a deathly silence.

	
the room .

	
" Mom," I said, my throat bobbing, my voice a little muffled, "is this comfortable?"

	
　　The moment the words left his mouth, the body supporting my chest suddenly stiffened.

	
Her panting, which had been lost in passion, suddenly stopped. She slowly raised her head. In the bright moonlight, her face...

	
Her cheeks were so red they looked like they were about to bleed, her watery eyes were fixed on me, and her lips were slightly parted.

	
"No …… "

	
She seemed to utter a soft murmur in her sleep.

	
"Don't say that word." Her face drew closer, her sweet breath mingling with mine. "Even just a little..."

	
Evenings are fine — let me be your Lin Wan, no matter what.

	
My heart clenched suddenly .

	
Just be my Lin Wan. Not my mother, just a woman, a woman who belongs to me.

	
I didn't say anything more. I just continued what I was doing, as a response to her. The fabric was so wet it seemed to seep out.

	
Water was being wrung out; nothing could stop it anymore. I opened my palm and placed it directly on her waist, my fingers hooking around hers.

	
The edge slipped down smoothly. She lifted her hips with perfect understanding, cooperating with me as I pulled away that last barrier of modesty.

	
Completely detached from between the legs.

	
The entrance to the vagina gently pressed against the glans, the folds of the labia minora, like shy flower petals, were gradually stretched open.

	
She lowered her waist extremely slowly, as if afraid of disturbing something; with every millimeter she moved forward, I could clearly feel that circle...

	
The soft flesh was gradually stretched to its limit, then greedily wrapped around it again. The slippery inner walls felt like they were covered in countless tiny tongues, along with...

	
Sometimes it would suckle against the pillar, with a little resistance, yet with an even stronger invitation.

	
she sat fully back down , her lower abdomen trembled slightly, and a very soft, almost inaudible "ah ..." escaped her throat.

	
… ”. The sound wasn’t a shout, but rather squeezed out from deep within the chest .

	
Our lower bodies were pressed tightly together. Her wet pubic hair rubbed against my lower abdomen, sticky and uncomfortable.

	
The love juice seeped out from the point of contact, flowing down my sac, carrying a slight coolness.

	
I took her hand, our fingers intertwined. She would occasionally look down at me, her eyes glazed over. Her long hair fell down.

	
, like a curtain .

	
Then she moved.

	
At first, it was just a very slight back-and-forth rocking, as if searching for the most comfortable angle. There was a small rough patch on the anterior wall of the vagina.

	
The protrusion, each time the glans rubbed against it, she would linger there for a second longer, her waist grinding in small circles.

	
Her movements were slow, yet incredibly controlled — I could clearly feel her trembling, and every inch of her body trembled as well.

	
She was convulsing, but she bit her lower lip tightly, determined not to let me lose control too quickly.

	
I could feel her getting hotter and wetter inside. Every time she lifted her hips and lowered them, the point of contact between our bodies...

	
It made a sticky , squelching sound , with a force that seemed to pull me in.

	
.

	
"Uh ... " The intense pleasure made it difficult for me to even speak. "If you keep going like this ... I'll be unable to hold back and go too fast."

	
"

	
She didn't answer, but instead sat down heavily and came to a complete stop.

	
At that moment, the deepest muscles in her body seemed to come alive, clenching and sucking rhythmically with me.

	
Our heartbeats were perfectly synchronized. My penis throbbed painfully inside her, each pulse feeling like it was pounding deeper.

	
She pressed her forehead firmly against mine, and our hot breaths mingled together once again.

	
" Don't rush ... " she whispered , "Let me feel you a little longer."

	
　　Finally, she unleashed her true potential.

	
The twisting of his waist became increasingly exaggerated, sometimes grinding back and forth, sometimes swaying from side to side, and sometimes suddenly lifting up, leaving only the front exposed.

	
He gently teased the entrance, then suddenly thrust all the way in. Each time he went deep, she would let out a short, tearful sound.

	
The nasal tone of her voice, her breasts swaying within her nightgown , tracing graceful arcs in the air. But not in a wild way.

	
It wasn't a demanding act, but a gentler rhythm — she was trying to please me.

	
　　The moment this thought crossed my mind, my eyes suddenly welled up with tears.

	
She wasn't enjoying herself. She was making me enjoy myself. Even now, after everything we've been through, she still...

	
I'm considering my feelings.

	
Tears slid down my cheeks and into my ears, making them itch.

	
I reached out and grabbed her waist, thrusting upwards forcefully . Her body jolted, and a long whimper escaped her throat.

	
The inner walls suddenly tightened, like a slippery little hand gripping me tightly, and continuous spasms emanated from deep within .

	
One wave after another.

	
Her first orgasm came without warning.

	
She jerked her head back, her neck forming a graceful arc, her mouth opened but no complete sound came out, only broken words.

	
Soft, labored breaths and faint whimpers. A surge of scalding heat erupted from deep within her vagina, drenching my glans, followed by...

	
It was a violent, continuous spasm, gripping my penis even tighter, as if trying to drain me dry. The muscles on the inside of her thighs...

	
The muscles tightened and relaxed uncontrollably , and the lower abdomen twitched repeatedly.

	
She lay limp, her weight pressing down on me, panting heavily. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck.

	
It dripped onto my collarbone.

	
　　After a long while, she finally propped herself up, her voice still trembling:

	
"My back ... my back is killing me. I need to go downstairs."

	
I rolled her over and laid her flat, then started to take off the last of our clothes.

	
She lay there, her hair disheveled and spread across the pillow. Her legs were naturally parted, the area around her thighs a mess—

	
The vaginal fluid mixed with sweat, glistening in the moonlight. Her labia, slightly everted from prolonged friction, were...

	
Her vulva was bright red, and her clitoris was swollen like a small pearl; it would probably bounce up if you touched it lightly.

	
Her eyes darted away; she glanced at me and then looked away, but couldn't help looking back.

	
"Am I really getting old?" she asked softly . "I feel ... a little unable to keep up with you ... "

	
I leaned down, pressed my face against hers, and rubbed my nose against hers.

	
" What nonsense are you talking about?" I looked into her eyes. "Do you know how crazy you're driving me right now?"

	
Arrogance? All I want is you.

	
Her eyes lit up. Then she smiled. It was a very soft, gentle smile.

	
" Um."

	
I kissed her. From her lips to her neck, to her collarbone, and then to her breasts. My tongue circled her areola, gently biting down.

	
As her nipples were pulled outwards, she immediately arched her back and let out a soft cry.

	
I lifted her legs and hoisted them onto my shoulders. She cooperated by lifting her hips up slightly and grabbing them with both hands.

	
The bed sheet was white at the knuckles.

	
　　The moment it entered, it was deeper and fuller than when we were riding.

	
The folds at her entrance were completely smoothed out, and the inside felt like warm velvet, wrapping around me layer by layer. Each time I withdrew...

	
When only the tip remained, she would instinctively tighten, as if afraid I would leave; each time I pushed in again, she would make a sound.

	
A groan , tinged with a sob, escaped as the softest, most tender flesh deep inside was repeatedly pounded, producing a sticky "slap, slap" sound.

	
A "gurgling" sound.

	
I deliberately slowed down, thrusting as deep as possible with each stroke, then pausing to grind. She couldn't take it anymore quickly.

	
Her legs were tense on my shoulders , her toes curled, and her lower abdomen heaved violently.

	
"It's ... too deep ... " she stammered , "It's ... so hot there ... "

	
The only sounds in the room were the sounds of flesh colliding and her moans. Those sounds mingled together in the dim light.

	
the room . But to me, there was not a trace of lewdness. Only an indescribable — sacred quality .

	
feel.

	
She's mine. I'm hers. From that moonlit night until now, we've been through so much.

	
We're finally together again.

	
I wrapped my arms tightly around her waist, almost folding her in half, desperately searching for her lips. She responded with a whimper.

	
The tongue wrapped around it, carrying the salty taste of tears.

	
Her second orgasm came even more intensely.

	
First, the vaginal walls began to twitch slightly, then suddenly contracted violently, like countless tiny hands clenching together at the same time.

	
Gushes of heat gushed forth from deep within , scalding my scalp. She tilted her head back, silently opening her mouth wide, her eyes...

	
Tears streamed down her face, and her body convulsed violently as if electrocuted , lasting for more than ten seconds before slowly subsiding.

	
her frenzied demands on my flower path, I reached my limit. That urge burned up my spine, almost...

	
I can't control it.

	
"I'm almost there ... " I gasped for breath. "Is it okay ?"

	
She opened her hazy eyes, her eyelashes still glistening with tears, and a smile full of tenderness and understanding bloomed in her eyes.

	
That is the resolute determination to truly give oneself wholeheartedly .

	
"Okay ... " her voice was soft and ethereal, "Give me all of yours ... "

	
Her legs slid off my shoulders and wrapped tightly around my waist, as if trying to lock me completely in place.

	
She's inside me, and I can never get rid of her.

	
I couldn't hold back any longer.

	
The first thrust was the most powerful, slamming deep into her. Her body, still reeling from the afterglow of her orgasm, contracted and enveloped her.

	
I felt like I was going to swallow all the semen . Then came the second spurt, the third … each ejaculation was met with her return.

	
inside the spasming inner walls brings an even stronger pleasure.

	
I tensed up completely , and with one last heavy thrust, I ejaculated inside her.

	
　　My mind went completely blank.

	
Only her, only us , only this moment.

	
　　---

	
　　After I released, I collapsed weakly onto my mother, panting for a long time. She didn't move, quietly enduring my...

	
His weight, one hand gently stroking my back; the other arm around the back of my neck, brought his face close, and kissed me lightly, like a dragonfly skimming the water.

	
.

	
Once her breathing had calmed down, I got up, grabbed a few tissues from the bedside table, and carefully cleaned her up.

	
There were muddy marks beneath her . She lay there, and occasionally our eyes met, and we would exchange knowing smiles.

	
thoroughly cleaning her up , I lay back down, stretched out my arm, and scooped up her soft, warm body completely.

	
He pulled me into his arms. Our skin pressed together without any resistance, and the feeling of our bones and blood merging made me let out a satisfied sigh.

	
A sigh .

	
" There's no need for further proof," she said with a satisfied smile. "I feel everything you love me."

	
arrive."

	
I didn't say anything, but instead hugged her even tighter.

	
"No, I just don't want to be separated from you."

	
She gave a soft "hmm," snuggled deeper into my arms, and didn't say anything more.

	
We held each other like that. The moonlight outside the window slowly moved, from the bed to the floor. Her breathing grew heavier.

	
The calmer the sleep , the more I fall asleep.

	
I closed my eyes too.

	
　　I slept very soundly that night.

	
　　---

	
I woke up , the room was already lit, and the chandelier was on. A few rays of sunlight filtered through the gaps in the curtains, falling...

	
On the windowsill.

	
I sat up and instinctively reached out. The space beside me was empty. My heart skipped a beat. Then I heard a noise—

	
Over by the dressing table .

	
　　My mother was sitting in front of the mirror, her back to me, putting on makeup. She was only wearing a loose-fitting nightgown.

	
She was applying mascara, foundation, and lipstick , one by one, as her beautiful face was reflected in the mirror .

	
Seemingly noticing my gaze, she paused in applying lipstick, looked up, and caught it in the mirror.

	
My gaze.

	
"You're awake?" she said. "Perfect timing. Help me see how this outfit looks."

	
She walked to the wardrobe and took out two pieces of clothing — a beige turtleneck sweater and a fitted woolen top.

	
She picked up a dark gray midi skirt, held it up against herself, and turned to show it to me.

	
"Like this ... wear that down jacket over it ," she pointed to the hanger, "and then put it on the one you gave me."

	
"The scarf I bought."

	
I looked at her, and for a moment I felt a little dazed. The morning light shone into her expectant eyes, and she looked just like that…

	
Like a young girl going on a date.

	
"Uh ... " I stroked my chin casually, carefully choosing my words, "She's pretty, but..."

	
I feel a little ...

	
"What's up?"

	
"I just used a little too much force," I joked.

	
She twitched her brow slightly, looked down at the clothes in her hand, and then chuckled.

	
" Oops , oops," she waved her hand. "I've been cooped up at home for too long, I almost forgot what to wear to work."

	
Clothes."

	
She sat back down in front of the mirror and stared at her face for a while.

	
"Sigh, I have to redo my makeup."

	
I jumped out of bed and started getting dressed. She caught a glimpse of me in the mirror and asked as she removed her makeup:

	
are you up so early?

	
" Go buy some fried dough sticks. Do you want tofu pudding or soy milk?"

	
"No need," she turned around, "You did very well last night, so you're entitled to a day off as a reward."

	
"That won't do," I said, feigning seriousness. "My woman gets up early to go to work, how can I sleep in?"

	
That's the principle.

	
Her eyes slowly narrowed, her gaze sweeping over me, taking in me. After a while, a smile crept into her eyes.

	
It spread out.

	
"Then hurry back."

	



Chapter Thirty-Eight

	
Breakfast was simple. The freshly fried dough sticks were crispy and fragrant, paired with steaming hot tofu pudding. As I carried this...

	
I got home , Mom had already boiled the eggs and put them on the table. We sat facing each other across the table, occasionally exchanging pleasantries.

	
After a few words, chatting and laughing, there was a long-lost sense of comfort in the air.

	
But I know the vulnerability behind this comfort. The moment we step out of the house, my mother and I will face Ye again.

	
Xiang. I'm not entirely sure what conflicts might occur at work today, or what path I should take in the future.

	
Thinking of this, I couldn't help but put down my chopsticks and stealthily glance at her across the table. Unexpectedly, she looked at...

	
She went upstairs in a great mood. Her slender, pale fingers slowly and deliberately tore the fried dough stick into small pieces , a gentle smile curving her lips.

	
She even hummed a light, almost imperceptible tune. For a moment, I couldn't tell if she was really...

	
Did he completely let go of his burdens, or was he deliberately hiding his worries under this relaxed exterior just to comfort me?

	
After breakfast , I was in charge of clearing the dishes. By the time I dried my hands and came out of the kitchen, she had also changed her clothes and come out.

	
The master bedroom. Gone was the overly elaborate dress she'd worn that morning; instead, she wore a fitted down jacket.

	
She paired it with a pair of neat straight-leg trousers. This was her most common outfit for work, both professional and understated.

	
Adjust.

	
I picked up my coat from the sofa: "Let's go together later. I'll drive you to work today."

	
She was looking at her phone in the entryway when she heard this and nodded slightly, "Okay." Then, she suddenly turned her hand...

	
He supported her lower back, gently rubbing it, his tone carrying a hint of ambiguity only the two of us could understand, "Perfect."

	
today .

	
Our eyes met in mid-air, and we both smiled knowingly.

	
to the garage, she walked beside me. The neighborhood was quiet in the early morning, and a cold wind blew in my face.

	
I instinctively took her slightly cool hand into my palm. She didn't flinch, letting me hold it tightly.

	
.

	
I got in the car and started the engine. The car smoothly drove out of the residential area gate. The sunlight was excellent, shining brightly through the windshield.

	
Spilled glass streamed into the car. Mom lowered her seat, leaning comfortably against the passenger side, gazing at the street outside the window.

	
scene.

	
I gripped the steering wheel tightly, focused on the road ahead. An extremely strong thought took root in my mind.

	 

	——

	
That guy Ye Xiang, whatever tricks he plays , it doesn't matter. I'll protect Mom. If he dares to...

	
If he acts recklessly, I 'll make him regret it for the rest of his life.

	
　　---

	
　　The car was parked beside the tree-lined path in front of the workplace. Mom unbuckled her seatbelt and casually smoothed her ear.

	
She had stray hairs and turned her head to look at me.

	
"Okay, let's go home." She gently instructed, "There are vegetables in the refrigerator. Make yourself some rice porridge for lunch ."

	
Order takeout , remember?

	
I agreed . But the moment her hand touched the car door handle, I called out to her, "Mom, I'll take you..."

	
Go to the office building.

	
She stopped what she was doing, turned around, and waited quietly for me to continue.

	
But I didn't know where to begin. What should I say? Should I say I'm afraid Ye Xiang will cause you trouble? Or should I say I want to spend more time with him?

	
"A little while? Tell me ..."

	
She stared at my face, her gaze seeming to see right through to the deepest, most hidden corners of my heart. Then, she suddenly...

	
She chuckled softly. Are you still worried about that person?

	
I hesitated for a moment, then nodded obediently.

	
　　Seeing that I admitted it, her smile deepened, a mixture of smugness and cunning.

	
"Don't worry," she said casually, "he's no longer here."

	
I was taken aback: "What?"

	
"He was asked to leave by HR because he took leave during his internship."

	
"What happened?" I asked urgently . "How ... how do you know so much?"

	
"When I called your Aunt Zhang a few days ago, she mentioned it to me casually." Her tone was very calm.

	
for a single spot , and interns being easily replaceable, the administration department reported the matter directly.

	
"They've been handed over to HR."

	
　　It was then that I remembered. A few days ago, when my mother asked me to pick up the sick leave slip, I did call Aunt Zhang.

	
So they were talking about Ye Xiang back then?

	
Even if Ye Xiang is really fired from his job, what if that scumbag dares to come back and harass him for revenge ...

	
　　Seeing that I was still frowning, my mother reached out and gently stroked my tense cheeks with her slightly cool fingers.

	
He seemed to understand my unease.

	
"Don't worry, I'll handle the rest . Trust Mom, everything will be alright."

	
　　She said it with a firm tone. To be honest, hearing her say that did put my mind at ease.

	
After all, in terms of ability and experience, she far surpasses me. From childhood to adulthood, she has always been the one to shelter this family from the storms of life.

	
Rain, I grew up under the protection of this wing. Since she's confident she can handle it, I won't...

	
Please ask more questions .

	
However , at this moment, another complex emotion welled up in my heart ... I can't quite put my finger on it, the original feeling of wanting to be with Ye...

	
Xiang's desperate, reckless courage felt like a punch landing on cotton. He even had a vague feeling that he had been mocked?

	
"You knew back then ," I said sullenly, "Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

	
She tilted her head slightly , her eyes looking at a silly child, but her tone was full of undisguised coquettishness:

	
"If I had told you sooner , how would I have known you wouldn't have been truly worried about me?"

	
I couldn't help but exclaim, "Ah!" Yes, she's my mother, the one who looks frail but can hold her own.

	
Lin Wan, who took over the entire family. I really thought of myself as her guardian angel, but I never expected to be manipulated by her instead ...

	
At that moment, I felt both angry and amused.

	
" mom!"

	
She was still laughing when I reached across the control panel, grabbed the back of her neck, and pulled her close.

	
" The lipstick will come off ... " Before the last syllable of her exclamation could fade, I covered her mouth with my hand.

	
　　The air in the carriage instantly heated up. She obediently let out a soft "Mmm," then gave up struggling and gently lowered her hand...

	
It gently pressed against my chest, letting me take it as I pleased.

	
I reluctantly let go of her only when we were both a little out of breath. Her lips were red, originally...

	
meticulously applied lip makeup had indeed smudged, with a little bit still clinging to the corner of her mouth. She sat back down and examined herself in the car mirror.

	
A moment later, she gave me a disgruntled look.

	
"See? It's all spent."

	
I deliberately didn't wipe the red mark from the corner of my mouth, and just stared at her silently. She noticed this through the mirror.

	
Seeing his shameless demeanor, I couldn't help but chuckle to myself.

	
the laughter subsided, a sense of peace and tranquility filled the carriage.

	
all that filth," she said softly but firmly, adjusting her collar.

	
.

	
I nodded solemnly.

	
"But I still want to give it to you," I insisted.

	
She glanced at me and didn't refuse again .

	
"Okay, let's go."

	
I opened the car door and walked around to the passenger side. She was already standing by the door waiting for me. I walked over and went straight to her.

	
She reached out her hand.

	
" Let's hold hands."

	
in her eyes .

	
"What," she said, looking at my hand hanging in mid-air, "don't you think it's shameful for a grown man to hold his mother's hand?"

	
I took her hand. It was so soft, and her fingertips still carried the coolness of the morning breeze.

	
" We just have a good relationship," I said. "Let others think what they want."

	
She gazed into my eyes, sunlight shimmering in her clear pupils. Then, she turned her arm around...

	
It grabbed my arm.

	
That's how we walked into the company gate.

	
　　---

	
Around 8 a.m., it was the morning rush hour. A few scattered employees walked towards the building in small groups, some riding bicycles...

	
Electric vehicles, pedestrians, and occasionally a few curious glances would drift over our shoulders and land on us.

	
"Look around as you like," I thought. I had expected to feel a little awkward under the gaze of others. But in fact...

	
I sat up very straight, and surprisingly, I didn't feel embarrassed at all. It turned out I was holding my mother's hand — no , I meant my very...

	
The woman I love walks so openly and honestly, and I feel so happy.

	
Just as she was enjoying this secret delight, she suddenly felt a slight pull in her arm, and she slowed down.

	
"Slow down," she said reproachfully, "You're walking so fast, I can't keep up."

	
My heart softened, and I slowed my pace and turned to tease her a bit, when suddenly a tall woman cut in from my side or behind.

	
Voice:

	
"Xiao Lin!"

	
A middle-aged woman walked briskly over , her hair styled in a bun at the back of her head, wearing work clothes; she was the same woman from the amusement park last time.

	
The woman next to Aunt Zhang whom I've met before — my mom seems to call her Sister Wang.

	
"Xiao Lin, you're back to work today?" Sister Wang walked over , her gaze falling on me. She paused for a moment, then said, "Huh?"

	
"Why is your son here too?"

	
　　A flawless, polite smile immediately appeared on Mom's face: "Don't mention it, I'm not on vacation..."

	
I hurt my foot . My son helped me to work."

	
"Really ?" Sister Wang looked at me, then at my mother, her eyes filled with concern. "Did you hurt your foot, Yan?"

	
heavy ?

	
"It's nothing, just a sprain, I'm much better now," Mom said casually. "It's just that I can't walk very well yet."

	
"She's too efficient; my son isn't comfortable with that and insists on taking her."

	
Upon hearing this, Sister Wang's gaze lingered for a moment on our tightly clasped arms, then instantly transformed into understanding and envy.

	
"I knew it! Your son is so thoughtful and kind."

	
" What's so thoughtful about that?" Mom squinted at me, "You were so focused on walking that I almost fell."

	
I was stunned for a moment, and before I could say anything, she subtly touched my waist with her elbow.

	
" What are you standing there for? Hurry up and call for help!"

	
I quickly said, "Hello, Aunt Wang."

	
"Oh, what a good child." Sister Wang smiled broadly , then turned to her mother, "Old Sun's daughter from our department."

	
Last time, someone brought him food during their night shift, and I was so envious ... You know, if we had a daughter, that would be amazing!

	
So thoughtful …

	
The two women chattered away as they walked. I followed beside my mother, continuing to act as her "human body."

	
"Crutch," listening to them chat about everyday matters, like Old Sun's daughter, this quarter's bonus, and what the boss did next.

	
What did you say ...?

	
The winter sun shone warmly on us . Mom still held my arm, chatting with Sister Wang.

	
It was very lively. Everything felt so natural and ordinary.

	
But I know in my heart how hard-won this "normal" state is.

	
　　---

	
we approached the office building entrance, Sister Wang waved goodbye and headed in another direction.

	
My mother and I continued walking, ascending the stairs leading to the office. The hallway was somewhat chilly and dark; we were the only ones there.

	
Her footsteps echoed up and down the stairs. She stopped at the corner halfway up the second floor, gripping the handrail.

	
He let out a very slight sigh.

	
"What's wrong?" I asked.

	
She didn't answer immediately, her gaze lowered, fixed on the slightly worn floor tile in front of her toes. She continued walking uphill.

	
took a few steps, and only spoke in a low voice after confirming that no one else was around :

	
"It's nothing. It's just that I used to resent you for being so secretive in front of others. Actually ... "

	
She paused, then looked up.

	
" Actually, aren't I the same? What? My son helped me to work," "I almost fell" ... Haha. "

	
" You said it so smoothly."

	
That laugh was dry , like it had been sanded on sandpaper. Hearing it made my heart ache, a feeling like something uncooked.

	
The fruit was both bitter and astringent.

	
I understand her pain; she's blaming herself. In front of outsiders, no matter how close we are , we can only hold each other...

	
Only by living in the "mother and child" lifeline can the two of them maintain that respectable facade.

	
" Mom." I stepped forward, placing my hand lightly on her lower back, a distance close enough for her to feel my touch.

	
body temperature.

	
She looked at me.

	
" Give me some time," I said, meeting her gaze. "One day, these problems will all be solved."

	
Her breathing became heavy. I saw her eyelashes tremble slightly, and in her watery eyes...

	
It was filled with an indescribable tenderness and anticipation.

	
" Okay," she said, "I'll wait for you."

	
When she reached the entrance of the finance department on the third floor, she stopped, took her handbag in her hand, and suppressed the vulnerability she had shown just moments before.

	
expression.

	
"Okay, I'm here." She patted my shoulder. "Go back now. Be careful on the road, and don't forget lunch."

	
Cook ."

	
I nodded : "Okay. I'll pick you up after work."

	
She pushed open the door and went inside. Just as the door closed, she glanced back at me.

	
That glance was brief, but I understood its meaning .

	
I stood in the hallway, watching the office door close, for a while. Then I turned and went downstairs, my feet sinking into the floor.

	
Every step I took felt more solid than ever before.

	



Chapter Thirty-Nine

	
Winter has passed and spring has arrived. Time seems to fly by, yet also drag on. I found an internship, continuing my preparations for entering the workforce.

	
Preparing for society . At home, I cuddle with my mom, eating, chatting, watching TV, making love ... whenever I have free time ...

	
He would pick her up and drop her off at get off work.

	
After the Spring Festival , Dad came back.

	
　　This isn't a family visit; it's a formal division of assets. The house, the car, and some stocks, investments, etc.

	
Yes, these things have already been clearly separated. But there's still one thing: the family savings, which amount to about two hundred and several hundred.

	
The two men had different opinions on how to divide the money, which amounted to 10,000 .

	
"Xiao Wan." Even after the divorce, her father still called her that. "I won't argue with you about anything else, but the accounts..."

	
of this money?"

	
"Half?" Mom's expression was a little cold. "What right do you have to take half?"

	
The father seemed somewhat helpless: "It's obvious, it's marital property, and my money is in it too, even if..."

	
"It's going to court ... "

	
"Okay, then let's go to court!" Before he could finish speaking, his mother suddenly interrupted him, "I'd also like to have the judge..."

	
Investigate what you've been doing all these years, and whether all the money you've earned has really been used for this family!

	
"

	
The two of them started arguing, each exchanging words, and their emotions became quite agitated. In the past, I would definitely have obediently...

	
I retreated to my room , not daring to get involved in my parents' affairs. But now, I'm not a child anymore.

	
I stood up from the sofa , sat down next to my mother, and casually put my hand on her shoulder.

	
My mother was startled, and her tense body immediately relaxed. She even subconsciously leaned closer to me.

	
"Dad," I began, my voice more steady than I'd expected, "that's not how the accounts are calculated. You said you'd take half."

	
But over the years, how many times have you gone home? My mom raised me all by herself, buying groceries, cooking, doing housework, and so on.

	
She manages the household chores inside and out, and she also has to go to work. Have you ever calculated how much all this is worth?

	
Dad frowned, clearly not expecting me to interrupt so suddenly. His face darkened, and he adopted a serious expression.

	
The airs of an elder.

	
"Why are you interrupting when adults are talking? This is between your mother and me, what do you know?"

	
"Of course I understand." I looked into his eyes, gently pressing my hand on my mother's shoulder, as if...

	
A silent reassurance : "You want half? Fine. First, settle the fees for the nanny, childcare, and housework over the past ten years."

	
Okay. At market rates, five thousand a month isn't much, is it? You can do the math yourself over all these years."

	
　　My mother didn't say anything. But I could feel her gently covering my warm hand that was resting on her shoulder.

	
The palm is pressed against the back of my hand.

	
A silence fell over the living room . Dad looked unwell, his head bowed, coughing occasionally. After a long while…

	
He finally spoke:

	
"Alright. It's not easy for you with a child. Here's what I'll do: two million for you, I'll only take a small portion. That should be acceptable."

	
Is that all?

	
I glanced at my mother; she was looking at me too. In that instant our eyes met, I saw a deep well of tears in her eyes.

	
There was a sense of satisfaction, relief, and a faint, almost imperceptible, attachment. I had a feeling that this "debt" between her and her father...

	
It's finally over.

	
　　---

	
　　On the day the property agreement was signed, Dad suggested we have a meal together.

	
" We were husband and wife, after all. Besides, please consider our son's feelings."

	
He looked in my direction, as if waiting for me to say something. But I didn't know how to respond, not that I didn't want to.

	
I eat with my dad mainly because I'm afraid of upsetting my mom. So I just keep quiet.

	
　　My mother glanced at me, then at my father. She remained silent for a long time.

	
Finally, she said, "Okay."

	
Dad chose the restaurant . It's a well-established restaurant nearby, where the three of us used to occasionally go.

	
Come on, some of the dishes are delicious, like yellow croaker with pickled mustard greens and steamed wontons. They brought back fond memories of my childhood.

	
Memories. Even now, the restaurant's decor remains in the style of the early 20th century, and the private rooms are small, with just a round table and a few chairs.

	
The window shows the street scene of the old town.

	
The dishes were all served, and Dad raised his glass to toast Mom.

	
"Come on, let's have a toast." He seemed very sincere. "For so many years, I've been traveling all the time, and at home..."

	
You took care of everything. I feel really bad for letting you down now that it's turned out like this .

	
　　Mom picked up her cup, clinked it against his, and took a small sip.

	
Dad turned to me again.

	
"You're over twenty now, you need to take on more responsibility and stop relying on your mom all the time."

	
I agreed . I glanced subconsciously at my mother. She was looking down, staring at the wine in her glass. (The lamp...)

	
In the light, I saw that her eyes were red. Then she raised her hand and gently wiped her eyes.

	
My heart ached. She was probably thinking of her youth .

	
　　---

	
Halfway through the meal, Dad stood up and stretched.

	
"Son, come with me for a smoke," he said.

	
I hesitated for a moment, then my eyes involuntarily turned to my mother.

	
She nodded .

	
Dad seemed very unhappy and snorted, " You're such a big boy now, and you don't even have this much of your own opinion?"

	
　　His mother raised her head, staring intently at him, her eyes cold as ice, her tone sharp:

	
"My son grew up with me . When you didn't take care of him, did you ever think about whether he would have his own opinions in the future?"

	
"

	
Dad was taken aback for a moment , then immediately replied, "How could I not have taken care of him? Didn't I raise him when he was little?"

	
"Heh, yeah," Mom sneered. "We raised him until he was five, then said we had to focus on our careers, and after that..."

	
"You're really something, throwing yourself at me. And don't forget who took care of you all those years."

	
" Why do I need to focus on my career? It's because ... " Dad's face flushed slightly, and his voice began to...

	
She trembled, " Isn't it all because your family looks down on me? How can I survive if I don't work incredibly hard?!"

	
Upon hearing this, Mom crossed her arms and slumped back in her chair, huffing and puffing.

	
"Working like crazy? Traveling all year round , what, are you busier than the Premier of the State Council?"

	
The atmosphere suddenly became tense. I was somewhat surprised; my mother wasn't usually so aggressive. She had never been like this before.

	
No matter how annoyed she was, she would at least maintain a facade of harmony with her father, but for some reason, she seemed to be...

	
when her father was around. Was it because they were divorced that she felt she no longer needed to pretend?

	
But in any case , if the two of them continue arguing, all those old, trivial matters will be brought up again.

	
If we go out, it will definitely end badly . I quickly stood up, walked to my dad's side, tugged at his sleeve, and said:

	
"Dad, weren't you going to go for a smoke ? I'll go with you."

	
Dad seemed to want to say something, but he swallowed it back and turned to walk out with me.

	
　　---

	
The corridor was nearly deserted. My dad and I found a quiet spot. He stood by the window , took out a cigarette, and lit it. He smoked...

	
He took a sip, then slowly exhaled, the smoke swirling around him.

	
"The things I left behind ," he said earnestly, "whether it's the house or the money, they'll all be mine from now on."

	
This is for you.

	
His expression was very serious, as if he were giving instructions on something extremely important.

	
"Your mother is single now, so you have to keep a close watch on things and not let outsiders take our family's money."

	
I immediately understood what he meant — he was worried that if my mother found another man, she would give the money to someone else.

	
People are divorced, so what's the point of thinking about this now ...?

	
I thought to myself: I will definitely guard the gate , but not in the way you think.

	
"Don't worry, Dad," I said, "Mom isn't that kind of person."

	
He sniffed and said nothing more .

	
After finishing his cigarette, Dad went to the bathroom. I stood in the hallway waiting.

	
　　After a while, he came out of the bathroom. His gait seemed a little more hunched than it had been a few years ago. His head...

	
His skin had turned quite pale, and his belly had swelled up. The image of that tall, handsome man from before was becoming increasingly blurred.

	
.

	
I felt a bit conflicted. There was heartache, and a hidden sense of guilt. Even though I told myself...

	
for my mother was genuine, and they're divorced now ... but I still feel guilty around him .

	
It appeared in a controlled manner .

	
"Dad," I couldn't help but ask, "you left the house to me and Mom, so where are you living now?"

	
He paused for a moment, then waved his hand: "Don't worry, I have a place to stay."

	
"Where are you? I'll come see you next time you come back."

	
He seemed a little embarrassed, and his eyes darted away.

	
"It's not what you think ," he stammered, "the house ... is in another city."

	
Out of town? Does Dad own a house in another city? Why would he want to go to another city?

	
suddenly flashed through my mind . For so many years, he's rarely come home. Every time, he says it's because of the project...

	
Don't be so busy. Sometimes you can be busy for half a year or more, but ... no matter how busy you are with work, can you really be so busy that you neglect your family for ten years in a row ?

	
extent ?

	
"Dad," I asked tentatively, "did you... already settle down somewhere else?"

	
He didn't answer, but instead reached into his pocket for cigarettes. Just when I thought he wouldn't answer the question...

	
He sighed. The sigh was soft, but it seemed to hold a lot of meaning.

	
"You'll be working and getting married soon," he said slowly. "You'll understand later that men in this society..."

	
It wasn't easy.

	
My father never gave me a direct answer. But his words said it all.

	
I didn't ask any more questions . He patted my shoulder and turned to walk towards the private room.

	
The corridor was quiet, with only the occasional sound of waiters serving food and the sound of our footsteps.

	
　　---

	
After dinner, it was already late. Dad stood at the entrance of the restaurant and said goodbye to us.

	
"Alright," he said, "you guys go back. I have some things to take care of."

	
His eyes lingered on my mother and me for a few seconds before looking in another direction.

	
I held my mother's hand and walked towards home. After a few steps, I didn't know if it was because I was reluctant to leave or something else...

	
For some reason, I suddenly had a whim and turned around to take another look.

	
Dad had already crossed the street. There was a white SUV parked there . As he approached , the car...

	
The window rolled down a little. There was someone inside, but I couldn't see who it was. He seemed to be talking to the person in the driver's seat.

	
out of the car window and took the bag from Dad's hand. Dad went around to the other side and opened the passenger door.

	
They got into the car .

	
The car quickly merged into the traffic and disappeared into the night.

	
I stood there, staring blankly in the direction the car had disappeared, my heart filled with mixed emotions.

	
" Stop looking."

	
　　My mother's voice came from beside me. She took my arm and gently tugged at it.

	
Let's go.

	
The streetlights cast a soft glow on her face. She was also looking in the direction the car had disappeared, but her expression was calm.

	
He was as calm as if he were looking at an insignificant person.

	
Holding her hand tightly, we chatted as we continued our journey home. Suddenly, Mom asked...

	
" By the way, what did that guy say when he asked you to go out for a smoke with him?"

	
I thought about it and felt there was no need to hide those things from my mother, so I tried to sound casual and said, "It's nothing."

	
He told me to keep a close eye on you, saying you're single now and shouldn't attract other men ... it's kind of funny. I told him...

	
Tell him, "Don't worry, my mom isn't that kind of person."

	
　　Mom chuckled, then shook her head, seemingly dismissive of Dad's remarks. They passed a streetlamp.

	
As I was walking down the aisle, she suddenly stopped. I had already reached her and, noticing she hadn't moved, I turned around.

	
He looked at her with some doubt.

	
"He's right , I am that kind of person. And— "

	
She paused, then gently stroked the skin on my arm with her fingers, making me feel a ticklish sensation.

	
"I already have a man."

	
　　As Mom spoke, she stared intently at me, her gaze almost piercing into my eyes. At that moment...

	
By the light of the streetlamp, I could clearly see that the corners of her mouth gradually curved upwards, and her eyes burned with a fiery light.

	
Ordinary lust.

	
　　---

	
As soon as I entered the house, my mother pinned me against the entryway wall. She stood on tiptoe, cupped my face in her hands, and hurriedly...

	
He kissed me tenderly. His tongue plunged into my mouth, carrying the lingering heat of the streetlights, swirling around me...

	
Her tongue . Her breath was hot and rapid, her chest pressed tightly against mine, as if she wanted to swallow me whole.

	
" Mom ... why are you being so proactive today ?" I asked in a low voice, a little breathless from the kiss.

	
Her lips left mine for a fleeting moment, her eyes glistening with tears, her voice soft and seductive: "I don't know ... it's just that ..."

	
I don't want you. When I see you outside , I can't help myself …

	
she spoke, her hand was already inside my clothes, eagerly unbuttoning my shirt. I hadn't even reacted yet.

	
She had already stripped my shirt off and tossed it on the floor. Her fingers were haphazardly running over my chest and abs.

	
Touching it is as if confirming that this body belongs entirely to her.

	
We kissed and undressed as we stumbled from the entryway toward the master bedroom. Her dress was the first thing to fall off.

	
She'd already pulled my pants down in the living room. By the time we finally rolled onto the big bed in the master bedroom, my pants were already...

	
She was completely naked. Her skin glowed alluringly under the bedside lamp, and her breasts rose and fell with her rapid breathing.

	
Fu.

	
　　Mom lay on her back on the bed, her legs spread wide apart. Her pink, moist vulva was completely exposed.

	
Before my eyes, love juices flowed incessantly, glistening with a lascivious light. She looked at me, her eyes like she wanted to devour me: "Now ..."

	
… bring it on …… "

	
My Adam's apple bobbed, my penis was already painfully hard, and almost instinctively I knelt between her legs, my glans aimed at her mature...

	
The familiar and tempting entrance, just like countless times before, should be plunged all the way in.

	
But at that very moment, my gaze inadvertently fell upon the calendar on the bedside table, and I was startled to discover that today's date...

	
My mom circled it in red. I quickly calculated in my head — she'd mentioned before that the safe period was roughly...

	
"7 a.m. to 8 p.m." means that today happens to be the danger period ...

	
My movements froze.

	
"What's wrong?" she asked, somewhat impatiently, seeing me standing still. "Come in quickly ... "

	
I took a deep breath, barely suppressing the urge to thrust in: "Mom, wait a minute ... I ..."

	
Look for a condom.

	
I turned over and reached for the bedside table drawer. The box of condoms inside was empty; only a crumpled sheet remained.

	
The wrapper for the bar . I was momentarily dazed — usually, when I had sex with her, it was always during my safe period, and we'd just...

	
I rarely use this thing for internal ejaculation , so I didn't prepare much for it.

	
　　Mom was already squirming impatiently, and said coquettishly, "You've been dawdling since earlier, when are you finally going to..."

	
What are we waiting for?

	
I gritted my teeth and said, "I don't want to either ... but we've run out of condoms."

	
Her pert buttocks swayed even more violently, her vulva deliberately thrusting forward, the wet opening rubbing against me repeatedly.

	
More and more precum flowed from the glans, trickling down the shaft. Her voice trembled with a sob, yet was incredibly seductive:

	
of thing! Hurry up ... I want you ...

	
Seeing her longing look, a wicked thought popped into my head — why not take this opportunity to tease her?

	
"Her? That seems quite interesting ..." So I deliberately put on a serious face and said, "Today isn't..."

	
What if someone dies during the "safe period "?

	
She paused for a moment, then said breathlessly, "Don't worry, I have other ways ... that's not important. "

	
" Hurry up!"

	
I didn't move, my penis pressed against her entrance, feeling the hot, wet sensation, while my lips dragged out a sound.

	
:"But …… "

	
She suddenly seemed to laugh in exasperation, yelling, "You did that on purpose!" and then grabbed my penis with one hand.

	
She quickly rolled over in bed and sat up, straddling my lap. Her vagina aligned perfectly with my glans, and she forcefully sat down.

	 

	——

	
"ah-- ! "

	
My entire penis was enveloped inside her, tight, hot, and wet; it felt like she was squeezing my soul out of my body. I just...

	
I wanted to cry out in pain, but the next second, the overwhelming pleasure of intercourse overwhelmed me.

	
　　My mother sat on my lap, her hands supporting her chest, and began to thrust her hips wildly up and down, back and forth. (penis)

	
of her vagina , drawing out a lot of vaginal fluid, making a "gurgling" sound. Her hair was disheveled.

	
Her breasts swayed wildly in front of me, and she kept moaning seductively, "Just like that ... so deep ..."

	
… So comfortable …

	
At first, her movements were somewhat hurried, as if she wanted to release all the pent-up desire at once. Her waist was lithe...

	
lively , her snow-white, pert buttocks rising high again and again, then slamming down heavily. My entire penis was warmed by her...

	
The slippery flesh of her vagina completely engulfed him, until the head of his penis slammed hard against the tender flesh deep inside her, making a "smack" sound.

	
sound . Her vagina was tight and hot, like a small mouth sucking forcefully, the folds of the vaginal walls layered upon layer.

	
It scraped against my shaft, bringing waves of tingling pleasure.

	
"Ah! It's so hard ... it's all the way in ... " she gasped, leaning back and using her hands to support me.

	
Her thighs moved with increasing amplitude. When she lifted it, only the glans was still stuck at the entrance of the vagina, and the clear fluid was stretched into...

	
Fine threads; as I sat down, the juice was squeezed out and splashed everywhere, wetting my lower abdomen and the base of my thighs.

	
I gripped her slender waist tightly with both hands, thrusting upwards in rhythm with her downward pressure. Each time...

	
The impacts were deep and heavy, as if I wanted to nail her entire body to my penis. The bedside lamp flickered from our violent movements.

	
incessantly , the dim light cast two tightly intertwined shadows on the wall, her breasts rising and falling rhythmically.

	
Her nipples were fully erect, swaying under the light in an alluring arc.

	
" Mom ... you 're squeezing me so tight, it feels so good ... " I growled, my voice hoarse. My mother heard me,

	
Clearly more excited, she deliberately sped up, her hips and waist moving like a motor, the penis being churned inside her vagina.

	
It felt numb and itchy, as the glans repeatedly scraped against her most sensitive spot.

	
"Husband ... harder ... deeper ... I'm yours ... all of me ... " she cried out.

	
He lowered his head to kiss me, sucking on my tongue, his saliva almost dripping from the corner of his mouth. The whole bedroom...

	
All that remained were the sounds of flesh colliding and her increasingly loud moans.

	
I felt her vagina getting hotter and hotter, and the muscles inside began to contract rhythmically, as if announcing an upcoming climax.

	
Her movements as she straddled me became hurried and chaotic; her hips no longer moved up and down normally, but rather wildly thrust back and forth.

	
Her wild, irregular movements pressed my glans firmly against her most sensitive spot, grinding it relentlessly.

	
"Ah ... ah ... it's ... it's coming ... !" Her moans suddenly became sharp and urgent, her whole body opening up ...

	
She started to tremble slightly, and it felt like countless tiny hands were tightly gripping my penis deep inside her, frantically sucking and extracting.

	
.

	
At that moment, I felt like I was about to ejaculate. My glans was numb and itchy from her squeezing, and I was about to lose control.

	
In the past, I would have ejaculated all my semen deep into her uterus without hesitation . But today, in my mind...

	
The words "danger period" kept flashing through my mind, along with her mention of "other methods." I knew she was referring to taking birth control pills.

	
Pregnancy pills. But all medicines have side effects, and I can't let her body suffer even the slightest risk.

	
I gritted my teeth , suppressing the pleasure, and at the last moment before ejaculation, I tightly hugged her waist, struggling to push my flesh away.

	
The rod was pulled out of her vagina.

	
"Huh— ? " Mom let out a short, surprised moan. Before I could react, I had already lost...

	
It was fired in a controlled manner.

	
Thick , hot semen gushed out, high and far. The first spurt landed directly on her breasts.

	
The second spray even splashed onto her cheeks and hair, with most of the rest spilling onto her flat stomach and inner thighs.

	
Her chest heaved violently, and she lowered her eyes slightly, her gaze sweeping over her body that I had "defiled."

	
she looked up at me again , her watery eyes held a mixture of disbelief and astonishment, as well as a breathtaking allure.

	
　　Afterwards, we were both panting heavily, our sticky sweat and bodily fluids pressing our bodies tightly together.

	
Put them together.

	
Just then, Mom raised her limp arm, her fingertips casually wiping away the trace of semen on her cheek. She didn't wipe it away.

	
Instead of dropping it, she did something that sent chills down my spine — she parted her red lips slightly, revealing a sliver of her pink tongue, extremely...

	
He erotically rolled the semen from his fingertips into his mouth. A seductive, wicked smile then flickered at the corner of his eye, and he tilted his head back...

	
He wanted to come closer and kiss me.

	
I instinctively stepped back.

	
She glanced at me with a hint of mockery, her voice soft and wicked: "What? Don't you like your own scent? You..."

	
"How many times have you ejaculated inside me ? Are you still shy?"

	
Her words made my face flush, yet I also felt incredibly excited; a crazy impulse quickly sprouted within me. I...

	
His hand reached down to her lower body, his fingertips rubbing heavily across her muddy entrance, leaving his hand covered in a thick, glistening fluid.

	
straight up to her lips.

	
Without any hesitation, she obediently opened her mouth and took my fingers inside. Her tongue deftly hooked...

	
She licked, little by little, clean the love juice from the surface. As she sucked, her watery eyes searched from bottom to top.

	
Looking at me, his eyes clearly declared silently: Look, for you, I am willing to do anything.

	
I could no longer resist, and I leaned down to kiss her deeply . Our tongues intertwined, mingling our bodily fluids.

	
The bottom layer was salty and sweet, carrying the aftertaste of the passion from just now.

	
　　...

	
After cleaning myself up, I hugged my mother and we sank into the soft mattress together. Only the bed remained in the room.

	
The headlamp cast a dim, yellowish glow. I stared blankly at the ceiling, my thoughts a jumble of emotions.

	
　　My mother traced circles on my chest with her finger and asked softly, "What are you thinking about?"

	
I snapped out of my thoughts and honestly replied, "Thinking about today's events ... "

	
She sighed, her tone reassuring: "I understand. He is, after all, your father ... It's understandable that you're upset."

	
It was inevitable.

	
"No." I turned my head, meeting her gaze tenderly. "I just feel ... like I've finally..."

	
"It's over."

	
　　Mom was stunned for a moment, and after several seconds, a sweet smile bloomed on her lips. She turned her face...

	
She buried herself in my arms and hugged me tightly.

	
Neither of us spoke again, we just held each other. After the lights were turned off, only our steady heartbeats remained in the darkness.

	
And breathing.

	



Chapter Forty

	
　　The graduation ceremony finally arrived, and it was a bright and sunny day.

	
The bright sunlight poured onto the playground, making the countless black graduation gowns appear slightly warm. I mingled in the dense...

	
the densely packed formations , the impassioned speeches of school leaders and student representatives echoed from the rostrum. But those voices...

	
The sounds that entered my ears were all automatically filtered into blurry background noise; I couldn't hear a single word.

	
until the ceremony ended that I found Yu Meiqing in the bustling crowd.

	
She wore very light makeup today, and the oversized graduation gown clung to her slender figure, yet it couldn't conceal her youthful energy.

	
A vibrant and youthful energy. The only difference is that the previously highlighted blonde hair is gone, replaced by a sophisticated head of hair.

	
Her black hair , unassuming, exudes a pure and innocent charm, as if she has washed away all artifice.

	
She was talking to the girl next to her with her head tilted to the side, then glanced at me and immediately flashed a bright smile.

	
The girl glanced at me following her gaze, then tactfully ran away.

	
" Long time no see ." I stepped forward.

	
" Hi." She looked me up and down confidently. "You look good. Looks like something good is coming your way."

	
"

	
I touched my nose, didn't say anything, but subconsciously looked behind her and around.

	
" Don't bother looking," she said calmly , seeing through my thoughts . "Ye Xiang didn't attend the graduation ceremony."

	
I've applied for a postponement of my return to school.

	
I nodded and didn't ask about the name again.

	
"And you? How are things back home ?" I asked.

	
She thought for a moment and said, "It's alright. Some things aren't as difficult as you imagine once you do them."

	
Her expression was relaxed. I knew what she meant.

	
" Tell me about yourself," she countered, a sly glint in her eyes. "You got what you wanted, didn't you? It seems like Ye Xiang was..."

	
It's like you've driven them away .

	
I shrugged and smiled noncommittally. Seeing my reaction, she laughed too.

	
the laughter subsided, I looked at her and finally solemnly uttered the words that had been in my heart for a long time:

	
" Thank you. I don't know what would have happened if it weren't for you back then. I really ... "

	
"You're here again." She gave me a playful glare. "Didn't I tell you, don't make it seem like you owe anyone anything?"

	
Sample."

	
Hearing her lighthearted tone, the self-deceiving burden in my heart seemed to vanish as well.

	
It's strange, even though I received so much care from her, and we even shared our most unbearable secrets; yet, face to face...

	
Yet, all that remained was composure and relaxation. She seemed to possess that kind of magic.

	
We didn't say anything more, just stood side by side in the noisy crowd, enjoying a moment of unspoken understanding.

	
Tranquil . I only remember the sunlight shining on us, warm and comforting.

	
"Let's go." She broke the silence first, taking two steps back.

	
" Okay. Take care."

	
She turned and walked in another direction. After a few steps, she suddenly turned back, facing the blinding sunlight, and strode towards...

	
I waved. A gentle breeze blew by, lifting her dark hair, and her graceful figure gradually disappeared.

	
In the crowd.

	
I raised my hand and waved in her direction before walking towards the school gate.

	
　　---

	
　　From afar, I could see my mother standing under the shade of a tree at the school gate.

	
She was wearing the light green dress I gave her , her long, slightly wavy hair falling smoothly over her shoulders, and she was holding a bouquet of flowers.

	
Sunflower. Amidst the bustling crowd of parents, she stood out strikingly beautifully. Seeing me come out, her eyes crinkled into a smile.

	
They came to meet us from the bend.

	
"Congratulations," she said, handing me the flowers. "Happy graduation. You're really a grown-up now."

	
I took the flowers, but my attention was fixed on her. In the sunlight, her eyes were bright and moist. Although blended in...

	
Among the parents picking up their children, she looked at me with a gaze that held the kindness of an elder.

	
Love, all that remains is a woman's tender affection, something only we can understand.

	
" Mom," I blurted out, "you've worked so hard all these years. I'll take care of this family from now on."

	
She was taken aback for a moment , then burst out laughing.

	
"We'll talk about taking care of the house later." She tilted her head slightly, a hint of coquettishness flashing in her clear eyes.

	
"Well ... I'm still not used to you calling me 'Mom'."

	
I understood immediately . Looking around, there were still many people. I took her hand, our fingers intertwined, ignoring the roadside.

	
The occasional glances that fell upon him led him straight to the parking lot .

	
They opened the car door and got in one after the other. A heavy thud as the door slammed shut completely shut them out.

	
The noise outside faded away .

	
In this private space that belonged only to us, I pulled her directly into my arms. Without any hesitation, I...

	
He kissed her deeply.

	
　　It was an extremely deep and long kiss. She responded passionately, her hands tightly gripping my neck, pressing our...

	
between people has been completely erased. Occasionally someone passes by outside the car window, but at this moment we can't see anything.

	
We couldn't hear anything . Only a thin layer of dark car tint isolated us from the world. That feeling of being constantly...

	
The tension of being discovered made the kiss even hotter and more passionate.

	
We didn't separate, panting, until we were almost completely out of breath . She leaned against me, her face...

	
Two alluring blushes graced her cheeks. Her lips, usually demurely pursed, were now moist and swollen from my kisses.

	
I gently stroked her burning cheeks with my fingertips and looked into her eyes.

	
"Have you really decided ?" I asked.

	
She nodded .

	
" Yes," her voice was low, but it carried a resolute determination, "It's decided. Then we'll..."

	
We can truly be together now.

	
I hugged her tighter , looked down and saw her slightly pouting lips, and couldn't help but kiss her again.

	
　　---

	
At night, my mother lay in my arms and said she wanted to go to a place with the sea.

	
"I want to see the sea every day," she said, slowly tracing circles on my chest with her fingertips. "Looking at the sea makes me feel..."

	
It's very spacious .

	
I stroked her smooth back and agreed without hesitation: "Okay, then let's go to a place with the sea."

	
"

	
So she resigned from her job at the state-owned enterprise. That place where she had spent almost twenty years, the place where she had lived since she was young...

	
The place where the young woman reached middle age, the place filled with countless memories — she let go of it all without hesitation.

	
　　Relatives and friends all thought she was too foolish. A secure job, how could she just throw it away like that? She's over forty, she should be living a comfortable life.

	
Why live a peaceful life and go to another city to cause trouble with my son who just graduated?

	
Her aunt was so anxious that she called to persuade her, but she just laughed it off: "At my age, where is my son?"

	
Home is where you are.

	
that sentence many times afterward. Every time I heard it, a surge of warm emotion welled up inside me.

	
Later, during a meal at my maternal grandfather's house, my aunt, who was sitting next to me, couldn't help but bring up the matter again.

	
"My sister has had it so tough," she sighed, earnestly admonishing me, "raising you to adulthood..."

	
from university , and now I'm even giving up a secure job to take care of you. You'll have to work hard to earn money in the future, okay?

	
To repay her.

	
　　My mother sat down next to me, smiled, and nudged me with her elbow, saying, "Did you hear that? Hurry up and give it to your aunt."

	
Let me state my opinion.

	
I put down my chopsticks, looked at my aunt, then at my mother. Then, slowly and deliberately, I said:

	
"Don't worry, I will definitely make my mom happy."

	
　　The relatives all smiled with relief. Grandpa nodded kindly, praising, "This child has finally become sensible."

	
"Okay." Of course, they didn't know the true meaning of those words; they simply took it as a sign of a dutiful son. But...

	
I know. Mom knows too.

	
after leaving my grandfather's house, my mother suddenly stopped.

	
" Don't listen to your aunt's nonsense. I never expect you to earn a lot of money, nor do I want you to be rich or powerful."

	
Her eyes shone with an extremely soft yet extremely resilient light.

	
"As long as we stay together and live peacefully, I will have everything I need."

	
I held her hands tightly, tucking her ten fingers into my own palms.

	
"Yes, I will," I said.

	
　　---

	
　　On the day of the sale and handover, I walked around this empty house again and again.

	
　　This is where I've lived since I was a child. Every wall and every inch of floor here is soaked with memories.

	
The image of my mother cooking in the kitchen from behind, the way she sits on the sofa flipping through a magazine, and the way she stands on the balcony hanging clothes to dry .

	
The song I hummed ... and those nights, those nights when it was just the two of us.

	
She walked over and stood beside me.

	
"Are you reluctant to part with it?" she asked softly.

	
I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head.

	
"It's not that I'm reluctant to part with it," I said, "it's just ... there are so many memories associated with it."

	
She didn't say anything , but simply reached out and took my hand naturally.

	
Let's go.

	
We locked the door and handed the key to the real estate agent. I didn't look back as I left the building.

	
Those memories no longer need to be locked away in this concrete and steel shell. I've already moved them, along with everything around me...

	
This woman, together with me, became an integral part of my life.

	
　　---

	
The new city is by the sea , far from Ningbo.

	
We bought a small two-bedroom apartment near the sea. It's not big, but it has great natural light. There's a window in the living room.

	
Large floor-to-ceiling windows allow you to see, on a clear day, a glimpse of the azure sea beyond the layers of rooftops.

	
Wire.

	
　　Mom said, "The house doesn't need to be too big, just one that feels like home."

	
What does it mean to " feel at home "? It's watching her water the plants on the balcony and decorating your new home together.

	
I think the feeling of home is that no matter what storms we encounter, as long as we close this door, we are each other's home.

	
This is the whole world.

	
Because of her CPA qualifications, she quickly found a job at a large local private company.

	
The job is good , but it's not as relaxed as my old job. I also got an offer from another company .

	
We started our nine-to-five working lives. Although busy, we were all very content.

	
After work, we 'd hold hands and go to the market together to buy groceries. Sometimes when we're too lazy to cook, we'd just find a small roadside stall...

	
Eat at a restaurant. Go for a walk on the beach on the weekend, or visit nearby attractions. In such a big city, nobody recognizes you.

	
No one knows us; no one asks about our past, and no one even looks at our age difference with strange eyes.

	
We are just an ordinary couple, living an ordinary life.

	
we watched TV, she would curl up and lean on my shoulder. Often, as I watched, I could hear her steady voice...

	
Soft breathing, long eyelashes fluttering occasionally in the dim light of the television. I turned the television volume down...

	
my arms around her, letting time flow by quietly. And in every night of passionate infatuation, we cast everything aside.

	
On the spacious double bed, they indulged in each other's bodies, confirming each other's true love again and again amidst sweat and panting.

	
Reality.

	
　　These days are as bland as plain water. But I don't get tired of them at all. Because every single day, I want to be with her.

	
together . That's good enough.

	
　　---

	
We drove to the botanical garden over the weekend .

	
The sky was a bit foggy, but the temperature was pleasant, neither too hot nor too cold. There weren't many tourists in the park, just a few here and there.

	
The group was scattered among the greenery. She linked arms with me, and we walked slowly.

	
　　The botanical garden here is famous, adjacent to an ancient Tang Dynasty temple, and the scenery is picturesque. It boasts a variety of flowers, plants, and tropical flora.

	
The plants were diverse, some vibrant and exotic, others ancient and towering. We even saw the legendary baobab tree, as well as many others from...

	
I'd never heard of this variety before; it was definitely worth the trip.

	
After walking around all morning, she finally got tired.

	
We sat down on a bench by the lake. She leaned back lazily, resting her head comfortably against my chest.

	
On the lips. I opened my arms and pulled her completely into my embrace, my gaze sweeping over the flowers swaying in the breeze before us.

	
Ancient trees with lush greenery, and people strolling leisurely.

	
A gentle breeze blew by, carrying the scent of unknown flowers and the dampness of the lake.

	
　　After a while, she sat up. Strands of her hair brushed against my cheek, tickling me.

	
"How was it?" She slightly raised her chin, looking intently at me.

	
　　A pearl necklace, bought from a small shop on the street, adorned her slender, fair neck.

	
It was expensive, but it accentuated her collarbones beautifully.

	
She displayed her beauty to me without any restraint, her eyes and brows radiating a lighthearted smile.

	
She looked like a girl in love, eagerly awaiting her lover's praise.

	
I gazed at her proud and upright posture, and suddenly recalled a certain afternoon many years ago. She seemed to be...

	
So , she stood by the window, waiting for me to say something. But at that time, I didn't dare to speak; I just gazed at her, bathed in the afterglow of the setting sun.

	
The golden figure stared blankly.

	
　　Now, meeting her gaze, I can speak.

	
"Wife," I called to her, "you look beautiful today too."

	
She smiled. That smile was warmer than the sunshine.

	
I opened my arms and pulled her back into my embrace. We held her like that for a long time.

	
(End of article) 
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