
        
            
                
            
        

    
His Best Friends Body A Body Swap Forbidden Romance

Jenna Sahara


His Best Friends Body A Body Swap Forbidden Romance

Chapter 1 — The Wrong Hands

Chapter 2 — The Password

Chapter 3 — Scent Memory

Chapter 4 — The Imposter’s Mirror

Chapter 5 — A New Kind of Discovery

Chapter 6 — The Taste of Forever

Chapter 7 — My Body, His Hands

Chapter 8 — A New Kind of Touch

Also by Jenna Sahara


Chapter 1 — The Wrong Hands

The first sensation was a dry, metallic taste, like licking a battery. The second was the dull, throbbing ache at the base of my skull. My own groan sounded alien—too deep, too raspy—as I tried to pry my eyes open. The world swam into focus, a smear of patio lanterns and red cups scattered across the grass. I was lying on my back in the damp backyard, staring up at the night sky.

Graduation party. Mark’s friends. The toast. Something had gone wrong.

I pushed up onto my elbows and the movement felt wrong. My center of gravity sat higher. My limbs were longer, lighter. My hands, planted in the wet grass, were large. Masculine. Veins stood out along the backs of them. A black, intricate tattoo of koi fish and waves curled from the wrist into the sleeve of a navy t-shirt that was not mine.

Cold panic shot through me. I scrambled to my feet, the motion too fluid, too powerful. I stumbled, caught myself against the wooden picnic table. My reflection stared back from the glass tabletop—distorted, but unmistakable.

Sharp cheekbones. Korean-American features. Perpetually messy black hair falling into dark eyes wide with horror. Liam Park’s face. Liam Park’s body.

I clutched at my chest—his chest—flat and hard beneath the soft cotton. My heart slammed against the ribs. This wasn’t a dream. The ache in my head was too specific. The smell of Liam’s cologne—sandalwood and citrus—sat too heavy on my skin.

A high, trembling shriek cut through the low hum of the party’s aftermath.

I spun around. The movement was too quick; my balance still felt alien. Across the patio, near the sliding glass door, a figure stared at their own hands, turning them over and over. It was me. My body. My favorite linen wrap dress, the blue one that brought out the silver in my hair. But the posture was wrong—shoulders hunched, knees bent in a defensive crouch I had never taken.

“Elena?” The voice that came from my own lips was Liam’s, tight with fear.

The figure—my figure—jerked its head up. My face, but painted with a terror I hadn’t worn since the night the police came about David. The eyes that met mine were mine, but the consciousness behind them was not.

“Liam?” My voice, but higher, strained. “Is that… you?”

He—I—she took a stumbling step forward, then looked down at the hands again. Hands that had kneaded dough, pulled weeds, held my son when he was small. Now they hung in front of her like strange artifacts. “What the fuck did you do?”

“I did?” I shot back. Liam’s baritone vibrated in a throat that felt too narrow for the sound. “You were the one messing with that… that thing!”

The memory slammed back in fragments. Mark, beaming, holding up his graduation gift from Liam. Not whiskey. A small obsidian obelisk, salt-shaker sized, etched with faint glowing symbols. “A project from my weird physics elective,” Liam had said, grinning. “Supposed to be a ‘harmonic resonator.’ Pure art, but it looks cool.” He’d touched it and a low hum had filled the air, rippling the wine in our glasses. We’d laughed, clinked glasses. Then a crack of thunder, far too close. A jolt like grabbing a live wire. A flash of blinding blue light from the obelisk. Then nothing.

Now Liam stared at me from behind my own eyes. “It was a joke! A fucking paperweight! It wasn’t supposed to do anything!”

“Well, it did!” I hissed, stepping closer. I towered over my own body. The perspective made my head swim. I could see the part in my own chestnut hair, the silver strands catching lantern light. My own face, the one I had studied for decades, was now a mask of someone else’s panic. “We need to fix this. Now. Before Mark—”

The sliding glass door opened. My son, Mark, Liam’s best friend, poked his head out. Bleary, happy, a little drunk. “Hey, Mom? You okay? I thought I heard…” His gaze landed on me—on Liam’s body—then on his own mother standing close by. His brow furrowed. “Liam? Why are you yelling at my mom?”

The air locked in my new lungs. Liam—in my body—stiffened. I watched a dozen calculations flicker behind my own eyes: fear, desperation, sharp intelligence that was pure Liam.

“No yelling,” Liam said. My voice strained for normalcy and came out high, forced. “Just… talking. Loudly. About the… the resonator. It’s neat.”

Mark blinked, swaying. “Right. Well, keep it down, dude. You’re gonna scare the neighbors.” He grinned at his own mother. “You having a good time, Mom? You look a little pale.”

Liam forced a smile onto my face. It looked wrong. “Too much sun today, honey. I’m just… tired. Liam was helping me clean up.”

Mark nodded, easily convinced. My chest ached. He trusted his mom. He trusted his best friend. He had no idea the two of them were currently swapping horror stories from inside each other’s skin. “Cool. I’m gonna crash. Big day tomorrow. Don’t stay up too late, you two.” He shot a mock-stern look at Liam’s body—at me. “And you, Park, don’t you dare leave a mess.”

He ducked back inside. The door slid shut.

The silence he left was thick. Liam and I stared at each other, two strangers in a familiar yard.

“We can’t tell him,” Liam whispered. My voice finally broke. “He’d lose his mind. He’d think we were insane. Or worse.”

“We are insane,” I breathed, running a hand—Liam’s large, long-fingered hand—through his hair. The texture was coarse, nothing like my own. “This is impossible.”

“It happened. It’s real.” Liam looked down at my body, at the soft curve of my hips under the linen dress. A shudder ran through him—through me. “Oh, god. I feel… heavy. And my knee… it hurts. Is it always this sore?”

“Only when it rains,” I said automatically, then flinched. Sharing the private map of my own body with my son’s twenty-two-year-old best friend was its own fresh hell. “Look, we need to try and reverse it. The obelisk. Where is it?”

We both scanned the patio table, cluttered with bottles and plates. The obelisk was gone.

“Mark must have taken it inside,” Liam said, chewing on my lower lip—a habit I had broken years ago. Seeing it on my own face turned my stomach. “We can’t go rummaging for it tonight. He’s still awake.”

“Then we wait until morning,” I said. The decision felt hollow. A whole night like this. “And in the meantime… we can’t let anyone know.”

“Meaning,” Liam said slowly, his gaze—my gaze—traveling over Liam’s own body, “you have to be me. And I have to be you.”

The reality landed like a fist. Being Liam meant navigating his life. His friends. His apartment. His job. His body. His body.

A sudden, urgent pressure made itself known low in my abdomen. Deep. Insistent. I shifted, unfamiliar with the arrangement of this new plumbing.

“What?” Liam asked, watching me fidget.

“I… I think I have to pee,” I admitted. The vulgarity of the statement in Liam’s deep voice made heat climb up his neck.

Liam’s eyes—my eyes—went wide. “Oh. Right. Yeah, you probably do.” He paused. A strange, almost hysterical laugh bubbled out of my throat. “Okay. Rule one. We have to help each other with the basics. Until we figure this out.”

“The basics,” I echoed, already dreading what that meant.

We moved inside in awkward silence. The house was quiet, most guests gone or passed out in the living room. Mark’s door was closed. The familiar hallways felt different from this height. I had to duck under the doorframe to the guest bathroom—a motion that was instinctive to Liam’s body and shocking to mine.

I stood in front of the toilet, staring at it. The mechanics were theoretically clear. The practical application, with this new equipment, was not. His cock—soft, heavier than I expected—pressed against the cotton of his boxer briefs. The idea of touching it, of aiming it, sent a wave of nauseated embarrassment through me.

“You okay in there?” Liam’s whisper came from right outside the door.

“No,” I whispered back.

A beat of silence. “Right. Sorry. Do you… need instructions?”

“God, no.” I took a breath, unbuttoned the jeans—tighter than anything I’d ever worn—and fumbled with the fly. The brush of my knuckles against the shaft through the soft fabric sent a jolt up my spine. Sensitive. Alive. I pulled it out, avoided looking directly at it, and aimed. The sound was louder than I expected. I finished, shook—ridiculous and oddly natural at once—then tucked myself away and flushed.

When I opened the door, Liam was leaning against the opposite wall, my arms crossed over my chest—his chest now. He looked exhausted, scared, and furious enough to make my own face look unfamiliar.

“Your turn,” I said, voice rough.

He pushed off the wall and brushed past me. I heard the rustle of my linen dress, the click of the lock. Then a long silence, followed by a muffled curse. The toilet flushed. When he emerged, his face—my face—was flushed dark.

“It’s… different,” was all he said.

We retreated to the living room, giving the sleeping guests a wide berth. The question of where we would sleep hung between us.

“You should take my room,” Liam said quietly. “I was supposed to crash on the couch anyway. Mark would think it was weird if ‘I’ suddenly demanded the guest bed.”

“And you?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

He gestured toward the hallway that led to my bedroom. “I guess I’m… you. So I sleep in your bed.”

The thought of Liam’s twenty-two-year-old consciousness lying in my bed, under my sheets, surrounded by my things, made something hollow open in his stomach—my stomach.

“We’ll figure it out tomorrow,” I said, more to convince myself than him. “First light. We find that resonator and fix this.”

He nodded, my silver-streaked hair catching the light. “Yeah. First light.”

I watched him walk down the hall to my bedroom. My own hips swayed in a gait that was entirely unfamiliar on my body. He moved stiffly, favoring the right knee. My knee. He paused at the door, his hand—my hand—on the knob, and looked back at me. In the dim light, with his—my—face shadowed, I couldn’t read the expression. It was my face, but the soul behind it was a stranger.

He went in and closed the door softly.

Alone in the living room, surrounded by the wreckage of my son’s celebration, I sank onto the couch. The fabric felt coarse against Liam’s sensitive skin. I looked at my hands again. Liam’s hands. Long fingers, calloused palms from weightlifting, the intricate tattoo sleeve of koi fish swimming through ocean waves. I traced the lines with my other thumb. The skin was warm.

Exhaustion sank into the borrowed bones, but my mind refused to settle. What did Liam’s life actually look like? Where did he sleep? What did he eat when no one was watching? Did he have someone waiting for him? The last question landed like a stone in my gut. I shoved it down. This was temporary. A grotesque, temporary mistake.

I kicked off Liam’s sneakers—black, expensive, the leather still warm—and stretched out on the couch. Too short. My feet hung over the arm. I curled onto my side, facing the cushions, and closed my eyes.

Sleep stayed out of reach. Every sound pressed in. The house creaking as it cooled. The low drone of the refrigerator. The faint rustle of sheets from the end of the hall—from my room. Was Liam awake? Was he lying there in my body, staring at my ceiling, trapped inside skin that ached and joints that protested?

A different need stirred, quieter but insistent. A restless current just beneath the skin. The couch fabric dragged against the inside of Liam’s forearm. The boxer briefs clung to the curve of his ass, the elastic biting gently at the hip. The collar of his t-shirt carried the faint, sharp scent of him—sweat, soap, something younger and muskier than anything I remembered wearing. Twenty years had passed since my own body felt like this: tight, responsive, humming with an energy I’d forgotten how to name.

My hand moved before I gave it permission. It slid down the flat plane of his stomach, over the hard ridges of muscle, lower. I popped the button of his jeans again, slower this time, and eased the zipper down. My fingers slipped beneath the waistband of the boxer briefs. The breath caught in his throat.

Coarse hair brushed my knuckles. Then the shock of contact—warm, alive. I froze, pulse hammering in my ears. This was wrong. Filthy. I was touching my son’s best friend’s cock.

But the hand wrapped around it was mine. I was inside it. The line between us had gone thin.

Curiosity, dark and greedy, pushed past the shame. I closed my fingers around the shaft. Soft, but already thickening, heavy against my palm. The skin felt like velvet pulled tight over something harder. A pulse beat under my fingertips. Heat gathered. I watched, caught, as the cock swelled in my grip, lengthening, rising against the flat of his stomach. It responded to my touch—Elena’s touch, working from inside his body.

It grew thicker, the head flushed and full. I’d never held anything like it. David had been smaller, quieter. This was something else. A hot, sharp twist moved through me—curiosity sharpening into something closer to hunger.

I gave one slow stroke, root to tip. The sensation doubled: the silken drag under my palm and the answering jolt that shot straight up the shaft and spread through the hips, the gut, the tight, heavy swell of his balls. A low sound tore out of Liam’s throat—deeper than mine, rough, male. I did it again, firmer, and the pleasure came sharper, a direct line from fist to spine. My hips lifted without asking, pushing the cock deeper into my hand. Pre-cum welled at the slit. I swiped my thumb through it, spreading the slick, and the next stroke glided hot and easy.

This was a violation. Of Liam, trapped in my body down the hall. Of every line I’d tried to keep. But the body I wore didn’t give a damn about lines. It wanted the friction, the building pressure, the tight coil low in the groin.

I stroked faster. Breath came in short, harsh pulls. The world narrowed to the weight of his cock in my fist, the wet sound of skin on skin, the thick scent of male arousal that was now mine. Thoughts fractured. This is Liam’s. I shouldn’t. But it feels—fuck, it feels—

A memory surfaced, unwanted: Liam last summer, shirtless in my yard, sweat sliding down his chest while he pushed the mower. I’d brought him lemonade and looked away too fast, guilty over the pull I’d felt. Now that pull was in my hand, thick and throbbing.

The tension broke. Pleasure tore through me, white and blinding. His cock—my cock—jerked hard in my grip, pulsing thick ropes of come across the t-shirt and the tight plane of his stomach. I bit into his forearm to keep the sound inside, a ragged, guttural noise that didn’t belong to me. Aftershocks rolled through the lean body, leaving the muscles twitching, spent.

I lay there, sticky and shaking, while the reality of what I’d done settled back in. The come cooled on my skin. The smell of sex hung in the air. Down the hall, Liam was inside my forty-five-year-old body.

Shame hit fast and hot. I’d used his body without asking. But when I was him, what did consent even mean? The thought made my head spin.

I needed to clean up. I pushed myself upright, limbs unsteady. The wet patch on his shirt stood out dark against the fabric. I slipped into the guest bathroom and locked the door. In the harsh light, Liam’s face stared back from the mirror—flushed, mouth swollen, dark eyes glassy with the aftermath and the horror already creeping in. His hair stuck up. The shirt was ruined.

This was the life I had now. A thief wearing someone else’s skin, and I’d already crossed the first line.

A soft knock made me flinch.

“Elena?” Liam’s voice—my voice—came through the wood, hesitant. “Are you okay? I heard… something.”

I stared at the door, at the reflection of the man I’d just used. The evidence was still on the shirt. What the hell could I say?

I scrubbed at the stain with a damp towel. It only smeared. I took a shaky breath, Liam’s lungs filling too easily. “I’m fine,” I called, voice too high, too tight. “Just dropped something.”

A long pause. Then, “Okay.” His footsteps—my footsteps, lighter on the hardwood—moved away down the hall.

I peeled off the t-shirt, wadded it up, and shoved it to the bottom of the trash under a handful of paper towels. Liam’s bare torso looked back at me from the mirror: lean muscle, smooth skin, a dark trail of hair running from his navel into the open fly of his jeans. I couldn’t hold the reflection’s eyes. I splashed cold water across his face, the shock a brief, sharp anchor.

Back on the couch, the silence felt weighted. Every creak of the house sounded like accusation. Dawn was still hours away.

The first gray light found me still awake, staring at the ceiling. I’d spent the night mapping every foreign sensation: the way Liam’s jaw tightened when tension moved through him, the low, steady current of energy in his limbs, the strange absence where my breasts should have been. My own body had been a familiar, sometimes irritating home. This one felt like a high-performance machine I didn’t have the keys to.

The bedroom door opened. Liam—in my body—padded out wearing my blue bathrobe, tied tight at the waist. He moved carefully, my hips swinging less, my shoulders drawn in. Seeing myself from the outside turned my stomach.

“You’re awake,” he said. My voice, rough with sleep.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I answered, sitting up. The blanket slid to my lap. I was aware of the bare chest, the way the air touched it, but covering up felt like confessing. This chest belonged to him.

He moved into the kitchen and filled the kettle. I watched my own hands—his hands now—measure coffee grounds with precise, unfamiliar movements. The ritual looked wrong performed by someone else’s will.

“We need a plan,” he said, not turning.

“The resonator,” I said. “We find it. We figure out what it did. We undo it.”

“Yeah.” He set two mugs on the counter. “But until then… Mark’s going to wake up soon. He’s going to expect his mom to make pancakes. And he’s going to expect his best friend to eat them and then help him clear out his dorm.”

Panic flickered, bright and quick. Pancakes. I hadn’t made them from scratch in years. “Can you make pancakes?” I asked, the question ridiculous even as it left my mouth.

He turned, leaning against the counter. My face looked pale in the morning light. “I can read a recipe. Can you pretend to be a twenty-two-year-old who’s hungover and doesn’t know how to act around his best friend’s mom anymore?”

I dragged a hand through Liam’s thick hair. “I don’t know your life. Your friends. What you’re supposed to say.”

“And I don’t know how to be a forty-five-year-old woman with a bad knee and a son who calls three times a week.” He rubbed my temple—his temple now. “We fake it. Just for today. Until we can get the resonator and get out of this.”

The kettle whistled. He poured the water, movements careful. He carried the mugs over and handed me one. Our fingers brushed—his long, ink-marked ones against the smaller, softer ones that were mine. Something jumped between us, sharp and electric. We both pulled back.

“We need rules,” I said, cradling the mug. “For… everything else.”

He sat in the armchair, pulling the robe tighter around my body. “Rule one: we help each other with the basics. No judgment.”

“Agreed.”

“Rule two: we don’t… touch anything we’re not supposed to. Not like that.” His eyes—my eyes—dropped to my bare chest, then flicked away. A flush climbed his neck. He’d heard me last night. He knew.

My own shame burned hotter. “Agreed.”

“Rule three: we find the resonator today. No distractions.”

“Yes.” I took a sip. The coffee was too strong, the way Liam drank it, not the way I did. I swallowed it anyway.

Mark came out an hour later, hair messy, smiling. “Smells like coffee. You’re a saint, Mom.” He went straight to Liam—in my body—and kissed my cheek. I watched, something hollow opening in Liam’s stomach, as my son wrapped his arms around the body I usually wore. Liam went still for a second, then patted Mark’s back with my hand.

“Pancakes?” Mark asked.

“Coming right up,” Liam said, my voice stretched thin. He shot me a panicked glance over Mark’s shoulder.

I stood. “I’ll help. Burn off last night’s beer.”

Mark grinned and clapped me on the back. “Attaboy.”

In the kitchen, while Mark sat at the table scrolling, Liam and I moved around each other in a frantic, silent dance. I pulled the pancake mix from the pantry and pointed to the instructions. Liam nodded, my face tight with focus. He cracked eggs one-handed—the way I always did—and I fetched the butter, our shoulders brushing. Every accidental touch sent heat licking under my ribs, familiar and completely wrong at the same time.

We got through it. The pancakes came out slightly uneven, but Mark ate them without comment, talking about his summer plans, oblivious to the two strangers sitting across from him.

“So, Liam,” Mark said, pointing his fork at me. “You’re still good to help me clear out my dorm today? I’ve got, like, four years of crap up there.”

“Yeah,” I said. The word sat wrong in my mouth. “Of course.”

“And, Mom, you said you’d drop by the office to sign those permits for the Harrison job?”

Liam froze with a bite of pancake halfway to my mouth. “The… permits. Right. Today.”

“You okay?” Mark asked, brow furrowing. “You seem spacey.”

“Just tired,” Liam and I said at the same time.

We looked at each other. Same alarm on both faces.

Mark laughed. “You two are in sync. It’s creepy.” He stood and carried his plate to the sink. “I’m gonna shower. Liam, wheels up in an hour?”

“Sure,” I said.

Once his bedroom door clicked shut, Liam dropped my head into my hands. “Permits. I don’t know a goddamn thing about permits.”

“The Harrison job is the big patio renovation. The folder is on my desk, blue. Permits are on top. Just needs a signature. Pen’s in the cup.”

He looked at me, my eyes wide in his face. “What if someone talks to me? What if my… your… client calls?”

“Tell them Elena’s in a meeting and will call back. Then text me. We’ll figure it out.” The lie pressed against my ribs. “We need that resonator. Where would Mark have put it?”

“His room,” Liam said. “Probably on his desk. It was his gift.”

“We can’t go digging in there while he’s showering.”

“Then after he leaves. He’s meeting his girlfriend for brunch before we hit the dorm. We’ll have a window.”

The plan was thin. It was all we had.

An hour later Mark came out clean and ready. He hugged his mom—hugged Liam again. “See you later, Mom. Don’t work too hard.” He punched my shoulder—Liam’s shoulder. “Let’s go, man. My junk awaits.”

I followed him out to the beat-up sedan. The world sat lower from Liam’s height. The car felt tighter. Sunlight hit harder. Mark talked the whole drive to campus. I answered with grunts and nods, terrified of the wrong word slipping out.

The dorm room was a wreck. We started boxing textbooks and video games, and Liam’s body turned into a fresh problem. The boxes felt light. Muscle slid under skin with a strength that surprised me. I caught myself flexing his bicep while I held a crate, then stopped, heat crawling up my neck.

“Dude, you’re checking yourself out?” Mark laughed and tossed a rolled poster at me. “Graduation went to your head.”

I forced a laugh that didn’t sound like mine. “Just making sure I still got it.”

Liam’s phone buzzed against my thigh. I pulled it out. The screen was a mess of notifications over a nebula background. A text flashed at the top.

Elena: Found it. It’s in his room, on the shelf. But it’s dead. No glow. Nothing.

I typed back with thick fingers. Can we reactivate it?

Elena: I don’t know. There’s no button. The symbols are just etched.

Me: We need to get it. Bring it to your office. I’ll meet you there after this.

Elena: Your office. My body. This is confusing.

Me: Your office. 2 hours.

“Girlfriend?” Mark teased, watching me stare at the screen.

“Something like that,” I muttered, shoving the phone back into my pocket.

Liam was already at my office when I pulled up. He paced on the gravel outside the cottage-style building that held my landscape design business. Watching my own body move—hands buried in my linen trousers, my brow drawn tight in a way it never was—twisted something low in my gut.

“You got it?” I asked, climbing out of Mark’s car.

He pulled the obsidian obelisk from my purse. It sat inert, just dark polished stone. “Nothing. I’ve tapped it, shaken it, said every stupid word I could think of.”

I took it from him. Our fingers brushed. A blue spark jumped between our skin, bright enough to see in daylight. We both jerked back. The resonator hit the gravel with a dull thud and stayed dark.

“Okay,” Liam breathed. My chest rose and fell hard under his shirt. “There’s still a charge. Something.”

“But how do we use it?” I picked it up and brushed off the dust. Cool under my fingers. “You built it. You must have notes. Research.”

“It was for a fringe physics seminar. Professor Cayce. Supposed to be theoretical—an art piece about quantum entanglement.” He dragged a hand through my silver-streaked hair, the gesture pure frustration. “The notes are on my laptop. At my apartment.”

We stared at each other. Going to his apartment meant walking into his private space as him. Letting him into my house had already felt like too much. His apartment, his sanctuary, felt like crossing another line.

“We don’t have a choice,” I said.

His apartment sat in a modern complex near campus, clean lines and glass. He fumbled with my keys on my keychain before the right one caught. The door opened into a space that was surprisingly neat for a twenty-two-year-old. A large monitor dominated a minimalist desk. A low sofa. One abstract painting on the wall. It smelled like him—sandalwood, clean cotton, a trace of hot electronics.

“Notes,” he said, heading straight for the desk. He woke the laptop and typed the password with my fingers. I stayed near the door, feeling like I was trespassing.

“Here,” he said, pulling up a PDF. “The schematic. The symbols are a modified version of…”

I stepped in to look over his shoulder—my shoulder. Diagrams and equations filled the screen. The last line of the report read: Device is purely symbolic. Harmonic resonance between conscious observers remains theoretical.

“Theoretical,” I echoed. The word sank like a stone.

“There’s a footnote,” Liam said, scrolling. “About a ‘cascading feedback loop’ being possible under specific bio-electrical conditions… like a lightning strike.” He looked up at me, my eyes wide in his face. “That’s what happened. The storm. The proximity. We were both touching it, and we were… linked. You were toasting me. I was toasting you. Observer feedback.”

“So how do we reverse the loop?”

He scrolled to the end. “It doesn’t say.”

The small hope we’d carried died. I sank onto his sofa. Leather stuck cool against my back. “So we’re stuck.”

Liam closed the laptop. He stood in the middle of his own apartment, wearing my body, looking lost. “Maybe not permanently. If it happened once, it can happen again. We need to recreate the conditions. The same proximity. The same… emotional state.”

“What emotional state? Terror?”

“Connection,” he said quietly. He walked to the window, my profile cut against the light. “We were connected. Toasting. Gratitude. You were thanking me for being there for Mark. I was thanking you for… for being like a second mom to me.” He turned. The vulnerability on my own face hit like a slap. “Maybe that matters.”

The room felt too quiet. The air between us pulled tight. I was alone with him in his space, inside his skin, carrying the secret from last night like something wet and shameful in my pocket.

“We should try,” I said, standing. I held out the resonator. “Here. Now.”

He took it. Our hands closed around the cool stone together. We stood close, my shorter frame looking up at his taller one. Mirror image of the night before, only reversed.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Think about… being back. In your own body. Feeling your own hands. Your own hair.”

I closed my eyes. I reached for the familiar ache in my lower back after a day bent over garden beds. The weight of my own breasts. The soft, worn cotton of my favorite nightgown against my thighs. I held the image until Liam’s jaw ached from clenching.

Nothing.

Liam’s breath caught. “It’s not working.”

We opened our eyes. Still him. Still me. Trapped.

Frustration snapped. I grabbed the resonator from our shared grip. “What the hell is wrong with this thing?” I shook it, then slammed it onto the glass coffee table. It clinked, rolled, and lay still. Dark.

“Hey!” he snapped, my voice sharp. “That’s my table!”

“I don’t care about your table!” The words came out louder than I meant, Liam’s voice climbing. “I care about getting my life back! About not being a… a prisoner in this… this…” I gestured at the young, strong limbs that felt like someone else’s expensive cage.

“A prisoner?” he echoed. My face hardened. “You think this is easy for me? I’m stuck in a body that hurts when it rains. I have hot flashes. I can’t take a piss without a goddamn manual.”

“At least you know how your own body works!” I shouted. “I had to figure things out. Everything is different. Everything is…” The memory of last night flooded back, hot and thick. My borrowed cheeks burned.

He took a step closer. My eyes narrowed. “Figure things out? What does that mean, Elena?”

The air thinned. He knew. Or he guessed.

I looked past him at the abstract painting. Black and blue swirls. “Nothing.”

“Did you…” He paused. When he spoke again his voice had dropped, dangerous. “Did you touch it? My body. Did you… use it?”

Shame sat heavy in my chest. I couldn’t answer. My silence said enough.

He made a sound, raw and wounded, that didn’t belong in my throat. “You said no exploration. We agreed.”

The words tore out of me before I could stop them. “It was right there. Hard. I reached without thinking. I didn’t plan it. It just… happened.”

“It just happened?” He moved in. I backed up until my legs hit the sofa. “You just accidentally wrapped your hand around my cock and jerked off? In my living room?”

“It’s my living room right now!” I shouted. The unfairness of it flared hot. “You’re in my house. Sleeping in my bed. What were you doing last night, Liam? Lying there politely? Or were you exploring my body?”

My face—his face—flushed dark red. That was answer enough.

A sharp, unsteady laugh broke out of me. “So we’re both thieves. We both broke the rules.”

We stood there, chests heaving, two people wearing the wrong skin, caught in what we’d done to each other. Anger crackled between us, but underneath it something else pulled—hot, intimate, impossible to ignore.

His gaze dropped from my eyes, traveled down the body I wore, lingered on the jeans. A mix of anger and something darker moved through my own eyes. “What was it like?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

The question landed heavy. My mouth went dry. “It was… efficient,” I said. The word felt like a shield. “Powerful. Different.”

“Different,” he repeated. He looked down at his hands—my hands—then back at me. “Do you want to know what I did?”

I knew I shouldn’t. The answer was already out. “Yes.”

He took another step. Inches separated us now. I looked down at my own face and saw the conflict, the shame, the need. “I laid in your bed,” he began, low. “It smelled like you. Lavender and that garden soil smell. I couldn’t sleep. Everything felt soft. Slower. And there was this ache.” He brought my hand up and pressed it against my own lower belly, over the linen of the trousers. “Here. A deep, empty ache. I thought it was cramps. But it wasn’t.”

My breath caught in Liam’s throat. I felt the warmth of his hand through the fabric, the pressure of my own palm against the body he wore.

“I touched myself,” he continued, my eyes locked on his. “Just to see. To understand. Your skin is so much softer. Everywhere. And when I finally… when I found your clit…” He swallowed, my throat moving with it. “It was like a circuit completing. A direct line. I came so fast, so hard, just from my fingers rubbing in little circles. I bit your pillow to keep from screaming.”

Heat slammed through Liam’s body. His cock—my cock—thickened against the zipper of my jeans. He saw it happen. His gaze dropped, tracked the fabric as it strained, and a raw, hungry look crossed my own features.

“You’re getting hard,” he murmured. The words landed like both an accusation and an invitation.

“I can’t control it,” I said. “It’s your body. It reacts.”

“My body is reacting to you.” His voice stayed low. “To you telling me how you touched my cock. To me telling you how I touched your pussy.” The crude words, spoken in my own voice, sent a hard pulse straight to my groin. “We’re in each other. We’re feeling what the other feels. Don’t you get it?”

I got it. The loop. The connection. It wasn’t only the resonator. It was us—our curiosity, our shame, the stolen pleasure echoing between these two mismatched shells.

His hand—my hand—still rested on his abdomen. It drifted lower, over the fly of my trousers. I watched, frozen, as my own fingers traced the shape of my own mound through the fabric.

“Do you want to feel it?” he asked, voice rough. “What I felt? From the other side?”

Wrong. Forbidden. The only thing that made sense in this impossible situation. I nodded once, a sharp jerk of Liam’s chin.

He unbuttoned my trousers, shoved them down over my hips along with the underwear. I stood exposed, Liam’s cock standing upright, curving against his stomach. He looked at it, my face caught between awe and resentment. Then he guided my hand—his hand—down, past the thatch of dark hair, to the soft, wet folds he’d described.

The sensation hit instantly. Dual. In Liam’s body I felt the warm, slick heat of my own fingertips against flesh so sensitive it bordered on pain. At the same time, in some phantom reach of consciousness, I felt the touch as my own—the pressure, the slight roughness of Liam’s calloused fingers, the shocking intimacy of being opened.

A moan tore from both our throats—his baritone and my soprano, a jarring harmony.

“Oh, god,” I gasped. My knees gave. I sank onto the edge of the coffee table, legs splayed. He followed, kneeling on the floor between them, my face level with his groin.

“Now me,” he ordered, voice ragged. “Touch me. Like you did last night.”

I needed nothing else. My hand, still wet with my own arousal, wrapped around his thick shaft. The velvet-over-steel feel was the same as the first time, but watching my own face twist in pleasure while I did it made the sensation a thousand times sharper.

He groaned, my head falling forward until his forehead rested against my thigh. His breath burned hot on my skin. “Faster,” he whispered.

I stroked him, found a rhythm, my other hand still working between my own legs, circling the swollen clit with a need that belonged to both of us. The feedback doubled, then tripled. Every pull of my fist sent a matching pulse of pleasure through the body he inhabited. Every flick of my finger against my own clit made his cock jump in my hand.

The boundaries dissolved. It wasn’t him pleasuring me or me pleasuring him. It was us, a closed circuit of sensation, each feeding the other. I was both the giver and the receiver, the explorer and the explored. His pleasure was mine. My climax belonged to him.

“I’m close,” he panted, my mouth open, eyes squeezed shut.

“Me too,” I grunted. The coiling tension in Liam’s groin mirrored the building wave in my own pelvis.

“Together,” he gasped.

It was a command, a plea, a promise. I tightened my grip on his cock, thumb sweeping over the slick head. He pressed harder against my clit, fingers sliding inside me, curling just so.

The orgasm didn’t crest—it detonated. It tore through both bodies at once, a shared explosion of sensation. Liam’s body convulsed, his release spurting hot over my hand and stomach in thick pulses. My own body—under his control—clenched and fluttered around his fingers, a deep, rolling wave that left me sobbing, forehead pressed to his thigh.

For long minutes the only sounds were our ragged breathing and the distant hum of the refrigerator. The smell of sex—musky, sweet, unfamiliar—filled Liam’s clean apartment.

Slowly he pulled his fingers free. I released his cock. Both of us were sticky, spent, wrecked. He looked up at me, my face flushed and tear-streaked. I looked down at him, his face dazed and open.

What the fuck had we done?

He stood on shaky legs and pulled my trousers back up with clumsy, careful hands. I found a box of tissues on his desk and cleaned us both, the motions automatic.

We didn’t speak. Couldn’t. The resonator lay forgotten on the table, still dark.

Finally Liam broke the silence, voice hoarse. “Mark will be wondering where you are.”

I nodded, tugging Liam’s shirt back on. It was stained again. I’d need another.

“We’ll try the resonator again tomorrow,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “With clearer heads.”

“Yes,” I said. The word felt empty.

He walked me to the door. As I stepped into the afternoon sun, he spoke again, so softly I almost missed it. “The password for my phone. It’s zero-eight-two-two. Mark’s birthday.”

I turned. He leaned against the doorframe, my body looking small and exhausted. “Why are you telling me that?”

“Because you might need it,” he said. “And because… after that, there shouldn’t be any more secrets between us.” He closed the door softly.

I stood in the parking lot, sun warm on Liam’s skin, the ghost of his touch—my touch—still buzzing along my nerves. The line had been crossed, violently and completely. There was no going back to pretending, to simple rules. We were bound now, not just by a freak accident, but by a shared, forbidden knowledge of each other’s most intimate flesh.

And I had no idea what that meant for tomorrow.


Chapter 2 — The Password

The first thing I did with Liam’s phone was delete the photos.

I stood in the sun-blasted parking lot outside his apartment building, thumb—his thumb—hovering over the screen. Zero-eight-two-two. The lock screen dissolved, revealing a wallpaper of some obscure anime character I didn’t recognize. My stomach twisted. This was his private world, his twenty-two-year-old life, and I was an intruder wearing his skin.

The gallery app sat two rows down. I opened it and braced myself.

No nudes. No pictures of girls with their shirts lifted or legs spread. Just a few selfies with Mark, their arms slung around each other’s shoulders, faces bright with beer and youth. A screenshot of a coding problem. A meme about espresso. A picture of my hydrangeas from last summer, taken from my own back porch.

I exhaled. Relief and something sharper, uglier, churned in Liam’s gut. What had I expected? Evidence of a life I couldn’t understand? Proof of some predatory streak that would make this whole thing easier to hate?

Instead I found a young man who was, by every measure I could see, a good kid. My kid’s best friend. The one who’d helped me haul mulch bags last spring without being asked.

I scrolled to the most recent photo: a blurry, laughing shot from the graduation party yesterday. Mark, Liam, and two other friends, red plastic cups raised. It was taken hours before the swap. Liam’s face—my face now—was caught mid-laugh, head thrown back. I remembered that moment. I’d been across the yard refilling the chip bowl when their laughter had rolled out over the grass. I’d smiled to myself, a simple, uncomplicated warmth.

Now, looking at that face from the inside, the warmth turned sour.

I deleted the picture. Then I went through the rest, one by one, erasing every image Liam had taken of my house, my garden, my son. It felt vicious and small, but it was a line I could draw. This was mine. He could walk around in my life, but he didn’t get to keep souvenirs.

My thumb moved to the messages. Threads with his parents, his sister, his study group. Then the thread with Mark. I opened it.

Mark (Yesterday, 11:47 PM): dude where’d you disappear to? Mom’s acting weird too. You didn’t puke in her prized peonies, did you?

Liam (Yesterday, 11:49 PM): Nah. Just tired. Headed home. Congrats again man.

Mark (Today, 9:15 AM): You up? Mom’s already left for some “errands” which is code for her weird plant auctions. Wanna get lunch?

Liam (Today, 9:20 AM): Can’t. Family stuff. Tomorrow?

Mark (Today, 9:21 AM): K. Call you later.

A cold spike of panic drove through me. Call you later. Mark would call. He would call this phone, and I would have to answer. I would have to sound like Liam.

I leaned against the hot metal of my own sensible sedan, parked beside Liam’s beat-up Jeep. The ghost of what I’d done in the apartment—my fingers on my own clit, Liam’s breath on my neck—still hummed under the sharper fear of being found out. I had to go home. I had to be Elena Vance, landscape architect and mother of the graduate, for my son.

But first I had to remember how to walk.



The mechanics weren’t the problem. Liam’s legs worked. They were long, strong, and currently wrapped in denim that rasped against skin that wasn’t mine. The problem was the map. My brain kept sending signals to a body that no longer existed. I took a step and misjudged the length of the stride, lurching forward. My center of gravity sat higher and felt wrong. My arms swung with a loose, unfamiliar rhythm.

I made it to the driver’s side door and fumbled Liam’s keys. A little rubber octopus dangled from the ring. I stared at it, then shoved the key into the lock. The interior of my car smelled different. Not just lavender from the air freshener, but him—clean soap and the faint, sharp trace of male sweat soaked into the seats. He must have driven it last night after the party, after everything changed.

I lowered myself into the seat. It required less careful negotiation of hips and knees than I was used to. I adjusted the mirror. Liam’s sharp-boned face stared back, eyes wide with my panic. I watched his mouth—my mouth—form the words. “Okay. Okay. You can do this.”

The voice still shocked me. A baritone that vibrated in a chest too broad, too hard.

I drove. Another exercise in recalibration. The wheel felt smaller in these larger hands. My foot on the pedal was either too light or too heavy. I was hyper-aware of the space this new body occupied in the cabin—the stretch of thigh, the way his cock shifted inside his jeans when I braked. Heavier than I expected. A persistent presence I couldn’t stop noticing.

I forced my eyes back to the road. My neighborhood welcomed me with familiar lawns and familiar mailboxes. I pulled into my own driveway, the one I’d paved with bluestone two summers ago. My body—Elena’s body—was not home.

Where was Liam? What was he doing in my house, in my skin?

I cut the engine and sat for a moment, gathering the performance. I was Liam Park. I was dropping by to see my best friend’s mom. I was twenty-two. I slouched. I had a tattoo sleeve on my left arm I hadn’t properly examined yet. I ran a hand through hair that was thick, black, and fell into my eyes.

I got out of the car and ambled to the front door, trying to mimic the easy, loose-hipped gait I’d seen Liam use a thousand times. I rang the bell. The sound echoed through the house that was mine.

Footsteps approached from inside. Heavy, careful footsteps. The door opened.

And there I was.

Elena Vance, age forty-five, stood in the doorway. My chestnut hair with its silver streaks was pulled back in a messy ponytail. My favorite linen shirt—the blue one that brought out my eyes—was buttoned wrong. My own face looked up at me, wary and disoriented, as if the bones had been rearranged under the skin.

“Liam,” the figure said. The voice was mine, but the inflection was all wrong. Too flat. Too hesitant.

“Hey, Mrs. Vance,” I said. My borrowed voice came out too loud, too bright. “Just, uh, dropping by. Left my… charger yesterday?” I improvised, cringing inside at how thin it sounded.

My own eyes—now Liam’s eyes inside my head—narrowed slightly. “Right. Come in.”

I stepped over the threshold into my own home. It smelled of lemon polish and the eucalyptus in the vase by the stairs. Everything felt wrong. I was a guest here.

Liam-in-Elena closed the door and turned, leaning against it. We stood in the foyer, two imposters in a silent standoff.

“Mark’s out,” he said finally. “He went to meet some guys from the team for a late lunch. He said he tried to call you.”

“I saw. I was driving.”

“Right.” He crossed his arms over my chest, a gesture I recognized as my own defensive posture. On him it looked awkward. “We need to talk. But not here. Upstairs.”

He led the way up to my bedroom. Watching my own body climb the stairs ahead of me produced a particular kind of vertigo. I saw the slight hitch in the step—my arthritic knee protesting. I saw the way my hand gripped the banister for support. I’d done that a million times without thinking. Now I watched it from the outside, and something sharp moved through me. Not pity. Something closer to a strange, detached recognition.

He ushered me into the room and closed the door. The space was tidy, the bed made. Sunlight streamed across the Persian rug. It was my sanctuary. Now it felt like a stage.

“We have a problem,” Liam said, dropping any pretense.

“Just one?” I heard the sarcasm in my voice, but it came out in Liam’s deeper timbre.

“The biggest one. I have to pee.”

I blinked. “So go.”

He gestured down at my body. “It’s… I tried. This morning. After you left. I sat down, like you do, and it’s… the angle is all wrong. And the… the parts are… confusing.”

A hysterical laugh bubbled up in Liam’s throat. I choked it back. “You’re a computer science major. You can’t figure out how a woman pees?”

“It’s not the theory!” he snapped, my voice strained. “It’s the execution. I don’t have the muscle memory. I nearly pissed all over the seat. And don’t even get me started on the other thing.”

“What other thing?”

He looked away. A flush crept up my neck. “The maintenance. The hair. The products.” He waved a hand vaguely toward my ensuite bathroom. “It’s a whole ecosystem in there. I don’t know the rules.”

The absurdity of it crashed over me. Two souls swapped by cosmic accident, and the most immediate crisis was basic bodily function. It was grounding. It was horrifyingly intimate.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. We need a tutorial.”

His head whipped around, my eyes wide. “What?”

“You need to know how to be me. To pass. For Mark. For anyone. And I…” I looked down at Liam’s hands, flexing the long fingers. “I need to know how to be you. Your phone password is a start. But it’s not enough.”

He stared at me for a long moment. Then resignation slumped my shoulders. “Fine. But not in here. The bathroom.”

He marched into my bathroom. I followed. The space suddenly felt too small for the two of us—or rather, for the four of us we conceptually were.

He stood by the toilet, arms crossed again. “Go on then. Explain.”

It was the most surreal teaching moment of my life. I walked him through it, my voice clinical. “You sit. You lean forward slightly. You relax. The stream will find its way. Just don’t tense up.”

“That’s it?”

“For urination, yes. The rest is more complicated.” I opened the cabinet under the sink and pulled out my box of tampons, my menstrual cup, my liners. I explained each one, my face burning inside Liam’s skin. He listened with the intense focus of a student facing a final exam.

“And you’re not… currently…?” he asked, gesturing vaguely.

“No. It’s the middle of my cycle.”

“Good. One less variable.”

Then came the shower. I showed him my shampoos, my conditioners, the body wash I used, the loofah. “You have to wash your hair every other day or it gets oily. The conditioner only goes on the ends. The body wash… just use it everywhere. Including… you know.”

“Everywhere,” he repeated, a deadpan echo.

“And shaving,” I said, pulling out my razor and shaving cream. “Legs. Underarms. Once a week, usually. In the shower. Go with the grain, not against, unless you want razor burn.”

He picked up the razor, turning it over in my slender fingers. “I have to shave legs?”

“Unless you want to explain to Mark why his mother has decided to embrace her inner yeti.”

A snort escaped him—a very un-Elena-like sound. It was strange hearing my own laugh used for genuine, surprised amusement. It changed the shape of my face in a way I’d never seen before.

The tutorial moved to the bedroom. I opened my closet and the familiar rows of blouses, trousers, and dresses looked like artifacts from a life I no longer lived. “Dresses are for client meetings or weekends. Pants are for work. This,” I said, holding up a pair of tailored navy slacks and a cream silk blouse, “is what I was planning to wear tomorrow for the brunch with Mark and your parents. You’ll need to wear it.”

He took the hangers, holding the clothes away from his body. “Your parents are coming?”

“They were always coming. You knew that.”

“I forgot. I’ve been a little preoccupied with the whole body-swap thing.” The sarcasm came out in my softer voice, but the bite was still his.

I ignored the tone and moved to my jewelry box. “Simple earrings. Pearl studs. No necklace with that outfit. Watch on the left wrist.” The instructions came out flat, the same way I used to lay out Mark’s clothes for school pictures. Only the person standing in front of me was a twenty-two-year-old man wearing my forty-five-year-old skin.

He watched me, my face tight with concentration. “How do you keep track of all this? The rules?”

“A lifetime of practice,” I said. Then I turned it back on him. “My turn. Your life. Your rules.”

We moved downstairs to the living room, putting distance between us and the bedroom. I sat on the sofa—my sofa—and the cushions felt wrong under Liam’s heavier body. I didn’t sink into the seat the same way; I balanced on the edge, the lean muscle of his thighs keeping me upright.

“Okay,” Liam said from the armchair across from me. He arranged my body with care, knees pressed together, hands folded in my lap. The effort showed. “What do you need to know?”

“Everything. Start with Mark. What do you talk about?”

“Video games. Coding problems. Sports. Girls. Stupid shit.”

“Give me specifics. A recent conversation.”

He thought for a moment. “Last week we argued about the new Starhaven patch. The one that nerfed the plasma rifle. He thinks it’s fine. I think it’s game-breaking. He called me a meta-slave. I called him a casual. That’s about the depth of it.”

I filed the words away. Meta-slave. Casual. “And girls? Is there… anyone? Someone you’re talking to?”

A flicker moved across my face—his face, on me. “No. Not really. There was a girl in my Data Structures class, but she graduated and moved to Seattle. We’re just friends online now.”

“What’s her name?”

“Chloe.”

“Okay. Good.” I took a breath. “Your family. You call your mom every Sunday night. What do you talk about?”

“My classes. My sister’s dance recitals. Whether I’m eating enough. She’ll ask about Mark. She’ll ask about you.”

That stopped me. “About me?”

“Yeah. She likes you. Thinks you’re ‘put together.’” He made air quotes with my fingers. The gesture looked too young on my hands.

The conversation ran on, a crash course in being Liam Park. His class schedule—none, he’d just graduated. His job search—a few interviews lined up. His gym routine—swimming three times a week, which explained the lean build. His friends—names, faces, inside jokes I tried to hold onto.

Then the harder questions. “Your tattoos,” I said, rolling up the sleeve of his T-shirt. The ink covered the forearm in waves, koi fish, and sharp geometric lines. “What do they mean?”

He looked at his own arm on my body. “The koi are for perseverance. My grandma’s idea. The waves… I just like waves. The geometry is… I don’t know. It looked cool when I was nineteen.”

“And this one?” I pointed to the small series of dots and lines on the inside of the wrist.

He stayed quiet a beat too long. “That’s the date my dad died.”

The room went still. I hadn’t known. Mark had never said. Liam had always been just… Liam. Mark’s cheerful, smart friend.

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged my shoulders. “It’s fine. Was a long time ago.” But the look in my eyes—his eyes looking out of my face—said it wasn’t fine. It was a wound I’d never seen, a depth I’d never given him credit for.

The exchange of secrets kept going, stripping us in ways the physical swap hadn’t. He told me about the anxiety that hit during finals, the kind he covered with jokes. I told him about the low-grade fear that my business would collapse after David died, the fear I buried under constant motion.

The sun dropped lower. Long shadows stretched across the living room rug. We’d been talking for hours. A thin, exhausted truce held between us.

My stomach growled—a low, unfamiliar rumble from Liam’s abdomen.

“You’re hungry,” he said.

“You’re hungry,” I corrected. “This body needs fuel. It’s used to… what? Ramen and energy drinks?”

“Pretty much.”

I stood. “I’m making dinner. You’re going to watch. You need to know how I cook. Mark will expect his mother’s cooking.”

He followed me into the kitchen and leaned against the counter while I moved through the space. I pulled out chicken, vegetables, rice. Every motion felt watched. I was performing Elena for an audience of one who also happened to be Elena.

As I chopped an onion, the knife slipped. It nicked the pad of Liam’s thumb. A bright bead of blood welled up. “Shit,” I hissed, dropping the knife. It clattered into the sink.

“Let me see,” he said, stepping forward. He took my hand—his hand—in both of his. Our hands. The sight twisted something in my gut: my smaller, softer hands cradling his larger, bleeding one. The touch ran hot, a current that had nothing to do with the cut.

He turned on the faucet and guided our joined hands under the cool water. He washed the cut, his touch careful. I watched my own face, so close, focused on the task. I could see the faint lines around my eyes, the ones I usually noticed with a quiet sting. On him they looked like proof of a life lived.

“It’s shallow,” he murmured. He reached for a paper towel with his free hand, tore off a piece, and pressed it to the cut. “Hold this.”

I held the paper towel. Our fingers brushed. We stood too close. I could smell my own perfume on him—on me. The scent I’d worn for years, the one I barely noticed anymore, rose from the body in front of me and made the kitchen tilt.

Our eyes met. His—mine—were dark, unreadable. In them I saw my own reflection: Liam’s face, confused, open, bleeding.

The air thickened. The hum of the refrigerator was the only sound. His gaze dropped to my mouth—his mouth. My lips parted before I could stop them.

He was going to kiss me.

The thought hit like a live wire. He—Liam in me—was going to kiss me—Elena in him. A closed loop of impossible want. My heart knocked hard against Liam’s ribs.

He leaned in, just a fraction. The scent of my own skin, my shampoo, my soap, filled the space between us. It wasn’t the smell of me anymore. It was the smell of her. The woman whose body he wore, seen and smelled and felt for the first time, close enough to taste.

My own body, the one he inhabited, responded. I saw it in the flush rising on my neck, the quick pull of breath. He was feeling things. In my body. Because of me.

His lips hovered a breath from mine when the front door slammed open.

“Mom? Liam’s car’s in the drive—whoa.”

We sprang apart. Mark stood in the doorway to the kitchen, backpack slung over one shoulder, his face moving from surprise to confusion to a slow, awkward grin.

He looked at Liam—in Elena—standing close to me—in Liam—holding my hand. He took in the stance, the paper towel, the charged space between us.

“Am I… interrupting something?”

The world snapped back with the sound of my son’s voice. I dropped Liam’s hand as if it had burned me. The paper towel fluttered to the tile.

“No!” we both said at once, my voice an octave too high, Liam’s a sharp bark. We took another step back from each other.

Mark’s grin widened. “Relax, guys. Jeez.” He dropped his backpack and walked into the kitchen, graduation-weekend energy still rolling off him. He went straight to the fridge and pulled out a sports drink. “I just didn’t know you were hanging out. Mom, you said you had errands.”

Liam—in me—cleared my throat. “I did. They… finished early. Liam came by to, ah, pick up his charger.” The lie sat thin between us, but he delivered it with a convincing layer of maternal distraction.

“Right,” Mark said, unscrewing the cap. He took a long drink, eyes moving between us. “And you were holding his hand because…?”

“He cut himself,” I said, Liam’s voice steadier than I felt. I held up the thumb, showing the small, already-closing nick. “Your mom was playing nurse.”

Mark shrugged, the suspicion sliding into casual acceptance. “Clumsy, dude. You okay?”

“Fine,” I muttered, turning back to the sink to wash the ghost of my own hands off his skin. The water ran cold. My pulse did not.

“So, you staying for dinner, Liam?” Mark asked, leaning against the counter beside me—beside his mother’s body. The easy closeness made my skin crawl.

“Yes,” Liam answered for me, too quickly. Then, slower, “I mean, if that’s okay. Your mom was just showing me how she makes that ginger chicken thing.”

Mark’s eyebrows lifted. “Since when do you care about cooking?”

“Since never,” I said, forcing a lopsided grin that felt wrong on Liam’s face. “But I gotta learn sometime, right? Can’t live on ramen forever.”

“True that.” Mark clapped a hand on my shoulder—Liam’s shoulder. The familiar weight of it landed like a shock. My son, touching me, seeing only his best friend. “Well, don’t let her boss you around too much. She’s a tyrant with a spatula.”

“I heard that,” Liam said, and he managed to land the exact note of fond exasperation in my voice. He picked up the fallen knife and went back to chopping the onion, movements careful. I watched, caught, as my own hands performed a task I’d done a thousand times, now steered by someone else.

The next hour stretched into a lesson in holding still while everything inside twisted. We cooked dinner together, the three of us. Mark took over most of the talking, replaying his lunch with friends, tossing out job leads, sketching his future. I answered the way Liam would—short, agreeable comments, the occasional rough joke that tasted wrong in my mouth. Liam, wearing me, listened with a quiet smile and dropped in maternal questions that landed half a beat late, a little too broad.

I watched my own body move around my kitchen. I saw the small pause before reaching for a spice jar, the way my eyes scanned the counter for the right spoon. He was learning under pressure, and he was doing it well.

During dinner the talk turned to the next day’s brunch with Liam’s parents. “So, it’s at ten, right?” Mark asked, shoveling rice into his mouth.

Liam nodded my head. “Yes. At The Garden Court. Your mother made the reservation months ago.” He glanced at me—a quick flash of panic in my eyes.

“You’re coming, right, Liam?” Mark asked.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said. The words came out flat, automatic. The thought of sitting across from Mr. and Mrs. Park while they watched their son and I wore his skin like a secondhand coat sent a fresh roll of nausea through my gut.

“Awesome. Maybe after, we can finally try out that new VR game I got. Assuming you two are done with your… cooking lessons.” Mark waggled his eyebrows.

I forced a laugh. Liam smiled, the tight, careful smile that belonged to Elena.

After dinner Mark retreated to the living room with his phone. Liam and I cleaned up in silence. The almost-kiss from earlier hung between us, thick as the steam rising off the sink.

“You should go,” Liam said, my voice pitched low so it wouldn’t carry. “It’s getting weird.”

“I know.” I dried the last plate, movements stiff. “But we’re not done. We haven’t covered everything.”

“What’s left to cover? You know how I pee now. I know not to wear your good jewelry to the grocery store.”

“Your friends,” I whispered. “What if someone calls? What if they want to hang out? I don’t know how to be you in a group. I don’t know the rhythms.”

He sighed, and the sound was pure Elena, a weary exhale I’d felt in my own lungs a thousand times. Hearing it from the outside made my skin crawl.

“Tonight,” he said. “Late. After Mark’s asleep. Come back. We’ll talk more. Figure out a system.”

A terrible idea. The only idea. “How?”

“Text me. Use my phone. We’ll say you left your wallet or something. You come back for it. Mark goes to bed early when he’s hungover, and he’s definitely hitting the beers with the guys online tonight.”

A plan. A secret plan. It felt necessary and slightly filthy. “Okay.”

I left a few minutes later, loud and casual with Mark, a stiff nod to Liam. Walking out of my own house felt like leaving a limb behind. I drove Liam’s Jeep back to his apartment, the scent of him—now me—layered over the smells of my kitchen, my home.

His apartment was a monument to transient masculinity. I stood in the middle of the living room, the silence pressing against my eardrums. The resonator sat on the coffee table like a paperweight that had already done its damage. We hadn’t even tried it again. The shock of the morning, the terrifying intimacy of it, had swallowed everything else.

Alone now, the reality of my situation settled over me with the weight of wet concrete.

I was in Liam Park’s body. I was going to sleep in his bed. I was going to live his life.

A frantic energy seized me. I couldn’t just sit. I had to know.

I started with the physical. The full-length mirror was tacked to the back of his bedroom door. I stood in front of it and looked. Really looked.

The body was lean, long lines and taut muscle. Swimmer’s build. I peeled off the T-shirt. His chest was smooth, defined, the skin warm under my hands. A light trail of hair ran down the flat plane of his stomach and disappeared into the waistband of his jeans. The tattoo sleeve was intricate, ink worked deep into the skin. I traced the lines with his fingers, feeling the slight raised texture where the needle had left its mark. Beautiful. Wrong.

My hands drifted lower. This was the part I’d avoided all day, the part that had been a half-felt, confusing presence between my legs. I unbuttoned the jeans, shoved them and the boxer briefs down over his hips.

His cock lay soft against his thigh. Darker skin than the pale stretch of his legs. I touched it with the back of my fingers first. Warm. Soft. Alive. I wrapped my hand around it, lifted it, felt the weight of it in my palm. The foreskin shifted under my thumb. I gave an experimental stroke, slow, and watched the skin move, watched the head peek out, darker still. A slow heat began to gather low in my belly.

I stroked again, firmer this time, and felt the first twitch of response. Blood moving. Thickening. The shaft filled my hand, the skin heating, the veins beginning to stand out along the length. I kept my grip loose at first, learning the feel of it, the way it hardened in stages, the way the head grew slick as I worked the foreskin back and forth. Every sensation was new and sharp and mine and not mine.

I braced one hand on the doorframe and watched myself in the mirror—watched Liam’s hand wrapped around Liam’s cock, watched the muscles in his forearm flex, watched his stomach tighten as I stroked faster. The head was flushed now, shiny at the tip. I ran my thumb over the slit and a low sound escaped my throat, half shock, half pleasure. Precome welled up, clear and warm. I spread it down the shaft and kept going, hips starting to move in small, involuntary thrusts against my own hand.

The orgasm built fast and hard, a tight coil low in my gut. I came with a choked gasp, watching thick ropes stripe across the mirror, across my fingers, across the floor. The body shuddered through it, cock pulsing in my grip, every nerve lit up and raw.

I stood there breathing hard, come cooling on my skin, and felt the first real crack in the wall between what I was and what I looked like.

Shame dropped in cold and immediate. What had I done? This wasn’t my body. This wasn’t my pleasure to take. I’d stolen something even if he would never know. Gotten off on the sheer wrongness of it.

Under the shame, low and steady, the memory of the sensation hummed. The shocking, overwhelming force of it.

I cleaned up with unsteady hands, avoiding the mirror. Found a pair of his sweatpants in a drawer and pulled on a clean T-shirt. The smell of him was everywhere. On me.

His phone buzzed on the bedside table. A text.

Unknown Number: It’s me. Mark’s in his room. The coast is clear.

He’d used my number. Of course he had. I saved the contact as “Elena.”

Me: On my way.



The house was dark except for the porch light when I returned. I let myself in with the key under the potted fern—a secret he now knew. The third step creaked the same way it always had.

He was waiting in the living room, one lamp lit. He’d changed into my pajamas—the silky blue set I wore when I wanted to feel good. Seeing my own body in that intimate fabric, inhabited by him, sent another wave of disorientation through me.

“You came back,” he said. My voice was quiet. “I didn’t think you would.”

“We need a system.” I shrugged. The motion felt more natural in these shoulders now.

We sat apart. Not on the sofa together. Separate chairs. The space between us felt charged.

“I went through your stuff,” I admitted. “Your computer. Your socials. I had to.”

He didn’t look surprised. “I went through your calendar. Your client files. Your personal finance spreadsheet.” A grim smile touched my mouth. “So we’re even.”

“We’ll never be even.”

He pulled his knees up to his chest, a distinctly un-Elena-like pose. The silky pajama top gaped, and I caught a glimpse of my own cleavage. I looked away, face hot. “What did you find?” he asked.

“That you’re surprisingly boring. No secret drug habit. No hidden cam girl subscriptions.”

“Disappointed?”

“Relieved.” I leaned forward. “Your turn. What did you find?”

“That you’re broke. Or nearly.” The words landed like a fist in Liam’s gut. “What?”

“The business. After David died… the savings are gone. You’re living on credit lines. The O’Reilly job next month? You need it to break even.”

He’d seen the truth I hid from everyone, even Mark. The constant, gnawing fear. Seen it in my Excel formulas and bank statements. Laid my vulnerability bare in columns and rows.

“Why are you telling me this?” My voice came out rough.

“Because I’m you now,” he said simply. “And I need to know which clients to prioritize, which invoices to chase. I can’t pretend to be Elena Vance if I don’t understand the pressure she’s under.”

Pragmatic. Brutal. The most intimate thing anyone had said to me in years.

“Okay,” I whispered.

“Okay,” he echoed.

We spent the next hour exchanging more than information. We exchanged selves. I showed him my passwords, my daily routines, the way I took my coffee, the way I liked the pillows arranged. He showed me his messaging apps, his gaming lingo, the way he laughed with his friends on voice chat. We practiced each other’s signatures. We tried to mimic each other’s walks across the living room, resulting in absurd, stilted parodies that broke the tension with choked laughter.

During one of these attempts—him trying to replicate Liam’s loose, slouching gait in my body—he stumbled. My arthritic knee buckled and he pitched forward with a yelp.

I caught him. Liam’s body reacted with swift, young reflexes, arms shooting out to grab my own body before it hit the floor. I caught him around the waist, pulling him upright against me.

We froze.

He was pressed back against my chest—his chest. My arms were around my own waist. His head tucked under my chin. I could feel the softness of my own hair against his throat. The rise and fall of my own breath against his forearms.

We were holding each other. But we were holding ourselves.

The laughter died. The room went utterly still. I could smell my own shampoo in my hair, feel the delicate silk of my pajamas under my hands. The heat coming off my own skin. His heart hammered against my back. Or was it my heart, hammering in his chest?

His hands came up slowly, resting over mine where they clasped his—my—stomach. His fingers were slender, familiar. They traced the lines of my knuckles.

“Your hands are so much bigger,” he murmured, my voice a breath against his neck.

“Your skin is so much softer,” I heard myself say.

He turned in my arms. Face to face now. So close. The height difference was disorienting. I was looking down at my own face, into eyes that held Liam’s soul. He was looking up at his own face, seeing my soul looking back.

The almost-kiss from the kitchen wasn’t almost anymore. It was inevitable.

He leaned up. I leaned down.

Our lips met.

A closed circuit. His lips on mine, my lips on his. The sensation was dual, mirrored, impossible. I felt the soft give of my own mouth from the outside even as I felt the firm pressure of his lips from the inside. A kiss that fed back on itself, a loop of sensation that shorted every rational thought.

I groaned into the kiss. The sound came from Liam’s throat, a low male rumble that vibrated through my own body pressed against him. He made a sound too, a soft sigh that was pure Elena, a sound I’d never heard myself make.

My hands came up to cradle my own face. His hands—my hands—slid into Liam’s hair, gripping the thick dark strands. The kiss deepened, turned hungry. Our tongues met and the feedback loop intensified. I was tasting myself—my toothpaste, my chapstick—but the exploration was his. He was learning the shape of his own mouth with my tongue.

The most narcissistic and the most selfless act imaginable. We were kissing ourselves through each other.

His hands slid down from my face, over my shoulders, down my back. My hands—on him—did the same, mapping the terrain of his body, my body, with desperate curiosity. I felt the swell of my own ass through the thin silk, the dip of my spine. He felt the hard planes of his back, the muscles tense under his skin.

We broke apart, gasping for air that seemed to belong to neither of us.

“This is insane,” I panted, my forehead resting against his.

“I know,” he breathed back.

But we didn’t stop. Our mouths crashed together again, hotter, needier. My hands found the hem of my pajama top and pushed underneath. My palms slid over the soft curve of my own stomach, the dip of my navel, up to the familiar weight of my breasts. A shock went through us both. He gasped into my mouth, his eyes flying open.

I was touching myself. But he was feeling it.

“Do you…” he started, his voice ragged. “Do you like that?”

I nodded, my own hands under his shirt, splayed across the hard muscles of his stomach. “Do you?”

“Yes,” he hissed. “God, yes.”

Permission. A catalyst.

We stumbled toward the sofa, a four-legged tangle of mismatched limbs and shared sensation. He was on top of me, then I was on top of him, then we were side by side, kissing, touching, exploring.

His hands—my hands—cupped my breasts, thumbs brushing over the nipples already hard. A sharp electric pleasure shot through me, through him, a jolt that made us both cry out. I arched my back, pressing my chest into his hands.

“Show me,” he begged against my lips, my voice trembling. “Show me what you like.”

I guided his hand, my larger hand over his smaller one. I showed him the pressure, the rhythm. I watched my own face contort in a pleasure I was both giving and receiving. Voyeurism and participation fused into one.

My own hands were busy. I pushed down the waistband of his sweatpants, freeing his cock. It sprang hard against his stomach. This time there was no clinical distance. Pure, desperate need. I wrapped my hand around him, and the sensation was both familiar and utterly new. I knew what it felt like from the inside now. I knew the nerves, the pathways.

I stroked him, and his hips jerked hard against my grip. A ragged moan tore from his throat—my throat, the one I used to own.

“Elena…”

Hearing my name in that voice, low and scraped raw with hunger, cracked something open I couldn’t name. I kissed him harder, my hand working faster over the thick length of his cock. The skin was fever-hot, the head slick already, and every stroke dragged a fresh pulse from him. His hand on my breast tightened, fingers digging in, while his other hand slid down the front of my pajama bottoms, silk catching on his knuckles.

He fumbled with the waistband, clumsy, breath stuttering. I shoved the fabric down for him. Our fingers met between my legs—his fingers, my fingers—parting the wet folds of my pussy.

We both froze.

The shock of it hit like a live wire. For me it was the strangeness of being touched there by anyone after months of nothing, except the touch belonged to me. For him it was the first time feeling the slick heat of a cunt, the soft give of it, the way it clenched when his fingertips brushed the entrance.

“Oh,” he breathed, the sound small and stunned.

He moved slowly at first, my fingers guided by his careful curiosity. When he found my clit, the jolt shot straight up my spine—his spine—and my back arched without warning. “There?” he asked, the question no more than a breath.

“Yes,” I gasped. “Just… gentle circles.”

He gave them to me. The pleasure was sharp and electric, different from the heavy, dragging throb building in his cock, but no less urgent. I was panting now, my fist still pumping his length, our rhythms locking together without thought.

Every stroke I gave him landed inside me. Every small sound he made vibrated through my chest as if the air itself carried it back. We moved like a single circuit, his pleasure feeding mine and mine feeding his until the line between us blurred.

His fingers slipped inside me and I cried out, head tipping back against the cushions. He was learning the shape of me, the way I tightened, the spot that made my thighs shake. I was learning the weight of his cock in my hand, the way it twitched when I twisted my wrist just so. We were both racing toward the edge, breath coming shorter.

“I’m close,” I gritted out, voice tight. His cock was burning hot and rigid in my fist, the skin shiny with pre-come. “Me too,” he whimpered, fingers curling deep, pressing against that spot that made white burst behind my eyes.

It was too much—the doubled sensation, the wrongness, the raw physical overload. Our hands grew frantic, uncoordinated. I kissed him hard, swallowing the broken sounds he made as my own. My thumb dragged tight circles over the head of his cock while his thumb ground down on my clit.

The climax hit us at the same instant.

His release pulsed hot and thick over my knuckles in the same moment my orgasm crashed through me, a hard, clenching wave that locked around his fingers and ripped a raw sound from my throat—half male, half female, his voice and mine tangled together.

We collapsed against each other, sweat-slick and shaking, limbs knotted. The only sound left was our breathing, ragged and perfectly matched.

Slowly the room came back. The rough weave of the sofa against my bare back. The heavy smell of sex and sweat and the faint trace of my own perfume still clinging to his skin. The sight of my own flushed face inches from mine, lips parted, eyes glassy.

He drew his hand from between my legs. His fingers shone wet in the lamplight. I stared at them, at the proof of my own pleasure smeared across skin that wasn’t mine. He looked down at the streaks of his come across his stomach, my hand still loosely wrapped around the softening length of his cock.

We had crossed the last line.

He shifted and my sore knee protested. We pulled apart, tugging clothes back into place with clumsy fingers. Neither of us spoke. There was nothing left to say that wouldn’t make it worse.

Finally he stood, my body looking small and marked in the low light. “You should go,” he said, my voice hollowed out.

I pushed to my feet, Liam’s body suddenly heavy and unfamiliar again. “The brunch…”

“I’ll be there. I’ll be you.”

“And I’ll be you.” A silent pact. The lie would continue, only now it carried this new weight between us.

I walked to the door, each step feeling like leaving the scene of something irreversible. My hand was on the knob when his voice—my voice—stopped me.

“Elena.” I turned. He had his arms wrapped around himself, my arms holding my own body tight. “Was that… was that real? Or was it just the bodies?”

I met my own eyes and saw the fear and the wanting in them. “I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “But we have to find a way back. Before we forget which one of us is which.”

I left him standing in the living room of a house that belonged to me and didn’t. The night air outside was cool against Liam’s skin. I climbed into his Jeep, the smell of sex and the two of us still on my hands.

As I drove toward his empty apartment, one thought kept circling in the hollow space where my sense of self used to live: We had tried to learn each other so we could survive this. Instead we had only learned how to disappear inside one another.

And tomorrow we had to sit across from our families and pretend none of it had happened.


Chapter 3 — Scent Memory

Liam’s Jeep smelled like him. Or me. Or the new, confused version of us. Cheap pine air freshener, stale fast food, and beneath it all something clean and male—a deodorant or soap I didn’t recognize yet but was rapidly becoming mine. My hands on the steering wheel still carried the faint, musky scent of our bodies tangled together on the living room floor. I rolled down the window, letting the humid night air wash over my face, but the smell was inside me now, stamped into the borrowed nervous system.

I drove back to his apartment on autopilot, my thoughts a thicket of shame and a sharper, more alarming curiosity. Every streetlight cast long shadows from Liam’s lean arms. I flexed his fingers, watching tendons move under smooth skin. His skin. Not mine. Never mine.

His apartment building was a bland, three-story complex near campus. I’d dropped Mark off here a dozen times, but I’d never been inside. I fumbled with his keys—a bulky carabiner loaded with keycards and a tiny, worn-out Pikachu keychain—and let myself into the ground-floor unit.

The door swung open onto a scene of controlled chaos. A large monitor glowed with lines of code on a dark desk. Textbooks and empty energy drink cans littered a coffee table. The furniture was cheap but functional. It smelled of boy—laundry detergent, electronics, and that underlying clean scent I’d noticed in the Jeep. It was his space. And now, for however long this nightmare lasted, it was mine.

I locked the door behind me and leaned against it, closing my eyes. My own face, twisted with fear and hope, floated behind my eyelids. Was that real? Or was it just… the bodies?

My body—Elena’s body—had responded. That was a biological fact. Liam’s consciousness had been the one operating it, but the nerves, the blood flow, the wet, aching need… those had been mine. Or had they? Were they just a vessel’s pre-programmed reactions? And what about him, in there? Had my cock hardened because of me, or because of the stimulus of a familiar, if foreign, hand?

A shudder ran through me. Liam’s body shuddered. I pushed off the door, desperate for a distraction, for anything that wasn’t the ghost-sensation of his tongue on my neck.

“Brunch,” I said aloud, and the sound of Liam’s baritone in the quiet apartment was a fresh shock. Right. Tomorrow. I had to be Liam for Mark, for my own mother, for everyone. I walked into the small kitchen, opening the fridge. It was poorly stocked: condiments, a half-gallon of milk, a container of leftover Chinese food. My stomach growled—Liam’s metabolism was a furnace compared to my own. I foraged, finding a bag of tortilla chips and some salsa. I ate standing at the counter, the crunch absurdly loud.

I needed a plan. I needed to learn him. Truly learn him, beyond the panic of the first day. Not just how he moved, but how he thought. What he knew. I wandered into the living area, my eyes landing on the laptop on his desk. It was password protected, of course. I sat in his desk chair—ergonomic, expensive—and looked around. A sticky note was plastered to the side of the monitor. A string of characters: #M4rk$BFF!22.

My heart did a complicated squeeze. Mark’s name, their friendship, the graduation year. It was so painfully sweet and trusting. I typed it in, and the laptop woke up, the desktop a wallpaper of a sprawling, fantastical landscape from a video game I didn’t recognize. I opened his browser, his email. It felt like a violation, but survival demanded it. I scanned sent messages, class schedules, a project deadline for his senior capstone. I noted the professor’s name, the meeting time Monday morning. I’d have to be there. As him.

His phone buzzed in the pocket of his jeans. I pulled it out. The screen showed a text from Mark.

Mark: Dude. Where’d you disappear to? Party’s winding down. You okay?

I stared at the message. How did Liam text? I opened the thread, seeing their history. Short, punchy sentences. Emojis. Lots of memes. I took a breath and typed back, trying to mimic the cadence.

Me: Yeah man. Headache. Went home to crash. Grad party was lit.

I cringed at my own attempt. ‘Lit’? Did Liam say ‘lit’? Mark’s reply came instantly.

Mark: Weak. Mom dipped out early too. Guess you’re both getting old. 😂 See you at brunch? Noon. Don’t be late, she’ll have your ass.

Me: Wouldn’t miss it.

I put the phone down, the weight of the deception like a stone in Liam’s gut. I stood up, his body thrumming with restless energy. The silence of the apartment was oppressive. The memory of the living room was a live wire under my skin. I needed to move. I needed to do something.

A door led off the living room. I pushed it open.

Spartan. A queen-sized bed with a plain navy comforter, neatly made. A dresser. A closet with the door slightly ajar. On the nightstand: a charging cable, a glass of water, and a framed photograph. I moved closer, picking it up. It was a picture of Liam and Mark, arms slung around each other’s shoulders, maybe from high school. They were standing in front of Mark’s old Mustang, both grinning with a youthful arrogance that hadn’t yet been sanded down by life. My son looked so young. Liam looked… like a boy. A smart, handsome boy who was my son’s best friend.

Who was now trapped in my forty-five-year-old body.

Who had just made my body come with his hands.

The photo frame trembled in my grip. I set it down carefully, as if it were explosive.

My eyes were drawn to the bed. The memory of sensation returned, unbidden: the press of his fingers inside me, the way his forehead had rested against my thigh. The wires were crossed, the memories jumbled. A hot, itchy confusion crawled up my spine. I had touched myself through him. He had felt my pleasure through me. The lines weren’t just blurred—they were obliterated.

I needed to shower. To wash the night off. To reclaim some sliver of myself, even if that self was currently six-two and tattooed.

The bathroom was clean, utilitarian. I stripped off Liam’s clothes, letting them pool on the tile floor. I avoided looking at my reflection in the mirror over the sink. I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

I stepped into the shower stall and turned the water as hot as I could stand it. It pounded against Liam’s shoulders, his back. The sensation was different—the pressure points, the heat tolerance. I reached for his body wash, a plain grey bottle of something sport-scented. I lathered my hands and began to wash.

Clinical at first. Arms, chest, stomach. Then my hands moved lower.

My breath hitched. This was his body. This was a body. A male body. I had been married. I had known a man’s body intimately, but that was years ago, and it had always been from the outside, as a separate entity. This was inside. This was the control panel.

The soap slid over his abdomen, down the trail of coarse, dark hair that led to his groin. My fingers, clumsy with a tension that was both dread and a horrifying, undeniable fascination, brushed against his cock.

Soft. Relaxed. Just a part of the anatomy I was cleaning. But the touch sent a jolt through me, a direct line of feedback to a brain that was still, fundamentally, Elena’s. I remembered its hardness from earlier, the insistent press of it against my palm when we were tangled together.

I forced myself to take it in my hand. To really feel it. The weight of it, the texture of the skin, the way the foreskin moved. I was washing. That was all. But my heart was hammering against his ribs. This was the most forbidden exploration of all. I was alone, but I wasn’t. I was touching him, but I was him.

My thumb found the head, slick with soap and water. A sharp, electric sensation shot through me, a bolt of pure physical feedback that had no emotional context. Just nerve endings firing. But my mind provided the context. This is what he feels. This is the sensitivity. This is the trigger.

I was hard in seconds.

I stared down, watching it happen with a detached horror. Liam’s cock, full and heavy in my hand. The blood flow was immediate, powerful. A puppet string pulled by a ghost. My ghost.

I should stop. This was wrong. A violation layered upon a violation.

But the heat from the shower wrapped around us, steam fogging the glass door. The water drummed a relentless rhythm on my back. And the curiosity was a ravenous thing. It had been born on that living room floor, fed by the shocking intimacy of shared sensation. It whispered: You felt what he could do to you. Now feel what he feels.

My grip tightened, not quite a stroke, just pressure. The pleasure was immediate, sharper, more localized than anything I remembered from my own body. A bright, focused line of heat. I moved my hand, a slow, experimental slide. The soap provided a smooth glide. A groan echoed in the tiled space—his voice, my surprise.

I leaned a forearm against the shower wall, letting my head hang. Water streamed down my neck. I began to move my hand in earnest. It was a strange, out-of-body experience. I was causing the sensation, but I was also its sole recipient. The mechanics were familiar—up, down, twist at the top—but the feedback was alien. All forward momentum, a building tension that gathered at the base of his spine with an almost aggressive urgency. There was no slow, spreading warmth. This was a coil being wound, tighter and tighter.

My other hand drifted of its own accord, sliding back between his legs, cupping the tight sac, fingers probing behind. The shock of that contact, the intimate, forbidden territory, made my hips jerk forward. A choked sound escaped my lips. This wasn’t how I touched myself. This was… exploratory. Clinical. And devastatingly effective.

Thoughts fragmented. Images flashed: my own face, eyes wide and desperate. My hands—Elena’s hands—pulling him closer. The taste of my skin on his tongue. The feeling of my own climax, witnessed from the outside and felt from within. A feedback loop of taboo.

My strokes grew faster, less controlled. The water beat down. The coil was at its breaking point. I was panting, each breath a ragged gasp in the steam-filled air. Chasing it. Chasing his release. To understand it. To claim it.

With a final, rough stroke, the coil snapped.

Pleasure detonated, white-hot and shocking in its intensity. It wasn’t a wave; it was a concussive blast, radiating out from my groin, seizing his abdomen, making my legs buckle. I cried out, a raw, male sound of utter surprise as thick stripes shot against the shower tile, washed away almost instantly by the stream. The pulses seemed to go on and on, each one wringing a twitch from my hips, a gasp from my lungs.

Then it was over. The water was just water again, cooling now. I was slumped against the wall, spent, trembling. Liam’s body was slack with post-release lethargy, a heavy, drained feeling that was somehow satisfying.

The shame came crashing in on the heels of the physical satisfaction, cold and brutal.

I had just come in Liam’s body. Used his hand, his cock, while the memory of him inside mine played on a loop. A hall of mirrors. Every reflection the same sin.

I shut the water off with a hard twist. The sudden silence pressed in. I stood dripping, watching the last of it swirl down the drain.

I needed to get a grip—on myself, on the situation. This was survival. We had to find a way back. The confusion, the trespass, the heat that kept rising between us—those were symptoms of the disaster, nothing more. They weren’t real. They couldn’t be.

I toweled off roughly and avoided the mirror. I found a pair of his boxer briefs and an old pair of sweatpants, pulled them on. They hung low on his hips. Barefoot, I crossed the cold laminate into the living room. The apartment felt too quiet, the kind of quiet that made every thought louder.

My phone buzzed. Not Liam’s. Mine. The one I’d given him. I grabbed Liam’s phone from the coffee table. A notification glowed on the screen—from my own number.

Elena (Me): Can’t sleep.

Three words. My own words, sent from my own phone, in his hands. A line thrown across the dark.

My thumbs hovered. What did he need from me right now? I typed slowly, trying to sound like myself.

Me (Liam): Me neither. Shower didn’t help.

The reply came fast.

Elena (Me): It never does. Are you… okay? After earlier?

I swallowed. How much could we say? We were tied to each other by the same impossible secret. In private, pretense was a waste of breath.

Me (Liam): No. You?

Elena (Me): No. It’s weird here. In your bed. It smells like you.

Heat moved through me, separate from the shower. I looked toward the bedroom door. My bed, in my room, smelled like him. And he was in it.

Me (Liam): Your apartment smells like you too.

I sent it before I could second-guess. True. The clean, male scent was on the towels, in the sheets I still hadn’t climbed into.

Elena (Me): We have to be careful tomorrow.

Me (Liam): I know. Brunch. The performance of our lives.

Three dots appeared, disappeared, reappeared.

Elena (Me): What if we can’t do it? What if they know?

Me (Liam): They can’t. We have to sell it. For Mark.

Typing my son’s name sent a sharp twist through my gut. We were lying to him. Lying to everyone. Lying to each other about how far this had already gone.

Elena (Me): I’m scared.

Two words in my own font. My own fear, spoken by him. Something inside my chest gave.

Me (Liam): Me too. Try to sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.

Elena (Me): You’ll see me. I just hope I see you.

The message stayed on the screen, too close to answer. I set the phone down and walked to the bedroom. The navy comforter was cool when I pulled it back. The sheets smelled like him. Like me. Like both of us at once. I lay on my back—his back—staring at the ceiling.

The memory of the shower sat low in my belly, a stubborn pulse. Beneath it, something else settled in: the knowledge of him across town, in my bed. Was he touching my body right now? Running his hands over skin that used to be mine? Thinking of me while he did it?

I shut my eyes. We have to find a way back. The words I’d said to him. A new question rose in the dark: Back to what?



The light through Liam’s cheap blinds was harsh. I’d slept in pieces, wrapped in sheets that smelled of a stranger who was also me. My first thought on waking was a sick lurch: Whose joints ache like this? Then the rest of it returned—the swap, the night, the shower.

Today I had to be Liam. For a family brunch celebrating my son’s graduation.

I stood in front of his closet. Jeans. Graphic tees. A few button-downs. One blazer. What would Liam wear to something semi-formal? I had no idea. I’d only ever seen him in casual clothes. I pulled out a navy polo and a pair of khaki chinos. They looked safe enough.

Dressing felt like another layer of the joke. The fabric moved over shoulders that weren’t mine, the pants fitting close around hips and thighs I was still learning. I fumbled with the belt buckle, heavier than I expected. When I caught my reflection in the mirror on the closet door, I stopped.

Liam Park looked back. Black hair sleep-mussed, sharp features pulled into an expression that was entirely my own. The tattoo sleeve on his left arm stood out against the pale blue polo. A forty-five-year-old woman staring out through twenty-two-year-old eyes.

I had to get the mannerisms right. The walk. The voice. I practiced in the empty apartment, crossing the living room again and again. Loose-limbed. Slight slouch. “Hey, Mark. Yeah. Cool. Thanks, Mrs. Vance.” It came out thin. Rehearsed.

Liam’s phone beeped with the reminder: BRUNCH - The Garden Court - Noon.

Time to go.

The drive was a slow climb of dread. Every red light felt like borrowed time. The Garden Court sat on the edge of town, white tablecloths and sparkling water, the kind of place my family chose for celebrations. I’d made the reservation myself weeks ago, as Elena.

I parked Liam’s Jeep between a minivan and a sedan, palms damp on the wheel. Through the wide windows I could see them already at a round table near the back. My mother, silver hair perfect. Mark, still riding the high of graduation weekend. And me.

Elena Vance. My body. Sitting with one hand resting on the table, the other holding a menu. He wore the cream blouse I’d set out the night before. My chestnut hair with its silver streaks looked brushed and smooth. From here, the posture read calm.

My heart knocked against Liam’s ribs. He was doing it. He was being me.

I took a breath, let Liam’s shoulders settle into their usual slouch, and got out. The bell on the door jingled. The hostess smiled. “Just one?”

“I’m with the Vance party,” I said, aiming for Liam’s easy tone. My voice only caught once.

I moved through the tables, eyes fixed on the back of my own head. Closer now, I saw the details. The tight set of my shoulders under the blouse. The way my fingers gripped the menu too hard.

Mark spotted me first. His face opened up. “Liam! Over here, man.”

Every head turned. My mother smiled. And Elena—Liam in my body—looked up.

Our eyes met.

The air between us tightened. Recognition. Panic. Something hotter and harder to name. My own blue eyes widened, a flash of fear and relief. He saw Liam’s dark eyes and, in them, saw me.

“Hey,” I said, sliding into the empty chair between Mark and my mother. My voice came out too soft. I cleared my throat. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic.”

“Nonsense, dear, you’re right on time,” my mother said, patting Liam’s hand. The touch was light, familiar, and it sent a jolt of wrongness straight through me. She was touching him. She had no idea. “Elena was just telling us about the lovely send-off you all gave Mark at the party.”

I forced a smile and met my own eyes across the table. “Yeah,” I said, dropping into a lower register. “It was a good time.”

“Until you both bailed,” Mark said, grinning. He nudged me with his elbow. “Headache, my ass. You just couldn’t hang with the young crowd anymore, old man.”

I managed a laugh that I hoped sounded like Liam’s. “Hey, I held my own until at least ten.”

“Mmhmm.” Mark turned to his mother. “So, Mom, you feeling okay? You left even earlier.”

Liam-in-Elena took a slow sip of water, set the glass down with deliberate calm. “Just tired, sweetie. It’s been a long week. But I’m fine.” The voice was mine—the gentle cadence, the warmth. It made my skin crawl to hear my own voice coming from her.

“You look a little flushed,” my mother said, peering at her daughter. “Are you coming down with something?”

“No, Mom, I’m fine. Just warm in here.” Liam dabbed at my forehead with a napkin, the gesture so exactly mine that my stomach tightened.

The waiter arrived, a welcome break. We ordered. I copied Liam’s usual—a massive eggs benedict with extra bacon. My mother clucked at it playfully. “A growing boy,” she said, and I had to bite the inside of Liam’s cheek to stay quiet.

Conversation moved around the table. My mother talked about her garden club. Mark told stories from the party. Liam-in-Elena smiled and nodded at the right moments, asked the right questions about Mark’s friends. I watched, caught between fascination and horror. He was good. Too good. He remembered details I wouldn’t have pulled up on my own. He laughed when he should, tilted his head the way I did. It was like watching someone wear my skin better than I ever had.

I tried to join in. I leaned back in Liam’s posture, one arm draped over the chair. I made short, agreeable comments. But my attention kept sliding across the table.

Every movement pulled at me. The way my hands moved when he spoke—he’d copied the small, precise gestures exactly. The way he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear—done with the same small self-consciousness I always felt. But there were differences too. My eyes, usually soft and settled, now held a sharp, watchful focus. A restless current ran just under the surface. It was me, filtered through someone else. It was… compelling.

And dangerous.

Because as I watched him, last night came back in pieces. The heat of his mouth—my mouth—on my neck. The weight of his body—my body—against mine. The way we’d both broken at the same time. My gaze dropped to his lips, remembering the shape they’d made around a sound that had come from my throat.

“Liam? Dude, you with us?”

Mark’s voice cut through. Everyone was looking at me. My mother with polite curiosity, Mark amused, Liam-in-Elena carefully blank.

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Zoned out for a sec. Still waking up.”

“Too much ‘lit’ partying?” Mark teased.

“Something like that.”

The food arrived, a clatter of plates and the sharp scent of hollandaise that gave us cover. I ate without tasting, each bite a thick weight settling in Liam’s gut. My mother asked Liam-in-Elena about the backyard project, and he answered in smooth generalities, steering every question back to Mark before anyone could press for details.

I was trapped in the wrong skin. Sitting across from the man who had fucked me while wearing my body. Watching him wear my face with a precision that made my borrowed pulse kick hard.

Halfway through the meal it happened.

Liam-in-Elena reached for his water at the same moment I reached for my iced tea. Our hands brushed over the bread basket.

Skin on skin. His skin—my skin—against my skin—his skin.

A shock jolted up my arm, hot and electric, nothing like static. I froze, fingers locked around the glass. Across the table he did the same, hand jerking back as if scalded. Our eyes met and the shock was naked between us, a live circuit closing.

My mother kept talking about the sauce.

Mark noticed the silence. His gaze flicked between us, smile thinning. “You two okay? You’re both acting strange.”

“Fine,” we answered together, voices overlapping too fast, too matched.

Liam-in-Elena recovered first. “Still a little tired, I think. From yesterday.” He smiled at Mark, the exact curve of my mouth, warm and maternal. Mark’s suspicion eased into concern.

“You should rest today, Mom. Both of you.” He looked at me. “No more wild nights for you either.”

“Deal,” I said. The word scraped my throat.

The rest of the meal blurred into forced small talk. When the check came, Liam-in-Elena took it without hesitation, sliding my credit card from my purse and signing my name in his sharp, angled hand. Watching my own fingers move that way felt like another cut.

We stood. My mother hugged me—hugged Liam—goodbye, lavender and soft wool closing around me. I fought the urge to pull away. “It’s good to see you, Liam. Take care of yourself.”

“You too, Mrs. Vance.”

She turned to Liam-in-Elena and pulled her daughter close, arms tight. “I’m so proud of you, honey. You raised an amazing young man.” The words were soft, meant only for her. Liam-in-Elena’s arms—my arms—wrapped around her. Over her shoulder I saw his eyes squeeze shut, my own features pulled tight with guilt.

Mark lifted his mother off her feet in the next hug. “Love you, Mom.”

“Love you too, sweetie.” The reply came thick, almost breaking.

Mark clapped me on the back, solid and familiar. “Driving back to your place? Still on for tonight?”

“Yeah,” I said, returning the hug, the weight of his arm both comfort and ache. “I’ll text you.”

We split in the parking lot. My mother’s car pulled away first, then Mark’s. Liam-in-Elena and I were left beside Liam’s Jeep, sunlight cutting across every crack in the lie.

He looked at me, my face pale in the noon glare. “That was…”

“A nightmare,” I finished, voice low.

“I thought she was going to ask about the hydrangeas. I almost lost it.”

A raw laugh slipped out of me, strange in Liam’s chest. “You were terrifyingly good.”

“You weren’t. You kept staring.” No blame, just fact.

“I couldn’t look away. It was like watching myself from the outside.”

He nodded, folding his—my—arms across his chest. “What now?”

“We need to talk. Not here.” I glanced at the crowded lot. “Your place?”

“Your place,” he corrected, quiet. “But yes.”

We drove separately. The short distance to my house felt endless. Every red light gave me time to feel the ghost of his fingers on my skin again, the way the contact had lit every nerve. Liam’s skin still hummed with it.

I reached the driveway first. His Jeep pulled in behind me seconds later. We walked to the door without speaking. Inside, the house felt wrong. My space, but he had lived in it, worn it, left his—my—scent in the air, altered.

The door shut behind us. The performance ended.

He exhaled hard, shoulders—my shoulders—dropping. “God, that was close.”

“Tell me about it.” I dragged a hand through Liam’s hair, the texture foreign under my palm. “Mark almost saw through it.”

“I know.” He crossed into the living room, toward the rug we had wrecked the night before. He nudged it straight with his foot, avoiding the center. “We can’t do that again. We have to be better.”

“How?” The word tore out of me, days of fear and anger behind it. “How do we be better? I don’t know how to be him. I touched my mother’s hand and felt like a liar. I looked at my son and almost told him everything. And you…” I gestured at the body he wore, at my own curves. “You’re in there, and every time I see you I remember—”

I stopped, chest heaving.

He turned. My face stayed carefully blank. “Remember what?”

“You know what.” A challenge.

“The bodies,” he said, flat.

“Was it only the bodies?” I stepped closer. The air between us felt tight, ready to break. “When you touched me… when you kissed my neck… was that just mechanics? Just the body reacting?”

He didn’t answer at once. My eyes searched his face. “No,” he said at last, the word low and certain. “It wasn’t. It was me. In here.” He tapped his—my—temple. “Touching you. Wanting you. Even like this.” His hand moved down the borrowed body, over the swell of my breasts, the dip of my waist.

The admission sat between us, heavy and undeniable.

“It’s impossible,” I whispered.

“It happened.”

We stayed locked in each other’s gaze, the truth of the night before spoken aloud. The pull wasn’t one-sided. It was mirrored, twisted, the same hunger looking back.

“What do we do?” My voice barely carried.

“We fix this,” he said, but the words held no weight.

“And until then?” Another step. We were close enough now that I could see the faint freckles across my own nose, the thin scar above my eyebrow from when I was eight. Details I had known all my life, seen from the wrong angle.

“We survive,” he said. But his eyes dropped to Liam’s mouth.

The memory of the restaurant touch, that raw spark, dragged us closer. His chest rose faster.

“Last night,” I said, the words escaping before I could stop them, “in the shower… I…”

His gaze snapped to mine. “You what?”

“I touched myself.” The confession burned. “In your body. I needed to know what it felt like.”

Color rose across his cheeks. “Why?”

“Because you made me feel it from the outside. I had to know what it was like from inside.” My hands shook. “It was different. Intense. It felt…”

“Good?” Rough, almost hoarse.

“Yes. And wrong. So fucking wrong.” I was shaking harder now. “And I couldn’t stop thinking about you. In here. Touching my body. Were you…?”

He looked away, guilt plain. “I tried not to. Made it until three. Then I had to. I had to know what you felt. When I…” He couldn’t finish.

“When you came,” I said. “In my body.”

He nodded, jaw clenched.

Each confession pulled the thread tighter. The space between us was thick with what we had done to each other, the shared violation, the shared, filthy pleasure.

My gaze fell to his hands. My hands. Slender, the same hands that had stroked me open the night before. The same hands that had wrapped around his cock and jerked until he came.

I reached out and took one.

The contact hit harder than the brush at the table. Palm to palm. His skin was warm, faintly damp. Liam’s larger hand closed around it. Sensation roared up my arm, then something deeper—recognition, cellular and wrong. This was my skin. I was touching my own hand through someone else’s nerves.

He gasped, fingers tightening around mine. “Elena…”

“Do you feel that?” I whispered. “It’s a loop. I touch me, but you feel it. You touch you, but I feel it.”

“It’s all crossed,” he breathed. His thumb dragged slow across the back of my hand. The caress lit nerves in both bodies; I watched goosebumps rise on his—my—forearm.

I lifted his hand, turned it over, studied the lines I had known since childhood. I traced the heart line with one fingertip. He shuddered.

“This is insane,” he said, but he didn’t pull away.

“We’re insane.” I leaned in, eyes locked on his. “We need to understand it. We need to map it before we lose our minds.”

“Map it?” His voice had gone rough.

“Last night was an accident. We were terrified. It was raw. We need to do it on purpose. Find out what’s actually happening.”

His eyes widened. “You want to—”

“I want to know if the want is here,” I said, pressing my free hand to Liam’s chest, over the steady thud of his heart, “or if it’s only the bodies.” I gestured between us. “I need to know if I’m losing my mind because of the swap, or if…”

“Or if it’s real,” he finished, gaze locked on mine.

“Yes.”

The word opened something.

I leaned in slowly, giving him time to turn away, and pressed my lips to his—my—forehead. A soft, familiar kiss. The kind I had given my son a thousand times.

This was not my son.

A tremor ran through both of us. I felt the press of lips on skin and the echo of receiving it at the same time.

I moved lower, kissed the corner of his eye. He made a small, broken sound. My hands came up to cradle his face—my face. The bone structure was wrong, but the skin was mine. I traced the line of my own jaw, feeling the pressure of Liam’s rougher fingers while he felt the touch.

Our foreheads met. We shared the same air.

“This is wrong,” he whispered against my mouth.

“I know.”

Then his mouth was on mine.

Not the frantic, clumsy kiss from the night before. This one was slow, deliberate. An exploration. His lips were my lips, soft and known, but the pressure, the intent, was Liam’s. I opened for him. His tongue—my tongue—slid against mine, wet and seeking, the taste of him flooding through both bodies at once.

The feedback slammed into me like a live current. I was kissing myself. I was being kissed. The taste hit first—my toothpaste, the bitter edge of my brunch coffee—then something underneath, sharp and male, unmistakably Liam. My head reeled. His hands—my hands—fisted in my hair and dragged him closer. My hands—his hands—clamped the back of Liam’s neck, fingers biting deep into the muscle.

We crashed against the wall. The kiss broke on a shared gasp. His body—my body—already hard, the thick line of it straining against the chinos. I felt his heart hammering against my ribs, frantic, matching the wild pulse in my own throat.

“The bodies…” he panted, forehead pressed to Liam’s collarbone.

“Forget the bodies,” I growled. Liam’s voice came out rough, thick with want, and the sound of it sent fresh heat straight through me. “It’s us. It’s in here.” I tapped his temple, then mine.

He lifted his head. My eyes blazed back at me, lit with a hunger I had never put there. He grabbed the front of my polo and yanked me into another kiss, harder, deeper. No testing. No question. Just claim.

Our hands went everywhere at once. He worked the buttons of my shirt open while I shoved the cream blouse off his—my—shoulders. Fabric whispered down. We broke apart only long enough to drag shirts over heads, to shove shoes aside, until we stood half-naked in the middle of my living room, afternoon light striping across skin.

He wore my bra and underwear, my curvy body soft and on display. I stood in Liam’s boxer briefs, his lean, tattooed frame tight with need.

We stared. Breathing hard. The sight was obscene and perfect. I was looking at my own body through Liam’s eyes—the full swell of my breasts in the plain lace bra, the flare of my hips, the soft give of my stomach. I saw the raw want in his gaze and felt it answer low in Liam’s belly, hot and insistent.

He was looking at Liam’s body—his body—through mine. The cut of muscle across the abdomen, the wide set of the shoulders, the dark line of hair disappearing beneath the waistband. His expression mirrored my own stunned hunger.

“Touch me,” he breathed. Command and plea tangled together.

I closed the space between us. Liam’s hands settled on my hips. The skin was softer than I remembered. I squeezed, feeling the give of my own flesh, and he moaned—my voice, lower and needier than I had ever heard it.

His hands—my hands—pressed flat to Liam’s chest. Fingers traced the lines of the tattoo sleeve, following ink he had chosen, now part of me. “I never thought…” he started, then stopped, shaking his head.

“I know,” I whispered. I bent and kissed along the line of his—my—shoulder. The scent of my own skin rose up, perfume and sweat and something warmer, more intimate. I nipped. He gasped, fingers digging into my back.

I reached for the bra clasp. Liam’s fingers fumbled at first, then the hooks gave. The bra slid down.

My breasts spilled free. Fuller than I usually let myself see. Nipples already tight, dark. He watched my face, watched the awe move through it.

“They’re beautiful,” he said. My voice, but carrying a reverence I had never turned on myself.

I cupped one. The weight sat heavy and new in Liam’s palm. The skin felt electric. My thumb dragged across the nipple and he—I—jerked, breath catching sharp. The sensation shot straight to Liam’s cock. It throbbed hard against the cotton, aching.

“Lie down,” I said, voice thick.

He went without hesitation, lowering himself onto the rug—the same rug from last night—hair fanning out around my face. He looked up at me, open, trusting, offering everything.

I knelt beside him. The plush pile gave under my knees. For a moment I only looked, taking in the impossible sight of my own body spread out beneath me. Then I bent and took a nipple into my mouth.

The dual sensation ripped through me. Wet heat. Gentle suction. The flick of Liam’s tongue. At the same time I felt every pull and lick on my own breast, sharper, more concentrated than anything I had ever managed alone. A moan tore from his throat—my throat—and vibrated through both of us.

I moved between breasts, sucking, licking, while my hands roamed the familiar territory of my stomach, ribs, hips. Every touch landed twice—once under my palms, once inside the body I now wore. I knew exactly where I was sensitive, exactly how much pressure would make me shiver, and feeling it from both sides at once was almost too much.

My hand slid lower, over the lace between his—my—thighs. He went still, eyes flying open. I paused, looking up.

“Is this okay?” I asked.

He nodded, eyes black. “Yes. Please.”

My fingers slipped beneath the lace. Wet heat greeted me, slick and hot. I was soaked. The evidence of his—my—arousal coated Liam’s fingers as I parted the folds and found my clit, already swollen. A strangled sound broke from his lips when I circled it.

“You’re so wet,” I murmured.

“It’s you,” he gasped. “Your body… reacting to you.”

I pushed two fingers inside. The tight clutch of my own muscles gripped Liam’s fingers and the shock of it made him cry out, back arching off the rug. “Oh, god…”

I curled my fingers, stroking the spot that made his eyes roll back. I was fucking myself with Liam’s hand, watching my own body writhe and beg for it. The power of it made me dizzy. The intimacy felt endless.

His hands—my hands—clawed at my back and dragged me down into a messy kiss. Tongues slid together, sharing the taste of our own desperation. He reached between us, shoved Liam’s briefs down, and freed his cock.

The feel of my own smaller, softer hand wrapping around the length was a fresh kind of madness. I groaned into his mouth, broke the kiss to drag in air. He stroked me, tentative at first, then firmer, surer.

“I want to feel it,” he whispered, voice ragged. “I want to feel you inside… me.”

The words, spoken in my voice, asking for that, snapped the last thread of restraint. I shifted between his—my—spread thighs. The sight below me made my head spin: my own pussy, slick and open, and the head of Liam’s cock resting against it.

I met his eyes. My eyes. Wide. Scared. Wanting.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yes.” Barely a breath.

I pushed forward.

Tight, scorching heat closed around the head of Liam’s cock. At the same moment I felt the blunt stretch of being opened, the slow, burning fullness as I sank deeper. The feedback loop was perfect and impossible. Every inch I gave, I took. Every inch I took, I felt given.

I moved slowly, rocking deeper, letting us both adjust. His—my—mouth fell open on a silent cry. My breath came ragged. When I was buried to the hilt we froze, locked together in the most obscene intimacy I could imagine.

We weren’t just fucking. We were living the same moment from both sides. I was giving and receiving. He was taking and being taken.

I began to move. Slow, grinding thrusts. The room filled with the sounds of us—my gasps, his groans, the wet slide of cock and cunt. His hands—my hands—gripped Liam’s ass and pulled me deeper. My hands braced on the rug beside his head, caging him in.

The pace built. Pleasure coiled tighter in both bodies at once. I felt my own orgasm gathering, that deep, heavy warmth I knew so well. And beneath it, sharper, more urgent, I felt Liam’s climax rising—the same tension I had chased in the shower.

“Look at me,” I ordered, voice guttural.

He opened his eyes, glassy with need. We stared at each other—at the faces that didn’t belong to us, at the souls looking out from the wrong eyes.

“It’s us,” I panted, driving into him. “It’s real.”

“Elena…” he sobbed. My name, broken, on my own lips.

The climax hit both of us at the same instant. My pussy clenched hard around his cock, pulsing, milking. At the same moment Liam’s release tore through me—violent, hot, flooding deep inside. The sensations crashed together, overlapped, became one shattering wave that wiped everything else away.

I collapsed over him. Our bodies slick with sweat. Hearts hammering the same frantic rhythm. The air smelled like sex and us.

For a long time there was only the slowing beat of our hearts and the quiet rasp of our breathing.

Reality returned cold. I was inside my own body. I had just made myself come with my son’s best friend’s cock. The wrongness stacked too high to count.

I started to pull out. His arms—my arms—tightened around me, holding me close.

“Don’t,” he whispered against my neck. “Not yet.”

So I stayed. Buried inside him, inside me. Still joined. Afternoon light cut across the floor, catching dust in the air. The world outside kept moving, oblivious.

“What does this mean?” I asked, voice muffled against his shoulder.

He was quiet so long I thought he hadn’t heard. Then, softly: “It means the way back just got a lot more complicated.”

The truth of it settled heavy. We had come looking for answers. We had found something darker, deeper, and far more tangled.

Downstairs, my phone began to ring. The landline. Shrill. Insistent. Dragging us back toward the world we still had to face.

Probably my mother. Or Mark.

I pulled out slowly, carefully. The separation ached like loss. We didn’t look at each other as we gathered clothes, as we dressed in silence. The heat was gone, replaced by thick, confused quiet.

The ringing stopped.

He finished buttoning my blouse, movements slow and precise. I fastened Liam’s pants, fingers clumsy.

We stood there, two strangers wearing familiar skin, surrounded by the wreckage of what we had done.

“We still have to find a way to swap back,” I said. The words tasted like betrayal of the connection still humming between us.

He nodded, eyes on the floor. “I know.”

But when I looked at him—at the flush across my skin, the swollen mouth, the eyes holding new, devastating knowledge—I wondered if either of us still wanted the way back.

The phone began to ring again.


Chapter 4 — The Imposter’s Mirror

The landline rang again.

The sound sliced through the room. Liam, still in my body, went rigid beneath the cream blouse he had only half-buttoned. I stood near the window with his belt hanging open in my hands, flushed, still sticky at the edges of myself. For one stupid second neither of us moved.

“Someone has to answer,” he said.

“It’s probably Mark.”

“Then it really has to be you.”

The practical cruelty of that settled in my chest. I was wearing Liam’s body. If Mark heard his best friend’s voice downstairs, the world stayed intact for another five minutes. If he heard silence, he might drive over. He might use the key I had given him for emergencies and find his mother and his best friend half-dressed in a room that smelled like sex.

I fastened Liam’s jeans with shaking fingers and went down.

The hallway felt longer than it had that morning. Every step pulled at the memory of what we had done upstairs: the ache in Liam’s thighs, the damp heat cooling under denim, the taste of my own skin still on his tongue. I grabbed the cordless phone on the fourth ring.

“Yo,” I said, and winced. Too bright. Too forced.

“Dude, finally.” Mark’s voice was bright and careless, the sound of a son who had no idea he was standing on the edge of his mother’s secret. “You at my mom’s?”

I looked up the stairs. Liam had stopped halfway down, one hand on the banister, my face pale above the collar of my blouse.

“Yeah,” I said, forcing Liam’s casual slouch into my voice. “Helping her with some computer thing.”

“Of course she drafted you.” Mark laughed. “Tell her I’m grabbing pizza and coming by later. Dad’s sending the laptop money, and I want to show her the design program before she starts asking me what a terabyte is.”

My stomach tightened. Later meant tonight. Later meant Mark in the living room, walking through the same air where his mother and best friend had been touching each other like addicts.

“Cool,” I managed. “Maybe text first. Your mom’s kind of wiped.”

“She okay?”

Liam’s eyes sharpened from the stairs. I could see him listening, learning the shape of my panic.

“Yeah. Just party fallout. You know how she gets when she hosts.”

“Tell her I said to nap instead of pretending she’s fine.”

The tenderness in his voice nearly undid me. I swallowed around it. “Will do.”

When I hung up, the house was too quiet again. Liam came down the last few steps slowly, my knee making him careful.

“Pizza later?” he asked.

“Pizza later.”

He closed his eyes. “We need to clean up. The room. Ourselves. Everything.”

The word ourselves scraped through me. We went upstairs without touching. The bedroom no longer looked like a sanctuary. It looked like evidence. A blouse on the floor. Liam’s polo inside out beside the bed. The rug scuffed where his knees had been. My body, his body, both marked by what had happened and both expected to pass under Mark’s eyes by dinner.

We cleaned in a silence that had teeth. He stripped the sheets and carried them to the laundry room. I opened the windows, letting in cut grass and hot asphalt and the neighbor’s sprinkler ticking across a hedge. The ordinary smells helped, then made everything worse. My life was still out there, intact and oblivious, while inside I was learning how much of it could be broken without leaving a visible crack.

When the room was reset, Liam stopped in front of the full-length mirror on the closet door. I stopped beside him.

The reflection should have been simple: a tall young man and a middle-aged woman, both tired, both over-bright around the eyes. But I knew the truth behind the glass. My hands were his hands. His mouth was mine. The bodies stood apart, but the memory of being joined still ran under my skin like a live wire.

“Look at us,” he said.

“I’ve been trying not to.”

“Maybe that’s the problem.” He touched my face in the mirror, not the real one, his fingertip landing on the reflected curve of my cheek. “We keep acting like the mirror is lying.”

“It is lying.”

“Is it?” His gaze moved from the reflection to me. “I was you at brunch. I answered your mother. I knew how to make Mark stop worrying. You were me. You carried my voice well enough that he believed it. That’s not nothing.”

“It’s survival.”

“It’s intimacy,” he said. “The scary kind.”

The words hit harder because they were quiet. Not seduction. Not a line. Just the blunt, terrible truth. He knew things now that no lover had ever known: how my knee complained on stairs, how I hid bills in spreadsheet tabs, how my son’s affection could make me feel both loved and obsolete. And I knew him beyond the handsome, bright boy who had drifted through my kitchen for years. I knew the grief inked into his wrist, the anxiety under his jokes, the way his body responded before his pride could catch up.

I turned away from the mirror. “We still need the resonator.”

“I know.”

“And your laptop. The seminar notes weren’t enough. There has to be something in Cayce’s archive. A source paper. A lab notebook. Anything.”

“I can search tonight after Mark leaves.”

“We can search tonight,” I corrected.

He looked at me then, and my own eyes softened in a way I felt before I saw. “Together.”

The word steadied me and scared me in equal measure.

We sat on the edge of the bed, not touching, close enough that the heat between us did the work anyway. Downstairs, the washer began its first heavy churn. The sound was domestic, almost comic. Sheets, secrets, stains: all of it tumbling in the same machine.

“Last night,” Liam said after a while. “Before any of this got so real, I dreamed.”

I looked at him.

“Not a normal dream. I was in my body. You were in yours. No swap, no excuse. You touched me anyway.” His throat worked. My throat. “I woke up thinking I’d imagined it because I wanted it too much.”

My pulse kicked. “I had it too.”

His head turned slowly. “The same one?”

“I don’t know. But I remember your hands. Your real hands. And I remember wanting them.”

The silence that followed was not empty. It was crowded with everything we were trying not to do before Mark came home. The dream sat between us—proof that whatever this was had already existed before the swap, waiting in the dark for a reason to surface.

Neither of us said that aloud. We didn’t need to. We both knew it now, and we both knew that knowing changed everything about what came next.


Chapter 5 — A New Kind of Discovery

The silence had texture now. Not the hollow silence of two strangers who’d been thrown together by bad luck, but the dense, pressurized quiet of people who know too much about each other and haven’t decided what to do with it.

Liam sat on the edge of the bed, my body slightly hunched, silver-streaked hair falling across the side of his face. He was turning a loose thread on the duvet between my fingers, worrying at it the way I used to worry at a loose tile in the kitchen, the one I kept meaning to regroat and never did because finding the time felt harder than learning to live around the thing. Some domestic failures are just evidence of choosing what mattered. I’d told myself that for two years.

I stood by the window. The afternoon light was too honest — it caught every line on the face I wore, the fine network of thirty-year-old laughter around his eyes, and I stood there thinking how strange it was that I had never really looked at Liam before. I had seen him constantly for four years. Seen him at the kitchen island eating cereal, seen him half-asleep on the couch after late study sessions with Mark, seen him at every holiday where he had no other place to be. Seen the jawline, the height, the easy confidence, and carefully, systematically not seen the rest.

I had never looked.

“We can’t ignore this,” I said. The baritone had finally stopped shocking me. It was just my voice now, just lower, just carrying its own weight differently.

He didn’t lift his head. “No. We can’t.” The thread came loose. He looked at it in my fingers, then let it go. “I keep thinking about what you said. About the dream. Whether it was real or…”

“Whether we made it up because we needed permission.”

He glanced up. “Yeah.”

I crossed the room and sat in the chair across from him, not on the bed. The bed felt like a decision I wasn’t ready to make standing up. “What I know,” I said carefully, “is that the swap didn’t create this. It cracked something open that was already there. That’s different. Isn’t it?”

“Is it better or worse?”

“I don’t know.” I watched his face. My face, but so unmistakably him right now — the slight downward tilt at the inner corners of my eyes when he was thinking hard, a Liam-specific expression I had catalogued over years without consciously registering it. The way he compressed his mouth when he was trying to be honest about something difficult. The way his hands went still when the rest of him was working overtime. “It means if we get back to our own bodies and this still exists —”

“It doesn’t disappear with the swap.”

“Right.”

He was quiet for a moment. Outside, a car turned somewhere on the street, its radio briefly audible through the window glass and then gone, swallowed back into the neighborhood’s ordinary afternoon sounds. Somewhere a kid was shouting something, joyful and unclear. The world outside was happening without us, ordinary and indifferent.

Then he said, quietly and very directly: “I want to touch you. Not because of the bodies. I want to touch you, Elena. Whatever that means while we’re like this.”

The words arrived without ornament or strategy. They were the most honest thing anyone had said to me in years, and they came from my own mouth, delivered in a voice that wasn’t mine, from eyes that held none of my practiced composure.

My chest tightened. “What does it mean while we’re like this?”

“It means I’m in your body.” He stood, unhurried, and came to kneel in front of the chair. Not a power move — something closer to an offering, or a question being asked at the right altitude. He rested his — my — hands on the arms of the chair, bracketing me without caging me, giving me a clear path out if I wanted it. “And you’re in mine. And I want to feel what your hands feel like when you decide to touch me. Not when we’re scared. Not when it just happens.” A pause. “On purpose.”

The distinction mattered. I felt it the moment he said it, the way a key turning in a lock matters even when you already know what’s on the other side. The other times had been accidents of desire, the body acting before the mind could mount an objection. This was a question being asked in full daylight, both of us looking at it, both of us choosing.

“On purpose,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

I looked at his face. My face, with his expression behind it. The afternoon light came in at an angle that caught the grey in my hair, turned it silver where it fell across his shoulder. He was so patient. He had always been patient — I understood that now in a way I couldn’t have understood a week ago. Patience was not passivity in him. It was decision.

I reached out and laid my hand flat against his chest. His chest. My breast, beneath it. I felt the warmth of my own skin through Liam’s palm, and I felt — on some level that I couldn’t diagram but could not dispute — the weight of that hand from the inside. The pressure of it. His breath shifted, a small involuntary thing.

“Does that count?” I asked.

“That counts,” he said.

I slid my hand upward, over the collarbone, the hollow of the throat, the soft skin just below the ear. His eyes — my eyes — closed. The touch was so strange and so right that my borrowed pulse skipped. I knew this face. I had lived in it. I knew the way the skin felt over the cheekbone, where it went thinner near the temple. I knew the small scar at the corner of my own eyebrow, the one from the cabinet door when Mark was two. I knew what it felt like to have someone’s hand graze that spot — a brief warmth I had almost forgotten the shape of. And yet from outside, with Liam’s larger, rougher hands, it felt entirely discovered. Like reading a book I’d written years ago and finding lines I didn’t remember.

He turned his face into my palm.

The gesture undid something. Not dramatically, not the way it had in the desperate moments over the last few days. Just a quiet interior shift, like a held breath finally released. I stood, and he rose too, and we were closer than the chair allowed without it becoming something else. He brought his hands up to my face — his face, Liam’s face — and held it with a care that made me forget for a moment whose hands and whose face we were talking about.

He kissed me. Slow this time, exploratory rather than desperate, the kiss of someone trying to understand something rather than take it. I kissed back and felt the loop close again, that impossible feedback where I was both giving and receiving the same point of contact, the warm pressure arriving at both ends of the circuit simultaneously. This time it didn’t make me panic. It felt like a conversation in a language we were still inventing between us, making up the words as we went.

We found the bed without rushing toward it. Just a backward step, then another, the backs of his thighs meeting the mattress edge. He lay down and drew me with him, and we lay face to face in the afternoon light with the duvet crumpled beneath us, his hands on my shoulders, not pressing, just present. The room smelled like the cedar sachet I kept in the closet and the faint ghost of his shampoo still on my hair. Small, specific, ordinary things. I was glad for the ordinary. It kept the vertigo down.

His hands moved over Liam’s chest, careful and curious, pressing against the muscle there, tracing the tattoo sleeve from wrist to shoulder. The ink was blue-black at the wrist and faded to grey at the elbow, abstract shapes that I had never been close enough to read as a whole design. They formed a wave, I realized, a single stylized wave breaking across the entire forearm. I had looked past him for four years and missed it entirely.

“You feel so different from the inside,” he said, his voice soft with something close to wonder. “So solid. Like the whole world is further away. Like there’s more insulation between me and things.”

“You feel closer to everything,” I said. “More surface area. More exposed.” I touched the curve of my own collarbone, the soft skin of my shoulder where his neck met it. “Softer than I thought I was. I always think of myself as more — practical. Less sensitive.”

“You’re not soft,” he said. “You’re…” He thought about it, his fingers tracing the line of my clavicle, learning the terrain. “Accurate. Your body is very specific. It knows what it wants and goes very still when it gets it.” His hand dropped to my — his — waist, rested there at the soft point where the ribs ended and the hip began. “Like now.”

He was right. The body I wore had gone very still.

I watched his face work through something. There was a conversation happening behind my eyes that I couldn’t fully read, and that was strange — I was used to knowing, more or less, what was passing across that face. But he was behind it differently than I was. He inhabited it differently. My face looked better when he wore it than it did in any mirror I had ever owned.

“Tell me something you haven’t told anyone,” I said. I didn’t plan it. It came out.

He considered. His hand moved in a small circle at my waist. “I almost didn’t take the post-grad position. I almost didn’t even apply.” A beat. “I applied because Mark sent in my portfolio without asking me and the response came before I could talk myself out of it.”

“Why didn’t you want to?”

“Because I didn’t know if I was going for the work or because being nearby felt like a reason to stay.” He said it carefully, the way you say a thing you’ve been carrying and aren’t sure you should put down. “That’s embarrassing.”

“That’s honest,” I said.

“Same thing, sometimes.”

He pulled me closer, his back against my chest, my chest against his spine, and pressed my lips to the back of his neck. The skin there was fine and warm, impossibly sensitive, more than I remembered it being when I had occupied it. He made a low sound against the pillow, surprised and pleased.

“You never did that,” he said. “Before.”

“I noticed you had,” I said. “When you wore it.”

I kissed the nape of his neck again, slower, moving my mouth against the warm skin there, and his breath changed. His hips shifted back against me in a motion that was not entirely voluntary and I felt the answering heat in Liam’s body, the heavy, immediate response that still surprised me with its directness. His body was so honest. Nothing was ambiguous in it. Arousal arrived like a fact, not a question.

His hand found my thigh — his thigh now — and gripped, and I felt that grip from both sides: the strong fingers pressing into the muscle, and the muscle receiving it.

“Elena,” he said, low and rough.

“I know,” I answered.

I rolled him onto his back and looked down at my own face. It always startled me, even now, even after days of this. My face, but the expression on it was entirely Liam’s — open, unguarded, stripped of the careful composure I usually wore in the world. I looked younger this way. Not in age, but in honesty. I looked like someone who had stopped defending something.

I pushed the hem of his shirt up, Liam’s fingers spreading against the soft skin of my stomach. He arched into the touch, a faint gasp escaping through parted lips. I kept moving higher, watching every expression as my hands worked toward my breasts — his breasts now — and watched my own face react: nipples tightening beneath the bra fabric, chest rising faster, lower lip pressing between his teeth.

“Still so strange,” I murmured. “Watching yourself.”

“Tell me about it,” he said, and there was a dry quality to it that was very him, humor surfacing even now. “I’ve had four days of watching you be a better version of me than I usually manage.”

I reached behind him and unclasped the bra with one hand. He made a sound at that, something about the matter-of-fact efficiency of it. “I’ve had four days to practice,” I told him.

“It shows.”

My breasts, freed, were heavier than I remembered. Or I remembered it but this was different — this was the weight of them from outside, his chest falling slightly open as the fabric went, the full soft curve of them catching the light. I cupped one in Liam’s palm and the sensation arrived in both of us: the warm weight of my own flesh, and the electric jolt of that contact landing through his nerves simultaneously. He exhaled the word fuck against my shoulder with a shudder, and I felt it move through the body I wore.

“Tell me what you feel,” I said. I needed to hear it. This was part of it, part of the thing I hadn’t let myself understand until now. I wanted to know how I felt from outside. What I was, in someone else’s hands.

“Heavy,” he said immediately. “Warm. Softer than I expected, even knowing.” His thumb circled my nipple and I felt the circuit light up, the bright line of it cutting from his fingertip to the base of my spine. “You’re so sensitive here. Every time I touch you I feel it arrive in you before you make a sound.”

“What does it feel like? Feeling me feel it?”

“Like having the answer before someone’s finished the question.” He looked up at me with my eyes. “Like knowing.”

I pulled him closer with one hand and let the other drift lower, across the flat of his — my — stomach, over the soft flare of the hip, to the waistband of his underwear. His breath sharpened.

“Tell me what you want,” I said.

“All of it.” His voice was hoarse. “I want to feel all of it. I want to feel what you feel when I —”

He reached between us and pressed the heel of his palm against the damp fabric of his underwear. My underwear. My cunt, soaked through the cotton, and the pressure of that touch hit me like stepping into bright light. A deep, full-body pulse that started at that heel of palm and radiated outward. I rocked against his hand.

“That,” I managed. “That’s what I feel.”

He moved his hand, fingers hooking into the waistband and dragging the fabric down slowly, the fabric peeling away from wet skin. The air was briefly cool. Then his fingers were there, warm and careful, parting the folds with a gentleness that made me hold my breath. He was learning this time, not desperate, moving through it the way he moved through a difficult problem: with patience and a kind of focused delight, like he was trying to understand something for its own sake, not just get to the end.

When he found my clit, the sound I made was undignified and completely beyond my control. He made a low, wondering noise in response, as if I had said something that confirmed a theory.

“Right there,” I managed.

“I know.” He circled slowly. “I know right where.”

“You’re going to kill me with the slow.”

“That’s the idea.” But his thumb found a steadier rhythm, firm and relentless, and the heat began to build in slow, deliberate stages. He was watching my face with the same focused attention I had seen him bring to his work — that particular quality of concentration where the rest of the world goes quiet.

His fingers moved with intention now, a steady rhythm that built heat against my body’s most intimate map. I rocked into his hand, Liam’s hips finding the rhythm of my own pleasure, this strange doubled motion where I was both riding and being ridden, both chasing and being chased, both giving and taking in a loop that kept closing on itself.

“Tell me what this feels like,” he said. He wasn’t being clinical about it; his voice was rough with his own wanting. “I want to know.”

“Like a wave that’s already crested before it arrives,” I said. My voice had gone unsteady. “I feel your fingers moving and I feel them arriving simultaneously. They’re the same sensation. They’re two separate sensations. Both.”

“Does it ever stop being strange?”

“No.” I arched into his hand. “I don’t think it does. I think that’s — part of it. Part of what this is.”

He pressed slightly harder, and the double sensation sharpened in response. “I feel it too,” he said. “Your body feeling your fingers. I feel both sides of that.”

“Closed circuit.”

“Yeah.” He kept the rhythm. “We built a closed circuit.”

“We didn’t build it,” I said. “It found us.”

He made a low sound at that, not quite a laugh but close to it. “Fair.” His thumb found my clit and the pressure changed, became more direct, and I heard myself make a sound I recognized from inside and was startled to hear from outside.

“That,” I said. “That specifically.”

“I know,” he said. “I know exactly.”

He worked me with patience and full attention, and the pleasure built in slow deliberate stages, and we talked through it — not to explain or narrate but because the talking was part of it, the specific intimacy of two people saying true things while simultaneously unable to stop being honest.

“I keep thinking,” he said, as his fingers found a rhythm that made my hips rock, “that we’re going to go back to our own bodies and I’m going to know things about you that I would have spent years trying to understand. And you’ll know the same about me.”

“Is that good?” I managed.

“I think it’s better than good,” he said. “I think it’s the best possible thing that could come out of this.”

“I want to be inside you,” he said then. Not a question. Not quite a statement either. Something in between, an offering left open at one end.

“Yes,” I said immediately. “I want that.”

He slipped two fingers inside me, curling upward, and I arched clean off the bed. The stretch was full and perfect and I felt every fraction of it from both ends, his fingers filling the space that was mine to fill and being filled simultaneously, and the sensation overlapped until I couldn’t separate the two streams. Him inside me and me around him, one single experience being parsed by two different nervous systems.

His thumb didn’t stop on my clit. He worked them together, the deep internal pressure and the bright surface sensation, and the combination was its own specific physics, something I had never been able to describe accurately from the inside and now understood completely from both sides at once.

“Liam —”

“I’ve got you.” The words were low, steady, his thumb still working in small tight circles while his fingers found the angle, that upward curl that lit my nerve endings like a switch thrown in a dark room. “I’ve got you, Elena. Let go.”

I came apart under his hands with a sound that echoed off the ceiling, my body clenching hard around his fingers, the orgasm rolling through both of us in overlapping waves. He groaned with me, not in release but in something that felt like recognition — this is what this feels like, this is the specific shape of your pleasure — and held me through every shudder until I went limp against the mattress.

The room was very quiet for a moment. My body, which was his body, was still trembling with the aftershocks, tiny involuntary contractions that I felt from both ends.

“That,” he said softly. “That’s what I’ve been wondering about. What it feels like for you.”

“Now you know.”

“Yeah.” He looked at me. “Worth knowing.”

When I could move again I reached for him. His cock had been hard against my thigh for a long time, and the want in him was its own presence in the room — I could feel it from the inside of the body I wore as much as I could see it. I wrapped my hand around the length of him and felt him suck in a breath through his teeth. I had touched it before in moments of panic, moments of desperate need that neither of us had been fully ready for. This was different. Deliberate. Unhurried. I stroked slowly, learning the weight of it in Liam’s hand, watching my own face with the same attention he had given me.

He was watching me too. That was the thing. Both of us watching the other face, reading the expressions we had spent years not reading.

“You look beautiful,” I told him.

He laughed a little, shaky. “You always think so poorly of how you look.”

“That’s not —” I tightened my grip and the laugh dissolved, replaced by something lower and less composed. The tension moved through his jaw, through the throat, the chest rising faster.

“Is it strange?” he said, his voice rough around the edges. “Watching yourself —”

“It’s completely outside of myself,” I said honestly. “I look at your face and I see him. You. I see you. Not my face anymore. Yours.”

“That’s the whole thing,” he managed, his hips beginning to move in the small involuntary rhythm I recognized. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. It’s not the bodies. I promise you it was never about the bodies.”

I stroked faster and he groaned, the sound vibrating through the mattress. His hands gripped the sheets. I watched every stage of it, the way desire moved through a face I knew the architecture of but had never watched like this, from outside it, with someone else behind the eyes. The chin tipping up. The parting lips. The focused, inward look of someone who has let go of the world for a moment.

“I want to be inside you,” I said. The directness of it startled even me, but the wanting was too clean and too clear to dress up. “I want to feel that too.”

He opened his eyes. My eyes, dark and very sure. “Yes.”

I shifted between his legs, settled myself over him, and felt the wet heat of my own body against the head of his cock. The contact was unbearably intimate — the blunt pressure of him notched against me, against the very center of my own body’s geography, the same flesh from opposite sides. I pushed forward slowly.

The stretch hit me twice, as it always did with this body: the cock pushing into tight heat, and the tight heat being spread open around the cock. Two sensations that should be mutually exclusive and were somehow simultaneous, arriving like a chord, a single note split into harmonics. I heard his breath go jagged, my own matched it, and when I was fully seated, buried to the root, both of us held perfectly still.

The room held still with us. Even the afternoon light seemed to pause.

“God,” he whispered.

“Yeah,” I managed.

I began to move. Long, rolling strokes that built from the hips, working into a rhythm that felt native to Liam’s body in a way that still surprised me. The sound of us filled the room — skin on skin, the wet slick friction, two different voices in two different registers making the same fundamental noise. His hands found my hips and pulled me deeper. I dropped my weight into each thrust, leaning forward, changing the angle until I found the spot that made his eyes roll back.

I watched every expression. This was the thing I would miss most, I thought, not the dual sensation but this: watching someone react. From inside his body I had felt everything but seen nothing. From outside it, wearing his body, I could see every shift in his face. The way his mouth went soft. The way his eyes unfocused. The tightening around the corners of them when the pleasure intensified. I memorized it. I was filing this away.

He was loud about it. I loved that. I had never, in my life, been loud about it — I had always been aware of walls, of the house, of who might hear. He had no such restraint, and in his absence I was loud too, the sounds coming out of me without apology or containment. I had never sounded like that. I had never let myself.

“There,” he gasped. “Right there, don’t —”

I didn’t stop. I drove into him harder, chasing that angle, my thumb dropping to grind against his clit in small, tight circles as I moved. He cried out, back arching off the mattress, thighs clamping against my hips. The dual feedback was overwhelming — the tight clenching of his cunt around my cock, pulsing, gripping, and the building tidal pressure of a second orgasm cresting in the body I wore, both sensations feeding each other, a closed loop that kept amplifying.

I could feel what he felt. That was the thing I could not explain to anyone who had not been here. I could feel the stretch of him being fucked from the inside, the weight and fullness of it, the angle hitting the spot that I knew from years of inhabiting that body. I felt his clit responding to my thumb. I felt his whole body winding toward the edge.

“Come with me,” I said, the words barely forming before he was already there, his body seizing, pulsing around me in long hard waves. The feel of it broke whatever control I had left. I thrust deep and held, and the orgasm rolled through Liam’s body like a current, hot and total, the two of us locked together at the peak and trembling with it.

I collapsed over him, wrecked and breathing hard, face against my own shoulder, the room smelling thick with sex and the cooling sweat of two bodies that had been working in close coordination. He pulled me down with him, or I fell — it was hard to say. We lay there tangled, his back against my front, both of us trembling.

For a long time neither of us spoke. The afternoon light moved across the ceiling in slow increments, indifferent to what had happened beneath it. Outside, the day continued its ordinary operations: the neighbor’s sprinkler cycling on and off, a car somewhere, birdsong, the sounds of a neighborhood that had no idea what had just happened in this room.

“What are we,” he said at last. Not a question exactly. A beginning of a sentence that didn’t need completing.

“I don’t know what the word is,” I said. “I know what this feels like.”

He laced his fingers through mine — Liam’s long fingers through my own smaller ones, turned inside out, back to front. “Like something that would exist even without the swap.”

“Yes.” A beat. “That scares me.”

“Me too.” He didn’t sound frightened. He sounded careful, which was different. There was a quality to his stillness that I had come to recognize as the quiet before he said something he had been thinking about for a while.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

“Okay.”

“Before all of this. Before the party. Did you ever think about me as a person?” He paused. “Not as Mark’s friend. Not as a fixture. As a person.”

I thought about how to answer honestly. “I tried not to,” I said.

“Because you were aware.”

“Because I was aware,” I agreed. “And because it seemed like something I should manage before it became a problem.” I stared at the ceiling. “It didn’t exactly feel like a manageable thing.”

“No,” he said. “It didn’t from my side either.”

“How long?”

He was quiet for a moment. “Since the summer I was here for two weeks when Mark’s dad was in the hospital. You made dinner every night. Not because you had to. Because you wanted someone to have a good thing to come home to.” He shifted slightly. “I kept thinking: she doesn’t know anyone is watching. This is just how she is.”

I thought about that summer. I remembered being aware of him in ways I had worked very hard not to follow. I remembered the mornings when he was already up, sitting in the kitchen before anyone else, and how I had always lingered longer than I needed to before the day’s business could provide an excuse to stop.

“I was watching you too,” I said.

“I know.”

“You knew?”

“Not with certainty. But there were moments.” A quiet exhale. “That summer I found my own photo of your hydrangeas on my phone. I’d taken it without thinking about it. I deleted it before I could decide what to do with it.”

The image of him deleting that photo landed somewhere in the center of my chest. Four years of not-quite-acknowledging, not-quite-looking. Four years of both of us very carefully managing something that wasn’t going anywhere.

“Me too,” I said. Not about the photo. About the shape of it. He squeezed my hand. Outside, a car passed, and then another, and the afternoon continued its indifferent movement toward evening. “Mark’s coming over with pizza.”

The intrusion of the ordinary was so jarring I laughed, a short surprised sound. He felt it through my chest and laughed too, the laughter of people who have been through something enormous and arrived on the other side and are slightly stunned by the existence of pizza.

“We need to shower,” I said. “Separately.”

“Agreed.”

“And we need to actually look for a way back.”

“Also agreed.” He didn’t move. Neither did I. The body I wore was heavy and warm against the back of his, and the wanting had gone quieter now but not away. It had settled into something with more patience. Something that intended to wait.

“Liam.”

“Yeah?”

“I think I need to be careful about this.” Not an apology. Not a reversal. Just the truth of it, sitting where it needed to sit.

He turned in my arms until we were face to face, my features so close I could count the individual lashes, could see the faint ghost of laugh lines at the corners of my own eyes that I had never bothered to examine this closely before. The afternoon light had softened to early evening. The room had changed quality without us watching it change.

“Being careful would be the smart thing,” he said. “Are we smart people?”

I looked at him. My face, his soul, the dream we had both had before any of this happened. “Sometimes,” I said.

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “What are you afraid of?”

The question was so direct that it stopped me. I thought about it honestly. “That it doesn’t survive the swap,” I said. “That it’s the circumstance and not us. That when we go back to our own bodies and our own lives, the math is too hard and we stop being brave about it.” I paused. “That I hurt Mark.”

“The math is hard,” he said. “Mark will have feelings. Those are both true.” He held my gaze. “But this is real. The swap didn’t make it real. It just made it impossible to keep pretending otherwise.” He paused. “You had the same feeling before this happened. You managed it. I’m not interested in you managing it anymore.”

“What are you interested in?”

“You stopping the managing,” he said. “Seeing what it actually is without four years of careful distance around it.”

I thought about the lemonade. The summer. All the very careful not-looking. Four years of managing something that had been real the whole time, that hadn’t needed managing so much as acknowledging.

“If we get back and this is still there —”

“It will be.”

“If it is,” I said, “I don’t want to manage it anymore.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “I was never going to let you,” he said. “I was just waiting for you to stop trying.”

He kissed me once, brief and soft, a period at the end of a sentence. Then we got up to face the evening and the pizza and the son we were both protecting from a truth neither of us was ready to name.


Chapter 6 — The Taste of Forever

Mark arrived with a large flat box and the uncomplicated enthusiasm of someone who had no idea what he was walking into.

He set the pizza on the counter and launched immediately into the news: the Summer Design Institute had accepted him, his father was sending a check for a laptop, and he wanted to spend the evening celebrating properly. He was twenty-two and life was going the way he had planned it to, and there is a particular quality to joy when it is young and has not yet learned to doubt itself. All of this delivered to Liam-in-my-body, who received it at the kitchen island with the right smile, the right warmth, the right maternal hand squeezing Mark’s shoulder at exactly the moment a mother would.

I stood a careful six feet away and watched myself be a mother.

The wrongness of it had stopped feeling like wrongness over the past days. It had become its own kind of ache — not painful, exactly, but present. Like pressing on a bruise to confirm it still existed. My son hugging someone else’s consciousness in my skin, and me watching it happen through eyes that were not mine, carrying a body that was not mine, loving him from inside a borrowed life. I had catalogued every expression Liam made in my face. The small tightening at the outer corner of my eye when he was trying not to show affection. The way he held my posture straighter than I usually did.

He was better at being me in some ways than I was.

“Liam,” Liam-as-me said, turning, “grab some plates and drinks? Mark, you pick the movie.”

Mark clapped me on the back as he went past. “Good news, right? The institute? Mom was weirdly calm about it but I know she’s actually losing her mind.”

“She definitely is,” I said. The truth of it settled somewhere underneath the acting. “Weirdly calm is how she sounds when she’s actually the most excited.”

Mark grinned. He had a good grin. He got it from his father, which used to hurt and had stopped hurting at some point I couldn’t specifically locate. “Yeah.” He paused. “You okay? You seem kind of… thoughtful.”

“Just tired,” I said. “Long few days.”

“Tell me about it.” He shook his head. “You and Mom are both acting slightly off. She’s been weirdly quiet. You’re weirdly —”

“Thoughtful,” I supplied.

“Yeah. Are you two having some kind of slow-motion weird conversation? Is something going on between you two?”

The air in the room shifted almost imperceptibly. Across the island, Liam-as-me had gone very still.

“Nothing,” I said. “We’re fine. Graduation hangover. Some stuff got weird at the party and we talked it out.”

Mark looked between us for a long moment with the specific acuity of someone who has known two people his entire life and is noticing that they are being strange. Then it passed. Whatever he’d been about to follow through on, he let go. “Okay,” he said. “As long as you’re not having a weird thing.”

“No weird thing,” Liam-as-me said, with a lightness in my voice I could not have managed.

“Good. Because that would be incredibly strange.” Mark grabbed a slice of pizza and flopped onto the couch. “Movie. Comedy. I need something stupid. You two can fight about toppings.”

We didn’t fight. We sat in different seats and watched a movie about people with ordinary, linear lives making ordinary, linear decisions, falling in love with the right people at the right time in the right order, with no unexplained cosmic accidents intervening. I watched the screen and watched Liam-as-me in my peripheral vision, and every twenty minutes or so I would catch his eyes — my eyes — across the room, and something would pass between us that had no name yet.

I thought about names. I thought about what you called a thing that was as specific as this: two people who had inhabited each other’s bodies for five days, who had been inside each other’s pain and comfort and pleasure, who had learned each other from a direction that had never been available before, and who were now sitting across a room watching a comedy and very carefully not looking at each other in a way that would make Mark ask questions.

There wasn’t a word for it. There was just the fact of it, sitting in the room with the pizza box and the amber lamp and the particular quality of an evening that you are going to remember.

Mark laughed at the right moments. He ate four slices. He was happy and present and completely oblivious, and I loved him so fiercely in those moments that it sat in my chest like something physical, the specific weight of loving someone who is still safe.

I would not ruin this for him. Not yet. Maybe not ever, depending on what we found when we got back to our own skins. Maybe this was a thing that existed only here, in the impossible circumstance, and would dissolve with it. Or maybe it wouldn’t.

After the movie, Mark announced he was going to FaceTime his friends and bounded upstairs with his phone, leaving us alone in the living room with the empty pizza box and the hovering weight of the evening.

Liam cleared his throat. “He almost saw through it.”

“He sees what he wants to see,” I said. “He wants us to be fine, so he decides we’re fine.” I looked at my hands. Liam’s hands. “He’s a good kid.”

“He learned that from you.”

I didn’t answer. The compliment landed in a strange place — in the chest of a body that belonged to the person giving it.

The lamp in the corner made the room amber and small. Outside, the neighborhood had gone quiet. For a few minutes we just sat there, letting the silence settle into something comfortable.

“I keep thinking about the resonator,” I said eventually. “We have to go back.”

“So do I.”

“Cayce’s archive. There has to be something. A correspondence, a lab log. The device worked. It worked because the mechanism is real, which means the reversal should be real too.”

“I’ll pull everything from the university database tonight after Mark sleeps.” He shifted on the sofa, tucking my feet underneath himself in a way that I actually did sometimes. “Elena.”

“Yeah.”

“What happens if we find it? The reversal.”

I looked at him. My face, completely his expression. “We go back.”

“And then?”

The question was simple and enormous. “Then we exist in our own bodies and see whether what we found between the swap is still there.”

“Do you think it will be?”

“I think it was there before,” I said. “I think it’s been there for a long time and neither of us had permission to look at it directly.” I watched his face, the small tightening around my own eyes that was purely him. “I think you’ve been in love with me since before this happened.”

He didn’t look away. “Probably longer than I’d like to admit.”

“And I’ve been…” I thought about the lemonade. The summer. The way I’d made myself look away too fast. “Not as oblivious as I told myself.”

He came across the room and sat beside me, not the careful measured distance of earlier, but close, his shoulder against mine. Our reflections caught in the dark window across the room: the wrong bodies, unmistakably right together.

“We should find the resonator,” he said. “And use it. And then, whatever comes after that, we face it with our actual faces.”

“No more borrowed skin doing the hard parts.”

“Exactly.” His hand found mine — his hand, my hand — and held it. “But until Mark goes to sleep…”

I turned my head and looked at him from this impossible angle, down into my own eyes, and what I saw there was something that had been looking at me for years, quiet and patient, waiting for me to be ready.

I leaned in and kissed him. Slow, certain, with the particular quality of a decision rather than a collision. He kissed back with the same intention, and the feedback loop closed as it always did — his lips and mine, mine and his, the sensation arriving through two different nervous systems and landing in the same place.

His arm came around my back and pulled me against him — against myself, against the curves I had worn for forty-five years. I felt the familiar weight of my own body from the outside and the unfamiliar warmth of his from within, and the combination was so particular and so impossible that I decided to stop trying to categorize it.

He drew back just enough to breathe. “I keep thinking,” he said, voice rough, “that we’re going to get back to our own bodies and I’m going to miss this.”

“Miss which part?”

“Knowing you this completely.” His thumb traced the line of Liam’s jaw. “You know things about your own body now that nobody else will ever know. And I know things about mine. We gave each other that.”

“That doesn’t go away when the swap does.”

“No.” His eyes held mine. “It doesn’t.”

From upstairs came the muffled sound of Mark’s voice, animated and distant, talking to someone about his news. The sound was ordinary and beloved and it reminded me of everything that sat outside this room.

“We can’t tell him,” I said.

“I know.”

“Even after we swap back. Even if…” I let the sentence find its own ending.

“Even if,” he agreed. “One impossible thing at a time.”

I kissed him once more, brief and firm, a punctuation mark. Then I pulled back and we sat together in the amber light, his hand in mine, listening to the house settle around us.



After Mark said goodnight, after the lights upstairs went dark and his breathing deepened through the thin wall between us, Liam crossed the hall to where I waited.

The bedroom was quiet. He stood in the doorway for a moment, looking at me, and there was nothing tentative about it — just the particular stillness of someone who has already decided. I had been lying here listening to the house go quiet, and now the house was quiet, and the only sound was the two of us breathing in the same room.

He sat on the edge of the bed. I reached for him.

“Mark,” I started.

“Asleep,” he said. “Has been for twenty minutes. I waited.”

Of course he had. That patience, always. That specific quality of choosing when to move and when to hold still, which I had come to understand from the inside and was now witnessing from without.

I pulled him down beside me and he came without hesitation, his — my — body warm against my — his — side. We lay in the dark, close, and I traced the line of his shoulder with my fingers, learning the terrain I had inhabited with a different kind of attention.

“I want to show you something,” he said softly. “About your body. The way it feels from the outside.”

“What is it?”

“Let me touch you,” he said. “Not the way we’ve been touching each other. Slowly. The way I would touch you if I were trying to understand every part of you.”

The words arrived in my chest the way important things arrived — not dramatically, but cleanly, like recognizing a truth you’d been circling without naming. I thought about what it had meant, living inside this body, having the sensation of everything from the inside. What I didn’t have was this: the view from outside. The knowledge of how I looked to someone who was paying attention.

“Okay,” I said.

He began at my shoulders, Liam’s broad hands resting there for a moment before moving in long strokes down my arms, learning the muscle beneath the skin. He moved with the unhurried focus of someone doing something that required his full attention, and I lay still and let him.

He traced the line of my collarbone with both thumbs, a symmetrical careful pressure. His hands moved to my chest — his chest — pressing flat against the pectorals, feeling the solid give beneath the muscle. “I forget how different this is,” he murmured. “How the weight is distributed. How the whole architecture of it works.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Substantial,” he said. “Like the body takes up a lot of space and doesn’t apologize for it.” His thumbs traced the bottom edge of his ribcage, then moved lower. “This is what I mean when I say your body is unambiguous. It wants things and it makes that clear. It doesn’t hedge.”

He reached the waistband of the sweatpants I was wearing — his sweatpants — and paused. A question without words.

“Yes,” I said.

He drew the fabric down slowly, and the air was cool, and then his hands were warm on Liam’s hips, tracing the jut of the hipbone, the curve of the inner thigh. The body I wore responded immediately, that directness he had described, the heavy warmth of arousal that arrived without preamble.

“Still startles me,” he said softly, watching my face. “How fast.”

“I know.”

He wrapped his hand around my cock and I made a sound. He stroked slowly, learning the full length of it, the weight, the specific temperature of the skin at the head. The sensation ran from his grip straight to my spine and radiated outward.

“Tell me what feels good,” he said. “Exactly.”

I told him. Haltingly at first, then more freely, because there was nothing to be careful about here, nothing left to protect from his knowledge. He listened and adjusted and listened again, patient and intent, and the pleasure built in slow steady increments under his careful attention.

“Here,” I said. “If you —”

“Like this?”

“God. Yes.”

He worked me for a long time, not rushing, occasionally asking and occasionally finding without asking, building a map of this body’s pleasure that neither of us would lose when we returned to ourselves. The sounds I made were undignified and I didn’t care. He made low sounds too, sounds of discovery, of a person learning something they wanted to know.

When I came it was long and rolling, the kind of orgasm that builds so slowly you’re almost surprised when it crests. I lay in the aftermath, slightly wrecked, and felt his hand still loose around the softening length of me.

“That,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Now you,” I said, and reached for him.

He made a small sound at that, something between surprise and welcome. I shifted, sitting beside him now, and parted my — his — thighs with a gentleness that was not innocent at all but was absolutely deliberate. I kissed the inside of his thigh first. He shuddered.

I worked my way up with my mouth, slow and purposeful, and when I found his clit with my tongue he made a sound that would have been embarrassing if embarrassment had any purchase here at all. I worked him the way I had learned over four days to work this body, with the full knowledge of every sensitivity, every angle, every place where the pleasure was deepest.

His fingers found my hair — Liam’s hair, soft and short — and gripped, not pulling me away, just holding on. The sounds he made were mine. I knew them from the inside. Hearing them from outside was its own kind of intimacy, this specific one, available only here.

I kept him close to the edge for a long time. Not cruelty — the knowledge of what this body needed, held just below. His thighs trembled. His breathing had become ragged, a sound I recognized completely, a sound I had made countless times over forty-five years and was now hearing from outside itself.

“Please,” he said.

“Not yet,” I said against his clit, and felt him shudder.

He made a sound that was frustration and want in equal measure. I listened to it and kept the pressure exactly where it was, right below the threshold, and he gripped my hair harder.

“Elena —”

“I’ve got you,” I said. “Hold on just a little longer.”

I worked him through another wave of climbing tension, feeling every tremor, every clench, the specific sequence of a body I had inhabited for forty-five years approaching orgasm from the outside view for the first and last time. There was a tenderness in it. This is what this felt like. This is what had been happening inside this body all those years. This is what I was, to someone paying attention.

I gave him what he needed all at once: three fingers curling up inside him while my mouth worked his clit in the rhythm I knew from the inside was exactly right. He came apart with his thighs clamped around my head and his whole body shaking and my name torn out of his throat in a voice that was mine and absolutely was not.

I stayed with him through the long aftershocks, holding still until the last tremor passed.

When it was over I moved up beside him and he pulled me against him, his back against my chest, and we lay in the dark in the borrowed bodies, breathing together, the house quiet around us. The bedroom smelled like us, like the specific combination of two borrowed bodies that had been in close contact for days.

He laced his fingers through mine — my hand and his, still reversed, still impossible. For a long time neither of us spoke. Outside, the neighborhood was dark and quiet.

“I keep thinking about something you said,” he said eventually.

“Which thing?”

“That you were going to miss knowing me from the inside.” He was quiet for a moment. “I’m going to miss knowing you.”

“We don’t lose it,” I said. “It just changes form.”

“Changes how?”

I thought about it. “We’ll know more than we did. We’ll know what the other person is carrying. We’ll know where to look.” I paused. “That’s not nothing.”

“No,” he agreed. “That’s not nothing.” Another silence. “Do you think it changes the way you look at your own body? After this?”

“I think so.” I considered it honestly. “I saw things I’ve been overlooking. The way it looked from outside. The way it responds. I think I’ll be…” I searched for the word. “More patient with it. More interested in it. Less…” I struggled.

“Less critical,” he offered.

“Yeah.”

“You were looking at it wrong,” he said. “I told you that. From inside it, the thing I kept thinking was: she has no idea. How specific this is. How particular.”

The words arrived in a place I hadn’t expected them to.

“We need to find a way back,” I said. My voice was rough.

“I know,” he said. “Tonight. I’ll search after you’re asleep.”

“We’ll search together.”

He made a quiet sound of agreement. I felt it through his chest, my chest. We lay like that for a while longer, neither of us moving, the borrowed weight of each other’s bodies warm and familiar. The bedroom was dark, and the neighborhood outside was dark, and the house was quiet except for the small sounds it had always made.

“Elena.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not afraid of it anymore. Going back.”

“No?”

“No.” He was quiet for a moment. “I was, the first two days. I kept thinking about going back to my own body and not having any of this. Like waking up from a dream. Going back to being just Liam Park who had a complicated feeling he didn’t know what to do with.” He paused. “But now —”

“Now you know it’s real,” I said. “Even after the bodies.”

“Yeah.” A beat. “Do you believe that? Actually?”

I thought about it honestly. The way I’d been thinking about things this week, without the managing layer. “I think it exists in the bodies and I think it would exist without them,” I said. “I think the bodies just made it impossible to pretend otherwise.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “That’s the kindest thing you’ve said about the swap.”

“I’ve been working up to it.”

He laughed. I felt it through my chest, his chest. “I’m afraid of some of what comes after,” he said. “Mark. The optics. The way people are going to do the math.”

“People always do the math.”

“And find it wanting.”

“Yes.” I looked at the ceiling. “I’ve spent forty-five years worrying about what people find when they do the math. Their findings are not the same as the truth.” A pause. “I’m tired of it.”

He turned his head. “Are you?”

“I think I am.” The clarity of it surprised me a little. “I think this week did something to me. Having to exist in a different body, be seen differently, make different assumptions about what was possible or appropriate — it made me aware of how much of my own life I’ve been editing. Making myself smaller so the math doesn’t require too many extra steps.”

“The lemonade,” he said.

“The lemonade,” I agreed. “And a hundred things before and after.”

He laced his fingers through mine — my hand and his, still reversed, still impossible. “I know where you’ll be,” he said. “When we go back. That’s what’s different.”

The words settled into me like something final, the last piece of a thought that had been taking shape all week.

“Let’s go look,” I said.

We got up and went to the kitchen table with the laptop and the database and the patience of two people who had agreed on what they were looking for and were not going to stop until they found it.

The archive was disorganized in the way academic archives often are — filed by date rather than subject, years of research scattered across folder hierarchies that had been logical to one specific mind in one specific decade. We worked through it methodically. Liam — in my body, on my side of the table — navigated the search interface while I read the returns and flagged relevant threads.

It was the first properly collaborative thing we had done, our skills matching up in ways they apparently always would have: his facility with the database structure, my ability to parse academic prose quickly and identify the relevant sections. We fell into a rhythm. I would read and summarize; he would search and filter. The house was quiet except for the occasional creak, the refrigerator cycling on and off.

“This one’s not it,” I said, at about eleven, setting aside a paper on piezoelectric properties.

“How about this one?” He turned the laptop to show me. “There’s a citation to a 2019 unpublished work.”

“Unpublished means he found something he didn’t know what to do with.” I leaned forward. “Can you find the 2019 work?”

He searched. It took twenty minutes. The archive was not well indexed and Cayce apparently had a habit of naming files with dates and abbreviations that were meaningless to anyone who wasn’t Cayce in 2019. But we found it eventually, in a subdirectory labeled “theoretical fragments,” in a folder called “feedback notes.”

We found a fragment around midnight. A footnote in a 2019 paper: the observer-feedback loop may be initiated by any sufficiently resonant emotional state shared between two bio-electrically proximate subjects, and reversed by the same — the reversal requiring a prior experience of genuine mutual recognition. Cayce had circled this line in the digital copy and written in the margin: not theoretical after all?

I read it twice. Then a third time.

“What does he mean by genuine mutual recognition?” I asked.

Liam was quiet for a moment. “Not just knowing the other person. Recognizing them. Seeing them accurately.” He looked up. “Not the idea of them. The actual person.”

“That’s a high bar.”

“Maybe.” He looked at me across the table, across the lamp and the open laptop and four days of impossible intimacy. His eyes. My eyes. The wrong face in the right expression. “Or maybe it’s something that happens naturally when two people are paying attention to each other. When neither of them is looking away.”

I thought about looking away. About four years of it.

“I think we might already have that,” he said.

“I think we do.” I exhaled slowly. “We need the resonator. And the proximity. And we need to both be thinking about our own bodies, our real selves, at the same time.”

“Like when we tried before. Except this time…”

“This time it’s real,” I said. “Not just wanting to escape. Actually knowing who we’re going back to.”

We looked at each other. Something settled in the air between us, weightless and exact. Not relief, not yet. Something closer to readiness.

“What happens tomorrow?” he asked. “After the reversal.”

“We go to dinner with Mark,” I said. “We celebrate his institute. We eat steak and sit on the same side of the table and stop pretending we’re not exactly what we are.”

“And what are we?”

I thought about it honestly. “Something that already existed before the swap,” I said. “Something we’ve been managing not to look at for four years.” I looked at him, at my own face with everything in it that was his. “Whatever the word is for two people who have finally looked at each other directly.”

He nodded slowly. “I’ll take that.”

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” I agreed.

I put the resonator in my jacket pocket. He walked me to the door, in my body, wearing my face and my cardigan, and we stood in the doorway for a moment in the particular intimacy of a threshold.

“Get some sleep,” he said.

“You too.”

He smiled with my face. “One of us is going to have the good knee tonight.”

“Trade-offs,” I said.

He kissed me once, brief and certain, and I walked home through the quiet neighborhood with the resonator in my pocket and thought about what it would feel like to wake up in my own body again. To have the bad knee and the silver hair and the forty-five years of living. To look across a room and see Liam Park looking back with his own eyes, his own face, wanting me in a world where that was simply a fact we had to decide what to do with.

The thought was terrifying. It was the best thing I could imagine.


Chapter 7 — My Body, His Hands

The morning was stubborn about being beautiful.

Light came through the gap in the curtains in a single clean bar, landing on the far wall of his bedroom and moving across the plaster in slow increments as the hour advanced. I lay in his bed in his body and watched it move and thought: today. We would try today.

The resonator sat on the nightstand beside the water glass. In daylight it looked exactly like what it had always been: a small piece of polished obsidian, etched by a twenty-two-year-old with access to a laser cutter and too much theoretical physics. It did not look like something that had broken two lives open and let them into each other. It looked like a rock. A small polished rock on a nightstand beside a water glass.

I had been lying here for twenty minutes thinking about what it would feel like to be in my own body again.

The bad knee. The lower back. The specific gravity of my own chest. The lavender shampoo. The rings I wore on my right hand, the silver ones that were sitting on the nightstand at my house, waiting for me. I thought about my voice. The particular quality of it first thing in the morning, lower than it was by afternoon, carrying the residue of sleep.

I thought about Mark.

I thought about what I was going back to and what I was bringing with me. That was different from the first days, when going back had meant escaping. Now it meant arriving.

I got up before the light finished moving.

I was dressed and sitting at the kitchen table when Liam arrived. He let himself in with my key and stood in the doorway for a moment, my face still soft from sleep, wearing my blue cardigan over his work trousers. The combination was so familiar and so completely bizarre that my chest did what it had been doing all week: tightening slightly around a feeling I still didn’t have the right word for.

“Coffee?” I said.

“Please.”

I poured. He sat. We drank in the quiet of two people who have said the important things and are waiting to see what the world does next.

“Mark called,” he said. “This morning. Early. He wants to take us both to dinner tonight. Graduation celebration, properly done.”

“We might not need an excuse,” I said. “If this works.”

He looked at the resonator on the table between us. “If.”

“It will work.” I believed it. I needed to. “Cayce’s margin note. The genuine mutual recognition. We have that.”

“We do.” He turned his coffee mug in my hands, around and around. “I’ve been thinking about what it will feel like. To be back.”

“What do you think?”

He considered. Outside, the sprinkler in the neighbor’s yard started its clicking sweep. “Like putting on a coat that fits perfectly,” he said. “And also like being a stranger to myself, all over again, but in the right direction.” He glanced up. “Will you feel strange? In your own body?”

“I’ll feel like myself,” I said. “Which will feel strange, yes, because I’ve been remembering what it’s like to not take it for granted.” I looked at his hands. My hands. The wave tattoo on the forearm, the one I had finally read as a whole in four days of wearing it. “I’m going to miss some of it.”

“Which part?”

“All of it,” I said honestly. “Knowing you from the inside. Understanding how this body works. The way it goes very direct when it wants something.” I paused. “The tattoo. I’ve been looking at it for four days from the inside of it.”

A faint smile crossed his face. “Your body isn’t ambiguous either. It knows exactly what it wants. It just takes longer to admit it.”

“Fair.”

“What else?”

I looked at him. He was watching me with my own eyes, that careful quality of attention he had been giving everything for four days. “Your confidence,” I said. “The way it’s quiet. You’re not performing it. You just move through the world like you’re allowed to be there.” I paused. “I used to be like that. I think I am sometimes. But I edit it more than you do.”

“You carry it differently,” he said. “Like something you earned and are being careful with.” He looked at his coffee. “And I carry mine like I got lucky and try not to be too confident that it’ll stay.”

“We both do it,” I said. “Just in different directions.”

We finished the coffee. The morning ticked on, unhurried, ordinary.

Outside, the sprinkler made its clicking sweep. Inside, the kitchen was quiet, the lamp off now that the daylight had filled the room. I looked at the kitchen the way I had been looking at everything this week: trying to see it from the outside, the way someone else would see it. White cabinets. The blue tile backsplash I had installed myself two years ago, one Saturday in October when I had needed something to do with my hands. The fridge with its magnets from places Mark had traveled, postcards and ticket stubs and the little ceramic mushroom he had brought back from a farmers’ market when he was eight.

“What are you thinking about?” Liam asked.

“The kitchen,” I said. “What it will feel like to be here tomorrow.”

“Different?”

“The same,” I said. “That’s the thing. It will be exactly the same. The magnets. The tile. The third step that creaks.” I paused. “All of it will be the same and I’ll be different.”

“That’s usually how it works,” he said. “The world doesn’t change. You change. And then you’re in a different relationship with all the same furniture.”

“You’re very philosophical for eight in the morning.”

“I’ve been awake since five,” he said. “I had a lot to think about.”

“What were you thinking about?”

He turned his coffee mug in my hands again, that slow rotation. “About the things we don’t get to keep,” he said. “I know we keep the feelings. I know the connection survives the reversal. But the specific physical knowledge — knowing what your hands feel like from the inside, knowing the weight of your body from outside it — that ends today.” He looked up. “I was trying to memorize things.”

“What things?”

“The way this body walks,” he said. “The specific weight distribution. The sound my voice makes when I’m tired.” A pause. “The way your silver hair looks from behind when the morning light is this particular angle.”

I said nothing for a moment. “Did you find anything worth keeping?”

“Everything,” he said. Not dramatically. As a simple factual report. “I found everything worth keeping.”

“Before we try,” I said, setting down my mug, “I want to do something.”

He waited.

“I want to show you something about your body. One more time.” I looked at him steadily. “Not because I’m afraid this is the last time. Because I want the last time to be chosen. On purpose. With both of us present for it.”

The question sat between us, clean and direct. He looked at me for a long moment, his eyes — my eyes — holding the whole weight of the week: the accident, the days of awkward navigation, the conversations at three in the morning, the afternoon light in the bedroom, the kitchen table at midnight, everything we had been building from the materials of the impossible.

“Yes,” he said.



We went to the bedroom, not in a rush. The morning light followed us through the open door and made the room ordinary and real. We undressed slowly, without the urgency of every other time, and stood facing each other in the particular intimacy of daylight.

No shadows to hide in. Just the facts of two bodies, mismatched, deeply familiar, holding each other’s most private maps.

I guided him to the bed and he lay down and I sat beside him, and I began to touch him. Unhurried. Not rushing toward anything. I mapped my own body from the outside, learning its topography with the care I hadn’t been able to give it in the moments when need was urgent.

The soft stretch of skin over the ribs. The way the weight of the breast shifted when he breathed. The valley of the sternum. The slight rise of the collarbone. The thin skin at the inner wrist where the pulse was. My hands on my own body, learning it at an angle I had never had.

He lay very still and let me learn.

“You’re being so careful,” he said softly.

“I want to remember,” I said. “This version. This angle.” My hands moved lower, over the soft curve of my belly, the flare of the hip. He inhaled slowly. His — my — skin was flushed now, responsive, that quick-lighting sensitivity I had come to know over four days.

I traced the inner thigh, feeling how sensitive that skin was, how the muscles tensed in anticipation. I parted his legs gently and knelt between them and looked at my own body in the morning light. I had never been able to look at it like this. Every self-examination was fragmentary, distorted by angle, filtered through the accumulated habit of not looking too long. This was different. This was my body and I could look, and what I saw was not the body I had told myself I had but the body I actually was: softer than I usually gave myself credit for, specific, particular, the product of forty-five years of living exactly this life.

“You look different from here,” I said.

“What do you see?”

“Something I’ve been looking at wrong,” I said. “For a long time.”

I lowered my head and kissed the inside of his thigh, slow, and felt him gasp. I worked higher, kissing the tender skin of the inner thigh, tracing the crease of his hip with my lips. He was trembling slightly by the time I reached his clit with my tongue, that first soft contact making him arch off the mattress.

“God,” he breathed.

I kept him there for a long time. Slow, deliberate circles with my tongue, reading every response in the sounds he made, in the tension and release of the body I wore. I had spent four days in this body. I knew every sensitivity better than anyone who hadn’t been living here. I used all of it. Long strokes alternating with quick focused pressure, then backing off to let the tension ease before building it again.

The specific sounds he made were mine. I had heard them before from inside — felt them as vibrations in the chest, as the particular bodily quality of pleasure at high intensity. Now I heard them from outside, as sounds in a room, and they were completely different and completely the same.

He reached down and his fingers found my hair — his hair, that felt like mine now — and gripped.

“Please,” he said. “Elena, please —”

“Not yet,” I told him.

He made a sound against the pillow that was part frustration and part something else entirely, and I smiled against the soft skin of his inner thigh before returning my mouth to work.

I kept him close to the edge for several minutes, not cruelty but knowledge, the specific knowledge of what this body needed at this particular moment. I knew the exact pressure that would tip him over and I kept just below it, listening to his breathing, feeling the tremors in his thighs, cataloguing every shudder.

“Elena,” he said, and my name had that particular quality it got when he was close — low and fractured, the word barely holding together. “Please.”

“I know,” I said against him. “Hold on a little longer.”

He made a sound that was frustration and wanting in equal measure. His thighs trembled. “I can feel you,” he said, his voice rough. “From both sides. I can feel what you’re doing and I feel it arrive in the body I’m wearing at the same time. Both at once. I can’t separate them.”

“Don’t try to,” I said.

“I’m not trying to,” he said, a short breathless laugh. “I’m just telling you.”

I kept the pressure steady and kept reading him, kept learning the precise vocabulary of this body’s approach. I had spent four days inhabiting this. I knew the sequence, the specific way it built, the pattern of signals that said: close now, closer now, now.

When he said please again I gave him what he needed: two fingers curled up into the spot I knew from the inside, and my tongue following the rhythm his hips had been silently asking for. He cried out, the sound bouncing off the ceiling, and his whole body shook through long slow waves. I held him through every tremor, keeping my fingers still inside him until the last aftershock passed.

“Elena,” he said, when he could speak. Just my name. All of it in one word.

“I know,” I said.

When he had his breath back he reached for me, his hands finding the waistband of my — his — sweatpants. His touch was sure and unhurried. He had been inside this body for five days and he knew exactly what to do with it.

He wrapped his hand around my cock and the pleasure arrived immediately, that bright directness I had never experienced before this week and would carry some understanding of forever. His other hand cupped the weight of my balls and the sensation added a second register, low and rolling. He had been paying attention all week. He stroked slowly at first, building, not rushing.

“Your turn,” he said, his voice warm with satisfaction. “I’m going to take my time.”

“You don’t have to —”

“I know I don’t have to.” He tightened his grip slightly and I heard the sound I made, a sound that came from Liam’s chest and was entirely mine. “I want to.”

He worked me the way I had worked him. Slowly, with attention, asking questions and listening to the answers and adjusting until he had the full map of it. I lay back and let him work. He knew this body better than I did now, in some ways — he had had longer to study it from outside. He found the angle that made my hips lift, the pressure that made my breath go short. He was thorough and he watched my face the whole time.

He brought me close and backed off twice. I made sounds of frustration that were undignified and he received them with calm satisfaction.

“Liam —”

“Yeah,” he said. “Almost.”

He brought me to the edge again and this time held me there, just below it, for what felt like a very long moment, his grip steady and deliberate and utterly without mercy. I reached down and grabbed his wrist — not to stop him, just to hold on to something.

“Now,” I said. “Please —”

He pushed me over it. The orgasm came in long rolling waves, the kind that empties you out gradually rather than striking you, and I lay in the aftermath with his hand loose around the softening length of me and the ceiling bright above.

“That was deliberate,” I said.

“Yes,” he said, with no apology at all.

I turned my head and looked at him. My face, fully his. The morning light was making the silver in my hair look like it had been put there on purpose. “I’m going to miss that,” I said. “Knowing exactly what to do.”

“You won’t have to figure it out from scratch,” he said. “We’ll both know more than we did.”

“That’s a charitable interpretation.”

“It’s the accurate one.” He shifted, lying on his side, facing me. His eyes — my eyes — were warm in the morning light. “There’s something I want to do. Before we try.”

“What?”

“I want to feel what it’s like to be inside you. Really inside you. This body, in yours.” He held my gaze. “We’ve done it before but not like this — not this slowly, not this intentionally. I want to know what I’m carrying with me when we go back.”

The words landed in my chest with a specific weight, the weight of something that mattered because of what it meant beyond the physical. I thought about what he was actually saying: that he wanted to understand this, to carry it, to have something real and specific to bring to the other side of the reversal.

“Yes,” I said.

He took his time. He arranged himself over me slowly, not hurrying, and the weight of my own body from outside was different from anything I could have predicted. Substantial. Present. He looked down at me with my own eyes and I looked up at him with his and the visual was impossible and perfectly clear at the same time.

He pushed into me slowly, and the sensation arrived as it always did in this body: the tight heat of my own body yielding, and from the other side, the blunt specific pressure of entry, of fullness expanding outward. Two sensations that should be mutually exclusive and were not. A chord, not a note.

We both held still when he was fully seated.

“God,” he said softly.

“Yeah,” I managed.

He began to move, and the movement built sensation from both ends, the dual feedback that had been our constant companion all week intensifying as he found a rhythm. His hands were on my — his — hips, and he watched my face with that same careful attention I had been giving his face all morning.

“Talk to me,” he said. “Tell me what you feel.”

“Both of it,” I said. “At once. I can’t separate them.”

“Which one is louder?”

I thought about it while he moved. “Yours,” I said. “When you go deep. That’s louder.”

He went deeper. I arched.

He found the angle that worked and stayed with it, methodical, watching every change in my face. I was loud about it. I had never in my life been loud about it, and I had no idea how much I had been containing until I stopped containing it. The sounds came out of me without apology or self-editing, and he received each one with focused attention.

“Here,” I said. “That angle. Yes.”

“I know,” he said, and stayed there, his hips finding the small adjustment that made the spot land harder with each thrust.

I pulled him closer with my legs, changing the angle further, and he groaned with me, the sound low and rough, and I felt it arrive twice: in his chest, and in the body I wore. He was close. I could feel it from the inside of his body, that particular building tension that I had carried in it for years, and from the outside pressure of his rhythm changing, losing its steadiness, becoming urgent.

“Come with me,” I said.

“Elena —” My name again in that particular way, low and desperate.

“I know.” I drove forward, harder, staying at the angle that worked, my thumb finding his clit and pressing in small circles. “I’ve got you.”

He cried out, the sound carrying all the accumulated weight of five impossible days, and his body seized around me, clenching in long hard pulses. The feel of it broke whatever steadiness I had left. I thrust deep and held, and the orgasm rolled through Liam’s body like a tide, hot and total and complete, the closed loop collapsing into a single sensation that I couldn’t have named if I tried.

We stayed locked together at the peak for a long suspended moment. Both of us trembling. Both of us present.

We lay in the aftermath together, him still inside me, both of us quiet, the morning light continuing its indifferent passage across the ceiling. I felt the dampness of our shared sweat, the particular warmth of two bodies pressed together after exertion. The room smelled like us. It would stop smelling like us sometime today, and I noted that as a thing I would miss.

“That,” he said softly, into the quiet.

“Yeah,” I said.

We stayed like that for a while, neither of us moving, neither of us needing to. Outside, the sprinkler in the neighbor’s yard started up again, its clicking sweep regular and indifferent. Somewhere on the street a car passed and then another.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, “about what I’m going to be like. On the other side.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve spent five days in a woman’s body. I know things I couldn’t have known. About how it feels from the inside. About what women are carrying around that nobody asks about.” He paused. “I think I’m going to be different.”

“Good different or bad different?”

“Different different.” He thought about it. “More careful. More aware.” He turned his head to look at me. “You spent five days in a man’s body. What do you know now that you didn’t?”

I thought about it honestly. “How direct it is,” I said. “How uncomplicated desire is, in this body. No hedging. No managing. It wants what it wants and it’s not ashamed about it.” I paused. “I think I had more shame about my own desires than I realized.”

“Past tense?”

“Working on it,” I said.

He smiled. My face, serene in the morning light. “We gave each other that,” he said. “Whatever else this was.”

“It was a lot of things,” I said.

“Okay,” he said, when the breathing had evened. “Now I have something to carry.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

He pulled back, rolled to the side, and lay looking at the ceiling. I turned my head and looked at him. My face, serene and certain.

The morning was quiet around us. The bedroom smelled like the cedar sachet in the closet and like us, like the specific combination of two borrowed bodies that had been in close contact for five days. He was looking at the ceiling with a quality of attention I recognized: the way he looked at a problem he had decided how to approach.

“I want to say something before we try,” he said.

“Okay.”

“I’ve been thinking about what changes when we go back.” He turned his head. “Not what gets harder. I know what gets harder. I know about Mark and the age thing and all of it.” A beat. “I’ve been thinking about what gets better.”

“What does get better?”

“I’ll be able to look at you,” he said. “I mean actually look at you. Not manage whether I’m looking too much or in the wrong way or for too long. Just look.” He paused. “I’ve been managing that for two years.”

I thought about the looking I had been managing. The deliberate way I had been not-looking, not-noticing, training myself not to follow certain thoughts to their conclusions. “Two years,” I said.

“Since the night I slept on your couch after that terrible party junior year and you made eggs at two in the morning and you had your hair up and there was flour on your shirt because you’d been doing something in the kitchen before I arrived and you were completely unbothered about it.” He looked back at the ceiling. “I thought: there she is. That’s someone who knows who they are.”

I had not known he had seen that.

“You were twenty-one,” I said.

“I was.”

“I was forty-five.”

“I know.” Not a contradiction. Not an apology. Just acknowledgment. “I know what the math is. I know what the math will look like to everyone who sees it. And I’ve been carrying this for two years anyway because I can do math and still know what I know.” He turned to look at me. “You know what you know too. You’ve just been convincing yourself not to trust it.”

The words landed exactly where they should.

“Yeah,” I said.

“So I just wanted to say that. Before.” He reached across and found my hand. His hand, my hand, the reversed wrongness of it for the last time. “When we go back, I’m not going to manage it anymore.”

“Okay,” I said. My voice was rough. “Then neither will I.”

“And I want you to stop underpricing your time on the Hendrickson contract,” he said, without a pause, without a shift in tone.

I stared at him. “You’re telling me to renegotiate a contract right before we try to reverse a body swap.”

“I looked at your spreadsheets,” he said, with the calm of someone who finds this entirely reasonable. “The Hendrickson project scope expanded twice and you didn’t adjust your rate either time. You’re leaving about six thousand dollars on the table.”

“We’re about to attempt —”

“I know what we’re about to attempt,” he said. “And that’s exactly why I’m saying this now.” He turned fully to face me. “You have a whole tab in there labeled ‘hours_actual’ and a separate tab labeled ‘hours_billed.’ The billed number is always lower. Not a little lower. A lot lower. You track the discrepancy and never do anything about it.”

I opened my mouth and closed it.

“You know what the gap is. You’ve been tracking it for eighteen months. You just haven’t asked for it.” He held my gaze with the particular patience of someone who has been inside the body attached to these habits and has done the reading. “That spreadsheet isn’t a record of what you’re worth. It’s a record of how long you’ve been afraid to say it out loud.”

The accuracy of it sat in my chest without a cushion around it.

“When you go back to that body,” he said, “you’re going to keep being afraid to ask for what you’re worth unless someone tells you it’s okay.” He met my gaze. “It’s okay. You’re allowed. The work is excellent. The client is happy. Ask for what you’re worth.”

For a moment I looked at him, at my own face with his specific calm behind it. Then I laughed, a short surprised sound. He looked slightly smug.

“Six thousand dollars,” I said.

“Minimum,” he said.

“Okay.” A pause. “I’ll do it.”

“Good.”

He squeezed my hand once and let it go.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes.”



We cleaned up and dressed and went back to the kitchen, and I set the resonator on the table between us. It looked smaller in the morning light. Ordinary. A rock. A small polished rock that had somehow been exactly where it needed to be when two people who had been careful with each other for four years finally stopped being careful.

“Same as before,” I said. “Both hands. Both of us holding it.”

“And think about our own bodies.”

“Think about coming back,” I said. “Not escaping. Coming back to ourselves to meet each other there.”

He reached across the table and laid his — my — hand over mine, over the resonator. The obsidian was warm between our palms. The faint electric tingle I had felt since the beginning, the residual charge still living in the stone, patient and waiting.

“Okay,” he said. Quiet and steady.

I closed my eyes.

I reached for Elena Vance. Not the idea of her. The specific weight: the bad knee, the lower back ache, the silver-streaked hair that felt like defeat some mornings and like evidence on others. The lavender shampoo. The rings I had left on the nightstand. The way my own hands felt at the end of a day in the garden, dirty under the nails, completely satisfied.

The way my voice sounded in my own ears, in the first moment of every morning.

The particular loneliness of a house that had been full once and was now just mine. The way I had learned to make that loneliness livable, to fill it with small specific joys.

And, new, and more certain than anything: the knowledge that I was going back to a life where Liam Park was in it. Not as my son’s friend. As himself. As the person who had held me from the outside and known me from the inside and said I think I’m falling in love with you through a door at midnight, with nothing to protect except the truth.

I wanted to be Elena for that. I wanted to be Elena for all of it.

The resonator hummed. A low, deep vibration, felt more in the sternum than the fingertips. The same frequency as the night of the party, but steadier this time, controlled. I gripped tighter and felt him grip tighter too.

“I feel it,” Liam said, very quietly.

“Keep going,” I said. “Stay with it.”

The hum built. Light gathered behind my closed eyes — not a flash, not the violent blinding crack of the first time, but a gathering warmth. I kept my mind on Elena. On the weight of her. On the sound of her laugh in her own chest.

Elena. Mine. Myself.

Liam.

The warmth peaked.

Then it broke.

Not a jolt. A settling. Like water finding its level. Like a dislocated joint returning to the socket. A moment of disorientation, the world briefly sideways, gravity briefly arguing with itself, and then —

Weight. My own weight. The specific, known, imperfect weight of my own body: the bad knee, the lower back ache, the full settled presence of my own chest, my own hands, my own hair against my own neck. The rings on my right hand — I must have put them back on that morning without thinking. They were there. The familiar weight of the silver.

I gasped.

The sound that came out was my voice. My actual voice, the one I had lived with for forty-five years, unchanged and completely astonishing.

Across the table, Liam Park made a sound — a low involuntary sound, half disbelief and half relief — and I opened my eyes.

He was himself.

Sharp cheekbones. Korean-American features. Perpetually messy black hair, slightly disheveled, dark eyes wide. Liam’s face. His actual face, the face I had worn for five days and never fully seen from the right distance. The wave tattoo on his forearm. The breadth of his shoulders. His actual voice, his actual height, his actual hands.

He looked at his hands. Turned them over. Looked at me.

“Elena,” he said. His voice. His baritone, not my voice pretending to be him. His actual voice, saying my name.

“Yes,” I said. My voice. “I’m here.”

We sat there for a moment, the resonator dark between us on the table, both of us slightly shaking with the adrenaline of having gotten something back we hadn’t been entirely sure we could get back. Then Liam Park — his own face, his own hands, sitting across from me at my kitchen table — let out a long unsteady breath.

“Well,” he said. “That’s better.”

A laugh broke out of me. My laugh. Completely mine, from the right place in my chest. It startled us both and then Liam was laughing too, and we sat there at the kitchen table laughing with the specific helpless quality of people who have been through something enormous and have arrived on the other side.

When the laughter settled, the kitchen was still. Ordinary. The morning light was still moving slowly across the far wall.

Liam looked at me. Really looked at me, his eyes traveling across my face with a careful deliberate attention I recognized: the look of someone who has known a face from the inside and is now learning to love it from the outside.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” I said back.

A beat. The kitchen clock. The hum of the refrigerator. The distant sound of a car starting somewhere on the street.

“So,” Liam said. “Dinner tonight. Mark’s celebrating.”

“Yes.”

“And after dinner —”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said.

He nodded slowly, a small smile at the corner of his mouth. Then he stood, and came around the table, and stood in front of me with his actual height and his actual hands and his actual face, and I looked up at him and thought: there you are. I’ve been looking at you for years and I finally see you.

He held out his hand. His real hand. Palm up, open, an invitation without pressure.

I put mine in it. My real hand, silver rings and garden calluses and the bitten nail on the ring finger.

The contact was just skin on skin. No electric shock, no cosmic loop, no feedback between nervous systems. Just the straightforward warmth of two people touching each other in their own bodies, in their own lives, deciding together what came next.

Simple. Terrifying. Exactly right.


Chapter 8 — A New Kind of Touch

The dinner with Mark was a masterclass in ordinary.

He had chosen the corner table at the Italian place on Judah, the one with the red-checked tablecloths and the candles in wine bottles — more wax than wine at this point, having been slowly consumed over what appeared to be several years of celebrations. It was a restaurant Mark had been suggesting since he was sixteen and decided he was sophisticated enough to appreciate pasta that cost more than nine dollars.

He sat across from us and talked about the design institute, about his laptop specs, about a road trip he was planning with friends before the summer program started in July. He was happy and bright and completely oblivious, which was exactly as it should be. He ate an entire ribeye and most of my fries.

Liam and I sat on the same side of the table, which was not something we had done before. Mark noted it with mild amusement and no particular alarm. “You two are weird tonight,” he said, around a mouthful of steak. “In a good way. Like you both just got good news.”

“Long week,” I said. “Things resolved.”

Mark looked between us and his expression did something complicated that I filed away to think about later. Then he went back to his steak. “Cool. As long as nobody’s dead.”

“Nobody’s dead,” Liam said.

“Great. More fries?”

Under the table, Liam’s knee was against mine. It stayed there the entire meal. Neither of us mentioned it.

I ate my salmon and watched Mark and thought about what it meant to keep a secret from someone you loved. Not the secret of the past five days, which was so strange and so specific that it would probably never come out, not because it needed to be hidden but because there was no version of telling it that didn’t require a fundamental restructuring of how Mark understood physics. But the other secret. The one that was slowly taking shape, that was not yet a thing with a name but was undeniably becoming one.

For now: the knee. The fries. The particular quality of a dinner with someone you love when you know you are going to leave it changed.

After dinner, Mark drove off toward his friends. Liam and I stood in the parking lot under the particular quality of late evening light that turns everything slightly gold and slightly unreal.

“What now?” he said.

It was the question we had been asking each other all week. It felt different in our own voices. Answerable.

“Now,” I said, “I think you should come inside.”

He considered me for a moment, his hands in his jacket pockets, the evening light making the line of his jaw sharper than usual. He was beautiful. He had always been beautiful, and I had looked away too fast, too many times, for too many careful reasons. The reasons had not disappeared. They sat in the reasonable part of my mind, cataloguing every complication. They were real reasons.

I was done letting them make decisions for me.

“Okay,” he said.



We walked back to my house, which was mine again, where the eucalyptus in the vase by the stairs smelled the way it always had and the third step creaked the way it always had. Liam followed me through the door and stood in the hallway and looked at the house with the expression of someone who has been somewhere very strange and is now remembering the before.

“It’s different from inside,” he said.

“Everything is.”

I turned on the lamp in the living room. Liam sat on the sofa. I sat beside him, close, our arms touching.

“I have to tell you something,” he said.

“Okay.”

“I’ve been in love with you since before any of this.” He said it to the middle distance, not to my face, with the careful composure of someone who has rehearsed the sentence a hundred times. “Not in a confusing way. Not as a friend’s mother. Just… as you. As Elena. I think it started when you brought me lemonade that summer and you looked away too fast.”

I thought about the lemonade. The summer. How fast I had looked away.

“I know,” I said.

He looked at me then. “You knew?”

“Not consciously. But when you told me, inside my own body, wearing my face — it landed exactly as true. Not as a revelation. As something I had been managing not to know.” I held his gaze. “I’ve been doing that for a long time.”

“What changed?”

“Being inside you changed it,” I said. “Not because of the bodies. Because of how you are. Inside, I mean. The kind of person you are when nobody’s deciding how to see you.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “So have you. About the finances. About how scared you are. About Tuesdays.”

I hadn’t known he knew about Tuesdays.

He must have seen it on my face. “Mark told me a long time ago. He didn’t think anything of it. I thought about it for weeks.”

“We’re both very good at not showing the fragile parts,” I said.

“Yeah.” He was quiet for a moment. Something settled in his face — a decision being made. “Can I tell you something I’ve been thinking about?”

“Okay.”

“I looked at your spreadsheets.” He said it plainly, without apology. “While I was in your house. In your body. I wasn’t trying to invade your privacy — I needed to understand what was causing the tension I could feel in you every time you sat at that desk.”

I stared at him. “You looked at my spreadsheets.”

“I have a quantitative background,” he said. “The numbers are not as dire as you’ve been treating them. You’re underpricing the Hendrickson contract by about twenty percent, and you’re carrying more stress about that than the actual numbers warrant.” He paused. “I made some notes. I can walk you through them if you want.”

The specific tenderness of that — the unsentimental practical kindness of it — arrived somewhere I hadn’t expected.

“You looked at my spreadsheets,” I said again.

“I was worried about you,” he said. “About your body. About the person inhabiting it. The stress I kept feeling whenever I sat at that desk — I wanted to understand it.” He looked at me. “You’ve been managing that alone for a long time.”

For a moment I didn’t say anything. Outside, the neighborhood was quiet. The lamp made its amber circle in the room. I had spent three years managing those spreadsheets alone, in exactly the way I managed everything: carefully, privately, not letting anyone see the moments when the math came out wrong.

“I’ve spent a long time not letting anyone see the fragile parts,” I said.

“I know.” He didn’t say it accusingly. “I could feel them. From the inside, they felt like the most real things about you.”

“You were spending a lot of time in my head.”

“Hard to avoid, when I was living in your body.” He paused. “Also: I think you’re underestimating how much people love you. Mark talks about you the way you’d want your child to talk about you. He doesn’t know the spreadsheets exist. He just knows you’ve been reliable. That’s what he says. That his mom is reliable.”

My throat tightened unexpectedly. “Reliable.”

“He means it as the highest praise.” A quiet smile. “He told me that once. Straight up. He said: my mom is the most reliable person I’ve ever met. Nothing gets to her.” He looked at me. “He doesn’t know what it costs you. He just knows the result.”

“He shouldn’t have to know what it costs,” I said.

“No.” He held my gaze. “But you should be allowed to show the cost to someone.” A beat. “I’m right here. I know the cost now.”

“Yeah.” He looked at my hands. “Can I —”

He reached out, slowly, and took one. My real hand. His thumb moved across my knuckles and I felt it arrive exactly as it should: one sensation in one body, clear and unambiguous. No loop. Just this.

“That’s so different,” he said, half-wondering.

“I know.” I laced my fingers through his. “Just this.”

He brought his hand up to my face — his hand on my cheek, the real one — and the contact was simply what it was: him touching me.

“I want to be careful,” I said. “With this. With you.”

“I know.” He didn’t look afraid of that. “I want to be careful too.”

“Mark —”

“We’ll talk to him. When we know what we’re saying.” His thumb traced the line of my jaw. “We don’t have to know everything tonight.”

“No.” I turned my face into his palm. “Tonight we can just be here.”

I kissed him. His mouth was his, not a closed loop, not an echo. He made a soft sound when I kissed him, a sound of surprise and welcome, and kissed me back with the same care and intensity he had brought to everything else about this week.

We stayed on the sofa for a long time, close and warm in the lamp’s amber circle. He told me things about himself he had never told anyone, and I told him things I had buried under constant motion since David died. The hour got late. The lamplight stayed steady.

“Stay,” I said eventually. “Just sleep here. We don’t have to be anything more than this tonight.”

He nodded. Slowly, like someone setting down something heavy with care. “Okay.”

We went upstairs. My bedroom. My sheets, my scent, the Persian rug. I gave him one of David’s old t-shirts and we lay down together in the dark and he was warm and present and exactly the right person in exactly the right place, and I fell asleep in my own life, exactly where I wanted to be.



The morning came in quiet and slow.

I woke before he did and lay on my side and watched him sleep. His face was soft at rest, the careful composure he carried in waking gone completely. He looked unguarded. It was a face I had seen across rooms for four years and never fully looked at, and now it was the last thing I saw before I slept and the first thing when I woke, and I was trying to understand what to do with the enormity of that.

His eyes opened. For a moment they were unfocused, then they locked onto me. A slow smile spread.

“Morning,” he murmured.

“Morning.”

He stretched, languid, and ran a hand through his disheveled hair. His eyes traveled across my face with a careful attention I recognized. “You look better in your own face,” he said.

“That’s a low bar,” I said. “Forty-five.”

“I mean it as a compliment.” He turned on his side to face me. “Your face knows you. All your faces do, but this one knows you best. You look at home in it.”

I thought about that. “You look at home in yours too. Now that I know what’s behind it.”

He reached out and touched my cheek, his hand warm. Just the straightforward contact of two people touching each other in their own bodies. I turned my face into his palm the way he had turned his face into mine, not so many days ago, in this same room, with everything reversed.

“Different,” he said.

“What is?”

“Your face,” he said. “The weight of it. From inside I knew the structure, the muscle beneath the skin. From outside it’s…” He trailed off, looking at me. “I keep wanting to describe it as familiar. But that’s not quite right. It’s more like recognizing something.”

“What does it feel like? Recognizing it?”

He thought about it. “Like the first time you hear a piece of music you’ve never heard before and you know immediately it’s going to be important to you.” He paused. “Not surprise. The opposite of surprise.”

I thought about the opposite of surprise. About knowing something before you’ve been told. About four years of managing a certainty I refused to name.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know what you mean.”

We lay like that for a while, facing each other, the morning light filling the room gradually. I thought about the five days that had just ended. The accident and the panic and then the slow unexpected grace of being known from the inside. The conversations at midnight. The way we had learned to communicate across the impossible gap of being in each other’s nervous systems, until the gap stopped feeling like a gap and started feeling like a bridge.

“What do you want to do today?” I asked. “After.”

“After the reversal?”

“After the reversal.”

He thought about it. “I want to walk to the coffee place on Clement Street,” he said. “The one that scoops beans by weight. I want to get the same coffee you always get and drink it outside and look at the street.”

“That’s a very specific thing to want.”

“It was the smell,” he said. “The first morning I made coffee in your kitchen, your body recognized the smell before I did. It was one of those moments where I understood that I was carrying forty-five years of your life in this body. All the mornings of it. The smell of coffee from one specific place.” He looked at me. “I want to go there myself. With my own nose. See what it smells like from the outside.”

“It smells the same,” I said.

“I know it smells the same. That’s not the point.” He smiled. “The point is doing something ordinary together. After.”

I thought about ordinary. About how the opposite of the past five days was not drama or resolution but just the sequence of ordinary days that came after: the coffee and the mornings and the neighbor’s sprinkler and the kitchen tile I had installed myself on that October Saturday when I had needed something to do with my hands.

“I’d like that,” I said.

He looked at me. “And then,” he said, “I want to talk to Mark.”

My chest tightened. “We don’t have to do that right away.”

“We don’t,” he agreed. “But I want to be ready to. I don’t want to start something with you that starts with hiding.” He paused. “I know it’ll be hard. I know he’s going to have feelings about it that aren’t comfortable. But Mark is a good person and he loves you and he knows me. If we give him time, he’ll find his way to okay with it.” A beat. “I believe that.”

“You believe it or you hope it?”

“Both,” he said honestly. “Right now both. But I believe it more than I fear the alternative.”

I held his gaze. He looked absolutely steady, this twenty-two-year-old who had spent five days in my body and come out the other side knowing things about me I hadn’t known about myself, who had looked at my spreadsheets with his quantitative background and his concern for my body’s well-being and told me I was underpricing my time. Who had been carrying a feeling for two years without letting it spill because he was being careful of me.

“You’re a better person than I’ve given you credit for,” I said.

“You’ve given me plenty of credit,” he said. “You just didn’t let yourself follow the thought to its conclusions.”

“I’m doing that now.”

“I know.” His thumb traced my jaw. “I can tell.”

“I keep thinking about what you said,” I said. “That you wanted something to carry when we went back. Something to bring with you.”

“Do you?”

“I think I do.” I held his gaze. “I think we both do.”

He looked at me for a long moment. The morning light made everything quiet. “What do you want?” he asked.

The question was simple and not at all simple. I thought about it honestly, the way I had been learning to think about things since five days ago: without the layer of editing, without the careful management of what I admitted to wanting.

“To understand this,” I said. “In our own bodies. What it feels like from here, with no feedback loop, no borrowed nervous system. Just this.” I paused. “To know what it’s like to touch you.”

“The real version.”

“The real version.”

He leaned in and kissed me, slow and deliberate, the kind of kiss that isn’t rushing toward anything because it is itself the thing. I kissed him back and felt it as it should feel: just this, just the press of his mouth and the warmth of his hand at my jaw and the ordinary extraordinary fact of wanting someone and having them want you back.

When we parted he looked at me with his dark eyes warm in the morning light. The light was doing what morning light does in June in this city: coming in at an angle that made everything specific, that caught the individual qualities of things and made them visible. His jaw. The fine structure of his cheekbones. The particular way light sat in his dark eyes.

I thought: I am going to look at this for a long time. I am going to learn this face from the outside the way I learned it from the inside. I am going to stop looking away.

“Let me show you something,” he said.

He sat up and reached for my hand, and when I took it he held it between both of his and studied it: the silver rings, the slightly rough skin from the garden, the bitten nail on the ring finger. He touched each thing with attention, the way you touch something you’ve been curious about for a long time and are finally allowed to examine.

“I know this hand from the inside,” he said. “Now I want to know it from here.”

He brought my hand up and kissed my knuckles, one by one, unhurried. I felt each one arrive exactly where it should, a single clear sensation in my own body. No circuit. No overlap. Just his lips on my hand and the warmth of that spreading upward through the arm.

He worked his way up my wrist, to the inside of my elbow, turning my arm over to trace the soft skin there with his lips. I closed my eyes. The sensation was gentle and absolutely precise, landing where it landed without doubling back.

“Tell me what you feel,” he said against my skin.

“Everything,” I said. “In the right place.”

He smiled against my arm. I felt that too.

We moved slowly. He learned my body from outside with the same attention he had given it from inside, with the full knowledge of where every sensitivity lived and the interest in verifying it from the new angle. He was thorough and unhurried. He took his time at my throat, kissing the side of my neck with a deliberateness that made my breath change. The soft skin behind my ears. He kissed my collarbone with the care of someone verifying a theory, felt my shoulders with both hands, traced the curve of my waist.

I ran my hands over him in return. Over the breadth of his shoulders, which were entirely his and entirely new to me from this angle. The line of his jaw, where the stubble was beginning to show. The wrist with the wave tattoo. I ran my thumb along the ink, tracing the curl of the wave, and felt him still under my touch.

“I never knew what that looked like from outside,” I said.

“Did you learn to read it?”

“The whole design. I was inside it for five days before I understood it was a wave.” I looked at the tattoo. “I should have looked closer, all those years. I kept not looking.”

“We both had reasons,” he said, “for not looking.”

He lowered himself alongside me on the bed, his chest against my side, his hand resting on my waist. The heat of him was present and real and ordinary in the best sense: just a person close to you, wanting to be close to you. His body was entirely his, and I was learning it from the outside for the first time, the landscape rather than the sensations.

When his hand moved lower it was gradual, a question being asked one inch at a time. I answered by turning toward him.

He parted my thighs gently and took his time, beginning at the inner knee and working upward with his fingers, the touch light and purposeful. He knew exactly where he was going. He had been in this body. He had carried the map of every sensitivity in it for five days.

“There’s something different about this,” he said, his hand tracing higher, finding the soft crease of my hip.

“What?”

“Knowing without feeling it at the same time.” He looked at me with his own eyes. “Before, I felt everything I did to you. Now it’s just — you.” His hand rested at the top of my inner thigh, warm and still. “I have to read you more carefully.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not even a little bit.”

The contact when it came was unambiguous and clear, his fingers warm and careful and his eyes on my face from the distance where you can read everything. I held his gaze.

“There,” I said.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

He learned what worked with patience and real attention, asking with his hands and listening with his eyes and occasionally with words, direct and unhurried. He found the rhythm that worked and held it, watching the changes in my breathing, the tension in my hands, the sounds I made. He was paying attention the way he paid attention to everything: completely, without distraction.

“Tell me what you feel,” he said. His voice was low, right at my ear.

“Your hands,” I said. “Just your hands.”

“Is that all?”

“No.” My voice had gone unsteady. “I feel you watching me. That’s — part of it. Being looked at like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m worth looking at,” I said. “Like you’re not going to look away.”

He didn’t look away. He held my gaze and kept working, his fingers finding the exact rhythm that worked, the specific angle that made my hips move without me deciding to, and I let myself be loud about it. I had been loud in his body, which was already different from how I had been in mine. But this was different again — this was my own voice in my own chest responding to someone who had studied me from the inside and was applying that knowledge from the outside.

“You’re close,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“I’m close,” I said. “Keep doing — exactly that. Don’t —”

“I’ve got you,” he said.

And he did. He held me exactly where I needed to be held and then pushed me over it, and I came with my own voice in my own body with his eyes watching and his hand warm at my hip and everything happening in the right place for the first time in this particular week.

I came apart with his eyes on mine and my hand at his jaw and my own voice in my own chest, everything happening in the right place in the right body, the simple and absolute clarity of one person and one sensation and nothing else.

I lay in the aftermath and looked at the ceiling. The morning was still quiet. The bedroom smelled like my shampoo and the cedar sachet in the closet.

“Your turn,” I said.

He made a low sound that was not objection.

I took my time. I had been watching him for five days from inside his body, but watching from inside was different from watching from outside, from this particular distance with his actual face visible and fully available. I could see his eyes. I could see the changes in his expression, the way the careful composure came apart in stages.

“Tell me what you want,” I said. “Exactly.”

He looked at me. Something in his face decided to stop being careful. “I want you to figure it out,” he said. “I want to watch you learn it.”

So I did that. I started with his throat, which I had worn for five days, and worked outward from there: the collarbone, the chest, the line of his sternum. I learned his responses from the outside for the first time, reading the quick inhale, the minute tension, the places where he went very still because the sensation was arriving somewhere important.

“There,” he said, at one point.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

His voice had gone rough and low. He was generous about telling me what he wanted, direct and unhurried about it, not performing patience or stoicism about it. He said what he wanted when I asked and stayed quiet when the asking wasn’t necessary, and I found both of those things completely arresting: the directness of it, the trust.

When I moved to take him in my mouth he made a sound that seemed to surprise even him. I worked him slowly, learning the weight of him from this angle, learning the vocabulary of his pleasure in real time. His hand found my hair, not directing, just present, warm against my head.

“Elena,” he said, at some point, just my name, and the way he said it had the full weight of everything we had been through in it: the week, the bodies, the conversations at midnight, the specific and impossible intimacy of knowing each other from the inside.

I took my time with him the way he had taken his time with me, and by the time he came he was fully undone, gripping the headboard, one long exhale that carried everything.

We lay together in the quiet of the room for a long time after. The morning continued its indifferent progress around us, the light shifting. His breathing slowed. My breathing slowed. The neighborhood outside was doing its morning things, and inside we were simply two people in a bedroom, in our own bodies, in our own lives, at the beginning of something we would figure out together.

“Mark on Clement Street,” I said eventually.

“What?”

“After the reversal. You said you wanted to go to the coffee place on Clement Street.”

“Ah.” A quiet smile. “Yeah.”

“We can do that,” I said. “Today. After.”

He turned his head to look at me. “Today?”

“Today.”

He looked at the ceiling for a moment. Then: “Can we take the long way? Walk along the park?”

“Yes.”

“And can you tell me things about the neighborhood? The things you know about it that I’ve never had occasion to ask?”

I thought about the neighborhood. About twenty-two years of knowing these particular blocks: the house on the corner with the window box that had the same geraniums every year, the Chinese grocery that had been the same family since before Mark was born, the specific quality of light on the park grass in the early morning. Things I had stopped noticing because I had been living among them too long.

“I have a lot of things to tell you,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “I want to hear them.”

We lay together in the quiet of the room for a long time after. The morning continued its indifferent progress around us, the light shifting, the neighborhood waking up outside, the refrigerator cycling on downstairs.

I looked at the ceiling. The specific ceiling of my bedroom, with its particular pattern of small shadows from the trim. I had looked at this ceiling through insomnia and grief and ordinary Tuesday nights for years. Now I was looking at it with Liam Park beside me and the weight of his breathing beside me and the specific warmth of a person who had chosen to be here. The ceiling was the same. I was different.

“I want to ask you something,” he said.

“Okay.”

“After today. After the reversal and everything that comes with it. When things have settled and Mark knows and the world has had time to form its opinions.” He paused. “What do you want? Not what’s practical or careful or managed. What do you actually want?”

I thought about what I actually wanted. Without the managing layer. “A good morning,” I said. “Every day. Coffee and a person who’s actually there.” I thought about the kitchen. The blue tile. The cast iron pan from my mother. “The garden. A project that means something. Someone to talk to at the end of the day who understands why the things that mattered today mattered.” I paused. “Mark to be okay.”

“Mark will be okay,” he said. “What else?”

“You,” I said simply. “That’s what else.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “Yeah,” he said. “That’s what I want too.”

“Are you ready?” I asked, eventually.

He turned his head and looked at me. Dark eyes steady. “Yes.”



We made coffee and sat at the kitchen table with the resonator between us.

Outside, the neighborhood was fully awake. The sounds of it came through the kitchen window: someone’s sprinkler, a car, the distant sound of a lawn mower starting up two streets over. The city doing its morning things. Ordinary and continuous and completely indifferent to what had happened in this kitchen over the past week.

I watched Liam across the table and tried to do what I had been learning to do: see him. Just see him, without the defensive apparatus of not-looking, without the management.

He had good hands. I had worn them for five days and I knew their structure from the inside, the long fingers, the guitar calluses on the left fingertips that had confused me the first morning. From outside, sitting here, I could see them differently: the way they held a coffee mug with a slightly loose grip. The wave tattoo in the morning light.

“I’ve been thinking about what I want to tell you before we do this,” he said. “And I keep landing on the same thing.”

“What thing?”

He looked at me. “That the hardest part isn’t Mark. Or the age. Or anything everyone will have an opinion about.” He set down the mug. “The hardest part is going to be you getting out of your own way. Not with me. Just in general. The Hendrickson thing is just one version of a pattern that’s everywhere in how you live.”

I looked at him. “You’re diagnosing me before we reverse a body swap.”

“I have good timing.” He almost smiled. “I’m not criticizing you. I’m saying I see it. And I want you to know I see it. Not so I can fix it — that’s not my job — but so that when you’re doing it, there’s someone who notices.” He looked at his coffee. “Someone who will look at the spreadsheets and say: you know you’re allowed to ask, right?”

“You’re going to be very annoying,” I said.

“Probably.” A real smile now. “You can be annoying back. I have many things you could call me out on.”

“You forget things when you’re thinking about something else.”

“Yes.”

“You leave cabinet doors open.”

“Also yes.”

“You’ve been in my house for five days and you never once asked where the compost bin was.”

He winced. “That one I’m actually sorry about.”

I looked at him across the table. The morning light. The coffee. The resonator between us like a piece of evidence. I thought about ordinary. About what ordinary looked like if you got to choose it. The kitchen tile I had installed myself. The garden. The coffee from Clement Street.

“Before we try,” he said, “I want to say something.”

“Okay.”

“I know this is going to be complicated.” He turned his coffee mug in his hands. “With Mark. With the age difference. With everything. I know it’s complicated.”

“I know.”

“I’m not asking you to decide anything right now. I just want you to know that I know the full weight of it and I’m choosing this anyway.” He looked at me. “Not because of the swap. Not because of the week. Because of you. The Tuesday visits. The spreadsheets. The way you looked at me at graduation before any of this happened, and then looked away.”

My throat tightened. “I was doing a lot of looking away.”

“I know.” His hand, across the table. “You don’t have to anymore.”

I reached across and took it. We sat there for a moment, his hand in mine.

“I’m not afraid of it anymore,” I said. “Any of it.”

He looked at me. His eyes steady, warm. “No?”

“No.” I laced my fingers through his, the straightforward skin-on-skin warmth of it. No loop. No feedback. Just this. “Clement Street coffee first. Then we figure out the rest.”

He smiled — a slow, private smile that I had somehow never seen before this week, the kind that didn’t perform anything. “Yeah,” he said. “That sounds exactly right.”
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