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CHAPTER 1

The email from Yvonne came in at 4:47 PM on a Friday, thirteen minutes before Jack was supposed to leave.

Hi Jack, I need the Bellman report reformatted before Monday. New template attached. Thanks!

He stared at his screen. The Bellman report was forty-six pages. The new template had different margins, different headers, different fonts. He'd spent three days on the original formatting. Three days of adjusting column widths and nudging pie charts half a pixel to the left because Yvonne thought they looked "off-center." Now she wanted a different template.

He clicked the attachment. It was identical to the old template except the headers were in Calibri instead of Arial.

He closed his laptop. He didn't reply. He grabbed his jacket and his keys and walked out of the office into a parking lot full of rain.

The drive home took forty minutes in traffic that should have taken twenty. His wipers needed replacing. They left a greasy smear across the windshield on every pass, turning the brake lights ahead of him into red smudges. He sat in it and let the anger settle from a boil to a simmer. By the time he pulled into the driveway it had cooled into something heavier. Tiredness. The kind that doesn't come from lack of sleep.

He sat in the car for a minute after he parked. The house looked the same as always. Two stories, beige siding, a gutter on the left side that had been pulling away from the fascia for six months. The porch light was on. It was the only thing that suggested anyone was home.

He got out. Something sharp dug into the ball of his foot as he stepped onto the wet driveway. He swore, leaned against the car, and pulled off his shoe. A small black stone fell into his palm. Smooth, round, about the size of a marble. Warm, which didn't make sense. It had been sitting in his shoe, not in the sun.

He turned it over. It was heavier than it looked. Almost like a ball bearing, but the surface was matte, not metallic. He couldn't tell what it was made of.

He pocketed it because he didn't know what else to do with it and went inside.

The house smelled like nothing. Not food, not cleaning products, not candles. Nothing. It was the smell of a house where nobody had cooked or opened a window all day. Jack hung his jacket on the hook by the door and dropped his keys in the bowl on the hallway table. A stack of envelopes sat next to the bowl, all of them ripped open, most of them from the electric company or the hospital where Diana used to do double shifts.

Diana wasn't his mother. Not biologically. She was the woman next door who'd watched him through the fence when he was small and brought over casseroles when his parents forgot to feed him and eventually, when he was seven and his parents stopped coming home at all, took him in.

He'd called her Mom by the end of the first year. Not because anyone told him to. Because she packed his lunch and checked his homework and sat on the edge of his bed when he had nightmares and at some point the word just came out and neither of them corrected it. She was his mother in every way that mattered and none of the ways that would hold up in court, which was fine, because nobody had ever come looking for him.

She was at the kitchen table, still in her scrubs, the pale blue ones from the clinic. Her hair was pulled back in a clip that was losing its grip, strands falling around her face. She had a pen in one hand and a calculator in front of her and she was looking at a spreadsheet she'd printed out. Bills. Always bills. The fluorescent light above the table made her skin look grey.

She looked up when he walked in. She didn't smile.

"You're late."

"Traffic."

"The gutters need cleaning. I asked you two weeks ago."

Jack opened the fridge. There was leftover pasta from three days ago, a half-empty jug of milk, and condiments. No one had gone grocery shopping. He closed the fridge.

"I'll do it this weekend."

"You said that last weekend."

"Then I'll say it again next weekend. I just walked in the door, Mom."

She put the pen down. Not gently. "I've been sitting here for two hours trying to figure out how we're going to pay the water bill and the electric bill in the same month. The gutters are overflowing every time it rains and it's going to cause water damage and I can't afford water damage. So when I ask you to clean the gutters, I'm not nagging. I'm trying to keep this house from falling apart."

"I know."

"Do you? Because it doesn't feel like you know. It feels like you come home and go upstairs and close your door and I handle everything else."

He wanted to say something back. Something sharp, something that would match the pressure building behind his eyes. But she looked so tired. She looked like someone who'd been tired for so long that she'd forgotten what not-tired felt like. The lines around her mouth were deeper than they'd been a year ago. Her shoulders were pulled up toward her ears.

"I'll try to get the gutters clean tomorrow," he said.

"Fine."

"Jesus, Mom. What more do you want?"

He went upstairs. He closed his door. He didn't slam it, but he shut it harder than he needed to, and the frame rattled.

He sat on his bed and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. His room was small. A bed, a desk, a closet, a window that looked out on the neighbor's fence. His laptop bag was on the desk from this morning. His laundry basket was overflowing. There was a glass of water on the nightstand from last night that he hadn't brought down.

He was twenty-four years old and he still lived with his mother and nothing about his life was going in the direction he'd planned.

He sat there for a while. The rain kept hitting the window.

***

He went back downstairs around nine for water. The kitchen light was off now, but the living room light was on, and he could hear the TV at low volume. He filled a glass at the sink and was about to go back upstairs when he heard the front door open and close.

Sophie came into the kitchen still wearing her work polo, the green one from Thread & Needle with the little spool of thread logo on the chest. She had her hair in a ponytail, the reddish blonde gone dark with sweat at the temples, and her bag slung over one shoulder. Her face was flushed and pale at the same time, the way fair skin gets after a long shift under fluorescent lights. She looked like she'd been on her feet for eight hours, which she had.

She dropped her bag on a chair and opened the fridge. Stared into it. Closed it. Opened the cereal cabinet instead and pulled down a box of Cheerios. She poured a bowl, discovered the milk was nearly empty, used what was left, and ate standing at the counter.

She noticed Jack leaning against the opposite counter with his glass of water.

"Heard you and Mom going at it."

"Mind your own business, Soph."

"Hard to do when you slam every door in the house."

"I didn't slam it. I closed it firmly."

"Firmly." She ate a spoonful of cereal. "That what we're calling it?"

He didn't answer. She ate. The cereal was loud in the quiet kitchen.

"Bad day?" she asked.

"Yvonne wants me to reformat a forty-six page report because she changed her mind about the font."

"Which font?"

"Calibri instead of Arial."

Sophie looked at him. "Those are basically the same font."

"I know."

"Can you tell her no?"

"Not if I want to keep the job."

Sophie ate another spoonful. She was tall, taller than most of the girls Jack had gone to high school with. Skinny and sporty with a way of standing that always looked like she was about to leave the room even when she wasn't going anywhere.

Sophie had come to the house two years after him. Different house, different story. The family a few streets over had a daughter they couldn't keep, or wouldn't, and Diana had come home one afternoon with a nine-year-old girl carrying a garbage bag of clothes and a permanent expression of suspicion. Sophie had been calling Diana Mom within six months. Not because she'd forgotten where she came from. Because Diana was better.

"Hot water heater's acting up again," Sophie said.

"Since when?"

"Since this morning. I called the repair guy. He can't come until Thursday."

"Great."

"I told him it was urgent. He said Thursday was urgent."

Jack drank his water. Sophie ate her cereal. The TV murmured from the other room. This was how most of their conversations went. Logistics. Updates. The shared maintenance of a house that was always slightly broken.

"Mom looked rough tonight," Sophie said. She said it the way she said most things about Diana. Flat. Observational. Not mean, but not soft either.

"She's stressed about the bills."

"She's always stressed about the bills."

"Yeah."

"You think she's okay?"

Jack shrugged. "She's Mom. She's always okay. She just looks terrible while being okay."

Sophie rinsed her bowl and put it in the dishwasher. She dried her hands on her jeans.

"You look pretty terrible yourself."

"Thanks, Soph."

"I'm serious. You've got that thing you do where your jaw gets all tight and your eyes go flat. Like a pissed-off mannequin."

"A pissed-off mannequin."

"It's very specific to you. I'd recognize it anywhere."

He almost smiled. That was the thing about Sophie. She was annoying in a way that was somehow also the only thing that helped. She said what she saw and didn't dress it up, and half the time the bluntness of it cut through whatever he was stewing about.

"Go to bed," he said.

"You go to bed. You look worse than I do."

"Goodnight, Sophie."

"Goodnight, pissed-off mannequin."

She grabbed her bag and went upstairs. He heard her door close. Not a slam. Just a click.

***

He stayed downstairs for a few more minutes. Washed his glass. Wiped down the counter where Sophie had spilled cereal dust. Checked the thermostat because the house felt cold and it was. Diana kept it at 64 to save on the electric bill.

He went upstairs. The hallway was dim. Sophie's door was closed. The bathroom door was open, the light off.

His mother's door was open.

He stopped.

She was sitting on the edge of her bed. Still in her scrubs. She hadn't changed, hadn't showered, hadn't moved since the kitchen by the look of it. She was just sitting there, hands in her lap, staring at the wall. She wasn't crying or reading or looking at her phone. Just sitting, like someone who'd gotten halfway through the process of going to bed and forgotten the rest of the steps. Like someone who'd run out of whatever fuel gets a person from the kitchen table to the pillow.

Her shoes were still on. That was the detail that got him. She was sitting on her bed with her shoes on, like she'd come upstairs, sat down, and just stopped.

He stood in the hallway and looked at her and he felt something crack in his chest. Not anger. Something older. The feeling you get when you watch someone drowning and you're standing on the shore and you don't know how to swim.

She didn't notice him. Or she did and didn't have the energy to look up.

He opened his mouth. He was going to say something. Ask if she was okay. Ask if she needed anything. Tell her he'd clean the gutters first thing in the morning, for real this time, and that he was sorry for being short with her and that he could see how tired she was and it scared him.

He closed his mouth.

He went to his room.

He sat on the bed. The house was quiet now except for the rain and the low hum of the furnace. He pulled off his jeans and shirt and sat in his boxers and a t-shirt and stared at the wall the same way Diana had been staring at hers.

He put his hand in the pocket of his jeans, crumpled on the floor, and pulled out the stone. It was still warm. Warmer, maybe, than it had been in the driveway. It sat in his palm like a small, heavy secret.

He didn't know why he held it up to the light. It didn't glow. It didn't pulse. It was just a stone, black and smooth, sitting in his hand, warm enough to feel alive.

He lay back on the bed. Held the stone against his chest. Closed his eyes.

He didn't make a wish. Not really. He didn't put it into words. It was more like a feeling that pushed itself outward, up through his ribs and out of him. A wanting with no shape. Fix it. Make it better. Make her not look like that. Make the bills stop coming. Make the house warm. Make something, anything, different than it is right now.

The stone pulsed once. A single warm throb against his sternum. Like a heartbeat that wasn't his.

He fell asleep with it still on his chest. He didn't dream, or if he did, he didn't remember. Outside, the rain stopped sometime around midnight, and the house settled into the kind of silence that only happens when everyone inside it has given up on the day.


CHAPTER 2

Something woke him.

Not a noise. Not exactly. It was more like the absence of noise. Like the house had stopped making the small sounds it always made at night. The furnace hum, the settling of the walls, the occasional creak of the water heater doing whatever it did at 3 AM. All of it was gone. Replaced by a stillness so total that it had its own weight, pressing against his eardrums like altitude.

Jack opened his eyes.

Light. Under his door. Not the hallway light, which was yellow and dull and left a thin stripe on the carpet. This was different. It shifted. It moved like something alive, flickering between pink and gold, and it was too bright, filling the gap under his door like water.

He lay still. His heart was going but the rest of him hadn't caught up yet. Part of his brain was doing the math on normal explanations. Fire. Ambulance lights. A TV left on. None of them added up to pink.

He got out of bed. The floor was cold under his bare feet. He was in boxers and a t-shirt and the hallway air was strange. Warm. Warmer than the house should have been at 3 AM with the thermostat set to 64. There was a smell, too. Something sweet and clean, like grass after a thunderstorm, but underneath it something else. Something organic. Like flowers rotting.

Diana's bedroom door was open.

The light was coming from inside.

He walked toward it. He didn't think about walking toward it. His feet moved and he followed them. The carpet was warm under his toes, which was wrong. It was February. The carpet was never warm.

He stopped in the doorway.

Diana was standing in the center of her room. She was in her nightgown, the old grey one with the bleach stain on the hem. Her feet were bare. Her arms were at her sides. She was facing away from him, facing the far wall, except there was no far wall anymore.

There was a hole.

That was the only word his brain could produce. A hole in the air, vertical, roughly the height of a person, hanging about a foot off the ground. The edges of it weren't edges exactly. They were torn. The air itself looked ripped, like someone had taken a knife to a canvas and peeled back the layers, and behind the canvas was light. Pink and gold, moving, pulsing with a rhythm that felt biological. Like a heartbeat. Like breathing.

The room hummed with it. The frequency was low enough to feel in his teeth.

Diana didn't turn around. She didn't seem to know he was there. She was looking at the hole and her posture had changed. When he'd seen her on the bed an hour ago she'd looked crushed. Now she looked like someone listening to music only she could hear. Her shoulders were down. Her head was tilted slightly to one side.

"Mom," Jack said.

She didn't respond.

"Mom."

She took a step toward it.

Not a stumble. Not a lurch, like she'd been pulled. She stepped forward with the deliberateness of a woman walking into a room she'd been meaning to enter. Then another step. The light got brighter. It washed over her nightgown and turned the grey fabric pink.

"Mom. Stop."

His voice came out cracked and thin. He stepped into the room. The air was thick in here, warm and sweet and wrong, and the hum was louder, vibrating in his jaw. He reached for her.

She turned her head. Just slightly. Enough for him to see her face in profile, lit up pink and gold.

She was smiling.

Not a happy smile. Not a sad smile. A relieved smile. The kind of smile a person makes when they finally put down something heavy. When they stop fighting something they've been fighting for a long time. She looked more peaceful than he'd ever seen her, and the peacefulness of it was the worst part, worse than screaming would have been, because screaming he could have done something about.

She stepped backward into the hole in the air.

It took her gently. That was the wrong word but it was what happened. The light folded around her like water and she sank into it and her face was the last thing visible, that same relieved expression, and then she was gone.

Jack was standing in his mother's bedroom with his hand outstretched toward empty air and the hole was still there. Still pulsing. Still breathing. The pink light played across his skin and made the hairs on his arm stand up and the hum was in his whole body now, in his ribcage, in the base of his skull.

Something moved inside the light.

It came through the way Diana had gone in. One step. A bare foot on the carpet, then a leg, then a body, then a face. A woman stepping out of the hole in the air the way you'd step through a doorway.

She was naked.

That was the first thing. She was completely naked, still wet with whatever the light was made of, pink and gold streaks running down her skin like she'd walked through a car wash made of sunset. She was standing in his mother's bedroom, dripping, and she looked like Diana.

Not exactly like Diana. Like Diana if you went into Photoshop and moved every slider to the right. Same face, same bone structure, same dark hair, but all of it turned up. Fuller lips. Clearer skin. The lines around her mouth were gone. The hollows under her eyes were gone.

She looked like his mother at twenty-five, or like his mother on the best day she'd ever had, except his mother's best day was still a woman ground down by double shifts and unpaid bills. This woman didn't look like she'd ever been ground down by anything.

She was also, and Jack's brain noted this with a kind of numb inventory, stacked. Diana had always been wide-hipped and heavy-chested and self-conscious about both, hiding behind scrubs and loose sweaters.

This woman had the same build but wore it like it was on purpose. Full breasts, plump butt, a softness in the stomach that was the body of a woman who'd had a kid but in a version that looked deliberate instead of exhausted. She was completely unselfconscious about being naked. She stood there dripping pink light on the carpet and she wasn't covering anything.

She looked at him.

He was in the doorway. His hand was still out, reaching for the space where Diana had been. His mouth was open. He couldn't feel his legs.

She smiled.

"Hello, honey."

His mother's voice. Exactly his mother's voice, the same cadence, the same warmth, except there was something underneath it. Something like amusement. Like she'd been expecting him and was pleased he'd shown up.

His legs quit. He went down, back against the hallway wall, and he sat on the floor and stared at her. She walked toward him. Bare feet on the carpet. Each step left a faint wet print that glowed for a second and then faded. She knelt in front of him, still naked, and she put her hand on his cheek.

Her skin was warm. Solid. Real. She smelled like vanilla and something he couldn't name.

"Breathe, Jack."

He breathed. It came in ragged.

"What..." he started.

She waited.

"What are you?"

"Your wish," she said. Like it was simple. Like it explained anything. "I'm here. I love you more than you could ever know. And I'm going to take care of everything."

She stood up. She walked to Diana's closet, opened it, and reached into the back. She pulled out the silk robe. The one Diana had gotten as a gift years ago and never worn because it was too nice, too impractical, the kind of thing you buy for a woman who has time to feel pretty.

The woman put it on and tied the sash and suddenly she looked almost normal. Almost like his mother getting ready for bed. If his mother had dropped ten years and ten pounds and started radiating something that made the air feel thick.

"Go back to bed," she said.

"I can't."

"You can. And you're going to." She said it gently. Not a command. An instruction, the way a mother tells a child to go back to sleep after a bad dream. "We'll talk in the morning. You need rest."

"My mom just..."

He couldn't finish. His voice was gone. The thing he'd seen, Diana walking into the light, the relief on her face, was already starting to blur at the edges. Already starting to feel impossible. He'd been asleep ten minutes ago.

People see things between sleep and waking. Pink light. Glowing holes in the air. Naked women. His brain was already reaching for the rational explanation, already trying to file this under "nightmare" even while he sat on the hallway floor with carpet burns on his elbows.

"She's resting," the woman said. "She's safe. I promise."

"I don't know you."

"You will."

She looked at him for a long moment. The silk robe moved when she breathed. She had Diana's eyes, brown, patient, and he thought insanely that if he'd seen this woman on the street he would have said that's my mom. He also would have looked twice. And then felt bad about looking twice. And then looked again.

"Go to bed, honey."

He got up. He didn't decide to get up. His body made the decision for him, or maybe whatever she was made it for him, and he walked to his room on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else. He lay down. The sheets were cold. His heart was hammering so hard it shook the mattress, or it felt like it did.

He stared at the ceiling. The pink light was gone from under his door. The hallway was dark again. The house sounds were back. The furnace humming. A creak somewhere in the walls.

He lay there.

He didn't sleep for a long time. He went over it. The light. His mother's face. The hole. The woman. Diana. The robe. The voice. Her hand on his cheek, warm and solid and real. Her naked body, wet with pink light, standing in his mother's bedroom like she owned it.

He went over it again. And again. Each time the details got softer. Each time the sequence felt more like something he'd imagined. He'd been asleep. He'd gotten up in the dark. The hallway had been strange. He'd seen something, or dreamed something, or sleepwalked into something.

His mother was in her room. She was fine. The robe was in the closet. Everything was normal. He was tired and stressed and Yvonne wanted him to change the font to Calibri and the hot water heater was broken and he'd been holding a weird warm stone before he fell asleep and none of that added up to a portal in his mother's bedroom.

He told himself this. He told himself this until it almost worked.

At some point, somewhere around 4 or 5 AM, he stopped telling himself anything. His brain gave out the way a muscle gives out, not a decision but a failure, and sleep took him down like an undertow.

The stone was still in his bed. He'd been lying on it the whole time. When he shifted in his sleep, it rolled into the gap between the mattress and the wall and stayed there, warm, pulsing faintly with a light too dim to see.


CHAPTER 3

He woke up with his face pressed into the pillow and his mouth tasting like something had died in it. His alarm was going off. He reached over and slapped it quiet and lay there.

Fragments. Pink light. A sound like humming. His mother's face, half-lit, turned toward something bright. A woman standing naked in the bedroom. A voice. Go back to bed, honey.

He blinked at the ceiling.

A dream. A weird, vivid, stress dream. He'd gone to bed upset. He'd been holding that stone, whatever it was, and he'd been thinking about Diana sitting on her bed with her shoes on and the whole thing had curdled into a nightmare. That's what stress does. It takes whatever's bothering you and wraps it in the most disturbing packaging it can find.

Naked woman stepping out of a portal. Sure. Very subtle, subconscious. Thanks for that.

He rubbed his face. Got up. His body felt heavy, like he'd slept badly for a long time, not just one night. His knees ached when he stood. The floor was cold. Normal cold. February cold. Not the warm carpet from the dream.

He looked at the gap under his door. No light. Just the thin grey line of a Saturday morning with the blinds down.

He pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt and went downstairs.

The kitchen smelled like food.

That was the first wrong thing. The kitchen hadn't smelled like food in months. Diana didn't cook anymore. She came home from the clinic, ate yogurt or crackers or whatever was in the cabinet that didn't require effort, and went to bed. The last time the kitchen had smelled like actual cooking, Jack couldn't even remember. Maybe Thanksgiving, and that had been a frozen lasagna.

Someone was making eggs. He could hear the sizzle. He could smell toast. He could smell butter, which was impossible because they didn't have butter. Diana bought margarine because it was cheaper.

He turned the corner.

Diana was at the stove.

He didn't think "imposter." He thought "mom." Because it was his mother. Same face, same dark hair, same broad hips. Fresher, more energetic, but the same. She was standing at the stove with a spatula in one hand, pushing eggs around a pan, and she was wearing the silk robe.

The robe.

The expensive one. The one from the back of the closet. Some boyfriend had given it to Diana years ago, before Jack was old enough to know what a boyfriend was, and Diana had kept it wrapped in tissue paper on the top shelf behind the winter coats. She never wore it. She said it was too nice for the house, which was her way of saying it belonged to a version of her life that she didn't get to have. Jack had seen it maybe three times in his life.

He'd seen it last night.

In the dream. The woman, the naked woman, had walked to the closet and pulled it out and put it on. He'd watched her do it. Except that was a dream. And this was the kitchen on a Saturday morning and his mother was wearing the robe and making eggs and the eggs smelled good and none of it made sense.

She looked up.

"Good morning, honey. Sleep okay?"

Her voice was right. The cadence, the warmth, the way she said "honey" like she'd been saying it his whole life. Because she had. Diana called him honey. She always had, less so as he'd gotten older, but still here and there.

But something was different. There was a lightness in it. An ease that Diana's voice hadn't had in years. Diana said "honey" like she was tired. This version said it like she meant it. Like the word still had weight.

"You're wearing a new robe," he said.

"Found it in the back of my closet." She turned back to the eggs. "Figured it was time I treated myself. Sit down, I made you a plate."

There was a plate on the table. Scrambled eggs, toast, sliced strawberries. There were strawberries. Diana didn't buy strawberries. Diana bought whatever fruit was on the markdown shelf at the grocery store, which was usually bruised bananas.

He sat down. He picked up the fork. He ate a bite of eggs. They were good. They were seasoned, which was a word he'd never associated with Diana's cooking. Diana's eggs were eggs. These had salt and pepper and something green. Chives, maybe.

He ate and he watched her.

She moved around the kitchen the way his mother moved, opening the same cabinets, reaching for the same shelf where the mugs were. But the movements were smoother. She moved through the kitchen like someone navigating an obstacle course she'd memorized but resented. This woman moved like she enjoyed being there. She poured coffee from the pot, added milk, brought it to the table, set it next to his plate.

She touched his shoulder. Her hand rested there for a second. Warm, solid, the weight of a real hand belonging to a real woman.

"You look tired," she said.

"Didn't sleep great."

"Bad dreams?"

She asked it casually. The way you'd ask about the weather. But she held his eyes for a beat. Just a beat. And in that beat was something that wasn't a question at all. Something that said: I know what you saw. Do you?

"Something like that," he said.

She smiled. Not Diana's smile. Diana's smile was a muscle contraction, a thing she did to signal that she was fine when she wasn't. This smile went all the way up. It reached her eyes, and her eyes were warm and knowing, and the knowing part was what made the hair on his arms stand up.

She went back to the stove.

He sat with his eggs. He told himself: she slept well. For once in her life, his mother had a good night. She found the robe, she put it on, she felt pretty, she decided to cook. People do that. People have good mornings. The strawberries were probably on sale. The chives were from the herb garden in the backyard that Diana planted two years ago and never used. All of it was explainable.

The robe was explainable.

The smile was explainable.

The way she said "bad dreams" with that look in her eyes was explainable.

He kept explaining. He ate his eggs. The explanations held if he didn't press on them too hard.

***

The front door opened around ten. Sophie came in with her bag over her shoulder and her Thread & Needle polo already on, which meant she'd worked the early shift. She kicked off her shoes and walked into the kitchen and stopped.

She stood in the doorway and looked at Diana.

Jack watched her do it. He watched Sophie's eyes move across the robe, the hair, the face. He watched Sophie's expression, waiting for it. The confusion. The suspicion. The same creeping wrongness he'd been feeling since he came downstairs.

He got the suspicion.

"Mom?" Sophie said.

She said it carefully, the way you'd address someone if you weren't sure you recognized them across a parking lot.

"Good morning, Sophie." Diana turned from the counter with a mug. "I made coffee. Want some?"

Sophie didn't take the mug. She looked at it, looked at Diana, looked at Jack. Jack could see her doing the same math he'd been doing all morning. Diana doesn't make coffee for other people. Diana doesn't offer things. Diana says "there's coffee in the pot" and goes back to whatever she's doing.

"Since when do you make me coffee?" Sophie said.

"Since today." Diana set the mug on the table. Not in Sophie's hand. On the table. Available but not pushy. "French press. Found it behind the waffle iron."

Sophie sat down. She didn't touch the mug. She looked at the robe again.

"What's with the outfit?"

"Found it in the back of the closet. Felt like something different."

"It's a Saturday morning."

"Best time for something different."

Sophie stared at her. Jack knew that stare. It was the one Sophie used when Diana said something that didn't add up, the flat, measuring look that usually preceded a fight. Diana would say something passive-aggressive. Sophie would say something blunt. They'd circle each other for ten minutes and one of them would leave the room.

Diana didn't give her anything to fight. She just smiled and went back to the counter and started wiping it down.

Jack was used to the old dynamic. He knew what the two of them in a room together looked like. It looked like two people being polite while quietly calculating who was going to snap first. His mother would say something about the dishes. Sophie would say something about the thermostat. Neither of them was wrong and both of them were always a little angry, and the kitchen was the room where it happened most because the kitchen was the room they couldn't avoid sharing.

Sophie picked up the mug. Took a sip. Set it down.

"This is actually good," she said. She sounded annoyed about it.

"There's eggs too, if you want. And toast."

"I ate at work."

"Okay."

That was it. His mother didn't push. Didn't say "you need to eat more" or "that's not a real meal" or any of the things that would have normally set Sophie's teeth on edge. She just said "okay" and kept wiping the counter.

Sophie drank the coffee. She didn't say anything for a while. Jack watched her over his own cold mug, watched the suspicion and the confusion play across her face. Sophie was trying to find the angle. With Diana, there was always an angle. Kindness came with conditions. Coffee came with a comment about the dishes she'd left in the sink. Every nice thing was a down payment on a future guilt trip.

Sophie was waiting for the catch. The catch wasn't coming.

"You look different," Sophie said finally. There was a guarded quality to it. Testing.

"I feel different. Good night's sleep."

"Must have been one hell of a night's sleep."

Diana laughed. A real laugh, short and genuine. Sophie blinked at it. Diana's laugh was rare and small and always sounded like it cost her something. This one came easy.

"Did something happen?" Sophie asked. More direct now. Sophie was always more direct when she was unsettled.

"Nothing dramatic. I just woke up and decided to stop being miserable about everything. Made a choice." Diana shrugged. "Is that okay?"

The question caught Sophie off-guard. Jack could see it. Diana never asked Sophie if things were okay. Diana told Sophie how things were going to be, and Sophie either agreed or didn't, and neither of them enjoyed the process.

"Yeah," Sophie said. "Sure. It's fine."

She drank more coffee. Their mother refilled it without being asked. Sophie looked at the refilled mug, then at Diana, with an expression Jack couldn't quite read. Not the measuring stare anymore. Something softer underneath it, still cautious but with the hard edges starting to round off.

"A customer tried to return a shirt at work today," Sophie said. She said it to the mug, not to Diana. Testing. "Pit stains and all. Swore she never took the tags off."

"You're kidding."

"The tags were literally gone. She'd cut them off. She was wearing it when she walked in."

Diana stopped wiping. "Did she really think that was going to work?"

"She wanted to speak to a manager. I am the manager. On Saturdays. She didn't like that either."

"People are unbelievable."

Diana said it with warmth. Not the dismissive warmth of someone going through the motions. Actual warmth. The kind that means I find you interesting, tell me more.

The old Diana would have said "that's retail for you" and gone back to her bills.

Sophie told the rest of the story. She didn't lean into it the way she did when she was relaxed. She told it carefully, watching Diana's reactions, like she was running an experiment. Diana laughed at the right parts. She asked a follow-up question about the store's return policy. Sophie answered, still guarded, still waiting for the catch, but her voice was getting a little louder, a little more animated.

Jack sat at the table and watched it happen. Not a thaw. Not yet. The first crack in the ice. Their mother was doing it on purpose. He could see that even through his own fog of confusion. She was courting Sophie with kindness, small and specific and patient. The coffee. The French press. The refill. The "is that okay?" The listening. Each one a tiny offering, placed gently and left alone. Not pushed.

Sophie went upstairs to shower. At the doorway she paused and said, "Thanks for the coffee." She said it like it surprised her to be saying it. Then she was gone. Jack heard the bathroom door close, heard the water start.

Jack sat with it. Sophie hadn't melted. She'd said "thanks for the coffee" like it was being dragged out of her. But she'd said it. Sophie didn't thank Diana for things. Sophie and Diana didn't have a "thanks" relationship. They had a "your turn to buy toilet paper" relationship. And now Sophie was upstairs showering, and she'd said thanks, and the ice hadn't broken but their mother had found a crack in it on the first try.

That was almost more unsettling than the robe.

Diana was at the sink, washing dishes. She had her back to him.

"So," Jack said.

She turned the water off. Dried her hands on a towel. Turned around and leaned against the counter. She didn't say anything. She just looked at him.

She had his mother's face. Exactly his mother's face. The same mole on the left side of her jaw, the same slight asymmetry in her eyebrows, the same dark brown eyes. If he'd been shown a photograph he would have said that's my mother.

But standing three feet from her, looking at her in the silk robe with her hair down and the morning light on her, something was different. Something he couldn't name. Like looking at a painting you've seen a thousand times and noticing for the first time that the colors are brighter than you remembered.

"So," she said back.

He waited for her to say something about last night. About the portal. About the fact that she'd walked out of a hole in the air, naked, and told him she was his wish. About any of it.

She didn't.

She held his gaze. Patient. Warm. A small smile at the corners of her mouth. The kind of look that says I know what you're thinking about, and I'm going to let you decide whether to say it.

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"Did you... go grocery shopping this morning?"

The smile widened by a fraction. "Early. Before you were up. We were out of everything."

"We didn't have strawberries."

"We do now."

He nodded. He was asking about strawberries. He was sitting across from a woman who may or may not be his mother, who may or may not have walked out of a hole in reality eight hours ago, and he was asking about strawberries because the alternative was asking the real question and he wasn't ready for whatever the answer was.

She watched him not ask. She didn't push. She picked up the towel and went back to the dishes.

"I'm going to clean the gutters today," he said.

"That would be nice. I bought a new pair of gloves for you. They're on the porch."

His mother had never bought him gloves. His mother had told him to clean the gutters seventeen times and never once thought about what he'd need to do it.

He went outside. There were gloves on the porch railing. Thick rubber ones, the right kind, the kind you actually needed for pulling wet leaves out of a gutter. He stood there holding them and looking at the house and the sky was grey and the air was cold and a woman who might not be his mother was in the kitchen washing dishes in a silk robe and humming something he almost recognized.

He cleaned the gutters. It took two hours. He kept looking through the kitchen window. She was in there the whole time, moving around, wiping counters, reorganizing cabinets. At one point she looked up and caught him watching and waved. The gesture was so normal, so domestic, so completely like a mother waving at her kid through a window, that he almost laughed.

Almost.

He finished the gutters. He went inside. He washed his hands. He went to his room and sat on his bed and opened his phone and typed "vivid dreams that feel real" into the search bar.

Then he deleted it and typed "can stress cause hallucinations."

Then he deleted that and typed nothing and sat there holding the phone and staring at the wall.

The robe was explainable. The strawberries were explainable. The smile was explainable. Sophie had said thanks for the coffee and the gutters were clean and there were new gloves on the porch and his mother was humming in the kitchen and everything was explainable.

He put his phone down. He went back downstairs. Mom had made soup. It smelled like something from a restaurant, not from their kitchen. She'd found the slow cooker in the basement.

"We have a slow cooker?" he said.

"We have a lot of things," she said. "We just never used them."

He ate the soup. It was the best thing he'd tasted in months.

He didn't ask the question. Not today. The explanations were still holding, and the soup was warm, and for the first time in a long time the house didn't smell like nothing.


CHAPTER 4

The glasses were in the top drawer of his mother's bathroom vanity, right where they'd always been. Black frames, thick lenses, the kind of prescription that makes your eyes look too big when you're wearing them and too small when you take them off. Diana had been wearing glasses since Jack was a kid. She couldn't read a menu without them. She couldn't drive without them. She'd once walked into a doorframe at 3 AM because she'd gotten up to pee without putting them on.

Jack held them up to his own eyes. The world went liquid. Everything warped, bent, smeared into itself. Strong prescription. Real prescription. The kind of corrective lenses you don't just stop needing because you had a good night's sleep.

Diana hadn't worn them once since Saturday.

Sophie had noticed, actually. Monday morning, over coffee. "Where are your glasses?"

"I've been trying contacts," she said. "Figured it was time."

"Since when?"

"Since I stopped making excuses. You know how it is. You put something off for years and then one day you just do it."

Sophie had accepted this. She'd nodded and said "they look good" and gone back to her cereal. Because it was a normal explanation. People switch to contacts. People decide to change things about themselves. It was fine.

Jack went back to his room and wrote on the back of a gas station receipt: Glasses. Not wearing them. Prescription is real. No contacts case anywhere in bathroom. No solution. No box. Checked.

He put the receipt in the bottom of his sock drawer, under a pair he never wore. It felt paranoid. It felt necessary.

***

Tuesday. He got home from work and went straight to Diana's bathroom. He didn't know what he was looking for until he found it.

The medication bottles were in the trash can, under a wad of tissues. Three of them. He fished them out and read the labels. Sertraline. Trazodone. Lorazepam. All prescribed to Diana Marsh. All filled two weeks ago. All full.

He took them to his room and googled "stopping sertraline suddenly." The results were not good. Withdrawal symptoms: dizziness, nausea, brain zaps, irritability, insomnia, something called "discontinuation syndrome" that sounded like the flu crossed with an electrical storm. The medical consensus was clear: you don't stop antidepressants cold turkey. You taper. Slowly. Under supervision.

Diana was downstairs humming and making chicken parmesan.

He googled "stopping trazodone suddenly." More of the same. Rebound insomnia. Anxiety. Agitation.

Diana was sleeping eight hours a night. Jack knew because he'd started checking. He'd get up at 2 AM, 3 AM, walk to her door, listen. Steady breathing. Every time.

He googled "stopping lorazepam suddenly." This one was worse. Seizures. Hallucinations. Potentially fatal. The bottle was full. She hadn't taken a single pill.

He put the bottles in the sock drawer next to the receipt. He sat on the floor of his room and stared at his hands. Diana had been on these medications for years. She needed them. Her doctor had prescribed them because she needed them, and the woman downstairs had thrown them in the trash like expired vitamins and was currently breading chicken cutlets and humming something that sounded like a lullaby.

He added to the receipt: Meds. All three. Thrown out, full bottles. No withdrawal symptoms.

***

Wednesday was the dinner.

Diana made the chicken parmesan from scratch. Not from a box, not from a jar. She made the sauce from canned tomatoes and garlic and basil that she'd bought fresh. She breaded the chicken in flour and egg and breadcrumbs and fried it in a pan and the house smelled like a restaurant. Not like their house. Their house smelled like microwave dinners and Febreze and the faint mildew from the basement that nobody could figure out. This smelled like someone who knew what they were doing.

Sophie came home from work and stopped in the kitchen doorway.

"Holy shit."

Diana looked up from the stove. "Language."

"Since when do you say 'language'?"

"Since you started swearing in my kitchen."

Sophie walked to the stove and looked at the pan. She looked at the sauce. She looked at the fresh basil on the cutting board.

"Mom, you burn toast. Regularly. I've seen you burn water."

"People learn."

"You watched a cooking video and now you're making chicken parm from scratch."

"Several cooking videos."

Sophie turned and gave Jack a look. It was the first time all week she'd looked at him with anything other than mild confusion about why he was being so quiet. This look said: Are you seeing this?

He was seeing it. He'd been seeing it all week. Sophie was only just catching up.

But then a strange thing happened. Their mother set the table. She put out three plates, three glasses, the cloth napkins that Diana kept in a drawer and never used because "what's the point of napkins you have to wash." She poured water for everyone. She put the chicken on a serving plate, not on the plates individually. Family style. Their mother had never served anything family style. Diana put food on plates and set them down and that was dinner.

Sophie sat down. She looked at the table. At the cloth napkins. At the serving plate.

"This is really nice," she said. Quietly. The guard was down. She sounded confused by her own honesty.

"I thought we could eat together properly for once," said their mother. "Like a family."

The word hung there. Family. Diana used the word sometimes, but it always sounded like an obligation. A thing she was stuck with. This woman said it like it meant something she wanted.

Sophie ate. She ate a lot. She complimented the food three times, which was three more times than she'd ever complimented Diana's cooking. Between bites she asked her about the recipe, about where she'd gotten fresh basil in February, about whether she'd always known how to chop garlic like that or if the cooking videos taught her.

Diana answered every question. She was warm, attentive, interested. She asked Sophie about Thread & Needle. She remembered the name of Sophie's coworker who'd been calling out sick. She asked if the woman had come back.

"How do you know about Kris?" Sophie said.

"You mentioned her last week."

Sophie frowned slightly. Jack saw it. It was a small frown, the kind Sophie made when something didn't track. Because Sophie hadn't mentioned Kris to Diana. Sophie didn't tell Diana about work because Diana didn't ask. Sophie had mentioned Kris to Jack, once, while they were playing video games.

But the frown faded. The chicken was good and the kitchen was warm and their mother was smiling across the table and it was easier to let it go than to pull on it.

Jack ate his chicken. It was excellent. He hated that it was excellent.

After dinner, Sophie helped with the dishes. Voluntarily. She stood at the sink next to Diana and they washed and dried in a rhythm that looked practiced even though it had never happened before. Sophie and Diana didn't do dishes together. Sophie did dishes alone, resentfully, after Diana went to bed.

"That was really good," Sophie said. She was drying a plate. She wasn't looking at her mother. "Seriously. I don't know what's gotten into you this week but I'm not complaining."

"Maybe I just needed to try harder."

"Maybe."

Sophie put the plate away. She paused. She was deciding whether to say the next thing.

"It's nice," she said. "Whatever this is. It's nice. That's all."

She went upstairs.

Jack stayed at the table. He'd been watching the whole thing from his chair, quiet through the entire meal. Diana was at the counter now, putting away the leftover basil. She moved through the kitchen the way she'd been moving all week. Fluid. Comfortable. Like the house belonged to her and not the other way around.

He added to the receipt later that night: Cooking. Chicken parm from scratch. Mom can't cook. Mom knew about Kris (Sophie's coworker). Sophie never told Mom about Kris.

***

Thursday he tested her.

He did it over breakfast, casual, like he was making conversation. Diana was eating yogurt and reading something on her phone.

"Hey, do you remember Mrs. Callahan?"

Diana looked up. "Your third-grade teacher? The one who made you stand in the corner for drawing robots on your spelling test?"

"Yeah."

"What about her?"

"Nothing. Just thinking about school for some reason." He tried again. "Where did we put the Christmas ornaments last year?"

"Basement. The big blue bin, behind the bikes. The angel goes on top, the one your grandmother made. It's wrapped in tissue paper separately."

She went back to her phone.

He asked about the WiFi password. She rattled it off. He asked about the garage code. She knew it. He asked, in what he hoped was a casual way, about the name of Sophie's childhood cat.

"Buttons," Diana said. "Sophie told me about him when she first moved in. Orange tabby. Hit by a car when she was twelve. Don't bring it up, she still gets upset."

All correct. Every detail. If she was an imposter, she was a perfect one. She had Diana's entire life loaded into her head, every memory, every fact, every password. There was no gap. No hesitation. No tells.

This was supposed to make him feel better. It didn't. It made him feel like something had eaten his mother and digested her whole, memories and all.

***

Friday he came home from work and the house was clean. Not Sophie-clean, where the visible surfaces got wiped and the rest was ignored. Clean. The baseboards had been scrubbed. The windows had been washed. There was a new shower curtain in the bathroom. The mildew smell from the basement was gone.

His mother was in the living room, putting books back on the shelf she'd obviously just dusted. She was wearing jeans and a fitted top. Not the robe. Regular clothes. But they fit her differently than clothes had fit his mother. His mother wore clothes like armor, loose and layered, hiding. This woman wore them like she didn't mind being looked at.

He stood in the doorway. She didn't notice him right away. She was stretching to reach the top shelf, and the fitted top rode up and showed a strip of bare skin above the waistband of her jeans. And below the hem of the top, just above the denim, a thin line of lace. Black lace. The edge of underwear that Diana had never owned. Diana wore cotton. Diana bought three-packs from the drugstore, white or beige, practical. This was something else. He looked at it for a second too long before he caught himself.

She turned.

She caught him. Not looking at the strip of skin specifically. He'd looked away in time. But she caught him standing there, watching her, and her expression changed. It went from casual to something else. Something knowing. She held his gaze across the room. Her eyes were warm and steady and there was nothing in them that looked different, even though they were Diana's eyes, brown, slightly asymmetric, the left one a fraction higher than the right.

She winked.

A conspiratorial wink. An I see you seeing me. An acknowledgment, quick and private, that something was passing between them that had nothing to do with the book she was shelving or the clean house or the week of perfect meals.

We both know, don't we?

He went to his room. He sat on his bed. His heart was doing something that wasn't quite pounding and wasn't quite normal. He took the receipt out of the sock drawer and stared at the list.

Glasses. Medication. Cooking. Memories. The robe. The strawberries. The slow cooker. The French press. The clean house. Sophie's coworker Kris. The lace underwear. The wink.

None of it proved anything. All of it proved everything.

He put the receipt back. He lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about typing "Capgras syndrome" into the search bar of his phone, because he'd come across it earlier that week while googling things like "what if someone you know is replaced by an identical person." Capgras syndrome. The delusional belief that someone close to you has been replaced by an imposter. A psychiatric condition. A thing that crazy people have.

He didn't google it. He already knew what it would tell him. It would tell him he was the one with the problem. That his mom had a good week and bought some strawberries and learned to cook and he was turning it into a conspiracy because he'd had a bad dream.

The receipt in the sock drawer said otherwise. But the receipt was just a receipt with his handwriting on it, and crazy people keep receipts too.

***

Sophie found him that evening. He was on the couch, not watching the TV that was on in front of him. She sat down next to him with a bag of chips and offered him some.

"You've been weird all week," she said.

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You barely talk at dinner. You stare at Mom like she's going to sprout a second head. You went to bed at 8 PM on Tuesday."

"I've had a long week at work."

"Bullshit." She ate a chip. "What's going on?"

He almost told her. The sentence was right there, sitting on his tongue: I think something happened to Mom. I think she's not Mom anymore. I think something came out of a hole in reality and is wearing our mother's body and making chicken parmesan and you can't see it because she's being nice to you for the first time in ten years.

He looked at Sophie. She was eating chips, legs folded under her on the couch, ponytail swinging. She looked more relaxed than she'd looked in months. The permanent tension in her shoulders, the thing she carried into every room their mother was in, it wasn't gone. But it was softer.

A week of Diana's careful, patient kindness was doing something to it. The coffee. The dinners. The listening. The not-pushing. Sophie was starting to trust whatever was happening, and that trust was making her lighter.

He couldn't take that from her. Not with a gas station receipt and a dream.

"I'm fine, Soph. Just tired."

"You're a shit liar."

"And you're eating my chips."

"They were in the pantry. Communal property."

He took the bag from her and ate some. They sat on the couch and didn't watch TV together.

"She's been really different this week," Sophie said. Quiet. Looking at the screen.

"Yeah."

"I don't know what happened to her, but I'm not complaining. It's like living with a different person."

Jack's stomach dropped.

"What do you mean, a different person?"

Sophie gave him a look. "Relax. I mean she's in a good mood. She's cooking, she's cleaning, she's actually talking to me like I'm a human being and not a problem she inherited. I don't know what changed but I'm not going to jinx it by asking."

She ate another chip. She didn't see Jack's face. She didn't see him file away the words like living with a different person in the same drawer as the receipt, the glasses, and the full bottles of medication that a woman downstairs didn't need anymore.

"Yeah," Jack said. "It's been a good week."

Sophie went to bed around ten. Diana had already gone upstairs. The house was quiet and clean and warm.

Jack sat on the couch in the dark. He thought about the wink. He thought about what was behind it. He thought about the woman upstairs in the silk robe, sleeping in his mother's bed, dreaming whatever things like her dream about.

He thought about his mother. Sitting on the edge of her bed with her shoes on, staring at the wall, too tired to change into her nightgown. The relief on her face as she stepped backward into the light.

He went to bed. He checked the sock drawer. The receipt was still there. The pill bottles were still there. He held one of them up in the dark and shook it. Full. Every pill accounted for.

He put it back. He lay down. He did not sleep well.


CHAPTER 5

The robe became a thing.

Not a big thing. Not something he could point to and say this, this right here, this is the problem. It was just that she wore it every morning. The silk one. The one from the back of the closet that his mother had never touched because she said silk was impractical and picked up dog hair, even though they didn't have a dog.

Diana wore it like it was made for her. She'd come down the stairs in it with her hair loose and the belt tied low, and the fabric moved with her in a way that cotton never moved with his mother. The silk caught the light from the kitchen window. It shifted when she reached for the French press. It fell open at the collar when she bent to check the oven, and he'd see the notch of her collarbone and the slope below it before the fabric slid back into place.

It was just a robe. She was just making breakfast. He was just sitting at the table watching his mother pour coffee in a piece of silk that kept forgetting it was supposed to be closed.

He added it to the file in his head. Mom never wore the robe. Mom wore the terrycloth one from Sears, the grey one with the bleach stain on the cuff, the one she cinched tight like she was sealing herself in. This one lived on Diana like a second skin.

But the file in his head was getting crowded. And the part of him that kept the file was getting quieter than the part that watched the silk move.

***

Sophie had stopped looking for the catch.

It had taken about ten days. The first week, she'd been suspicious of every kindness. The coffee, the smoothies, the dinners, the listening. She'd waited for the turn. The lecture. The you know, when I was your age. The guilt trip dressed up as concern.

It never came.

Diana just kept being kind. Not in a big, dramatic, look-at-me way. In a steady, quiet way that wore down resistance like water on stone. She remembered how Sophie took her coffee. She asked about work and actually listened to the answer. She didn't push when Sophie was in a bad mood. She left snacks in the pantry that Sophie liked without mentioning it. She laughed at Sophie's jokes, even the mean ones.

And Sophie cracked. Not all at once, not with some big emotional confession. She just started talking. At dinner, at breakfast, on the couch in the evenings. She told Diana about her gym buddy Leah, from the 6 AM spin class, who was trying to get Sophie to sign up for a half marathon even though Sophie said running was just walking but angry. She told her about the customer at work who'd made her cry in the bathroom. She told her about the money thing. The way her paycheck disappeared before the month was half over, the shame of being twenty-five and not having a savings account.

Diana listened to all of it. She didn't judge. She didn't offer solutions unless Sophie asked. She just sat there, present and warm, and Sophie unfurled toward her like something that had been kept in a dark closet too long.

***

Jack watched it happen. He was glad for Sophie. He was. She deserved to have someone in this house who didn't make her feel like a burden. Diana had loved Sophie in her own exhausted, flattened way, but love and warmth aren't the same thing, and Sophie had been starving for warmth.

But watching it also made him feel more alone with what he knew. Sophie was building something with Diana. A real thing, layered and daily and getting stronger. And Jack couldn't tell her that the woman she was building it with wasn't the woman she thought she was, because he didn't have proof and he didn't have a theory and all he had was a gas station receipt in a sock drawer and a robe that moved wrong.

Saturday morning, his alarm went off at 7:15. He'd set it the night before because he was supposed to meet Curtis at the gym at eight. He hit snooze. He hit it again. He was lying there in the grey space between sleep and awake, face in the pillow, when his door opened.

He didn't hear it at first. He heard the floorboard outside his room creak and then the hinges and then the soft pad of bare feet on carpet.

"Brought you coffee, honey. You looked so tired last night."

He opened one eye. His mother was standing in his doorway holding a mug. She wasn't wearing the robe. She was wearing a tank top and sleep shorts. The tank top was white and thin and the morning was cool and her nipples were pressing against the fabric, obvious, two hard points that he could see from across the room. Diana would have worn three layers before leaving her bedroom. This woman was standing in his doorway with her nipples visible through cotton like it was nothing.

He closed his eye.

"I'm up," he said into the pillow. He wasn't up.

She came in. He heard her set the mug on his nightstand. The bed dipped. She'd sat down on the edge of it, brushing against him. He could feel the warmth of her thigh through the blanket.

"You're not up." She was amused. He could hear it. "You're horizontal and your eyes are closed. That's the opposite of up."

"Give me a minute."

"Take your time."

She didn't leave. He could smell her. Clean, warm, some kind of lotion that Diana never used. Something with coconut. He kept his face in the pillow.

Her hand landed on his back. Over the blanket. She pressed it flat between his shoulder blades and held it there, firm and warm.

"You're so tense," she said. "Feel that. You're like a board."

She rubbed. Her palm moved in a slow circle between his shoulders, pressing the blanket into his t-shirt into his skin. It felt good. He didn't want it to feel good. He lay there with his face in the pillow and let it feel good anyway.

Her hand moved down his spine. Slow. Through the blanket. She found the knots along his lower back and pressed into them with the heel of her palm. He made a sound that he didn't mean to make.

"See?" she said. Her voice was lower now. Softer. "You need someone taking care of you."

He rolled over. That was a mistake. He knew it was a mistake as he was doing it, but his back was to her and the conversation felt wrong with his face in a pillow, so he turned and now he was looking up at her.

She was looking down at him. The morning light was behind her. The tank top was worse from this angle. The fabric hung forward because she was leaning over him and he could see down the neck of it. Her breasts, the full shape of them, the outline of her nipples through white cotton. The sleep shorts had ridden up on one side and he could see the inside of her thigh almost to the crease of her hip. He was looking at his mother's body and he didn't look away.

She noticed. She didn't adjust the tank top. She didn't pull back. She let him look.

"There you are," she said. Intimate. Like she'd been waiting for him to stop hiding.

He pulled the covers higher. She laughed. Low, not mocking. Like he'd done something charming.

"Relax." Her hand was on his chest now, over the blanket. "I'm your mother, Jack."

She said it the way she always said it. Like a joke and a dare at the same time. Like she was giving him an out she knew he couldn't take.

Her fingers curled over the edge of the blanket. She tugged. Gentle. He held on. She tugged again, slower, and he felt his grip loosen. She watched his fingers open. She pulled the blanket down to his waist, slowly, like she was unwrapping something, and her eyes moved down his body once before settling back on his face.

Her hand landed on his chest. Over his t-shirt. She smoothed the fabric flat. Her palm was warm even through the cotton.

She traced down his sternum. Slow. Her fingers spread out across his stomach and he felt his breathing change and she felt it too. He saw her register it. Her eyes didn't move from his face, but her lips parted, just slightly, and her hand kept going.

Down his ribs. Across the flat plane below his navel. Her fingers found the waistband of his boxers through his shirt and traced along it, left to right, the edge of a line she hadn't crossed yet. Her pinky finger hooked the hem of his t-shirt and her thumb brushed bare skin just above his hip.

He should have stopped her. He knew he should have stopped her. His hand should have gone to her wrist and held it and said no, this isn't happening. But his hand didn't move. It lay at his side on the mattress and his fingers curled into the sheet and he let her touch him.

Her hand slid under his shirt. Her whole palm, flat and warm, against his bare stomach. She spread her fingers out across his skin. He felt every one of them. She moved upward, slow, tracing the ridges of his ribs, and then back down, her thumb drawing a line from his navel to the waistband of his boxers.

This time there was no shirt between her hand and his skin. This time it was just her fingers on him, tracing the elastic, dipping just under the edge. A centimeter. Maybe two. He was hard. He knew she could see it. The blanket was at his waist and his boxers weren't hiding anything and her hand was right there.

She looked at him. He looked at her. Neither of them said anything. Her fingers stayed where they were, just inside his waistband, resting on the skin below his hip bone. She could feel his pulse there. He knew she could feel it.

She leaned in. He didn't move. She pressed her lips to his forehead. A long, deliberate kiss, her mouth warm against his skin, lingering for two seconds, three. A mother's kiss. Performed by a woman whose hand was ever so slightly inside his boxers.

"Breakfast in twenty," she murmured against his skin. Her fingers slid out of his waistband. Slow. Dragging across his stomach as she pulled her hand free. She straightened up.

She stood. She stretched. Arms above her head, the tank top riding up, the strip of stomach he'd seen in the kitchen on Friday, the navel, the line of her shorts sitting low on her hips. She caught him looking. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to.

At the door, she paused. Looked back over her shoulder.

She winked.

The door stayed open.

He lay there. Heart hammering. His stomach still felt her hand. The skin below his waistband still felt the tips of her fingers. His boxers were tented and he stared at the ceiling and didn't touch himself even though his body was screaming at him to, because she was downstairs making breakfast and the door was open and he could hear her humming in the kitchen.

He added it to the file. Mom never brought me coffee. Mom never sat on my bed. Mom never touched me like that. Mom never kissed my forehead since I was eleven. Mom never wore a tank top without a bra in any room I was in. Mom never put her hand inside my boxers.

And underneath that: I didn't stop her.

The file was starting to feel like something he was keeping for its own sake. Like the point of it had shifted from proving she's not my mother to remembering what she did to me and those were different lists with different purposes and he didn't want to think about which one he was actually maintaining.

He picked up the coffee. It was exactly how he liked it. Mom didn't know how he liked his coffee. Mom made one pot of black drip and you added your own milk like a grownup.

He drank it. It was good.

***

Sophie was in the hallway when he came out of the bathroom twenty minutes later. She was heading downstairs, hair in a bun, wearing an oversized t-shirt and sweatpants.

"Morning," she said. Then she looked at him. "She brought you coffee? I saw her come out of your room."

"Yeah."

"That's sweet." Sophie yawned. "She made me a smoothie yesterday. Mango and spinach. I told her once that I liked mango and she just remembered. Before she couldn't even remember if I was allergic to peanuts or tree nuts."

"Tree nuts," Jack said.

"See, you remember. She never did." Sophie started down the stairs. "Whatever this is, I'm not questioning it. She's being a mom. Like, an actual mom. You know?"

"Yeah," Jack said.

Sophie went downstairs humming. She didn't see Jack's face. She didn't see what was on it, which was something that wasn't quite guilt and wasn't quite fear. It was closer to the expression of a man standing in a room where the floor is tilting by one degree per day and he's the only one who can feel it and everyone else thinks the room is fine.

He went downstairs. Diana was at the stove. She'd put the robe on over the tank top and shorts, and she turned when he came in and smiled at him and it was a different smile than the one from the bedroom. This one was public. Warm but contained. A mother's smile, for Sophie's benefit.

"There he is," she said. "Eggs?"

"Sure."

He sat down. Sophie was already eating. The kitchen was clean and bright and there was music playing from the speaker on the counter, something low and jazzy that Diana would never have chosen.

He ate his eggs. She'd done something with peppers this time, diced small, folded in. He didn't ask how she knew he liked peppers.

Under the table, her bare foot pressed against his ankle. Light. Brief. Gone before Sophie looked up from her phone.

He didn't move his ankle away.

He noticed that he didn't.


CHAPTER 6

He smelled it when he came through the front door. Garlic, butter, something roasting. The house was warm and the kitchen light was on and music was playing from the speaker on the counter, something with a piano and a woman's voice.

He dropped his keys on the table by the door. His shoes were wet from the walk to the car. It had been raining all day and the office had been bad and his back hurt from his desk chair and he wanted to eat something microwaved and go to bed.

Then he saw her.

Diana was standing at the stove with her back to him. She was wearing a dress. Not a formal dress. A dark green thing, fitted, with thin straps that showed the line of her shoulders and the back of her neck.

Her hair was up. She was barefoot on the kitchen tile. The dress ended just above her knees and it moved when she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, stirring whatever was in the pot.

His mother didn't wear dresses. His mother wore jeans and oversized sweaters and sneakers that she'd had since before Jack started high school. His mother dressed to disappear, to take up less space, to get through the day without anyone looking at her.

His mother turned. She'd heard him come in.

"Hey, honey." She smiled. She was wearing lipstick. A dark color that made her mouth look different. Fuller. More deliberate. "Dinner's almost ready. You hungry?"

"Yeah," he said.

His voice came out normal. He was looking at the dress and the lipstick and the bare shoulders and thinking about her hand on his stomach that morning, the feeling of her fingers dipping below his waistband, and she was standing at the stove like none of it had happened. Like she hadn't been sitting on his bed six hours ago with her nipples pressing through a tank top while her thumb traced the elastic of his boxers.

"You look nice," he said. He hadn't meant to say it. It came out before he could stop it and it sat there between them.

"Thank you." She held his eyes for a second longer than a mother would. Then she turned back to the stove. "Go change. Sophie's on her way down."

***

Sophie came downstairs in leggings and a hoodie, her reddish blonde hair still damp from the shower, and stopped in the kitchen doorway.

"Oh my god." She was staring at Diana. "You look amazing."

Diana smoothed the front of the dress with one hand. "It was in the back of the closet. I thought, why not."

"Why not is right. Seriously, Mom, whatever you're doing, keep doing it. That color is insane on you." Sophie pulled out a chair and sat down. "Are those candles? You lit candles?"

"It's just dinner."

"It's not just dinner. There's a tablecloth. Is this the tablecloth from Thanksgiving?"

"It was in the drawer." Diana set a plate in front of Sophie. Roasted chicken, potatoes, green beans with almonds. "I found a recipe online."

"Online. Mom, six months ago you burned soup."

"I did not burn soup."

"You burned soup. I was there. There was smoke."

Diana laughed. It was the real laugh, the warm one that made her face open up. "Okay. I burned the soup. But I've been practicing."

Sophie picked up her fork. She took a bite of the chicken and closed her eyes. "This is actually incredible. Jack, sit down, you have to try this."

Jack sat down. Diana set his plate in front of him and her fingers brushed his shoulder as she turned away. Light. Brief. The kind of touch that could mean anything. Sophie didn't think anything of it. She was already eating.

***

The dinner was warm and easy and felt like something out of a magazine. Diana asked Sophie about work and Sophie told a story about a customer who'd tried to return a candle he'd burned down to a stub and demanded a full refund because "it didn't smell like the picture."

Sophie did the customer's voice and Diana laughed so hard she put her hand on the table to steady herself and Sophie beamed. Sophie told her about Leah's half-marathon campaign and how Leah had started texting her training schedules at 5 AM and Diana said "she sounds like a good friend" and Sophie said "she sounds like a drill sergeant" and they both laughed again.

It looked like a family. It sounded like a family. The candles, the tablecloth, the music, the plates being passed, the laughter. If someone had walked by the window and looked in, they would have seen a mother and her two kids having a nice dinner on a Tuesday night. They would have thought: that's sweet. They would have been wrong.

Diana glanced at the window. Quick. Her eyes went to the dark glass and held there for a second, two, and something moved across her face that Jack couldn't read. Then she got up and pulled the curtain shut. Their mother never closed the kitchen curtains.

"Draft," she said. To nobody in particular. She sat back down and picked up her fork.

Diana's hand found Jack's forearm on the table. She was laughing at something Sophie said, her head tilted back, and her hand landed on his arm like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her thumb traced a small circle on the inside of his wrist. He could feel his pulse against her fingertip. She knew where it was. She'd found it on purpose.

He reached for his glass. Her hand slid away. Sophie didn't notice. She was loading her fork with potatoes.

"This is so good," Sophie said. "Like, Mom, for real. If you opened a restaurant I would eat there every single day."

"It's just chicken."

"It's not just chicken. The chicken at Applebee's is just chicken. This has, like, herbs."

Their mother smiled. She took a sip of wine. She'd poured herself a glass of red. Their mother didn't drink. One more thing for the file.

A minute later, Diana's foot brushed against his under the table. He was sitting across from her and their legs were outstretched, mingling more than they usually would. Warm. Steady. He shifted his leg. She followed. The pressure stayed.

Sophie was telling another story. Something about her manager. Jack wasn't tracking it. He was tracking the foot. The warmth. The fact that she was touching him under a table with a tablecloth while her daughter sat three feet away eating green beans.

The contact shifted.

She'd been barefoot all evening and now her foot found his ankle under the table and slid upward. Not fast. Slow. The arch of her foot along his calf, her toes pressing lightly against the fabric of his pants. Past his knee. Up the inside of his thigh. He felt his leg tense and she felt it too and she didn't stop. Her foot kept going, the ball of it pressing into the soft inside of his thigh, inching higher, and he could feel the warmth of it through his jeans. She was three inches from his crotch. Maybe less. Her toes curled against his thigh and held there.

She was looking at Sophie. She was nodding along to the story. Her face showed nothing except warmth and interest and the kind of maternal attention that Sophie had been starving for since she was a teenager.

Under the table, her foot pressed harder.

Jack put down his fork.

"I'm going to head up," he said. "Long day."

Sophie looked at him. "Already? We haven't even had dessert. She made something, I saw it in the fridge."

"I'm beat. Save me some."

He stood up. His legs felt strange. His mother's foot had slid away the moment he'd put his fork down, smooth and quick, like it had never been there. She was looking up at him with an expression of mild concern.

"You sure, honey? You barely ate."

"I ate enough. Thanks. It was good."

"It was amazing," Sophie corrected. "Don't expect there to be leftovers around later."

He went upstairs. He closed his door. He sat on the edge of his bed and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes.

The dinner had been real. That was the thing. Sophie's laughter had been real. The conversation had been real. The warmth in the room, the candles, the tablecloth. This woman was building something genuine with Sophie, something Diana had never managed, and she was doing it while running her foot up her son's thigh under the table.

Both things were true at the same time. The mother and the other thing. The family dinner and the bare foot on his inner thigh. She held both of them in the same moment without dropping either one and that was the part that scared him. Not the touching. The ease of it. The way she could be everything Sophie needed and everything Jack couldn't name with the same hands, the same face, the same voice.

He thought about the morning. The bed. The tank top. Her fingers inside his waistband. He thought about her foot on his thigh five minutes ago and the way she'd been looking at Sophie while she did it, like she was fully present in two realities at once.

He was hard. He'd been hard at the table and he was still hard now and he sat on his bed in the dark and didn't do anything about it because he didn't know which version of what was happening he'd be thinking about if he did.

***

Sophie knocked twenty minutes later. He'd turned the light off but he wasn't asleep. He was lying on his back staring at the ceiling.

"Yeah."

She opened the door. The hallway light framed her. She was still in the hoodie, hair messy, holding a bowl.

"Brought you dessert." She came in and set it on his nightstand. "It's some kind of chocolate thing. It's stupid good."

"Thanks."

She didn't leave. She sat on the floor next to his bed, her back against the nightstand, legs stretched out in front of her. This was something she used to do when they were younger. Before Diana's worst years, before the house got tense and heavy. Sophie would come sit on Jack's floor and they'd talk about nothing until one of them fell asleep.

"That was nice tonight," she said, quietly, gazing out the dark window. "I can't remember the last time we all just hung out like that."

"Yeah."

"You say 'yeah' a lot. You know that?"

"Yeah."

She kicked his bed frame. "I'm serious. Tonight was really nice. She's trying, Jack. She's actually trying. Whatever happened to her, whatever switch flipped, she's a different person."

His stomach clenched. He stared at the ceiling.

"You've been weird all day," Sophie said. "More than all day. Since the morning with the strawberries. You barely talk at dinner. You go to your room at 8 PM. You look at her like she's going to pull a mask off."

"I've had a lot going on at work."

"Bullshit." She said it gently. "Jack. Are you okay? Because Mom is finally doing better and you look worse than ever."

He almost said it.

The sentence was right there, sitting in his throat like a bone. Something happened to her. I saw it happen. She walked into a hole in the wall and something else walked out and it's wearing her face and it put its hand inside my boxers this morning and I didn't stop it and I'm hard right now thinking about her foot on my thigh while she smiled at you across the table.

He looked at Sophie. She was sitting on his floor in the dark, holding a bowl of chocolate dessert, looking up at him with concern. Real concern. She was happy. She was lighter than she'd been in months. The tension she carried into every room their mother was in had dissolved over the course of two weeks because someone downstairs had decided to love her properly.

He couldn't take that from her. Not with a gas station receipt and a dream and a hard-on he couldn't explain.

"I'm fine, Soph. Really."

She studied him for a long moment. Then she nodded. She stood up. She put her hand on his head for a second, the way she did sometimes, a little sisterly pat.

"Eat the dessert," she said. "It's too good to waste on being weird."

She left. She closed the door behind her.

Jack sat in the dark. He could hear Sophie's footsteps going down the hall to her room. He could hear the house settling. He could hear, faintly, Diana downstairs doing the dishes. The clink of plates, the sound of water. Domestic sounds. Normal sounds.

He picked up the bowl. The chocolate thing was some kind of mousse. He ate it. It was perfect. Everything she made was perfect.

He put the bowl down. He lay back. He added "the foot under the table" and "the dress" and "the lipstick" and "the wine" to the file in his head, right next to the glasses and the medication and the robe and the forehead kiss and the hand inside his clothes.

The file was long now. It was getting hard to tell which items were evidence and which were something else. He wasn't sure it mattered anymore.

He fell asleep with the light off and the taste of chocolate in his mouth and the memory of her foot on his thigh and he didn't dream about anything, which was worse than dreaming, because it meant his subconscious had stopped fighting.


CHAPTER 7

The house was empty and he didn't waste it.

Sophie and Diana had left at noon. Shopping. Together. Voluntarily. Two weeks ago, Sophie would have chewed her own arm off before spending a Saturday afternoon in a car with their mother. Now they were going to the mall and Sophie had been the one to suggest it.

Jack watched them pull out of the driveway from the upstairs window. Diana was driving. His mother hated driving. One more thing for the file.

He waited until the car turned the corner. Then he went to her room.

***

The bed was made. Not just pulled together, the way his mother used to do it, tugging the comforter over bunched sheets and calling it done. Made. Hospital corners. The pillows were fluffed and arranged. The quilt was smooth.

He stood in the doorway and looked at it and thought about her sleeping here every night in Diana's bed, in Diana's room, under Diana's ceiling, and he didn't know what she dreamed about but he knew the sheets smelled like dryer sheets and warmth because he could smell it from the door.

The closet was reorganized. He slid it open and stood there.

His mother's clothes were gone. Not all of them. The winter coat was still there, the one good blazer she kept for job interviews she never went on. But the bulk of it, the shapeless sweaters, the elastic-waist jeans, the oversized t-shirts she slept in, all of it was gone. Replaced.

The hangers held fitted tops, blouses with actual structure, jeans that looked like they'd been chosen instead of grabbed. A few dresses. The green one from the dinner. He touched the fabric. It was soft. He let go.

The underwear drawer was at the bottom of the dresser.

He shouldn't open it. He knew he shouldn't open it. It was a drawer in his mother's dresser and what was in it was none of his business and there was no version of this that was part of a legitimate investigation.

He opened it.

Black lace. Deep red. A bralette with thin straps and no padding. A pair of underwear that was mostly straps and a triangle of dark silk. Things with clasps and edges and textures that had nothing to do with the cotton three-packs Diana bought from the drugstore.

He was looking at his mother's underwear drawer and his hands were not steady because the lace was the same lace he'd seen above her jeans on Friday, the same lace that was on the body that leaned over him in the tank top, the body that pressed its hip against his shoulder at the dinner table, the body that put its hand inside his boxers.

He picked up a pair. Black. The fabric was thin enough that he could see his fingers through it. He thought about her wearing them. Under the jeans. Under the green dress. Against the skin of her hips, the skin he'd felt when her thumb traced his waistband.

He put them back. He closed the drawer. He noticed his breathing was wrong. He noticed he was half-hard standing in front of his mother's dresser. He stepped back from it.

The nightstand. He pulled open the drawer. Diana's reading glasses were still there, the ones she didn't need anymore. A tube of lip balm. A phone charger. But the journal was gone. Diana had kept a journal for years, a cheap spiral notebook she wrote in before bed. It was always in this drawer. He'd seen it a hundred times. Now it was gone.

He went to the bathroom.

The counter was different. His mother's counter had been cluttered with drugstore bottles, off-brand moisturizer, a tube of Bengay for her back, the same bar soap she'd used since the nineties. This woman's counter was clean. A face wash he didn't recognize. A moisturizer in a glass jar. And a perfume bottle, small and amber, sitting next to the sink.

He picked it up. He brought it to his nose.

Coconut. Vanilla. Something warm underneath, like skin that had been in the sun. His stomach dropped and his blood went sideways because it was the smell from the morning ambush. The smell of her leaning over him in bed. The smell of her hand sliding under his shirt. It was in his nose and his body responded before his brain had time to form a thought. He was standing in his mother's bathroom holding a perfume bottle and his jeans were tight and his pulse was in his throat.

He put the bottle down. He looked at himself in the mirror. He looked like a man who hadn't been sleeping. Circles under his eyes. Stubble he'd forgotten to shave. He looked at his own face and thought: what are you doing?

He went back to her bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed. That was a mistake. The sheets were cool and clean and the coconut smell was there too, faint, woven into the fabric, and he was sitting where she slept every night and the pillow was right there and the whole room was her and not Diana and his body knew it.

He stood up. He left the room. He closed the door behind him.

***

The stone was between his mattress and the wall where he'd left it.

He pulled it out. It was warm. Warmer than it should have been for something that had been sitting against drywall for two weeks. It fit in his palm. It was smooth and dark and it pulsed, faintly, like a heartbeat that wasn't quite synced to his own.

He held it up. He looked at it.

"What are you?" he whispered.

Nothing. The stone pulsed. The room was quiet.

"What did you do?"

Nothing. Warmth in his hand. The faint hum.

He put it back. He didn't know what he'd expected. A voice. An explanation. A rewind button. The stone was just a stone that was warm and shouldn't have been and it had been in his pocket the night his mother walked into a hole in reality and he didn't know if it had caused what happened or just witnessed it.

***

He sat on his bed with his laptop. He typed things into the search bar that he already knew were desperate.

Can someone's personality change overnight.

Pages of results. Brain tumors. Strokes. Medication interactions. Frontal lobe damage. None of it fit. His mother hadn't had a stroke. His mother had walked backward into a pink light and looked relieved while she did it.

Sudden personality shift in parent.

More results. Bipolar disorder. Late-onset schizophrenia. Hormone imbalances. He read through them with the sick feeling of a man looking for a disease he hopes he doesn't find.

Replacement delusion.

Capgras syndrome. He clicked the link and sat there for an hour.

The delusional belief that a loved one has been replaced by an identical impostor. Most common in patients with neurodegenerative conditions, schizophrenia, or traumatic brain injury. The patient recognizes the face but feels that the person behind it is wrong. A stranger wearing a familiar mask. The emotional connection is severed. The recognition remains.

He read it twice. He read the case studies. A woman who believed her husband had been replaced by a robot. A man who thought his daughter was a government agent in a wig. A teenager who called the police on his mother because he was convinced she was an actress hired to infiltrate his family.

His hands were shaking. The laptop screen blurred and he realized his eyes were wet and he wiped them with the back of his hand.

Was that what this was? Was he the case study? Was he the man sitting in his bedroom with a sock drawer full of evidence that a therapist would call symptoms? The glasses, the medication, the cooking, the robe, the perfume, the underwear. Evidence of what? A woman buying new clothes and learning to cook and being nicer to her kids? That's not a conspiracy. That's a good month.

But the dream. The pink light. The portal. Her walking into it with relief on her face. Her stepping out naked, looking at him with eyes that knew him in a way his mother never had.

Capgras patients don't have that. Capgras patients feel the wrongness but they don't have an origin story. They don't have a night they can point to and say this is when it happened.

He closed the laptop. He sat there. He didn't know if the dream made him more sane or less.

And underneath all of it, the thing he couldn't google, the thing that no case study covered: he was attracted to her. Whatever she was. Whoever she was. The thing wearing his mother's face had put its hand inside his clothes and he'd let it happen and he'd been thinking about it ever since and no article about Capgras syndrome had a section for that.

He put the laptop on the floor. He lay back on the bed. He stared at the ceiling. The house was quiet and empty and he could still smell the coconut on his hands from the perfume bottle.

***

They came home at four.

He heard the car in the driveway and then the front door and then Sophie's voice, loud and happy, and Diana's voice underneath it, warm and steady.

"Jack! Come look what I got!"

He went downstairs. Sophie was standing in the kitchen with three shopping bags around her feet, pulling a top out of tissue paper. It was a dark blue thing with buttons. She held it up against her chest.

"Mom picked it out. I never would have grabbed it but she said the color was right and she was right. Feel the fabric."

He felt the fabric. It was soft. "Looks good, Soph."

"I know, right?" Sophie was already digging in another bag. "And she found this jacket at the vintage place. Twenty dollars. Twenty dollars, Jack. It's lined."

Diana was behind Sophie, putting groceries away. She was wearing a new top too. Something dark and simple with a neckline that showed her collarbones and the chain of a thin necklace he'd never seen before. She looked good. She looked deliberate. She caught his eye over Sophie's head while Sophie was holding the jacket up to the light.

The look lasted one second. It was the private frequency. The one that existed only between them, behind Sophie's back, below the surface of the family she was performing. It said I know you were in my room. Or maybe it said I left the door unlocked on purpose. Or maybe it said nothing and he was reading into a glance because he'd spent the afternoon smelling her perfume and holding her underwear and googling his own potential insanity.

Then it was gone. She was smiling at Sophie, asking about the jacket, being a mother.

"Dinner at seven," she said to the room. "I'm trying something new."

***

The evening settled in. Diana made dinner. They ate. Diana had made some kind of braised chicken that fell apart on the fork. Sophie talked about the shopping trip, about the woman at the vintage store who'd tried to sell them a haunted lamp, about the coffee shop where Diana had ordered in French and the barista had looked like he wanted to marry her on the spot.

"In French," Sophie said. "Mom. In French. When did you learn French?"

"I picked it up," Diana said. She smiled.

After dinner, Jack went to his room. Sophie followed a few minutes later. She sat on his floor, cross-legged, her back against his bed. She was on her phone, scrolling, half-watching the show he'd put on his laptop.

"Leah sent me a ten-week training plan," Sophie said. "Ten weeks. With intervals. There's a spreadsheet, Jack. She made a spreadsheet."

"Are you going to do it?"

"I'm going to die. She has me doing hill repeats by week three. What's a hill repeat? It sounds like punishment."

"It's running up a hill and then running up it again."

"That's what I said. Punishment." She kicked her feet out. "I told her I'd think about it. Which means I'll say yes because she'll keep texting me until I do. She's relentless. I respect it and I hate it."

He chuckled. It was the first real laugh he'd had in days and it felt strange in his chest, like a muscle he'd forgotten was there.

"You should do it," he said. "You'd be good at it."

"I'd be dead at it. I'd be a corpse on a hill. They'd find me on a hill repeat."

They sat there. The show played. Sophie scrolled. It was easy. It was the old thing, the thing they'd had before everything got heavy, the version of them that existed when their mother was asleep and the house was quiet and they were just two people who lived together and liked each other.

A knock on the open door.

Diana was standing in the hallway holding a tray. Two mugs, a plate of something. Cookies. She'd baked cookies.

"Thought you two might want something," she said.

"Oh my god, yes." Sophie reached for a cookie from the floor.

"Let me set it down."

She stepped into the doorway. Jack was standing near the door, half-leaning against the frame. The doorway was narrow. His mother had the tray in both hands.

"Here, I'll take it," Jack said. He reached for the tray.

"I've got it, just let me get past you."

They both turned sideways. The doorway was narrow enough that there wasn't room for both of them and a tray. She went to slide past him, her back to his front, and her body pressed against his. Her butt dragged across the front of his jeans. Slow.

The full curve of it, pressing into him, sliding across his crotch as she shuffled past. She was warm and solid and the contact lasted two seconds, three, and he felt all of it. Every inch. She was wearing thin pants and he was in jeans and there was almost nothing between them and she pressed back into him as she turned and his hands went to the doorframe because he didn't trust them anywhere else.

She set the tray on his desk. She straightened up. She turned around and her face was calm and pleasant and showed nothing.

"There you go." She looked at Sophie on the floor. She leaned down and touched Sophie's head, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Don't stay up too late, okay?"

"We won't," Sophie said, already eating a cookie.

Diana left. She didn't look at Jack on the way out. She didn't need to. The look would have been redundant. His jeans had already told her everything she needed to know.

Sophie held up a cookie. "These are insane. Try one."

He took a cookie. He ate it standing in the doorway. His legs were not entirely functional. The place where she'd pressed against him was still warm and his body was loud with it and Sophie was sitting on his floor three feet away eating a cookie and talking about hill repeats and she had no idea. None. She was in the same room as him and she was on a different planet.

"You okay?" Sophie said. "You look weird."

"I'm fine. Cookie's good."

"Cookie's incredible. She's incredible. I swear, Jack, if she opens a bakery I'm quitting my job."

He sat down on the bed. He drank the tea. It was perfect.

Sophie left around eleven. She hugged him on the way out, quick and casual, the way she did sometimes. "Get some sleep," she said. "You look like shit."

"Thanks, Soph."

"I mean it with love."

She went to her room. The house got quiet.

He lay in the dark. He thought about Capgras syndrome. He thought about the underwear drawer, the lace between his fingers, the perfume in his nose. He thought about her butt sliding across the front of his jeans in the doorway and the way she'd set the tray down and turned around with nothing on her face. He thought about the stone, warm and humming, between his mattress and the wall.

The investigation and the want had fused into one thing and he couldn't pull them apart anymore. Every piece of evidence was also a memory of her body. Every detail he filed away was also a detail he replayed in the dark. The lace was proof she wasn't Diana and also the thing he'd been thinking about since he closed the drawer. The perfume was a clue and also the smell of her leaning over him in bed. The file existed to prove she was an impostor and also to catalog every way she'd touched him.

He didn't know which list he was keeping anymore. He wasn't sure it mattered.

He didn't sleep.


CHAPTER 8

He was thinking about her when the door opened.

That was the worst part. Not the sound of her bare feet on the tile. Not the casual way she walked in like it was nothing. The worst part was that he was already hard, already gone, standing under the hot water with his eyes closed and his forehead against the tile and his hand braced on the wall, thinking about the doorway. The tray. Her butt sliding across the front of his jeans. The perfume in the bathroom and the lace in the drawer and her fingers dipping under his waistband two mornings ago while she kissed his forehead.

He was thinking about all of it and his cock was stiff against his stomach and the water was running down his back and then the door handle turned and the door opened and she walked in. He hadn't locked it. He never locked the bathroom door. He'd lived in this house his whole life and his mother had never once walked in on him in the shower, so there'd never been a reason to.

"Sorry, honey. Just putting these away."

His eyes snapped open. Through the shower curtain he could see her shape. The curtain was translucent, frosted plastic, and she was a silhouette on the other side of it. She was carrying a stack of towels. She opened the linen closet. She took her time. She unfolded each towel and refolded it and placed it on the shelf like she was being paid by the hour.

"You're out of conditioner," she said. "I'll pick some up."

"Thanks," he managed. His voice was tight. He pressed closer to the tile. The water hit his shoulders.

She closed the linen closet. She didn't leave. He could see her shape standing there, still, facing the shower.

Then she pulled the curtain back.

Not all the way. A third of it. Enough to see him from the chest up. Enough for him to see her. She was in a t-shirt and jeans, barefoot, hair pulled back. She looked at his face. Her expression was calm, warm, the same expression she wore when she handed him coffee or asked about his day.

"Forgot the towel rack," she said.

She reached past him. Her arm came into the shower, past his chest, reaching for the washcloth that was hanging on the rack behind him. Her sleeve got wet. She didn't care. Her forearm brushed his ribs and he flinched and she didn't.

She pulled the old washcloth off the rack. She folded it over her arm. She didn't step back.

She was looking at him. Not at his face anymore. Her eyes moved down his body, the water streaming over his chest and stomach, and settled. She could see everything. He was hard and he was three feet away from her and there was no curtain between them and she looked at his cock the way she looked at everything. Directly. Without embarrassment. Like it was already hers.

Her eyes came back up to his face. She stepped closer. The shower spray caught her arm, her shoulder. She didn't flinch.

She put her hand on his chest. Her palm flat over his heart. The water ran over her fingers. His skin was hot and wet and her hand was cool and dry from the wrist up and he could feel the temperature difference like a brand. She held it there. He could feel his heart slamming against her palm and she could feel it too.

"What are you... doing?" he muttered.

"You're okay," she said. Quiet. Like she was soothing him. Like his cock standing rigid against his stomach was nervousness, not want. Like this was comfort.

Her hand slid down. Over his sternum. Across his ribs. Down the center of his stomach. Slow. The water ran between her fingers and his skin. She reached his navel and her hand kept going. Down the line of hair below it. Down to the flat plane above his cock. Her fingertips were three inches from him. Maybe two. He could feel the heat of her hand radiating into the skin just above where he needed her to touch.

She stopped.

She held there. Her fingers spread against his lower stomach, her pinky almost touching the base of him. He was so hard it hurt. His breath was coming in short pulls and the water was loud on the tile and she was standing in the bathroom doorway with her hand on his naked stomach and she wasn't moving it. Up or down. She was just holding it there. Letting him feel how close she was. Letting him understand that the distance between her fingers and his cock was a choice she was making, not an accident.

She looked at his face. He looked at hers. The water ran down his body and over her hand and neither of them said anything.

"Breakfast in ten," she said.

She took her hand back. She stepped away from the curtain. She picked up the old towel from where she'd draped it over her arm. She left.

The door stayed open. Not all the way. A few inches. Enough.

He stood under the water. He didn't move. He didn't touch himself. He stood there with the water running over him and his cock aching and her handprint cooling on his stomach and he stayed like that until the water went cold and then he stayed a little longer.

***

Jack managed to avoid her and the attached confusion until later that evening. Dinner was chicken and rice and a salad with something in it that his mother would never have known to add. Pine nuts. Dried cranberries. A dressing that tasted like lemon and garlic. Sophie was already at the table when Jack came down. She was in a good mood. She was usually in a good mood now.

"You'll never guess what happened at work," Sophie said.

Jack sat down. His mother set his plate in front of him.

"So this guy walks in," Sophie said. "Normal looking. Polo shirt. Khakis. And he's got a parrot on his shoulder. Like a full parrot. Green. Huge. Just sitting there."

"He did not," Diana said.

"He did. And Leah goes up to him and she's like, sir, we don't allow animals in the store, and he goes, 'this is my emotional support animal.' And Leah goes, 'sir, that's a parrot.' And he goes, 'she's certified.'"

Diana was leaning forward. Her chin in her hand. She was smiling the way she smiled at Sophie, warm and full and focused, like Sophie was the most interesting person in the room. Like she always had been.

"So Leah radios Craig. Craig comes over. Craig is the manager, you know Craig." Sophie was using her hands now, gesturing, her fork in one hand conducting the story. "Craig walks up and he does this thing where he puts his hands on his hips and puffs out his chest, like a rooster, and he goes, 'sir, I'm the manager, and I'm going to have to ask you to take your bird outside.' And the parrot just looks at him. Looks him dead in the eye. And bites his finger."

Diana laughed. Not the performed laugh. The real one. Her head tipped back and her hand went to her chest and she closed her eyes and the sound filled the kitchen.

"Craig cried," Sophie said. "He actually cried. In front of the parrot. In front of all of us. Leah had to get the first aid kit."

"He did not cry."

"Tears. Actual tears. And the parrot guy just goes, 'she doesn't like confrontation.'"

Diana was laughing. Sophie was grinning. She was performing, Jack could see that. She was doing the voices and the gestures and working the room the way she worked the room when she wanted someone's approval. And Diana was giving it to her. All of it. The attention, the laughter, the delight. Two women at a table loving each other and it looked real because it was real, at least on Sophie's end.

He ate. The salad had walnuts and some kind of vinaigrette he couldn't name. He was watching Diana laugh and thinking about her hand on his stomach in the shower, the water running over her fingers, her pinky almost touching the base of his cock.

That had been that same morning. She was sitting across from him now in a clean top and jeans, wiping tears from a parrot story, and there was nothing on her face that said I stood in your shower and looked at your cock and put my hand on your naked body and stopped two inches from where you wanted me. Nothing. She was a mother having dinner with her kids.

Diana stood up to clear the salad bowl. She came around behind Jack's chair, reaching across the table for the bread basket on the other side.

She leaned over him. Her chest pressed into the back of his head. Her breasts, warm and soft, pushed against his hair, the back of his skull. He could feel the shape of them. He could feel the give. She held there for two seconds while her arm reached across the table and her body pressed into him from behind.

"Excuse me," she said. "Just grabbing this."

Her fingers closed around the bread basket. She straightened up. Her chest dragged up the back of his head as she rose, the soft weight of her breasts sliding over his hair. Then she was gone.

She was walking back to the counter with the bread basket and Sophie was on her phone and Jack was sitting at the table with the back of his head burning and his jeans tight under the table and nobody in the room was acknowledging what had just happened because nothing had happened. A mother had reached across the table. That was all.

"You okay?" Sophie said. She was looking at him.

"Fine. Not that hungry."

She studied him. Her good mood dimmed a fraction. She glanced at Diana, who was at the counter wrapping the bread in foil, perfectly composed. She looked back at Jack.

"You look tired," Sophie said.

"I am tired."

"You've been tired all week."

"It's been a long week."

Sophie let it drop. But she watched him for the rest of the meal. Not Diana. Him. Something was shifting behind her eyes. Not suspicion of the woman at the counter. Worry about the man at the table.

***

After dinner, Jack went upstairs. He lay on his bed. He didn't turn the light on.

Sophie came up twenty minutes later. She didn't knock. She leaned against his doorframe with her arms crossed, backlit by the hallway light.

"Okay," she said. "Talk to me."

"About what."

"About whatever is making you look like that. You barely eat. You go to bed at eight. You stare at the wall. I've seen you happier at the dentist."

"I'm just going through something at work."

"You said that last week. And the week before that. You've been saying that since the morning with the strawberries and I let it go because I figured you'd sort it out but you're not sorting it out. You're getting worse."

She came into the room. She sat on the edge of his bed. Not the floor this time. The bed. She was close enough that he could see her face in the dim light from the hallway.

"You know you can tell me anything, right?" she said. "Like, actually anything. Whatever it is. I'm not going to freak out."

He looked at her. She was sitting where Diana had sat two mornings ago. In the same spot. On the same bed. The difference was everything.

"I know," he said.

"Do you? Because you're carrying something. I can see it. It's in your face, Jack. It's in the way you look at her. It's in the way you leave rooms."

His chest tightened. "The way I look at who?"

"Mom. You look at her like you're waiting for something bad to happen. She's in a good place. She's the best she's been in years. And you look at her like she's a bomb."

He could feel the words in his throat. They were right there. All of them. The portal. The pink light. The woman who stepped out wearing his mother's face. The robe and the morning ambush and the hand inside his boxers and the shower an hour ago, her palm on his wet skin, her fingers two inches from his cock while the water ran over both of them.

He looked at Sophie. She was sitting on his bed, worried, present, real. She was the most real thing in his life right now and she was looking at him like she wanted to help and he couldn't tell her any of it. Not the portal. Not the rest. Because the rest was worse than the portal and if he started talking he didn't know where he'd stop.

"I'm working through something," he said. "I'll be okay."

"That's not the same as being okay now."

"I know."

She sat with him for a minute. She put her hand on his knee. Squeezed.

"I'm here," she said. "Whenever you're ready."

She left. He heard her go down the hall. He heard her door close.

The house was quiet. He lay in the dark. He thought about Sophie's face, the worry in it, the way she'd said you're carrying something like she could see the shape of it even if she couldn't name it.

He heard footsteps in the hall. Soft. Bare feet on carpet.

Diana stopped in his doorway. She was in the robe. The silk one, loosely tied, the collar open wide enough that he could see the chain of the necklace against her skin and below it the swell of her chest and below that a thin edge of dark lace. The lace from the drawer. She was wearing it and the robe was showing it and she was standing in his doorway backlit by the hall light and she knew. She knew he'd been in her room. She knew he'd opened the drawer. She knew he'd held the lace between his fingers.

"Goodnight, honey," she said.

She looked at him the way she'd looked at him through the shower curtain. The look that said I see you. Not just his face. Not just the man on the bed. All of it. Everything he was carrying. Everything he wanted. Everything he was afraid of wanting.

She smiled. Warm. Patient. The smile of a woman who knew she was winning and wasn't in a rush.

She went to bed. He heard her door close down the hall. The house settled.

He lay there. He was hard again. Still. He'd been hard at the dinner table and he was hard now and his body was a traitor and his brain was a traitor and the only thing that wasn't betraying him was Sophie, who was asleep down the hall worrying about him, and he couldn't tell her why.

He stared at the ceiling. He thought about Capgras syndrome. He thought about the shower. He thought about her hand on his stomach, wet and warm, her fingers so close he could feel the heat of them against the base of his cock without her touching it. He thought about her breasts against the back of his head at dinner, the weight and the warmth, the two seconds that lasted an hour. He thought about the lace in the doorway and the smile and the goodnight, honey and the way she'd said it like a promise.

Outside, the motion light on the garage kicked on. He saw the glow through his window, the white flare cutting across the driveway. It stayed on for thirty seconds, then clicked off. Then on again. Then off. Like something was pacing at the edge of the sensor's range.

Raccoons, probably. The Hendersons' trash cans were always getting knocked over.

He didn't sleep. The stone hummed between his mattress and the wall.


CHAPTER 9

The vintage store was called Second Act, which Sophie thought was on the nose but Diana seemed to find charming. It was in a strip mall between a nail salon and a place that sold crystals. The inside smelled like old fabric and wood polish and someone's idea of what lavender should smell like.

Diana moved through the racks like she'd been there before. She hadn't. Diana had never set foot in a place like this. Diana bought her clothes from Kohl's, two sizes too large, in colors that didn't want to be noticed. This woman pulled things from the racks and held them up against Sophie and said things like "this with your coloring" and "try this, the cut is good for your frame" and Sophie tried them on because it was easier than arguing and because nobody had ever taken her shopping like this.

They went to a cafe after. It was the kind of place with mismatched mugs and a chalkboard menu and a barista who remembered your name. Her mother ordered a latte with oat milk and Sophie ordered a drip coffee because she didn't trust milk alternatives and they sat by the window and the light was good and her mother looked relaxed in a way she never had. Loose. Present. Like she was exactly where she wanted to be.

"I got you something," Diana said. She reached into her bag and pulled out a small paper pouch. Inside was a necklace. A thin chain with a small pendant, a flat gold disc with a tiny pressed flower inside it. Sophie had been looking at it in the display case at Second Act while Diana was trying on a jacket. She hadn't said anything about it. She'd just looked.

"You didn't have to do that."

"I know. I wanted to." Diana reached across the table and fastened it around Sophie's neck. Her fingers were gentle on the clasp. "You never let yourself have nice things, Sophie. That ends now."

Sophie touched the pendant. It sat in the hollow of her throat, warm from Diana's hand.

"Thank you," she said. Her voice was smaller than she wanted it to be.

***

They went to a bookstore after. Sophie bought a paperback she'd been meaning to read. Diana bought a cookbook, thick, with pictures. "I want to try something new tonight," she said, flipping through pages. "What do you think about homemade pasta?"

"I think you hated cooking six months ago. You told me the kitchen was where joy went to die."

"I'm a fast learner."

They drove home with the bags in the back seat and the windows down and Sophie was wearing the necklace and her hand kept going to it, touching the pendant, feeling the tiny flower under her thumb. She felt light. She felt like something that had been clenched inside her for a decade had loosened by a quarter turn. Not all the way. Not fixed. But a quarter turn was more than she'd had in years.

***

Jack came downstairs around 5:30. He'd been in his room since they got back from shopping, door closed, doing nothing useful. The house smelled like flour and garlic and he could hear laughing from the kitchen.

He found them at the counter. His mother had the cookbook open, propped against the backsplash. Sophie was next to her with flour on her shirt and her hair pulled up and a streak of dough on her cheek. They were making pasta. The counter was covered in flour and there were sheets of dough hanging off the edge and the rolling pin was in Diana's hands and they were both laughing at something he'd missed.

They looked happy. They looked like a family. Not the family he grew up in, the one that ran on obligation and exhaustion and silence. A different one. A better one.

"Jack!" Sophie waved him over. "Come here. You have to see this. She's making pasta from scratch. From scratch, Jack. With flour and eggs and everything."

"I can see that." He was in the doorway. Diana was at the counter with the rolling pin. She was wearing an apron over a tank top and her arms were dusted with flour up to the elbows. She looked up at him and smiled. The public smile. The mother smile. But behind it, underneath it, the other thing. The frequency that was just for him. He saw it in her eyes for a half-second before she set down the rolling pin and came over to him.

"There you are, honey."

She hugged him. Full body. Her arms around his neck, her chest against his, her hips pressing into him. Her hands were covered in flour and she left white prints on the back of his t-shirt. The hug lasted two beats longer than a mother's hug should. She was warm and solid against him and she smelled like flour and coconut and she held on until he put his arms around her and then she held on a little longer.

She pulled back. Her hands stayed on his shoulders. She looked at his face. Then she turned back to the counter.

"This dough is fighting me," she said. She leaned into the rolling pin, pressing, but the sheet sprang back. "It's too elastic. I need to let it rest, or I need some man muscles. Get in behind me. We can both put our weight into it."

Sophie snorted. "Man muscles. He carries a laptop bag, Mom."

"He's still stronger than me. Jack. Come."

He came to the counter. He didn't want to. He did. She was already in position, hands on the rolling pin, and he stepped behind her and put his hands over hers and leaned in and pressed.

"Harder," she said. "It needs more heft."

He pressed harder. She was standing in front of him, between his body and the counter, and his arms were on either side of her. The dough was thick and resistant and he leaned his weight into it and his chest pressed against her back.

She pressed back into him. Not away from the counter. Into him. Her shoulder blades against his chest, her butt finding the front of his jeans. She was shorter than him by a few inches and her head was below his chin and he could see down the front of her tank top from this angle, the apron loose at the collar, the swell of her breasts from above.

"There you go," she said. "Keep going."

The dough fought them. He bore down on the rolling pin and every time he pushed forward his hips drove into her from behind. The counter caught her at the waist and she had nowhere to go so the force of it pressed through her and she took it, her body absorbing each stroke, rocking forward against the counter's edge and then back into him.

His cock was against her butt. There was no avoiding it. The geometry of two bodies at a counter, one behind the other, one pushing, meant that his crotch was pressed into the curve of her and every stroke of the rolling pin was a thrust he couldn't disguise.

He was getting hard. Fast. He could feel it happening and he couldn't stop it. His cock was stiffening against her butt through his jeans and the apron and whatever she was wearing underneath and she had to feel it. She had to. It was pressed against her, growing, with every push of the rolling pin driving it harder into the soft give of her.

Sophie was three feet away. Dusting a sheet of pasta with flour. Humming along with the music.

"Lean into it more," said Diana.

Her voice was even. Instructional. A mother teaching her son to cook. She put her hands over his on the rolling pin and pulled him tighter against her. His chest was flush against her back now and his hips were locked against her butt and she rolled the pin forward and the motion pulled him with her. A slow grind. His cock dragged along the cleft of her butt through their clothes and she pushed back into it, her hips tilting, finding him, and held the pressure for a beat before rocking forward again.

"Like that," she said. "Feel the dough give."

"I... feel it, Mom," he muttered. "It wants to give."

He felt nothing except her. The dough was irrelevant. Her butt was pressed against his cock and she was moving, slow and rhythmic, rocking back and forth with the rolling pin as cover, and each stroke was a grind that pressed him harder into her.

He was fully hard now. There was no hiding it. His cock was rigid against her and the fabric of his jeans was the only thing between him and the thin pants she was wearing under the apron and he could feel the warmth of her through it. She tilted her hips again, a small adjustment that wedged him deeper into the curve of her, and he heard his own breath catch.

Sophie looked up. "You okay over there? You look like you're fighting the dough personally."

"It's tough," Jack managed. His voice was tight.

"Use your back," Diana said. "Give it all you've got, sweetie."

She shifted against him. A roll. Her hips circled once, slow, pressing his cock into the soft give of her butt, grinding in a circle that had nothing to do with pasta. He pushed. She pushed back. They were practically fucking against the counter with a rolling pin between their hands and flour on the surface and Sophie was right there, right there, and Diana's hips were moving in a rhythm that his body wanted to match.

He could feel the heat of her through his jeans. He could feel the shape of her, the cleft of her butt cradling the length of him through the fabric, and his hips were starting to move on their own, pressing forward when she pressed back, and it was a rhythm now, a mutual thing, and his hands were shaking on the rolling pin.

"You two are adorable," Sophie said. She was grinning. She picked up her phone. "Stay like that. I'm sending this to Leah. She doesn't believe me that Diana cooks now."

Diana laughed. She held still for the photo. Her butt was pressed flat against his crotch, his cock hard against her, and she smiled at the camera and Jack tried to smile and Sophie took the picture and put the phone down and went back to dusting pasta.

Diana rocked back into him one more time. Firm. Deliberate. She held it. His cock was pressed into her so hard he could feel her heat through the denim and she squeezed, a clench of her glutes, a tightening around him that lasted one second, and his vision went white at the edges.

"Okay, I think that's good," she said. Her voice was perfectly even. Not a tremor. Not a catch. "Thanks, honey. You can let go."

He couldn't let go. His hands were locked on the rolling pin and his hips were pressed against her and his body was screaming at him to keep going, to grind into her until he came in his jeans in his mother's kitchen three feet from Sophie. He stood there for a second too long. Two seconds. His mother waited. She didn't move away. She let him press against her for those two extra seconds like she was giving him a choice.

He let go. He stepped back. His face was burning. His jeans were obscene, the bulge obvious, and he turned away from Sophie and put his hands on the counter behind him.

"I'm going to go change," he said. His voice sounded wrong. Thick.

"Dinner in thirty," Diana called after him. Cheerful. Normal. A mother in a kitchen.

He walked out. He went upstairs. He closed his door and locked it and stood there with his back against it and his hands on his face and his cock so hard it ached against the denim. He could still feel her. The pressure. The heat. The way she'd clenched around him through her pants. The two extra seconds she'd given him, the choice she'd offered, the line he'd almost crossed in his mother's kitchen while Sophie took a picture for Leah.

He pressed the heel of his hand against his jeans. He held it there. He didn't move it.

He wanted to. God, he wanted to. His cock was throbbing and she was downstairs and he could still feel the shape of her against him and it would have taken thirty seconds. Less. He was that close.

He took his hand away. He stood there until his breathing slowed. It took a while.

Downstairs, he could hear them laughing. The sound of the kitchen. The clink of pots. The music from the speaker.

***

He came back down for dinner. Diana had made pasta with a cream sauce that tasted like a restaurant. Sophie talked about the shopping trip, the cafe, the bookstore. She showed him the necklace. She touched the pendant while she talked about it and there was something in her voice he hadn't heard before. Not happiness, exactly. Something quieter. Something more fragile.

"She said she just didn't know how to show it," Sophie told him. "That I was always wanted. She said it wasn't my fault." Sophie looked at the table. "Nobody ever said that to me before."

Jack looked at Diana. Diana was eating pasta, calm and warm, a mother who'd spent the afternoon healing her daughter's oldest wound. She didn't look at Jack. She didn't need to.

After dinner, Sophie went upstairs to call Leah. Diana washed dishes. Jack sat at the table and watched her.

"She trusts you," he said.

"Of course she does." Diana didn't turn from the sink. "She's my daughter."

The word landed like a stone in still water. My daughter. Said with total conviction. Said like it was obvious.

"She enjoyed herself today," Jack said. "In a way she never did before."

Diana turned off the water. She dried her hands. She turned and leaned against the counter and looked at him.

"She gave me a chance today," she said. "I'm glad she felt safe enough to let her guard down. I should have made her feel safe a long time ago."

She said it without blinking. Without a crack. She was their mother. She'd always been their mother. The performance was seamless and it made his head swim because the woman who'd been grinding against him at the counter twenty minutes ago was now standing at the sink talking about her daughter's emotional safety and both versions of her were equally convincing.

She held his eyes for a moment. Then she smiled. The private one. The one that was just for him. The one that said we both know without saying it.

"You were helpful today," she said. Quiet. "In the kitchen."

His stomach dropped. "Don't."

"The pasta came out well. That's all I meant."

She pushed off the counter. She walked past him, close, and her hand trailed across his shoulders as she passed. Her fingers traced the back of his neck, light, and then she was gone. He heard her footsteps on the stairs. He heard her bedroom door close.

He sat at the table. The kitchen was clean and quiet and smelled like garlic and flour. Sophie's necklace box was on the counter. The cookbook was still open.

He went to his room. He sat on the bed. He stared at the wall.

The investigation was over. Not because the evidence wasn't there. The evidence was everywhere. It was in the closet and the underwear drawer and the perfume bottle and the missing journal and the pill bottles and the glasses and every meal she'd cooked and every word she'd said. The evidence said she wasn't Diana.

But Sophie was downstairs wearing a necklace from a woman who'd told her she was wanted, and the house was warm, and dinner had been homemade pasta, and the woman at the sink had smiled the private smile and said you were helpful today like it was about the dough and they both knew it wasn't.

The evidence said she wasn't Diana. His body said it didn't care. Sophie's face said the lie was better than the truth. The house said everyone was happier with Diana than they'd ever been with the woman she replaced.

He lay back on the bed. The stone hummed faintly between the mattress and the wall.

He didn't take it out. He didn't want to hear what it might say if it ever learned to talk.


CHAPTER 10

Sophie left for her closing shift at 4:30. He heard her keys, the front door, the car starting in the driveway. He was on the couch with his laptop open to a tab he'd been staring at for an hour.

Capgras delusion: causes, symptoms, and treatment.

He'd deepened the level of his research. He'd read the case studies. He'd taken an online screening questionnaire designed for people who suspected they might be experiencing delusional thinking, and the results had told him to consult a mental health professional, which was not helpful because the questionnaire didn't have a checkbox for "I watched my mother walk into a glowing hole in the wall and something else walked out."

The house was quiet. The house was never quiet when Diana was home. There was always music, or cooking sounds, or her voice, or the soft pad of her feet on the hardwood. The quiet meant she was upstairs. The quiet meant she knew Sophie had left.

He stared at the laptop screen. The article said Capgras delusion was most common in patients with dementia or schizophrenia. He was twenty-four. He didn't have dementia. He didn't hear voices. He just had a gas station receipt in a sock drawer and a stone that hummed between his mattress and the wall and a mother who put her hand on his naked stomach in the shower and ground her butt against his cock at the kitchen counter.

He closed the laptop.

He heard her on the stairs. Bare feet. Slow. She wasn't rushing. She never rushed.

She came into the living room. She was in the silk robe, the one from the first morning, the one that had become the flag of everything that was different. Her hair was down and damp. She'd just showered. The robe was loosely tied and he could see the notch of her collarbone and the beginning of the slope below it and the chain of the necklace catching the light from the window. She smelled like he remembered. The smell from the bathroom. The smell from every morning. The smell that made his body respond before his brain could intervene.

She sat down next to him on the couch. Close. Her thigh against his thigh. She tucked her feet under her and leaned into his shoulder and the silk of the robe was cool against his arm.

"You've been on that computer all week," she said. "Whatever you're worrying about, you can talk to me. You know that."

Her voice was soft. Concerned. A mother who'd noticed her son was struggling. He didn't say anything. The laptop was closed on the coffee table. The article about Capgras delusion was behind the screen, waiting for him.

"Jack." She tilted her head up to look at him, bringing her face in close. "Talk to me."

"Are you actually my mother?"

He said it before he could stop himself. The question that had been sitting in his chest for three weeks, pressing against his ribs, keeping him up at night. It came out flat. Exhausted. The voice of a man who had run out of ways to not ask.

She didn't flinch. She didn't look away. She held his eyes and her expression didn't change. The warmth didn't leave her face. The patience didn't leave her posture. She looked at him the way she always looked at him. Like she'd been waiting for this.

"I remember the day you fell off your bike and split your chin open," she said. "You were nine. The handlebar caught a crack in the sidewalk and you went over and your chin hit the curb and there was so much blood. I drove you to the ER. I held your hand while they did the stitches and I sang to you so you wouldn't cry."

"That doesn't answer my question."

"I remember your first day of high school. You wore the blue shirt and you didn't eat breakfast because you were nervous and you wouldn't let me walk you to the door. I remember the fight we had about your grades junior year. You said I didn't care and I said I cared too much and we didn't talk for three days. I remember every birthday. Every Christmas. Every time you had a fever and I sat on the floor next to your bed. Every time you slammed your door."

"That's not what I asked."

"I remember all of it, Jack." Her voice was quiet. Steady. "Every moment. I'm still here. I'm just better now."

He looked at her. She looked at him. The robe was slightly open at the collar and her skin was flushed from the shower and she was close enough that he could see the faint freckles across her nose that Diana had, that he'd known his whole life.

"I'm not disappearing into the bedroom anymore," she said. "I'm not burned out on life. I'm not too tired to talk to you. I'm not too sad to be your mother. Isn't that what you wanted?"

He didn't answer. He didn't have an answer. The question sat between them and she let it sit.

She put her head on his shoulder. She hummed something. Low, tuneless at first, and then he recognized it. A lullaby. Something from when he was small, something Diana used to sing when he couldn't sleep. He hadn't heard it in fifteen years. The melody was simple and the sound of it coming from her chest through his shoulder did something to the wall he'd been building and he felt it crack.

Her hand was on his thigh.

Not moving. Just resting there. Her palm flat against his sweatpants, her fingers loose, her thumb on the inside of his knee. Casual. Warm. A mother's hand on her son's leg while they sat on the couch and she hummed a lullaby he hadn't heard since he was a child.

Her hand moved. An inch. Two. Up the inside of his thigh. Slow. Patient. Her fingers walked the fabric, pressing gently into the muscle beneath, and the warmth of her palm radiated through the cotton. She didn't look at him. She kept her head on his shoulder. She kept humming.

He should stop her. He knew he should stop her. He should take her wrist and move her hand and stand up and go to his room and lock the door and call a therapist or a priest or anyone who could tell him what to do. His brain said all of that. His brain said it clearly and urgently and his body didn't move. His hands stayed where they were, one on the couch cushion, one on his own knee, and he let her hand travel up his thigh.

She reached the top. Her fingers slid over the crease where his thigh met his hip and found him through the sweatpants. She didn't grab. She rested her palm over the shape of him. Casual. Like she'd done this a hundred times. Like this was just another thing a mother did for her son on a Tuesday evening.

He was fully hard. He'd been getting hard since she sat down, since the robe and the smell and the thigh against his thigh, and now her hand was on his cock through the cotton and there was no pretending otherwise. The fabric was pulled tight. She could feel every inch of him. She held her palm there, cupping him through the sweatpants, and she kept humming.

Neither of them spoke. The living room was dim. The sun was going down outside the window and the light was orange and the house was quiet except for the lullaby and his breathing, which had gone shallow and fast.

"Let me help," she said.

Quiet. Like she was offering to carry his groceries. Like she was offering to fix a loose button. Like this was the most natural thing in the world.

"Yeah," he said. The single word felt raw, hot on his lips, like dirty talk, somehow.

She stroked him through the fabric. Slow. Her palm sliding up the length of him, her thumb tracing the head through the cotton, pressing into the ridge of it. He gripped the couch cushion. His knuckles went white. She stroked again. Longer. Slower. She explored the shape of his cock through the sweatpants and learned it, her fingers mapping him, and each stroke pressed the cotton against his skin in a way that was friction and warmth and not enough.

"That's it," she murmured. Her head was still on his shoulder. Her voice was against his neck. "Just let me."

Her fingers found his waistband. She slipped them inside. Her hand slid down, past the elastic, past the cotton, and her fingers wrapped around his bare cock and the shock of hot skin on skin made him gasp. Her hand was warm and dry and her grip was firm and she held him for a moment, just held, and he could feel his pulse hammering against her palm.

She started to stroke. Slow. Confident. Unhurried. She adjusted her grip based on his breathing, tighter when he exhaled, looser on the upstroke, her thumb swiping across the tip on each pass. She was good at it. She was good at it in a way that suggested she knew exactly what she was doing, that this wasn't fumbling or experimental, that she'd decided how this was going to go before she sat down.

She kept humming. The lullaby. Her head on his shoulder, her hand around his cock, the melody from his childhood coming out of her chest while she worked him with a steady, patient rhythm.

He was going to come. He could feel it building, fast, embarrassingly fast, the pressure gathering at the base and rising and his hips were moving, small involuntary thrusts into her hand that he couldn't stop. She felt it. She adjusted. She tightened her grip and stroked faster, shorter, focused on the head, her thumb pressing into the underside where the nerve was, and he made a sound that was closer to a sob than a moan.

"There you go, honey," she whispered. "There you go."

He came. Hard. Into her hand, in his mother's living room, on the couch where Diana used to fall asleep watching the news. It hit him in waves, his hips jerking, his breath stopping, his hand coming off the cushion and gripping her thigh through the silk robe. She stroked him through it. Gentle. Slowing. Murmuring "there you go" and "that's it" and "good boy" into his neck while his cum ran over her fingers and down the inside of his sweatpants.

She held him until the last pulse. Until his breathing slowed. Until his grip on her thigh loosened. Then she slid her hand out of his sweatpants, slow, dragging her fingers along his softening cock one last time, and wiped her hand on the inside of his waistband. She pulled the elastic back up. She patted his thigh.

"You work too hard," she said. "I just want to help you."

Her voice was warm. Even. Loving. She kissed his temple. A soft, dry press of her mouth against the side of his head. A mother's kiss. Delivered by a woman whose hand was wet with his cum.

"Was this... helping?" he muttered.

"Was it?"

She stood up. She retied the robe. She smoothed her hair. She looked down at him. He was slumped against the couch cushion, eyes closed, his sweatpants damp, his hands limp at his sides. She looked at him the way she always looked at him. With warmth. With patience. With the quiet certainty of a woman who had all the time in the world.

"I'll make dinner," she said.

She went to the kitchen. He heard her open the fridge. He heard pots. He heard the speaker turn on, the jazz she liked, and then her humming along.

He sat on the couch. The living room was getting dark. The cushion next to him was still warm from her body. He could smell her. The warmth she left on everything. He could smell himself, faintly, the evidence of what had just happened seeping into his sweatpants.

He got up. He went to his room. He sat on the edge of his bed in the dark and stared at his hands.

The ambiguity was gone. Not the ambiguity of what she was. That was still there, would always be there, was maybe the point. The ambiguity that was gone was the one he'd been hiding behind. The one that said she's pushing and I'm resisting and the resistance means something and as long as I resist I'm still a person who would resist this.

He hadn't resisted. He'd sat there. He'd let her. He'd come in her hand and said nothing and felt her mouth on his temple and listened to her walk to the kitchen to make dinner.

Whatever she was. Whatever he was now. Those were the same question and neither one had an answer and he sat on his bed in the dark and did not move.

***

Sophie got home at 11:15.

The front door opened and she dropped her keys on the table and kicked off her shoes. The house was quiet. The kitchen was clean. Diana had already gone to bed.

The living room was dark. The TV was off. There was a stain on one of the couch cushions. Not a huge mess. Just an odd stain. Like someone had smeared something on it by accident.

She stood in the living room. Something was different. The air was different. It smelled like Diana. That warm, heavy sweetness she carried with her, but thicker tonight. Denser. Like the air was holding something it shouldn't. She stood there for a few seconds, feeling it, not knowing what she was feeling.

She went upstairs.

Jack's door was open. The light was off but she could see him in the glow from the hallway. He was sitting on the edge of his bed, still in his sweatpants and t-shirt, staring at his hands. He looked like someone who'd been hit by a car and was still sitting in the road trying to figure out what had happened. All the forward motion in him had been turned off.

"Jack?"

He looked up. His face was empty. Cleared out. Like a room someone had just moved out of.

"Hey, Soph."

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Just tired. Long day."

"It's Tuesday."

"Long Tuesday."

She leaned against his doorframe. She looked at him. She looked at the bed he was sitting on. She looked at his hands, which were hanging between his knees like they didn't belong to him.

"Did something happen?"

"No. Nothing happened."

His voice was flat. Careful. The voice of a person choosing each word. She knew that voice. She'd used that voice when their mother asked her if she was okay and she wasn't. It was the voice of someone holding a door shut with both hands.

"Okay," she said. She didn't push. She didn't know what she'd be pushing toward and the not-knowing stopped her.

"Goodnight, Jack."

"Night, Soph."

She went to her room. She closed the door. She sat on her bed and pulled her knees up and held them.

Something happened. She didn't know what. But the house felt different. Jack looked different. The living room had smelled like Diana's perfume at 11 PM on a Tuesday and Jack was sitting in the dark staring at his hands like he'd touched something he couldn't wash off.

She lay back. She stared at the ceiling.

She thought about the last two weeks. The best two weeks. Diana cooking. Diana listening. Diana taking her shopping. The necklace. The cafe. "I was drowning." "I just didn't know how to show it." "That was never your fault."

She touched the pendant at her throat. It was warm from her skin.

She thought about the dinner. Diana's hand on Jack's forearm. The thumb tracing circles. She'd noticed that. She'd filed it as affection, as the new Diana being tactile, being warm. The knee under the table. She hadn't seen that. But she'd seen Jack's face when he excused himself early and his face had looked like the face she'd just seen in his doorway.

She thought about the pasta night. The hug that lasted too long. The rolling pin scene, both of them at the counter, and she'd taken a picture because it was cute. She pulled out her phone and looked at the picture. Diana smiling. Jack behind her, hands on the rolling pin, face tight. She'd thought he was concentrating on the dough. She looked at the picture again. He wasn't concentrating on the dough.

She put the phone down.

She wasn't thinking anything specific. She wasn't forming a theory or building a case or assembling evidence. She was just lying in the dark with a feeling. A feeling that something had shifted.

That the warm, wonderful woman downstairs who'd taken her shopping and bought her a necklace and told her she was wanted was doing something else in the hours when Sophie was at work. Something that involved Jack. Something that left the living room smelling like perfume and the couch cushions stained and Jack sitting in the dark staring at his hands.

She didn't know what it was. She didn't want to know what it was. But the not-knowing was worse than knowing and it was going to keep her up tonight and it was going to make her watch tomorrow.

She set her alarm for early. She was going to start paying very close attention.

The necklace was warm against her throat. She didn't take it off. She wanted to. She didn't.


CHAPTER 11

Sophie was up before the sun.

She hadn't slept well. She'd slept in pieces, waking every hour to listen to the house, lying in the dark with her door open and her ears reaching down the hallway for sounds she wasn't sure she wanted to hear. She'd heard nothing. Just the house settling, the furnace clicking, the wind against the siding.

She made coffee. She sat at the kitchen table in an old t-shirt, her pale legs drawn up on the chair, her hair loose around her face. She waited.

Diana came downstairs at 6:45. The silk robe, the loose hair, the bare feet. She moved through the kitchen with the easy grace that her mother had never had. Previously, she'd moved through rooms like she was trying not to take up space. Now she moved like the room belonged to her.

"Morning, sweetheart. You're up early."

"Couldn't sleep."

"Everything okay?"

"Fine. Just restless."

Diana made breakfast. Eggs, toast, fruit. She hummed while she cooked. Sophie sat at the table and watched her the way Jack had been watching her for three weeks. She watched her mother's hands on the pan, the way she moved at the stove, the way the robe shifted when she reached for plates. She looked for seams. She looked for the thing Jack had apparently been seeing that she'd been too happy to notice.

Jack came down at 7:15. He looked like he hadn't slept either. Grey face. Circles under his eyes. He shuffled to the table and sat down and didn't look at anyone.

"Morning, honey."

Diana set a plate in front of him. Her hand landed on his shoulder as she put the plate down. Her fingers lingered. A squeeze. Her thumb traced the muscle at the base of his neck, a tiny motion, almost invisible.

Jack's eyes fluttered. His body leaned into the touch, a fraction of an inch, before his face shut it down.

"You look tired," said their mother. "Did you sleep?"

She was still behind him. Her hand was still on his shoulder.

"Some."

"You need to take better care of yourself." Her voice was low. Her thumb moved again on the back of his neck, a slow circle. "I worry about you."

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. Look at you." She came around and sat down across from him. "When's the last time you slept through the night?"

The robe fell open at the collar when she leaned forward on her elbows, and Sophie could see the neckline of whatever she was wearing underneath. Something thin. Something with lace at the edge.

"I don't know," said Jack, with a shrug. "A while."

"Maybe you need something to help you relax." Diana picked up her coffee and looked at him over the rim. "I could run you a bath tonight. Put something in it. Help you unwind."

"I don't take baths."

"You used to. When you were little, you'd stay in the tub until the water went cold. I'd have to drag you out." She smiled. "You're not too old for someone to take care of you, Jack."

Sophie watched the exchange like watching a tennis match. The words were all fine. A mother worrying about her son's sleep. A mother offering to help. But the frequency underneath was wrong.

The "honey" was pitched too low. The offer to run a bath was too intimate. The "help you unwind" landed in Sophie's ear like a double entendre that Diana may or may not have intended, and the fact that Sophie couldn't tell was the point.

Jack was looking at his plate. He hadn't taken a bite.

"Eat your breakfast," Diana said. "You need your strength."

She reached across the table and touched the back of his hand. Just a brush. Her fingers slid across his knuckles and pulled away. You need your strength. Sophie turned the phrase over in her head. For what? For work? For the day? Or for something else their mother had in mind?

She was reading into it too much. She knew she was reading into it too much. A week ago she would have heard "eat your breakfast, you need your strength" and thought nothing. But a week ago she hadn't come home to a dark living room and a stained couch cushion and Jack sitting in the dark staring at his hands.

"I made your favorite," Diana said to Sophie, sliding a plate over. "The eggs with the chives."

"Thanks."

"You're both so quiet this morning. Did I miss something?"

"No," Jack said. Too fast.

"Nothing," Sophie said. Not fast enough.

Diana looked between them. Her expression was open, curious, a mother trying to read her kids. She picked up a strawberry and bit into it. A drop of juice caught on her lower lip and she licked it off and Sophie saw Jack's eyes track the movement. His gaze went to their mother's mouth and stayed there for a half-second before he looked down at his plate.

Sophie saw that too. The eyes on the mouth. The half-second. The look-away.

"I was thinking," Diana said, "maybe this weekend we could do something together. All three of us. Go somewhere. The lake, maybe. It's supposed to be warm."

"I might have to work," Sophie said.

"On a Saturday?"

"Retail."

"That's a shame." Diana looked at Jack. "What about you, honey? You and me could go. I'll pack a lunch. We could make a day of it."

You and me. Not "we." Not "the family." You and me. Jack and Mom at the lake. A packed lunch. A whole day.

"I'll see," Jack said. His voice was careful.

"Think about it." Diana stood up.

She gathered the plates. As she passed behind Jack's chair, her hand trailed across his shoulders, from one side to the other, her fingers tracing the line of his back. Not a pat. A caress. Her fingertips dragged across the fabric of his t-shirt like she was memorizing the shape of him. Jack's eyes closed for a second. One second. Then he opened them and picked up his fork and started eating.

Sophie sat there. Her eggs were getting cold. She watched their mother at the sink, humming, washing dishes. She watched the back of Jack's head, the tension in his neck, the red still fading from his ears.

Every word of that conversation had been normal. Every touch had been explainable. And the whole thing had felt like watching two people who were sleeping together pretend they weren't in front of a third person who wasn't supposed to know.

She finished her eggs. She put her plate in the sink. She went upstairs.

She called the store. She traded her Tuesday afternoon for Jamie's Thursday closing. She traded her Wednesday morning for Terri's Saturday opener. She rearranged her week so that every gap in Jack's schedule was covered by her presence. She was being paranoid, obviously, but still. She felt compelled to do it, for some reason she couldn't quite place.

And she started sleeping with her door open.

***

Three days passed. Sophie watched. She found reasons to be in whatever room Jack was in. She sat on the couch when he sat on the couch. She lingered in the kitchen after dinner. She came home from work and went straight to the living room instead of her bedroom.

Their mother noticed. Of course she noticed. She responded the way she always responded to disruption: with warmth. She made Sophie's favorite soup. She did Sophie's laundry and folded it and put it in her dresser. She sat next to Sophie on the couch one evening and put her arm around her.

"I feel like we haven't talked in a few days," Diana said. "Is everything okay? Did I do something?"

"No. Everything's fine."

"Because I thought we were getting along so well. The shopping trip, the pasta night. I loved that."

Sophie's chest ached. She did love it. She loved the shopping trip and the cafe and the necklace and the "I just didn't know how to show it." She loved having a mother who saw her. And every time she stationed herself between Diana and Jack, every time she rearranged a shift or left her door open or sat in the living room instead of going to bed, it felt like she was dismantling the best thing that had ever happened to her with her own hands.

"You didn't do anything wrong," Sophie said. "I'm just around more this week."

Diana squeezed her shoulder. "Well, I'm glad. I like having you here."

That was the cruelty of it. Diana meant it. Or performed meaning it so well that the difference was academic.

***

Thursday afternoon. Sophie was supposed to be at work. She'd told Jack she had a closing shift. She'd told Diana the same thing. Instead she drove around the block, parked two streets over, and walked back to the house.

She let herself in through the back door. Quiet. The kitchen was empty. The living room was empty. The house was still.

She went upstairs. She moved slowly, stepping on the edges of the stairs where the wood didn't creak, the way she'd learned to do at sixteen when she was sneaking in past Diana's curfew.

She heard it when she reached the top of the stairs.

Jack's door was mostly closed. Through the gap she could hear something. A rhythm. A low, repetitive sound. Breathing, but harder than breathing. And underneath it, barely audible, a woman's voice. Muffled. Soft. A woman in Jack's room on a Thursday afternoon.

Her heart slammed into her ribs. She's in there with him.

She pushed the door open before her brain caught up to her body.

Jack was on his bed. On his back. His laptop was open next to him, tilted away from the door, and the sound was coming from it. A woman's voice, breathy, performing. His jeans were open and his hand was inside his boxers and his eyes were closed and his hips were lifting off the mattress in slow, tight thrusts into his own fist.

She saw everything. The arch of his back. The strain in his forearm. The ridge of his knuckles moving under the fabric of his boxers. His mouth was open slightly and the sound he was making was low and broken and his t-shirt was rucked up above his stomach and she could see the muscles of his abdomen tensing with each stroke.

She stood in the doorway for one second. Two. Long enough to see all of it. Long enough for her brain to take a photograph she would never be able to delete.

He opened his eyes.

The moment froze. His hand stopped. His hips dropped to the mattress. His face went white. They looked at each other across the room. The video was still playing on the laptop, the woman's voice filling the silence between them.

"Shit," he said. "Sophie. Shit."

She pulled the door shut. She was already turning, already moving, her face on fire, her pulse hammering in her throat. She went to her room. She closed the door. She sat on the edge of her bed and pressed her hands over her eyes.

She'd seen it. She'd seen Jack on his bed with his hand in his boxers and his back arched and his stomach muscles working and the sound he made and his face and she couldn't unsee any of it. The image was burned in. The arch of his back. The movement of his hand under the fabric. The way his mouth was open.

She sat there for five minutes. Her face was hot. Her hands were shaking. She told herself it was embarrassment. It was the shock of walking in on something private. It was normal to feel shaken. Normal to feel flushed. Normal for her heart to be pounding.

But her heart wasn't pounding because she was embarrassed. It was pounding because she'd been looking for evidence and she'd found it. Jack was sexually wound up in the middle of a Thursday afternoon in a house where the only women around were here and their mother, and he was watching a video to get himself through it. Two weeks ago he'd been a normal guy who went to work and came home and ate dinner and now he was jerking off while a woman moaned from his laptop and acting like their mother might devour him at any moment.

Something was doing this to him. Someone.

***

She found him an hour later. He was in the kitchen, making a sandwich, not looking at her. His ears were red.

"We don't have to talk about it," she said.

"Good. Let's not. Ever."

"Deal."

She got a glass of water. She leaned against the counter. The silence was thick but not unbearable. They'd lived together long enough to survive awkwardness. She drank her water. He made his sandwich. The kitchen was quiet.

"Can I ask you something else, though?" she said.

He tensed. "Depends."

"You seem different around Mom lately. More comfortable. Like, more relaxed with her."

He looked at her. His face was careful. "Isn't that a good thing? I thought you liked the new her."

"I do. I love the new her. The cooking, the talking, all of it. It's been amazing."

"So what's the problem?"

She didn't know how to say it. The problem wasn't that Jack was comfortable with Diana. The problem was what "comfortable" looked like. The lean at breakfast. The closed eyes when Diana's hand crossed his shoulders. The way he tracked her mouth when she licked the strawberry juice off her lip.

"No problem," she said. "I guess I'm just adjusting too. It's a lot of change."

"Yeah." He picked up his sandwich, took a bite, and chewed. "It's weird. Having a mother who's actually present. I'm still getting used to it."

"Right," Sophie said. "That's all it is."

"That's all it is."

He didn't look at her when he said it. He looked at his sandwich. And his eyes were different. Not just tired, not just guilty. There was something behind the shame. A heat. A low burning thing that hadn't been there a month ago.

She recognized it because she'd seen his full range of emotions over the years. This expression was new. This was the face of a man who was holding something that was too hot to put down and too hot to keep holding.

She looked away first. She looked away because looking at that heat in his eyes while her own face was still warm from what she'd seen in his bedroom was too much to hold at the same time.

"You okay, though?" she said. To the counter. Not to him.

"Yeah, Soph. Just work stuff. And adjusting. Like you said."

"Okay."

She finished her water. She put the glass in the sink. She left the kitchen. She didn't push. Not yet. She didn't know what she'd be pushing toward.

***

Night.

Sophie was in bed. Door open. The house was quiet. Diana had gone to her room an hour ago. Jack's door was closed. No sounds. No light under the door.

She lay on her back. She stared at the ceiling. The necklace was against her throat and she could feel the pendant resting in the hollow above her collarbone, warm from her skin.

She didn't want to think about it. She told herself not to think about it. She told herself to think about Leah's training plan, or the customer who'd yelled at her last Tuesday, or the water bill that was due Friday.

She thought about the counter.

The pasta night. The rolling pin. Jack behind their mother, his arms around her, both of them pushing the dough. She'd been three feet away. She'd taken a picture. She'd thought it was cute.

She saw it differently now. Jack's hips against their mom's butt. The way she'd rocked back. The way the rolling pin stroked forward and their bodies moved together, a rhythm, a push and pull. Sophie had been standing right there and she hadn't seen it. But she saw it now.

In the dark, in her bed, with her eyes closed, she could see Diana rocking back into Jack and Jack pressing forward and the motion of it, the steady grinding rhythm of two bodies working the dough that wasn't about the dough.

Her face was hot. Her body was warm under the covers.

She pictured Jack's hands tightening on the rolling pin. She pictured Diana tilting her hips. She pictured the moment getting longer, the rolling pin forgotten, the dough abandoned, and Diana pressing back into him harder, deliberate, and his hands leaving the pin and finding her hips instead. Pulling her against him. His fingers on her waist, her hip bones, pulling her butt against the front of his jeans.

Sophie's hand was on her stomach. She noticed it. She didn't move it.

She pictured their mother turning around. Facing him. The counter behind her. Jack pressing forward, into her, his hips against hers, and Diana's hands coming up to his chest. She pictured the robe, open, the tank top underneath. She pictured Jack's hands on the counter on either side of Diana, caging her, and Diana looking up at him with that smile, the one Sophie had spent two weeks calling maternal and now couldn't call anything.

Her hand slid lower. Over her stomach. Under the waistband of her shorts. She was warm. She told herself she was figuring out the threat. She was reconstructing. She needed to understand.

She pictured Jack grinding against their mother at the counter, slow, their hips locked together. She pictured Diana reaching down between them. Finding him through his jeans. Her hand on the shape of him the way Sophie had seen Jack's hand on himself an hour ago, the ridge of knuckles moving, the rhythm.

Sophie's fingers slid between her legs. She was wet. She pressed and a sound came out of her that she caught with her teeth.

She pictured it going further. Diana's hand inside his jeans. Jack's head dropping forward, lips on her neck. The kitchen bright and the flour on the counter and Diana's hand around him, stroking, the way the woman in the video had been moaning but quieter, real, and Jack making the sound she'd heard through his door, that low broken sound.

Sophie's fingers moved. She was circling herself, slow at first, then faster, her hips lifting the way Jack's had lifted off the mattress. She pictured their mother dropping to her knees in the kitchen. She pictured Jack's hand in Diana's hair. She pictured Diana's mouth on him and his head back and the flour on the counter and Sophie's fingers were fast now, pressing hard, and her breathing was coming in short pulls and her other hand was gripping the sheet.

She came. Hard and fast and silent, biting the inside of her cheek, her body curling, her hips lifting off the mattress. It rolled through her in waves and she pressed her hand between her legs and held it there until the last pulse.

She lay there. Breathing. Staring at the ceiling. Her hand was still between her legs, still wet, and the necklace was warm against her throat and she had just come thinking about Jack and their mother in the kitchen.

Her face burned. Her body was loose and spent and her brain was screaming and she pulled her hand out of her shorts and wiped it on the sheet and rolled onto her side.

She told herself it was stress. The weirdness of the last few weeks. Walking in on Jack. The images getting crossed in her head. It was normal. It was just her brain processing. It didn't mean anything.

She was lying. She knew she was lying. The images hadn't gotten crossed. She'd built them on purpose. She'd taken the rolling pin scene and the bedroom scene and she'd combined them and escalated them and she'd gotten herself off to the combination and it had taken less than two minutes.

She pulled the covers up. She didn't take the necklace off. She should have. She didn't.

She set her alarm for 5:30. She was going to start paying even closer attention.

She was afraid of what that attention was doing to her. She was going to pay it anyway.


CHAPTER 12

Jack dreamed about her hands.

Not the portal. Not the pink light. Not Diana stepping backward into the impossible. He dreamed about the couch.

About his mother's fingers walking up the inside of his thigh, patient, unhurried. About the moment her palm settled over the shape of him through his sweatpants and just rested there, like she was measuring what she'd found. About the waistband. About her fingers slipping past the elastic. About the first contact of her skin on his cock and the sound he'd made that he'd never heard come out of himself before.

He'd been dreaming about it every night since it happened. He woke up hard every morning. He jerked off in the shower to the memory of her hand and came fast, the way he had on the couch, and the guilt afterward was warm and dense and tasted like something he was developing a preference for.

Three times. He'd replayed it three times in the shower, hand braced against the tile, water hitting his back, thinking about her fingers sliding through the cum on his stomach. Each time the guilt was shorter. Each time the wanting afterward was longer.

The lock was more to keep himself in rather than keep anyone out. He installed it himself. Screwdriver, strike plate, the whole thing. Sophie watched from the doorway with her arms crossed and an unreadable expression and went to her room.

He locked the door every night. He lay in bed with the lock engaged and his cock pressing against his boxers and the smell of vanilla coming from somewhere in the sheets or his pillow or the air. He didn't know when she'd been in his room. She left traces. A faint scent. A pillow slightly repositioned. The covers turned down on the side she'd sat on that morning she brought coffee. The lock kept her out at night and did nothing about the fact that she lived in every surface of his room by now.

He'd almost walked to her door twice. Tuesday night. Wednesday night. He'd gotten out of bed. He'd stood at the locked door with his hand on the bolt and his cock pushing the front of his boxers into a tent and he'd stood there breathing and thinking about what would happen if he slid the bolt and padded down the hallway and knocked on Diana's door.

He didn't go. Both times. He went back to bed and lay there and didn't touch himself and didn't sleep and counted that as a victory even though it felt like a loss.

Thursday night he fell asleep around midnight. The dream started immediately. The couch. Her hand. The waistband. The wet slide of her fingers on his bare cock. He was hard in the dream and hard in reality and his hips were doing small, slow thrusts against nothing and the dream and the waking were bleeding together in the way they do right before dawn.

Something woke him.

Not a sound. A weight. A shift in the mattress. A warmth against his side that hadn't been there before.

He opened his eyes.

She was lying next to him. On her side, facing him, her head on his pillow. Her face was six inches away. She was wearing a t-shirt and underwear. No bra. He could see the shape of her breasts under the thin cotton, heavy, shifted by gravity, the nipples pressing two points into the fabric. Her bare legs were pale in the dark. One of her hands was resting on his chest, over his t-shirt, just lying there. The other was tucked under his pillow.

He looked at the door. Closed. He couldn't tell from this angle whether the bolt was thrown or not. He thought he'd locked it. He always locked it. But 5 AM plays tricks and the room was dark and maybe he'd turned the bolt and maybe he hadn't and she was here either way.

"Shh." Her voice was barely a whisper. "I just wanted to check on you. You were restless."

He wasn't restless. He was having a sex dream about her. His cock was hard against his boxers, obvious, the fabric tented, and she was lying close enough that if she shifted two inches her hip would be against it.

"How did you get in? I thought I locked the door."

"Did you?" She smiled. He could see her teeth in the dark. "Are you sure?"

He wasn't sure. That was the thing. He could picture himself turning the bolt. He could also picture himself standing at the door with his hand on the bolt and walking back to bed. The two memories were stacked on top of each other and he couldn't tell which one was real.

"I thought I did," he said.

"You were tired, honey. You've been tired all week." Her thumb traced a circle on his chest. "The door was open when I checked on you. I just came in."

Maybe it was. Maybe he'd forgotten. People forget. People who spend every night lying awake thinking about their mother's hand on their cock forget to lock doors. It was a simpler explanation than the alternative, and at 5 AM, simple explanations are the ones you reach for.

"You should go," he said. His voice came out flat. Unconvincing. The voice of someone reading a line they'd been given, not a line they'd chosen.

"I know." She didn't move. "You've been thinking about it."

Her hand stayed on his chest. Her thumb found the gap between two buttons of his shirt and slipped through. The pad of her thumb on his bare skin, right over his sternum, a circle the size of a dime.

He didn't ask what "it" meant. They both knew.

"Every night," he said. He didn't know why he told her. Maybe because it was 5 AM and the dark made things easier to say. Maybe because lying about it took more energy than he had.

"I know." Her thumb traced another circle. "I hear you in here. The bed. Your breathing. You sound so frustrated."

"Sophie's down the hall."

"That's not why."

She was right. He was frustrated because handling the problem seemed like feeding the fire. Jerking off in the shower was one thing. Lying in the dark two doors down from her, thinking about her, coming into his own hand while she existed in the same house. That felt like crossing something.

Which was stupid, because she'd already had his cock in her hand and he'd come on her fingers on the living room couch. But the mind draws lines where it wants to draw them, and apparently jerking off to the memory of his mother's hand on his cock was the line his brain had settled on.

She was still tracing circles on his chest. Her face was close. He could smell her. Close and warm and heavy with sleep. The particular scent of a body that had just been in sheets, salt and lotion and the faint musk underneath both. The smell he'd been chasing in the shower. He could have it right here. Right now. All he had to do was not move.

Her hand slid down his chest. Over his stomach. Slow. Not teasing, just patient, the way she did everything. Her fingers reached the waistband of his boxers and paused. She didn't look at his cock. She looked at his face.

"Tell me to go," she said. "Mean it this time."

"You don't have to go," he muttered. "But if you're going to stay..."

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to. His cock was hard and she was right there and Sophie was sleeping down the hall and the lock he'd installed to keep himself from doing this exact thing was a joke and he didn't say anything. His body said it for him. His hips shifted, an inch, toward her hand.

She took the hint. Her fingers slipped past the elastic.

But she didn't touch him yet. She pulled her hand back out. He watched her reach behind her, somewhere on the other side of the bed, and she came back with a small bottle. She'd brought it with her. She'd planned this. The realization hit him somewhere below his stomach. She'd gotten up. Found lube. Come to his room. Lain down next to him. She'd thought about this before she came in here. Maybe she'd been thinking about it for longer than he had.

She warmed it in her palm first. He watched her rub her hands together in the dark, the small wet sound of it. Then her hand went back under the elastic.

The contact was different from the couch. Not better or worse. Different. Her hand was warm and slick and the friction was gone, replaced by something smooth and deliberate that made his hips come off the mattress before he could stop them. She made a small sound. Amused. Pleased. Her fingers wrapped around him, base to tip, and stroked. Slow. The wet sound of lube on skin in the quiet room was obscene. It was the loudest thing in the house.

He reassessed. Definitely better.

She found a rhythm. Her thumb circled the head on each upstroke, pressing the underside the way she'd figured out on the couch, the spot that made his breath catch. He gripped the sheet. His jaw was tight. Sophie was twenty feet away behind an open door and Diana's hand was working his cock with lube she'd brought to his room at 5 AM and the wet sound of it was going to carry.

"Quiet," she whispered. Her lips brushed his ear. "I'll be quiet too."

He turned his head. She was right there. Diana's face on his pillow in the grey light. The freckles across the nose. The deep brown eyes. The mouth that used to tell him to eat his vegetables.

"Touch me," she said.

Not a command. An offering. She took his hand with her free hand and guided it under her t-shirt. His palm landed on her stomach. Warm. Soft. The skin of a woman who'd had a kid, not taut, not tight, a body that had lived in the world. He slid his hand lower. Under the waistband of her underwear. Into the warmth.

He touched her. For the first time.

She was wet. Not from the lube. She was wet the way a woman gets wet when she's been thinking about something for a while. His fingers found the slick heat of her and he heard her breathe in through her teeth, a tiny sound, and her hand on his cock stuttered for a half-second before she picked the rhythm back up.

He didn't know what he was doing. His experience was limited and what experience he had was with girls his age, quick and fumbling, not a woman who was lying still and waiting for him to figure it out. His fingers moved. He found the contour of her. The folds, slick and swollen. She was hot against his fingers. He pressed and she shifted her hips into his hand.

"Higher," she whispered. "There, honey. Right there."

He found it. The small hard ridge of her clit under his fingertip. He pressed and she made a sound against his shoulder. He circled it. Slow. She guided him with her hips, rocking forward when the pressure was right, going still when it wasn't. He learned. He adjusted. He found the rhythm she wanted and when he hit it, her stroking on his cock went faster. Reward.

They were facing each other in his childhood bed. The bed where she used to sit on the edge and read him stories and tell him to go to sleep and push the hair off his forehead. His mother's hand was on his cock, slick with lube, stroking him steady and firm. His hand was inside his mother's underwear, his fingers on her clit, circling, and she was wet against his knuckles and rocking into his hand like she'd been wanting this.

He didn't think about it. He couldn't afford to think about it. If he thought about it he'd have to stop and he was not going to stop. His hips were pushing into her fist. Her hips were pushing into his hand. The bed was creaking, small sounds, and the wet sounds were getting louder as she stroked faster and he pressed harder and both of them were breathing through their mouths.

She leaned in. She kissed his forehead. Her lips warm against his skin. A mother's kiss. While her hand was full of his cock and his fingers were between her legs.

"Good," she whispered against his forehead. "You're so good."

He came. Fast and hard, his hips bucking into her fist, the first pulse hitting his stomach, hot, then another, then another. She stroked him through it, her grip tightening, the lube making everything slick and messy. Cum on his stomach. Cum on her fingers. Cum inside his boxers. She held him and kept stroking, slower now, milking the last of it, and the wet sound of her hand on his cock through the mess was the filthiest thing he'd ever heard.

He kept going. His fingers. He kept circling her clit because she hadn't finished and the thought of stopping, of leaving her there, was wrong in a way he couldn't articulate. His hand was covered in her. He could feel how close she was. The tension in her thighs. The way her hips were rocking faster, grinding into his hand, the rhythm getting desperate.

"Don't stop," she said. Her voice was thin. Strained. "Right there. Don't stop."

He didn't stop. He pressed harder. He found the angle she'd been chasing and locked onto it and her body curled against him, her thighs clamping on his hand, her breasts pressing against his arm through the t-shirt.

She came with a sound that she buried in his shoulder. A choked, tight sound. Not a moan. A shudder. He felt her pulse against his fingers. Contractions. Warm and rhythmic, squeezing against his knuckles. Her body was shaking. He kept his hand there, still, and felt her come.

She finished. Her thighs loosened. Her breathing evened. Her hand was still on his cock, soft now, spent, holding him gently through the mess of lube and cum.

They lay there. His hand was wet with her. His stomach was wet with himself. The lube was cooling on his skin. The lube had a faint chemical sweetness that mixed with the musk of what they'd done and the warm heavy air of his room at 5 AM.

He could hear the furnace clicking on downstairs. He could hear a car passing on the street. 5:18 AM on a Friday and his mother had just come on his fingers while she jerked him off with lube she'd brought to his room on purpose.

She pulled her hand out of his boxers. She wiped it on the waistband, the same casual gesture from the couch, and the repetition of it, the establishing of a pattern, hit him harder than the act itself. This was becoming a thing. This had a rhythm now. First time was an event. Second time was a pattern.

She kissed his jaw. "See? That wasn't so hard."

A pause. She glanced down at the mess on his stomach and smiled. The same smile from the couch.

She got up. She straightened her t-shirt. She walked to the door. He watched her open it, quietly, the hinges barely making a sound. She looked back at him from the doorway. His mother in a t-shirt and underwear, her face flushed, her lips slightly swollen from pressing them against his shoulder to stay quiet.

"Come down for breakfast when you're ready."

She left. The door stayed open. He could hear her bare feet on the stairs.

He lay in the dark. His hand was still wet. He brought it to his face. He could smell her on his fingers, warm and musky and salt. The lube was still tacky on his stomach. His boxers were ruined. He should get up. Shower. Wash his hands. Put on clean clothes. Start the day like a person who hadn't just had his mother's hand on his cock while his fingers were inside her underwear at 5 AM.

He didn't get up. He lay there and held his hand close to his face and breathed her in. The guilt was there. It didn't feel like guilt. It felt like the ache after a hard run, deep in the muscle, the kind that means you did something. Earned. Warm.

She'd brought the lube. She'd planned it. She'd come to his room with supplies. And she'd asked him to touch her. She'd wanted his hand between her legs. The couch was her doing something to him. This was them doing something together.

He thought about the lock. He'd installed it for his own benefit. Screwdriver. Strike plate. A real lock on a real door and he couldn't even remember if he'd turned the bolt. Maybe he had and maybe he hadn't and maybe that was the real problem. Not a lock that didn't work. A man who didn't want to use it.

The lock worked fine. He was the thing that didn't work.

He got up. He showered. He washed his hands twice and could still smell her. He put on clean boxers and jeans and a t-shirt and went downstairs.

Sophie was at the kitchen table. She was up early again, coffee in both hands, watching the doorway like she'd been waiting for him. She'd been waiting for him a lot lately. She was always up first. Always in the kitchen. Always watching.

"Morning." He poured coffee. His hands were steady. He was surprised by that.

"Morning."

He sat down. He drank his coffee. The kitchen smelled like eggs and toast. Diana was at the stove, humming, the silk robe tied loose. Normal. Every morning was normal. That was the trick of it. Breakfast and coffee and the furnace and the car outside and his mother at the stove and the entire thing was so domestically ordinary that what had happened upstairs twenty minutes ago felt like something he'd imagined.

Except his hand still smelled like her. Even after the shower. Even after the soap.

"She came into my room," he said. He said it to his coffee.

Sophie put her mug down. "What?"

"I woke up and she was in my bed. She said she heard me being restless. She said the door was open."

Sophie's jaw tightened. He could see her processing it. He could see her assembling the image: Diana in his room, Diana in his bed, the lock that was supposed to prevent exactly this.

"Did you lock it?" Sophie asked.

"I thought I did."

"You thought." Sophie put both hands flat on the table. "Okay. We're getting a better lock. A real one. Keyed, not just a bolt."

"Okay."

"And you should stay at Kyle's some nights. Or Marcus's. Just get out of the house." She said it quickly, like she'd been holding it. "Just until she goes back to normal."

He looked at his coffee. Goes back to normal. Like this was a phase. Like Diana was having a midlife crisis and had taken up an unusual hobby and would snap out of it and start doing crossword puzzles again.

"Yeah," he said. "Maybe."

What he didn't tell her was what the lube meant. What his hand had done. What her hand had done. The way they'd both come, close together, facing each other in his childhood bed. The way she'd kissed his forehead while she was stroking him. The way he'd kept going after he finished because he didn't want to leave her there. The way she'd shaken against him.

He didn't tell Sophie that the crossing went both ways. That he'd touched Diana back. That his fingers had been inside Diana's underwear, circling her clit, feeling her get wetter, feeling her come. That the lube was premeditation. That the premeditation was the part that made his cock twitch when he thought about it. She'd planned this. She'd brought tools. She'd come to his room at 5 AM with a bottle of lube and a door he'd apparently left unlocked because some part of him wanted her to come through it. She'd laid down next to him and waited for him to not say no.

He didn't tell Sophie any of that. He told her about the lock. He told her Diana lay down next to him. He told her it was restless and dark and 5 AM and Diana said she was checking on him. He gave Sophie enough to feed her investigation and kept the rest.

Sophie was already planning. He could see it in her face. Better locks. Different schedules. More shifts traded. More doors open. She was going to counter-move and counter-move and counter-move and none of it was going to matter because the thing she was trying to prevent had already happened and the person she was trying to protect had participated.

"And I'll talk to Leah about staying at her place some nights," said Sophie. "Who knows what might happen next. We both need to be careful."

"Right." His voice was flat. He drank his coffee. Sophie had a theory. Sophie always had a theory. This one was about time and distance and sleeping at friends' houses, and it was clean and logical and it was wrong. Not because of anything supernatural. Because the only real barrier had been Jack's willingness to say no, and he still had the echo of lube on his fingers and his mother's clit under his thumb. No lock fixes that. No sleepover at Kyle's fixes that.

Diana set a plate in front of him. Eggs. Toast. Fruit. Her hand landed on his shoulder as she put it down. Her thumb traced the muscle at the base of his neck. The same gesture as every morning. Domestic. Maternal. Unremarkable.

Except her hand had been on his cock twenty minutes ago and his hand had been between her legs and they'd come together in his childhood bed while Sophie slept down the hall.

"Eat," Diana said. "You need your strength."

He ate. He didn't look up. Sophie was watching. Diana was humming. The kitchen smelled like eggs and coffee and the vanilla that would be in his nose for the rest of the day. The morning was normal. The morning was always normal.

His hand still smelled like her.


CHAPTER 13

Sophie had been rehearsing it for two days.

She'd typed it into her phone. In her car, in the parking lot at work, thumbs moving fast. A list. The glasses. The medication. The cooking. The physical changes. The way she moves. The way she talks to Jack.

She'd organized it the way you organize a case, because that's what this was. Evidence. She had evidence, and she was going to lay it out like a person making a calm and rational argument, and Diana was going to explain all of it or Diana was going to not explain it, and either way Sophie would know.

She waited until Jack went upstairs after breakfast. He'd called in sick. He looked it, too, grey and hollowed out after whatever had happened last night. She heard his door close and she sat there for a minute, listening to the house settle, and then she turned to Diana. She wanted this to be just the two of them. No buffer. No one for Diana to perform for.

Diana was at the kitchen table with tea. She was reading something on her phone. She looked up when Sophie sat down across from her and smiled.

"Morning, sweetheart. Want some tea? I just made a pot."

"Mom, I think you should see a doctor."

The smile didn't drop. It shifted. Became patient. Became the kind of smile that already knows where the conversation is going and has decided to let it arrive at its own pace.

"I feel better than I have in years, Sophie. Why would I see a doctor?"

"Because you've changed. Physically." Sophie kept her voice even, like she'd practiced in the car. "You look completely different than you did a month ago. Your skin, your hair, your body. You don't need your glasses anymore and you wore them every day for fifteen years. You stopped your medication cold turkey and had zero withdrawal symptoms. You cook like you went to culinary school."

She paused. This was the part she hadn't practiced. The part she'd typed into her phone and then deleted and then typed again.

"And you're different with Jack."

Saying it out loud was worse than she'd expected. The words sat between them on the table and Sophie could feel them radiating, pulling images with them. Diana's hand on the back of Jack's neck. The low "honey." The robe falling open at the collar. The strawberry juice on her lip and Jack's eyes tracking the movement of her tongue. Sophie's face was warm. She kept her expression flat.

"Different how?" Diana said. Her voice was gentle.

"Closer. More physical. More... intimate."

"He's my son, Sophie. I'm allowed to be close to my son."

"That's not what I mean and you know it."

Diana set her phone down. She looked at Sophie for a long moment. Something in her expression was calculating, but not coldly. The way a person calculates when they're deciding how much honesty the other person can take.

"People change when they're not miserable, sweetheart. Diana was depressed. Diana was medicated. Diana couldn't taste her food or feel her own body or look at her kids without feeling like she was failing them. That woman is gone. The woman sitting here feels good. She can see, she can cook, she can breathe. And yes, she's closer to her children, because she's finally present enough to be close to them."

The speech was smooth. It made sense. It was almost enough.

Diana stood up. She came around the table. She stopped in front of Sophie and put a hand on her cheek. Her palm was warm. Her thumb brushed Sophie's cheekbone. The gesture was so tender, so specifically maternal, that Sophie's throat tightened.

"You've always been so protective. Diana is..."

A pause. Half a beat. Diana's mouth stayed open for a fraction of a second, the way a person's mouth does when they're about to say one thing and switch to another.

"I am lucky to have you."

"Thanks," Sophie said. Her voice sounded normal. She was proud of that.

She left the kitchen. She went upstairs. She sat on her bed and put her hands between her knees and stared at the floor.

It ate at her.

Not the speech. The speech was fine. Persuasive, even. The part that ate at her was the pause. The tiny gap between "Diana is" and "I am." The way Diana had started to say Diana's name in the third person, like she was talking about someone who wasn't in the room, and then caught herself and switched to first person.

People don't do that. People don't start to refer to themselves by their own name and then correct. Not unless there's a reason. Not unless the name and the person saying it don't quite line up.

It wasn't a slip, exactly. Diana had caught it. She'd corrected cleanly, quickly, and anyone not paying attention would have heard a natural sentence. But Sophie had been paying attention for two weeks straight. Sophie had been listening to the frequency under every word this woman said. And the frequency under "Diana is... I am lucky to have you" was the sound of someone remembering which person they were supposed to be.

She sat there for ten minutes. She turned it over. She looked for innocent explanations. People misspeak. People fumble sentences. People start one thought and switch to another. It happens.

But it hadn't sounded like a fumble. It had sounded like a substitution.

She got up. She went to Jack's room. She knocked.

"Come in."

He was sitting on his bed. His laptop was closed. He looked like he'd been sitting there doing nothing, which was worse than if she'd found him doing something. A person sitting alone doing nothing in the middle of the morning is a person waiting for something or hiding from something.

"We need to talk," she said.

"About what?"

"About Mom." She closed the door behind her. She sat on the edge of his desk chair and pulled it close. "Something's wrong with the way she talks about herself."

Jack's face went still. Not surprised. Still. The stillness of someone who's been waiting to hear something and has just heard it.

"What do you mean?"

"I confronted her. Downstairs. I laid out the whole list. The glasses, the meds, the cooking, all of it. She gave me a speech. It was good. Convincing. But at the end she touched my face and said something, and she started to say weird shit. Like she was talking about someone else. 'Diana is,' she said. Third person. Then she caught herself and switched. 'I am lucky to have you.' She corrected it. But the correction was the problem, Jack. She had to remind herself to say 'I.'"

Jack was looking at his hands. His fingers were laced together. His knuckles were white.

"That doesn't mean anything," he said.

His voice was flat. Rehearsed. Like he'd said it to himself a hundred times and was tired of hearing it.

"It does and you know it does. You've been watching her longer than I have. You've been sleeping in this room with a lock on the door. Something is wrong and you know what it is and I need you to tell me."

***

He told her.

Not all at once. It came out in pieces, like pulling splinters. He started with the safe parts. The investigation. The glasses in the drawer, the medication in the trash, the way she cooked, the Capgras research. He told her about the videos he'd watched and the symptom checklists he'd gone through and the way nothing fit because the changes were too physical, too complete, too impossible.

Sophie listened. She sat in the desk chair and she listened and she didn't interrupt. She'd noticed most of it herself. The glasses, the meds, the cooking. Hearing him say it back was confirmation, not news.

Then he stopped talking. He looked at his hands. He opened his mouth and closed it. He did that twice.

"There's something else," Sophie said.

"Yeah."

"Tell me."

He rubbed his face. His hands stayed there, covering his eyes. He talked into his palms. "The first night. Before all this started. I woke up and there was light coming from the hallway. Pink. Bright. I went out and Mom was standing at the end of the hall and she was... walking backward. Into something. Like a doorway but not a doorway. It was pink and it was bright and it was in the middle of the hallway and she stepped backward into it and she was gone."

Sophie didn't move. She didn't blink.

"And then someone else stepped out of it. A woman. She was naked. She looked at me and she said go back to bed."

"A woman."

"She looked like Mom. She looked exactly like our mother, just... better. The way she stood. The way she looked at me. Everything was the same and none of it was right."

"And you did what?" Sophie said. Her voice was flat. "You went back to bed."

"Yeah."

"You saw our mother get pulled into a portal and a naked woman step out and you just went back to bed."

"I didn't know what I was seeing. I thought I was dreaming. I thought I was having a breakdown." He rubbed his face with both hands. "And by morning it was easier to believe I'd imagined it than to believe it was real."

Sophie was quiet for a moment. "How long ago?"

"Three weeks. The first night."

"You've been carrying this for three weeks."

"Yeah."

She wanted to be angry. Three weeks of watching Jack deteriorate, three weeks of trading shifts and sleeping with her door open, and he'd had the answer the whole time. But the anger wouldn't come. She looked at his face and she saw the cost. Three weeks of knowing something impossible and not being able to say it. Three weeks of living with a woman who might not be his mother and not being sure and not telling anyone.

"Okay," she said. "What else?"

He hesitated. She could see it. The threshold. The place where the investigation stopped and something else started. He was standing at the edge of it, looking down, trying to decide whether to jump.

"She touched me," he said. "On the couch. The night you came home late and the cushions were stained."

"Touched you how?"

He didn't answer right away. His jaw worked. He was looking at the wall behind Sophie's head.

"Don't make me say it. You know how. I didn't stop her."

The words landed in Sophie's chest like stones dropped into water. She felt the impact and then the ripples spreading out and she kept her face still because if she moved her face right now she didn't know what expression it would make.

"Okay," she said. Her voice was steady. She was surprised by that.

"It's not okay. None of it's okay. She's my mother. She's something that looks like my mother. She sat down next to me on the couch and put her hand in my pants and I let her and I..." He stopped and took a breath. "The wrongness of it was part of what made it... I can't explain it. The fact that she was Mom. That she had Mom's face and Mom's voice. It was wrong and I wanted it and I couldn't separate those two things."

Sophie sat very still. Her body was doing things her face wasn't showing. Her pulse was up. Her skin was warm. The image was constructing itself behind her eyes, the same way it had in bed, the same way it always did: Jack on the couch, their mother's hand, the waistband, the reach. Except now she had details. Now she had in my pants and I let her and the wrongness was part of it. The image sharpened and she felt it in her stomach and she hated that she felt it in her stomach.

She pushed it down. She kept her face flat.

"That's not all," she said. Not a question.

He looked at her. She could see the calculation. How much to give. How much to keep.

"She came to my room."

"More happened."

He didn't nod. He didn't shake his head. His silence was shaped like a yes.

"Jack. Did you fuck her?"

The word hit the room like a slap. His head snapped up. Color flooded his face, red from the collar of his shirt to his hairline.

"No. Jesus, Sophie. No."

But his voice cracked on it. The "no" came out too loud and too fast and his eyes were too wide and his hands had gone to his knees and were gripping them. He wasn't lying. She could tell he wasn't lying. He hadn't fucked her.

But the space between what he'd done and fucking her was apparently small enough that the question made his whole body react, and the reaction was all wrong. It wasn't just indignation. It was heat. It was the defensiveness of someone who's being accused of the thing they've been thinking about, the thing that lives right next to what they've already done, the thing that might be next.

"I didn't," he said, quieter now. "I swear. I didn't do that."

"Okay."

"I didn't."

"I said okay, Jack."

He was breathing hard. His hands were still on his knees. His face was still red. He looked like someone who'd been caught, which was different from someone who'd been accused. Accused people get angry. Caught people get desperate.

She let the silence sit. She let it do the work. He didn't fill it. He sat there and breathed and didn't look at her and didn't explain what had happened in his room if it wasn't that.

"You thought you were crazy," she said. Not a question.

"I still might be."

"You're not. I've been seeing the same things. I just..." Her voice cracked and she let it. "I liked her, Jack. I liked who Mom was becoming. I didn't want to look too hard at why. And I left you alone with it."

"You didn't know."

"I should have. I was watching the same person you were watching and I saw what you saw and I told myself it was good. I told myself this is what it looks like when someone gets better. Because I wanted a mother, Jack. I wanted the version of Mom who takes me shopping and tells me she's proud of me, and I wanted it so badly that I didn't ask why she was suddenly perfect."

They sat with it. The shared guilt. His was about wanting a woman. Hers was about wanting their mother. Both of them had taken what was offered because it felt good and neither of them had looked hard enough at the cost.

"What do we do?" he said.

"I don't know yet."

She stood up. She went to the door. She opened it and then stopped and turned back.

"We figure this out together. Starting now."

He nodded. He looked smaller than he had when she'd come in. Lighter. Like the confession had taken weight off him and put it on her and neither of them was sure that was better but at least it was shared.

She went to her room. She didn't close the door.

She lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. She processed the geometry. Mom might not be Mom. Jack had let not-Mom touch him. Not-Mom had come to his room and more had happened, more than Jack was saying, and when Sophie asked if he'd fucked her his face had gone red and desperate and hot and the "no" had come out like it cost him something.

She pressed her palms against her eyes.

She was not going to think about his face when she said that word. She was not going to think about the way his voice cracked. She was not going to reconstruct the scene in his bedroom the way she'd reconstructed the kitchen scene, filling in details, escalating. She was not going to picture what "more happened" looked like, what Diana's hands were doing, what Jack's hands were doing, what sounds he made.

She was not going to do any of that.

She pressed her palms harder against her eyes until she saw white spots.

She thought about it anyway.

***

Morning.

Sophie came downstairs at six. Her hair was tangled, the reddish blonde of it knotted at the back where she'd been pressing her head into the pillow. She'd slept for maybe two hours. The rest of the night she'd spent staring at the ceiling or staring at the wall or pressing her palms against her eyes and failing to stop the images from assembling themselves.

Diana was in the kitchen. Tea. The robe. The humming. The same morning as every morning.

Sophie stood in the doorway and looked at her. Really looked. Not with suspicion. With something colder. She looked at the woman at the stove and she saw the way she held the pan, the way she cracked the eggs one-handed, the way the robe draped over her body like it had been tailored for her. She saw Diana's face and she saw something else wearing it.

"Show me," Sophie said.

Diana turned. Her expression shifted. She looked past Sophie to the hallway, and Sophie knew without turning that Jack was standing behind her in the doorway.

"He told you," Diana said. Not a question.

"Show me what you are."

A long pause. Diana set the pan down. She wiped her hands on a dish towel. She looked at Jack.

"How much did you tell her?"

"Enough," Jack said. His voice was rough. He hadn't slept either.

Diana looked back at Sophie. Something in her face was different. The warmth was still there, but underneath it was something older. Something patient in a way that had nothing to do with kindness.

"Sit down," Diana said. "Both of you."

They sat. Sophie at the table. Jack across from her. Diana stood at the counter with her hands flat on the surface, the dish towel between them.

She looked at the coffee mug by the sink. She didn't touch it. She didn't move her hand. The mug slid six inches to the left. Smooth. Silent. Like someone invisible had pushed it.

Sophie watched the mug move. She watched it stop. She saw the impossible. She looked at Diana's hands, both flat on the counter. She looked at the mug.

"Do it again," she said.

Diana raised a hand. The mug lifted off the counter. It rose six inches into the air and hung there, turning slowly, steam still rising from inside it. Then it settled back down without a sound.

Sophie's hands were shaking. She put them in her lap so no one could see. Her heart was slamming but her voice came out flat.

"Okay."

She didn't cycle through rational explanations. She didn't argue. Magnets, wires, hypnosis, any of the things a person should consider when they see a coffee mug float in their kitchen. She skipped all of it.

She hadn't believed Jack originally. The portal, the transformation, the woman who wasn't their mother. She'd struggled to believe it, in a sense, from the moment Jack told her, because it was the only thing that explained everything, the only theory that didn't require her to ignore what she'd seen with her own eyes for three weeks. The floating mug wasn't proof. It was just the period at the end of a sentence she'd already read.

"Where is Mom?" Sophie said.

"I am your mother."

"You are..." Sophie shook her head, frustration deepening as she tried to find the words. "Not the same. As you used to be."

"I am your mother, but I'm also not."

"That's not an answer."

"We were one person." Diana pressed her hand to her chest. "Now we're two. It was what she wanted. It was what she needed. It was the only way.

Sophie tried to breathe. "Where is she?"

"She is right here, with you. She's me. But she's also somewhere she can't be hurt. She's not suffering. She's happy."

"Is she alive?"

"She's not dead."

"Can she come back?"

Diana was quiet for a moment. Her fingers spread on the counter. "That depends on Jack."

Sophie looked at Jack. He was staring at the table. His face was grey.

"Who are you?" Sophie said.

"You can call me... Dee, let's say. I'm the answer to Jack's wish. Your entire family's wish."

"Are you... fucking serious?" Jack muttered. "You showed up because of my wish?"

"I was already here, honey." Dee, Diana, whoever she was, smiled and shrugged. "I came first. I was Diana's mother's wish for Diana. I watched over her. I was part of her."

"That's not a real answer either," said Sophie.

"It's the truest one I have, sweetheart."

Sophie wanted to scream. She wanted to flip the table. She wanted to grab this woman by the silk lapels of her robe and shake the real answers out of her. Instead she sat still and breathed and asked her questions in a flat voice because that was the only tool she had and she was going to use it.

"What do you want?"

Dee looked at her. Then at Jack. Then back at Sophie. Something in her expression shifted. The performance fell away, or a different performance replaced it, and what was left looked almost simple. Almost honest.

"I want to take care of you," she said. "Both of you. That's what I'm here for. That's what I was made for. This family was breaking, Sophie. Your mother was drowning. Jack was drowning. You were starving for something nobody in this house knew how to give you. I showed up because the wanting got loud enough to call me, and I'm here because there's work to do."

"Work," Sophie said. "You call what you've been doing to Jack work?"

"I call it taking care of him."

"That's not taking care of someone. That's..."

"What? Loving him? Seeing him? Being present in ways Diana couldn't?"

Dee's voice was still warm. Still patient. That was the worst part. She wasn't angry. She wasn't defensive. She sounded like a mother explaining something obvious to a child who was old enough to understand it.

"He was alone, Sophie," she continued. "He was grinding himself to dust at that job and coming home to a house that smelled like stress and lying in bed at night feeling like his life was a dead end. I'm here. I see him. I see both of you."

"Stop it."

"You felt it too. The shopping trip. The cafe. The necklace." Dee's eyes were soft. "You felt what it's like to be seen by someone who actually wants to look."

Sophie's throat was tight. She hated that it was tight. She hated that Dee could say the exact right thing and make it land in the exact wrong place.

"That doesn't explain the touching. The robe. The way you look at him."

"Jack wished for a mother who was alive. Who was present. Who saw him." Dee spread her hands on the counter. "I see all of him, Sophie. Including the parts he's ashamed of. I take care of all of him. That's not a choice I'm making. It's what I am."

The room was quiet. The furnace clicked on. Sophie could hear her own breathing.

"Come here," Dee said. "Both of you. Please."

She stepped away from the counter. She opened her arms. The gesture was so purely maternal, so much like Dee and Diana and platonic essence of a mother, that Sophie's chest clenched. She looked like a woman who'd found her kids after a storm. Arms wide. Face open. Waiting.

Jack stood up. He walked into the hug without hesitation, like he'd been waiting for permission. Dee's arms wrapped around him and his face went into her shoulder and Sophie watched his body sag, all the tension running out of him at once.

"Come here, sweetheart," Dee said to Sophie. Gentle. Not pushing.

Sophie stood. She didn't know why. Her legs moved before her brain caught up and then she was inside the hug too, Dee's arm around her shoulders, Jack's arm shifting to make room, and for three seconds it was the warmest thing Sophie had felt in years.

Dee's hand on the back of her head, stroking her hair. The smell of coconut and vanilla. The solid warmth of Jack beside her and Dee around her and the kitchen bright and normal and the hug feeling like the thing this house had been missing for a decade.

Three seconds.

Sophie pulled back. She stepped away. She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand because they were wet and she was furious about that.

Jack didn't pull back.

He stayed. His face was still in Dee's shoulder. Dee's arms were still around him. Her hand moved from the back of his head to the back of his neck, slow, her fingers threading into his hair at the base of his skull. Jack made a sound. Small. Barely audible. The kind of sound a person makes when something that's been hurting them suddenly stops.

Their mother shifted. Sophie saw it. A small adjustment, a tilt of the hips, and suddenly they weren't hugging. They were pressed together. Dee's body was flush against Jack's, hip to chest, and her hand was still in his hair and Jack's arms had tightened around her waist and his face was still buried in her shoulder but his breathing had changed. It was deeper. Slower. His fingers were gripping the silk of her robe at the small of her back, pulling the fabric taut.

Dee rocked. Once. A slow, rolling press of her hips into his. The movement was small enough to be nothing and deliberate enough to be everything. Jack's breath caught. His hands tightened on her waist. He didn't pull away. His hips answered. A tiny push forward, into her, and Sophie could see his body arching into the contact, could see the line of his back curving, could see the place where their hips were pressed together and the slow grind that had replaced the hug.

"Are you kidding me?"

Sophie's voice came out loud. Louder than she meant. It cracked across the kitchen like a slap.

They separated. Not fast enough. Jack stumbled back a step, his face flushed, his hands dropping to his sides. Dee let him go. She smoothed the front of her robe where Jack had been gripping it. Her expression was calm.

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Sophie's hands were shaking. Her voice was shaking. Everything was shaking.

"I just asked you what you are," she snapped. "I just watched you float a coffee mug. And thirty seconds later you're grinding on him in front of me? In the kitchen? What is wrong with you?"

"Sophie..." Jack shrugged. "You heard her. She's still our mother. They were... two parts of a whole."

"No. Shut up. And how would that even... make it any better? Ugh!" She pointed at Dee. "This is what's happening. You don't touch him. Not while I'm figuring this out. Not while I'm in the room. Not while I'm in this house."

Dee didn't flinch. She didn't argue. She stood there with her hands at her sides and her expression patient and waited.

"I need time," Sophie said. Her voice was raw. "I need to think and I can't think while you're doing that."

She turned. She walked out of the kitchen. She was halfway up the stairs before she realized her face was wet again and she wiped her eyes hard, with both hands, pressing until she saw white.

She went to her room. She closed the door. She sat on the edge of her bed with her hands in her lap and stared at the wall.

She'd been in the hug for three seconds. Three seconds of warmth and belonging and the smell of her mother's hair and Jack's arm against her side. She'd felt safe. She'd felt wanted. She'd felt like a daughter. And then she'd pulled away and watched the hug become something else, watched their mother's hips roll into Jack's, watched Jack's hands grip the robe, watched his body arch into the contact, and the transition had been seamless. Mother to lover in one hip movement. The same arms. The same warmth. The same woman.

And underneath Sophie's anger, underneath the shaking and the yelling and the pointing, there was the other thing. The thing she couldn't name and wouldn't name. The fact that when she'd watched Jack grind into their mom in the kitchen, when she'd seen his back arch and his fingers grip the silk and heard his breath catch, her body had responded before her brain had time to be angry.

She'd been warm before she'd been furious. And she hated herself for the order.

She pressed her palms against her eyes. She sat there for a long time.

She knew what Dee was now. Or close enough. She knew what Jack wanted, because she'd watched him press himself into her like he was trying to climb inside her, in the middle of the kitchen, in front of Sophie, thirty seconds after a coffee mug floated. She knew what was at stake: Diana, the real Diana, somewhere behind or inside whatever this monster was.

And she knew she wasn't leaving Jack alone in this house with that woman tonight. Or any night until she figured out what to do.

She started planning.

One thing nagged at her. Small. Probably nothing. There'd been a car parked across the street for the past few days. Dark sedan, no plates she could read from the window. She'd assumed it was the Hendersons' guests. But the Hendersons had left for Florida last week. And the garage motion light had been going off at night again. Jack said raccoons. Maybe raccoons. Maybe not.

She filed it away. One more thing she didn't have an explanation for in a house full of things she didn't have explanations for.


CHAPTER 14

Jack was sitting on the edge of his bed in the dark.

The door was closed. The house was quiet. It was after eleven and Sophie had gone to her room and Dee had gone to hers and the hallway was dark and he was sitting on the edge of his bed with his hands on his knees and his cock half-hard against his boxers and he was thinking about the hug.

Not the three-person version. The part after Sophie pulled away. Dee... Mom... flush against him. Her hand moving from the back of his head to the back of his neck, her fingers threading into his hair. The hip roll. The slow, rolling press of her body into his, the silk pulling taut where his hands gripped the robe, the heat of her through the fabric. The way his body had answered without asking his brain. The way he'd been grinding into his mother in the middle of the kitchen in front of Sophie before Sophie's voice cracked across the room and broke it.

He was hard now. Fully. His cock pressed against the fabric of his boxers and the memory played on a loop: Dee's hips rolling into his. The small sound she made. The warmth. The pressure. Thirty seconds of it before Sophie yelled and he'd stumbled back and the whole thing shattered.

He was thinking about going to his mom's room.

Just to say goodnight. Just to check on her. The words arranged themselves in his head the way they always did, reasonable and thin, and he knew exactly what would happen if he walked down the hall and knocked on her door. His mother would open it. The robe, or not the robe. The room would smell like vanilla. And the thing that started in the kitchen would finish in private, without Sophie to interrupt, without anyone to yell.

He was on the edge of the bed. His feet were on the floor. His hand was on the mattress, pushing himself up.

The door opened.

His heart slammed into his ribs. The jolt went through his whole body, heat and anticipation and the instant thought: she came to me. The way she came at 5 AM. The same door, the same dark, and Dee was here, again, because that's what Dee did. She came to him when the house was dark and she brought what he needed and she didn't wait for him to ask.

Sophie was standing in the doorway.

Pillow under one arm. Throw blanket bunched against her chest. Pajama shorts. Baggy t-shirt with a faded logo he couldn't read in the dark. Hair up, the reddish blonde catching the hallway light behind her. Pale face, no makeup. She looked like she was about to camp on someone's floor.

"I'm sleeping in here tonight. She's not getting past me."

The disappointment hit first. Quick. Shameful. A hot flash of it that lasted maybe two seconds before he buried it so deep he almost convinced himself it hadn't been there. Then something else moved in behind it. Relief. Sophie was here. Sophie with her pillow and her blanket and her jaw set in the way that meant the conversation was already over. Sophie, who had just yelled at a supernatural entity in the kitchen and was now showing up at his door to stand between him and the thing he wanted.

The thing he'd been about to walk toward.

"Soph. You don't have to do this. I have the lock."

"The lock only works if you set it." She pushed past him into the room. She was already on the floor, spreading the blanket, folding the pillow in half because the carpet was thin over hardwood. "Which is another way of saying it's clearly been compromised. She came into your room before. I'm sleeping here."

"It's weird."

"It's all weird, Jack. Everything about this is weird. Me sleeping on your floor isn't even top five."

He didn't argue. Once Sophie had decided something, arguing with her was like arguing with the weather. She'd made her nest on the carpet next to his bed, three feet below him, the blanket tucked around her and the pillow folded under her head, and the conversation was over.

He got back in bed. The light went off. He lay in the dark, still hard, listening to Sophie settle on the floor. The blanket rustled. She shifted. The hardwood creaked under her hip.

The heat from the kitchen was still in his body but it was cooling. Something else was replacing it. The sound of her breathing. The small noises she made as she tried to get comfortable. She was here. She was guarding him. From their mother, from himself, from the hallway he'd been about to walk down.

His erection faded. Not because the wanting stopped. Because a different feeling was sitting on top of it. Heavy and warm and complicated. Sophie on his floor. Sophie who had sacrificed her own bed to keep him from doing the thing his body was screaming at him to do.

She didn't deserve this. He almost said it. He didn't.

"Goodnight, Soph."

"Goodnight."

He lay there. She lay there. The house settled around them. He fell asleep to the sound of her breathing and did not go to Dee's room.

***

Sophie didn't sleep.

She lay on the carpet and listened. Every creak. Every click. Every shift of air through the vents. The house had sounds she'd never noticed when she was in her own room with the door open. Jack's room was different. The furnace was louder here. The window rattled when the wind hit it. The floorboards in the hallway were audible through the thin carpet, every step amplified.

Around 2 AM she heard footsteps.

Soft. Barefoot. Coming from the direction of their mother's room. They moved down the hallway with the easy pace of a person who knew exactly where the creaky boards were and how to avoid them. They reached Jack's door and stopped.

Sophie held her breath. She was on the floor, three feet from the door, staring at the thin line of dark between the bottom of the door and the carpet. She couldn't see anything. But she could feel the presence on the other side. The weight of someone standing still, listening, the way you feel someone watching you through glass.

Ten seconds. Fifteen.

The footsteps moved on. Soft. Unhurried. Dee's door closed at the end of the hall. A quiet click.

Sophie exhaled. Her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against her stomach and breathed.

She'd done it. She'd kept their mother out. The relief was so fierce her eyes stung.

But underneath the relief, a thought she didn't want: Mom hadn't tried the lock. Hadn't tried the handle. She'd walked to the door, stood there for fifteen seconds, and walked away. She'd known Sophie was in here. She'd checked, the way a person checks on something they're not worried about, and moved on.

Patient. The patience was worse than anger.

Sophie lay on the floor and stared at the ceiling and didn't sleep for the rest of the night.

***

Morning.

Sophie came downstairs at 6:30. She was stiff. Her lower back felt like someone had taken a hammer to it. The ridge where two floorboards met had been directly under her right shoulder blade for seven hours and the muscle was in a knot the size of a golf ball.

Dee was at the stove. Eggs. The robe. The humming. She looked over her shoulder when Sophie walked in and the smile was different. Not the public smile. Not the mother smile. Something lighter. Knowing. The smile of someone who'd heard the punch line before the joke was finished.

"Sleep well, sweetheart?"

"Fine."

"Jack's floor can't be comfortable." Dee cracked an egg one-handed. "You should have just gotten in bed with him. He's a sound sleeper. He wouldn't have minded."

Sophie's face went hot. The words were casual. Conversational. The tone was exactly the same as if Dee had suggested Sophie borrow a sweater or try a different brand of coffee. Like sharing Jack's bed was a minor practical adjustment and not the charged, impossible thing it actually was.

"I wasn't on the floor for comfort."

"I know why you were on the floor." Dee turned back to the stove. "I think it's sweet. Camping out to keep the bad dreams away. Diana would have loved that about you."

Sophie opened her mouth. Closed it. The third person. Or the past tense. Or both. She couldn't tell and this woman who was playing the part of their mother didn't give her time to parse it because she was already setting a plate down and asking about coffee and the moment passed. Swallowed by domesticity. The way these moments always passed.

But the "he wouldn't have minded" stayed. It stayed because of the implication: that she knew Jack's bed. Knew how he slept. Knew what he would and wouldn't mind. It stayed because of the tone: not jealous. Not threatened. Amused. Like Sophie camping on the floor was a phase. Like Dee was watching from a distance while something small and predictable played itself out.

Sophie ate her eggs. Her back ached. She hated the eggs. She hated that the eggs were good.

***

Night two. Sophie's back was worse.

She'd complained about it all day. At breakfast, rubbing her lower back with one hand while she ate with the other. While doing dishes, leaning against the counter because standing straight hurt. On the couch in the afternoon, shifting every thirty seconds, trying to find a position that didn't make the knot between her shoulder blades scream.

Jack had suggested an air mattress. They didn't have one. Extra blankets. She was already using three. Sleeping in shifts.

"The whole point is I'm in the room, Jack. If I'm not there, she walks in whenever she wants."

"I have the lock."

"The lock she walked through two nights ago."

He didn't correct her. He didn't say "she didn't walk through it, the door was open, I might have forgotten to set it." He just looked at his hands and didn't correct her and Sophie filed that away too.

She set up on the floor again that night. She lasted about an hour. The ridge was back. It found her shoulder blade like it had been waiting for her. She shifted onto her side. Her hip hit a hard spot. She shifted onto her stomach. Her neck cranked at an angle that sent a spike down her spine.

She groaned. She didn't mean to. It came out loud enough to fill the room.

"Soph."

"What."

"Just get in the bed. It's a queen. There's room."

A pause. She lay on the floor and stared at the dark ceiling and thought about the bed. The queen bed with real sheets and a real mattress and enough room for two people to sleep on separate sides without touching.

"It's a bad idea," she said.

"Your back is going to be destroyed."

"It's already destroyed."

"Then get in the bed and un-destroy it."

She thought about Dee's smile that morning. The "he wouldn't have minded." The amusement. The patience. If Sophie got in Jack's bed, was that Dee winning? Was that the thing Dee's smile had been predicting?

She got up. She got in the bed.

She lay on her back on the far side, arms at her sides, stiff, like a person lying in a coffin. There was a full foot of mattress between them.

"This doesn't mean anything," she said.

"I know."

"I'm just tired and the floor is bad for my back."

"I know, Soph."

"Okay."

Silence. The bed was warm. Softer than the floor in a way that made her whole body sigh. She could smell his pillow. Laundry detergent and something underneath that was just Jack, skin and sleep. The mattress dipped slightly toward the center but the foot of distance held. They were two people in a bed. It was fine. It didn't mean anything.

She fell asleep in six minutes. The fastest she'd fallen asleep in weeks.

***

Jack woke up at 4 AM.

Sophie's back was against his chest. His arm was over her waist. His face was in her hair.

Full-body spooning. His knees behind her knees. His chest against her shoulder blades. His hand on her stomach, over her t-shirt, palm flat, fingers spread. They'd drifted together in sleep the way two warm bodies in a bed always drift together. No decision was made. No line was crossed. Just physics and warmth and the pull of one body toward another in the dark.

He could smell her shampoo. Citrus. Sharp. Nothing like Dee's coconut and vanilla. A different frequency entirely.

He was half-hard. Not the urgent, aching hardness Dee produced. Something quieter. A low warmth. His cock pressed against her ass through his boxers and her pajama shorts and it was barely anything, barely contact, but he was aware of it in a way that made him hold very still.

He should move. He should roll over. Create distance. Pretend this hadn't happened. He didn't move. He lay there and breathed her in and his hand rose and fell with her breathing and he didn't move.

She woke up.

He knew the moment it happened. Her breathing changed. A small stutter. A held breath. Her body tensed, the way a person tenses when they wake up in an unfamiliar position and have to figure out where they are.

She was figuring out where she was. Against his chest. Inside his arm. His hand on her stomach. His cock against her ass. She was processing all of this in the dark, and he could feel her processing it in the way her body went still.

Neither of them spoke. The house was quiet. The furnace clicked on downstairs. His hand was on her stomach and her breathing was lifting his palm and lowering it and her back was warm against his chest.

A full minute passed.

Then Sophie shifted. Not away. Into him. She pressed her back into his chest, a small motion, a settling, the way a person adjusts when they've found a position they want to stay in. His arm tightened around her waist. A reflex. The body knowing what it wants before the brain agrees to want it.

They stayed like that. His face in her hair. Her back against his chest. His arm around her. The room was dark and warm and the house was quiet.

The alarm went off at 6:30. They separated fast. Like teenagers caught by a parent. Sophie rolled to her side of the bed and Jack rolled to his and they both lay there for a second, blinking, the sudden distance between them louder than the alarm.

She got up first. She went to the bathroom without looking at him. He heard the door close. He heard the water run.

He lay there. He could still feel the shape of her against his body. The warmth where her back had been. The sharp clean smell of her hair still in his pillow. The moment she'd pressed closer instead of pulling away.

He got up. He showered. He went downstairs.

***

They came down separately. A three-minute gap. Sophie first, then Jack.

Dee was at the stove. She looked at Sophie. She looked at Jack. The smile. It was the same smile from yesterday morning but wider, warmer, like it had been fed overnight.

"You both look rested," she said. "Must have been a good night."

Sophie's ears were pink. "The floor was hurting my back."

"Of course." Dee set Jack's plate down. Her hand landed on his shoulder. Her thumb traced the muscle at the base of his neck, the same circle as every morning, and Jack's body did the thing it always did: leaned into the touch for a fraction of a second before his face shut it down. Sophie watched the lean. Sophie watched the shutdown.

"I told you the bed was the better option." Dee poured coffee and set it in front of Jack and Sophie. "Plenty of room for everyone."

The word hung in the kitchen.

Everyone. Not "for both of you." Not "for two people." Everyone. Sophie looked at Dee and her mother's expression was serene. Open. The face of a woman who had just said the most normal thing in the world and didn't understand why anyone would read into it.

But Sophie read into it. Everyone didn't mean Sophie and Jack. It meant all three of them. Dee was telling Sophie, with a plate of eggs and a cup of coffee and that patient, knowing smile, that Sophie sleeping in Jack's bed wasn't a barrier. It wasn't a disruption. It wasn't even a surprise.

It was an appetizer.

Sophie picked up her fork. She ate the eggs. They were good. They were always good. She hated that they were good. She hated her mother's smile and she hated the word "everyone" and she hated that "the floor was hurting my back" was the truth and also not the truth and she was going to sleep in Jack's bed again tonight because she was not going to let this woman be right about her. She was not a phase. She was not an appetizer. She was staying.

***

She stayed.

That night Sophie walked into Jack's room without knocking. Pajama shorts. T-shirt. No pillow this time. She got in on the far side and pulled the covers up to her chin and lay there on her back, staring at the ceiling.

Jack was already in bed. He turned off the lamp. The room went dark.

A foot of mattress between them. Maybe less.

"This is practical," Sophie said to the ceiling. "That's all this is."

"I know."

"I'm not doing this because I want to sleep in your bed. I'm doing this because the floor destroyed my back and there's a supernatural entity down the hall."

"You don't have to explain it, Soph."

"I'm not explaining it. I'm stating facts."

"Okay."

Silence. The furnace clicked on. The bed was warm and the sheets smelled like him. Sophie lay there rigid, arms at her sides, taking up as little space as possible.

"It's not weird," she said.

"I didn't say it was weird."

"Good. Because it's not."

"Okay."

"People share beds all the time. Friends share beds. Siblings share beds. It's a normal thing that normal people do in abnormal circumstances."

"Sophie."

"What."

"Go to sleep."

She went quiet. He could hear her breathing. Fast at first, then slower, her body relaxing against the mattress by degrees. The tension running out of her shoulders, her jaw, her hands. She was falling asleep. He could hear it happening, the way her breathing deepened and her body got heavy.

She rolled in her sleep. Toward him. Her back found his chest and she settled against him with the unconscious certainty of someone who'd done it a hundred times. His arm went over her waist. Reflex. The kind of thing a body does when another body presses into it in the dark.

He should have moved his arm. He didn't.

She was warm. Her back against his chest, her shoulder blades against his ribs, her hair against his face. Sharp and clean. The smell of drugstore shampoo and cold air and something underneath that was just her. His hand was on her stomach, over her t-shirt, palm flat, fingers spread. He could feel her breathing under his hand. The slow rise and fall. The rhythm of it.

He was half-hard. Not the aching, urgent thing his mother produced. Something quieter. A low warmth. His cock pressed against her ass through his boxers and her pajama shorts and it was barely contact, barely anything, but he was aware of it.

His hand moved. Not much. An inch, maybe two. His thumb traced a slow line across her stomach, just above the waistband of her shorts. Back and forth. The fabric of her t-shirt was thin and he could feel the warmth of her skin underneath, the soft give of her belly, the ridge of her hip where the shirt had ridden up and his thumb found bare skin.

He stopped. His thumb was on her bare hip. The shirt had ridden up and his hand had followed and now his thumb was resting on the strip of skin between the hem of her shirt and the waistband of her shorts and her skin was warm and smooth and he should move his hand back.

He didn't move his hand back.

His thumb traced the line of exposed skin. Slow. Hip bone to navel and back again. She was breathing deep and even and she didn't wake up and his thumb kept moving, mapping the strip of warmth, the soft skin, the way her stomach dipped just below her belly button.

His fingers spread wider. His palm pressed flatter. More of his hand on more of her skin, the shirt riding up another inch, and his whole hand was on her bare stomach now, warm and full, her skin against his palm. She made a sound in her sleep. Small. Not a word. A hum. A settling. She pressed back into him, into the warmth, and his arm tightened around her.

He held still. His hand on her bare stomach. Her back against his chest. His face in her hair. His cock pressed against her and his hand on her skin and the room dark and quiet.

This wasn't like the guilt with his mother. Mom guilt was hot. Fuel. It burned and the burning felt like part of the want, inseparable from it, the shame and the heat feeding each other.

This guilt was tender. This guilt said: she trusts you. She's asleep. She came to your bed because she trusts you to keep her safe and your hand is on her bare skin and you're hard against her and she doesn't know.

He didn't move his hand. He didn't move away. He lay in the dark with his palm on her stomach and her heartbeat somewhere under his fingers and he stayed exactly where he was and he didn't sleep for a long time.


CHAPTER 15

Sophie left at ten.

She'd found the stone between his mattress and the wall, where it had been humming since the first night. She'd said she'd felt it when she was making the bed, the warmth radiating through the sheets, and she'd pulled the mattress back and there it was. Black. Smooth. Warm like something alive.

"There's a place on Burnham," she'd said. "Crystals and tarot and whatever. I want someone to look at it."

Jack had told her it was just a rock. She'd told him rocks don't have pulses.

Now she was gone. Her car pulled out of the driveway at ten and the house got quieter and Jack stood at the kitchen window and watched the street for longer than he needed to. He was counting. He wasn't aware of doing it, but his body was keeping a clock, tracking the distance between Sophie's departure and Sophie's return, and the space in between was filling up with something hot and restless.

His mother was upstairs. He could hear her moving around in her room. The faint sound of a drawer opening, closing. Water running. The normal sounds of a person in a house on a Tuesday morning. Except the person wasn't a person and the house wasn't normal and Sophie wasn't here and he was alone with his mom for the first time since the hug in the kitchen.

Since the grind.

He'd been thinking about it endlessly. Not the hug. Not the floating mug. Not the speech about caretaking and wanting and being made for this. The grind. The hip roll. His mother's body pressed flush against his, hip to chest, and the slow push of her hips into him while Sophie stood three feet away.

The way his body had answered. The way his hands had gripped the silk and pulled. Thirty seconds of contact and his brain had gone quiet the way it always went quiet with Mom, the guilt converting to fuel, the shame making it hotter.

He'd been hard thinking about it. Both nights. In bed with Sophie's back against his chest and his hand on her stomach, he'd been thinking about Mom's hips rolling into his and he'd been hard and ashamed of being hard and the shame had made him harder. The cycle. The one he couldn't break and had stopped trying to break.

The garbage disposal had been grinding wrong for a week. Metal on metal. Something was stuck in there, a piece of silverware maybe, and he'd been meaning to get to it. He got to it now. He pulled the toolbox from the hall closet and got on his back on the kitchen floor, wrench in hand, head under the sink.

Pipes. Dust. The underside of the counter, plywood and staples. He found the hex socket on the bottom of the unit and fitted the wrench and turned. The mechanism gave, stiff, then looser. He felt something shift inside. He reached up into the drain from below and his fingers found a bent fork tine. He worked it free.

"Need a flashlight?"

Dee. Standing in the kitchen doorway. Leggings and a fitted top, dark green, the fabric close to her body in a way that showed everything without showing anything. Her hair was pulled back. No makeup. She looked younger like this. More like the mother who used to kneel next to him when he was building Lego sets on the living room floor, before the drinking, before the collapse. The mother he'd wished for.

"I'm good," he said.

She knelt anyway. Next to him, on the kitchen floor, her knees beside his ribs. She leaned into the cabinet and her shoulder pressed against his and the closeness landed in his body like a dropped weight. Her warmth. Her smell. The weight of her shoulder against his.

"Hold on, I see something." She reached past him into the cabinet, her arm crossing over his chest, and now she was pressed against him. Her breast against his upper arm. Her breath on his neck. The angle put her face close to his, close enough that he could see the line of her jaw, the curve of her ear, the tiny wisps of hair that had come loose from the ponytail.

"You're so good with your hands," she said.

Warm. The mother voice. But her lips were near his ear and her body was against his and the words landed somewhere below his stomach. He turned to tell her to move. She was right there.

Her face. Three inches from his. Her eyes looking into his with that expression he'd been seeing for weeks, the one that was warmth and patience and something underneath that wasn't patience at all. Her lips were parted. She was breathing slow.

He kissed her.

He put his hand on the back of her neck and pulled her mouth to his and kissed her hard. His mother. In his mother's kitchen. On his mother's floor. He kissed her because he'd been wanting to since the couch. Since the 5 AM visit. Since the hug when Sophie was standing right there.

He kissed her because Sophie wasn't here and the house was empty and his hand was on the back of Dee's neck and her mouth was warm and open and the wanting had been eating him alive for weeks and he was done pretending it wasn't.

Dee made a sound against his mouth. Small. Satisfied. Like she'd been waiting for this and was pleased it had finally arrived.

She straddled him.

One smooth motion. She swung her leg over his hips and settled onto his lap, her weight on him, her thighs on either side of his body. The wrench was still in his other hand. He dropped it. It clattered on the tile and neither of them flinched.

Her hands went into his hair. His hands went to her waist. She kissed him back. Slow at first, her mouth moving against his with the same patience she brought to everything, the same deliberate warmth, like she had all the time in the world and intended to use it. Her tongue found his. He tasted tea and something sweet. Her fingers tightened in his hair and she pulled his head back, just slightly, just enough to change the angle, and the kiss deepened and his hands gripped her waist harder.

She rolled her hips.

The same motion from the kitchen hug but now there was nothing between them but fabric and intent. Her weight on him, pressing down, and the slow grind of her hips into his. He was hard. Fully. His cock straining against his jeans and her body rolling over it, the pressure and the friction and the heat of her through two layers of fabric. His hands moved from her waist to her hips. He pulled her down as she rolled forward and the contact made his vision blur.

They made out on the kitchen floor. Her on top of him, her knees on the tile, her hands in his hair, her mouth on his. He kissed her jaw. Her neck. The place below her ear where the skin was thin and warm and she tilted her head to give him more of it. His hands were under her shirt. His palms flat on the bare skin of her back, the warmth of her, the smooth curve of her spine. She arched into his touch and ground down harder and his hips pushed up to meet her.

"Honey," she said.

Against his mouth. The word landed like a match. The mother word. She said it in that way that stirred his confusion, warm and low and full of something that wasn't maternal at all, and his cock throbbed against her and his hands pulled her hips down and the grind got harder, wetter in its rhythm, their bodies working against each other on the kitchen floor.

She slid down.

Slow. Kissing his jaw first. Then his neck. Then his chest through his shirt, her mouth pressing heat through the cotton, moving lower. Her hands found his jeans. The button. She popped it with one hand. The zipper. She pulled it down and his cock pushed against his boxers and she was looking at it. Her face was level with his waist, her hands on his hips, and she was looking at the shape of him through the thin fabric.

She lowered her mouth.

Her lips pressed against the head of his cock through his boxers. Warm. Soft. Deliberate. She kissed it the way she'd kissed his mouth, slow and certain, her lips molding around the shape of him through the cotton.

He felt the warmth of her breath, the pressure of her mouth, the dampness of his boxers where his cock was leaking and her lips were pressing. She kissed him again. A second press. Her mouth open slightly, the heat of the inside of her lips against him, and he made a sound that came from somewhere deep and desperate.

The front gate banged out a warning.

Metal on metal. The latch. Sophie's car or the wind or something, the sound cutting through the kitchen like a blade, and Dee pulled back. Calm. Unhurried. She stood, smoothed her leggings, ran a hand over her hair. By the time Jack got his jeans buttoned, hands shaking, zipper catching, she was at the counter with a glass of water. Like nothing had happened. Like she'd been standing there the whole time, drinking water, waiting for the garbage disposal to be fixed.

He retreated to the bathroom.

He locked the door. He leaned against the sink and looked at himself in the mirror. His face was flushed. His hair was wrecked. His hands were shaking and his cock was still hard, pressing against his jeans, and he could still feel her mouth on him. Through the boxers. The warmth and the pressure and the softness of her lips and the way she'd kissed the tip like it was something precious.

He gripped the edge of the sink. His knuckles went white.

He'd kissed her. He'd initiated. He'd grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her in and she'd straddled him and they'd ground against each other on the kitchen floor and then she'd unzipped his jeans and put her mouth on him and the only thing that stopped it was a gate.

A metal gate latch banging in the wind or possibly God or the universe or whatever random thing had interrupted the moment when his mother was about to take his cock in her mouth on the floor where he'd eaten cereal as a kid.

He splashed water on his face. He went downstairs. He sat on the couch and stared at the wall and tried to calm himself down.

***

Sophie came home at two.

The new-age shop had been a bust. The owner, a woman with gray dreads and rings on every finger, had held the stone for about ten seconds before putting it down and asking Sophie to leave. She hadn't explained. She'd just gone pale and said she couldn't help and please take that thing out of her shop.

"She was scared of it," Sophie said.

She was sitting on the couch next to him, her pale legs tucked under her, her hair falling loose from the ponytail. The stone was on the coffee table between them, black and smooth and faintly warm.

"What?"

"Like, actually scared," she said. "She wouldn't even look at me after she put it down."

Jack wasn't listening. He was trying to listen but his brain was in the kitchen, on the floor, Mom's mouth on him through the cotton. Sophie was talking about crystals and energy fields and the woman's face when she'd held the stone and Jack was nodding and not hearing any of it.

"Jack."

"Yeah."

"You're not listening."

"I am."

"What did I just say?"

He looked at his hands. He looked at the stone. He looked at Sophie, her face open, her eyes sharp, the investigator's stare that missed nothing.

"I kissed her," he said.

Sophie went still. Not frozen. Still. The way a person goes still when they hear a sound they've been listening for.

"I kissed her. I initiated. She didn't start it." He was looking at his hands. "It went further than kissing."

"How far?"

Not "why." Not "how could you." Not "what's wrong with you." How far. Two words. Her voice was flat and her cheeks were flushed and the question was clinical and it wasn't clinical at all.

"She straddled me. On the kitchen floor. We made out. She undid my jeans." He swallowed. "She kissed me. Through my boxers. On the kitchen floor. Your car interrupted it."

Sophie's breath caught. A small hitch. She was looking at him and her face was doing something complicated, layers of it, anger and fear and something else underneath that she was working hard to keep underneath.

"Through your boxers," she said.

"Yeah."

"Her mouth."

"Yeah."

She nodded. Slowly. The flush didn't fade. If anything it deepened, spreading from her cheeks to her ears, down her neck. She was processing. The investigator's brain working through the scene, assembling it, and he could see her assembling it. The kitchen floor. His jeans undone. Dee sliding down his body. The kiss through the fabric.

Sophie was quiet for a moment. She was looking at him the way she looked at problems. Flat. Calculating.

"How long after I left?"

"What?"

"How long after my car pulled out of the driveway did you kiss her, Jack?"

He didn't answer. He didn't have to. Sophie looked at the stone on the coffee table. She looked at her hands. She looked at Jack.

"Did you want her to stop?"

The question sat in the room. He could feel it sitting there, warm and heavy, taking up space. Did he want her to stop. The honest answer was a hole in the floor and he was staring into it.

"No," he said.

Sophie nodded again. She picked up the stone from the coffee table. She turned it in her fingers. She put it in her pocket.

"I'm sleeping in your bed tonight," she said. "And every night until I figure out what to do about this."

"You've been sleeping in my bed."

"I know." She stood up. She looked down at him. Her face was still flushed. "I'm going to take a shower."

She went upstairs. He sat on the couch and listened to the water run and stared at the wall.

***

That night Sophie got in the bed.

No preamble. No "this is practical." She walked in, got in on her side, and pulled the covers up. Jack turned off the lamp.

The room was dark. The house was quiet. Dee's door was closed at the end of the hall.

They lay there. Separate sides. The foot of distance.

Sophie spoke first. "Don't go to her tonight."

"I wasn't going to."

"You were going to last night. Before I showed up with my pillow. I could see it on your face."

He didn't deny it.

"Just don't," she said. "Whatever she is. Whatever this is. Just stay here."

"I'm here, Soph."

Quiet. The furnace clicking. Her breathing, slow and deliberate, the way she breathed when she was trying to calm down.

She rolled toward him. Her back against his chest. The same position as last night, the position their bodies had found in sleep but this time she chose it. Awake. Deliberate. She pressed her back into him and reached behind her and found his arm and pulled it over her waist.

His hand landed on her stomach. Over her shirt.

She didn't say anything. She didn't move his hand. She lay there with his arm around her and her back against his chest and the warmth between them building the way it had built last night, slow and inevitable, the heat of two bodies pressed together in the dark.

His thumb moved. The same line as last night. Across her stomach, just above the waistband, back and forth. The shirt was thin. He could feel the warmth of her skin through the cotton. His thumb traced the hem where the fabric met skin and he was half-hard against her and she knew. She had to know. The same position as last night, his cock against her ass, and this time she'd chosen it. This time she was awake.

His thumb found bare skin. The strip above her waistband where the shirt had ridden up. Warm. Smooth. He traced the line, hip bone to navel, the same path as last night but slower, and his palm flattened against her bare stomach and he held his breath.

Sophie's hand moved. She put it on top of his. She didn't push it away. She pressed it down. Flatter. Harder against her skin. She held his hand against her stomach and her fingers laced through his and she let out a long, slow breath.

"This doesn't mean anything," she said. Quiet. Almost a whisper.

"I know."

Her thumb traced the back of his hand. Small circles. She was holding his hand against her bare stomach and tracing circles on his knuckles and her back was warm against his chest.

"None of this means anything," she said. Even quieter.

He didn't answer. His hand was on her skin. Her hand was on his hand. He was hard against her and the kitchen was still in his head, Mom's mouth on him through the cotton, and Sophie's hand was pressing his palm against her body and she'd said "this doesn't mean anything" and her voice had cracked on the word "anything."

He held still. She held still. The house was quiet around them.

Neither of them slept for a long time.


CHAPTER 16

Sophie found the lube.

She was making the bed. Jack was in the shower. She'd been making his bed every morning since she started sleeping in it because someone had to and Jack wasn't going to. She pulled the fitted sheet taut and tucked it under the mattress and her hand hit something on the floor near the wall.

A bottle. Small. Half-empty. She picked it up and turned it in her hand. Water-based personal lubricant. Unscented.

She sat on the edge of the bed and held the bottle and looked at it.

She'd known. On some level she'd known since the couch confession, since Jack's face went red when she asked if he'd fucked her, since the "more happened" that he couldn't say and couldn't not say. She'd known there was a ladder and it was climbing. The couch. The 5 AM visit. The kitchen floor. Their mother's mouth on him through his boxers.

But the lube made it physical. The lube made it something that had been purchased and brought into this room and used on purpose. This wasn't proximity. This wasn't Dee showing up uninvited and Jack being too weak to push her away. Someone had bought this. Someone had planned.

She unscrewed the cap. Squeezed a drop onto her fingertip. Warm. Slick. She rubbed it between her thumb and forefinger and imagined Dee's hand warming it between her palms before she touched Jack and the image was so specific, so clear, that she had to put the bottle down.

She put it back where she found it. She pulled the sheet down over the edge of the mattress.

She went to her room. She sat on her bed and stared at the wall. She thought about what she'd been doing. Sleeping in his bed. Holding his hand against her stomach. Letting him spoon her and trace his thumb across her skin while she pretended it didn't mean anything. She'd been camping out as a guard dog while the thing she was guarding against had been escalating around her. Under her. In the bed she was sleeping in.

She'd been an idiot. She'd been playing house while Dee played chess.

She picked up her phone. She picked up her keys.

***

The front door was a problem.

The knob turned. The deadbolt slid back. Everything mechanical worked the way it was supposed to work. The door didn't open.

Sophie pulled. She put her shoulder against the frame and pulled with both hands on the knob and the door stayed shut. Not stuck. Not swollen from humidity. Sealed. Like the door and the frame had fused into one piece of wood, like the seam between them had never existed.

She tried the back door. Same thing. The sliding glass door to the patio. The knob turned, the latch released, the door didn't move. She tried the windows in the living room. They unlocked. The sashes wouldn't lift. She hit the frame with the heel of her hand and the glass didn't rattle and the window didn't budge.

Her phone. She had signal. Three bars. She opened the dialer and called 911 and put the phone to her ear and heard nothing. Not a ring. Not a busy signal. Not a recording. Silence. Like the call had gone into a hole.

She texted Leah. "Call me. Emergency." The message sat in the outbox. The little spinning wheel turned and turned and didn't stop.

Sophie stood in the living room with her phone in one hand and her keys in the other and the house sealed around her like a fist.

"I can't let you do that, sweetheart."

Dee was in the kitchen doorway. The robe. The tea. The same posture she always had, one shoulder against the frame, the mug held in both hands, the picture of a woman who'd been standing there for a while and wasn't in a hurry. Her expression was calm. Calm the way a doctor is calm when they're about to tell you something you don't want to hear.

"You locked us in."

"I'm keeping you safe."

"Open the doors, Mom."

"Sit down."

"Open the doors."

"Sophie." The name was gentle and her voice was warm. "If you go out there and draw attention, the wrong people will notice. Police. Social workers. It doesn't matter who you call. The disruption is what they track."

"Who tracks?"

"The Auditors."

The word sat in the room like a dropped stone. Sophie had never heard it before. It didn't sound like something Dee had made up. It sounded old.

"They monitor anomalies. Disruptions in the pattern. A woman who transforms overnight. A household that stops behaving the way households behave. If the disruption stays contained, they leave it alone. If it spills, they intervene." Dee took a sip of her tea. "They don't negotiate, Sophie. They don't investigate. They erase. You. Jack. Me. Your mother. This house. Your memories. Everyone who's ever known this family. Gone. Like none of it ever happened."

"The car," said Sophie. "The dark sedan across the street. The motion light going off every night."

Dee looked at her. The amusement was gone. "You noticed."

"I notice everything."

"Yes. You do." Dee set her tea down. "That's why I sealed the house, Sophie. They were getting closer."

Sophie's stomach dropped. She kept her voice steady. "That's convenient. You lock us in and then tell us the reason we can't leave is because invisible police will erase us. Who the fuck even are you?"

"I'm your mother."

"Okay, but where's the woman who used to sleep in that room? What did you do with her?"

"She's safe, in the Summerlands, currently lounging on the beach while being served drinks by one of the Shackerton Fae." Dee waved a hand, and an image of an impossible scene showing Diana laying on a lounge chair with a wide beach hat materialized for a couple of seconds. "I know how it sounds, but it's all true."

"The... Summerlands?" Sophie frowned and shook her head. "It sounds like a fever dream."

"It sounds like that because you're scared. I understand. But the doors stay closed."

"For how long?" asked Sophie.

"Until it's safe."

"When is it safe?"

Dee looked at her over the rim of the mug. The warmth was still there. The patience. But underneath it, for just a moment, Sophie saw something else. Something tired. Something that had done this before.

"When you stop trying to leave."

Sophie threw her keys. Not at Dee. At the wall. They hit the drywall and left a dent and clattered to the floor and Dee didn't flinch.

***

Jack heard the keys hit the wall.

He came downstairs in a towel, hair wet, and found Sophie in the living room with her arms crossed and her jaw locked. She told him. The doors. The windows. The phone. The Auditors.

He went to the front door. He tried the knob. He pulled. He put his weight into it, both hands, feet braced against the threshold. The door didn't move.

He tried the back door. The windows. He picked up his phone and called Marcus and got silence. He tried Kyle. Silence. He opened his email and typed a message and hit send and the progress bar froze at zero.

He put his phone down. He sat on the couch across from Sophie.

"She locked us in," Sophie said. "So she can do whatever she wants to you and I can't leave or call anyone."

"Or she locked us in because something out there is actually dangerous."

"And you trust her to tell you which?"

He didn't answer. He was thinking about the doors. About the silence on the phone. About the Auditors, the word, the way Dee had said it like it was something she'd been avoiding saying. And underneath all of that, in the part of himself he couldn't look at straight, he was thinking about the kitchen floor. About Dee's mouth. About the fact that the sealed house meant no more windows of time to track, no more counting the minutes between Sophie leaving and Sophie returning.

No exits. No choices. No possibility of walking down the hall because walking down the hall wasn't a decision anymore, it was just what happened when you lived in a sealed house with a woman who kissed you through your boxers on the kitchen floor.

The absence of choice. The relief of it.

Sophie was watching his face.

"You don't care," she said. Flat. "She just locked us in and you don't give a fuck."

"That's not true."

"Your shoulders dropped, Jack. The second you sat down. I watched them drop."

"I'm trying to process."

"You're relieved because it means you don't have to choose. You can just be here and she can just be here and whatever happens isn't your fault because you couldn't leave."

"That's not what I'm thinking."

"It's exactly what you're thinking. I can see it on your face. The same face you made when you told me she kissed you through your boxers. The 'I'm horrified but thank God it happened' face."

He looked at his hands. He didn't have an answer because she was right. She was exactly right and he hated that she was exactly right and the hatred felt like the same thing as the relief and he couldn't separate them.

"I'm scared too," Sophie said. Quieter. The anger dropping away. "I'm scared and I'm stuck and I don't know what the Auditors are and I don't know if she's lying and I don't know what to do."

"Neither do I."

"I know." She wiped her face with the back of her hand. Her eyes were dry but the gesture was the kind you make when you want to be doing something with your hands. "I'm not leaving your room. I don't care if it's weird. I don't care what it looks like. She sealed us in and I'm sleeping next to you and that's not a discussion."

"Okay."

"Okay."

They sat there. The house was quiet around them. The sealed-in quiet. The hum of the refrigerator and the tick of the furnace and the total absence of outside sound. No traffic. No wind. No neighbors. Like the house had been cut out of the world and set down somewhere else. Somewhere small and warm and closed.

***

That night Sophie couldn't sleep.

She was on her back. Jack was beside her, breathing slow and even. Asleep. Or close to it. The room was dark and the house was sealed and she'd been lying there for an hour, maybe more, staring at the ceiling with her eyes open and her body humming.

She'd tried counting breaths. She'd tried relaxing her muscles one group at a time, the way a therapist had taught her in college. Feet. Calves. Thighs. She'd gotten to her thighs and stopped because her thighs were warm and the warmth was the problem.

The sealed house. The lube bottle. Dee's calm face in the kitchen doorway. The Auditors. And underneath all of it, the thing she couldn't stop thinking about. Not a scene she'd witnessed. Worse. A scene she'd built. Jack had given her the words and her brain had done the rest.

"She straddled me." "She kissed me through my boxers." Two sentences. Her imagination had been filling in the rest for twenty-four hours, building something she'd never seen out of the raw materials she had: Dee's body in leggings, Jack's face when he was flushed, the kitchen floor she stood on every morning.

The version in her head was probably wrong. The angles were off. The details were invented. But her body didn't care about accuracy. Her body had taken Jack's confession and turned it into something vivid and warm and it played on a loop whether she wanted it to or not.

Her hand moved.

Surrender. Her hand slid under the waistband of her shorts and her fingers found herself and she was wet. She'd been wet for an hour. She'd been wet since she got in the bed and pressed her back into Jack's chest and felt his cock against her ass through their clothes.

She told herself she'd be quick. Quiet. He was asleep.

She circled her clit with two fingers. Slow. She kept her breathing even. The images were right there, the ones she'd been building, and she let them come. Mom on top of Jack. Jack's hands on Mom's waist. The sound he might have made when her mouth found him. Sophie didn't know what that sound was. She'd never heard it. She invented it anyway.

Her fingers moved faster. Her hips shifted on the mattress. A small movement, barely anything, but the bed shifted with her and she froze. Held still. Listened. Jack's breathing. Slow. Even. Unchanged.

She continued.

The image shifted. The way it always shifted in the dark, when she'd been holding it at a distance and her body overrode her brain. It wasn't just Jack and their mother anymore. It was Jack. Just Jack. The body beside her right now. The arm that went around her waist every night. The hand on her bare stomach. His thumb tracing her hip. The warmth of his chest against her back and the press of him against her ass and the sound he made in his sleep when she settled into him. The small sound. The holding-on sound.

She circled herself faster. Her hips lifted off the mattress. She was biting the inside of her cheek. The bed was moving with her, small rhythmic shifts, and she couldn't help it and she couldn't stop.

***

Jack was awake.

He'd been awake since her breathing changed. Since the slow, even rhythm of near-sleep had shifted to something faster, shallower, more deliberate. He'd felt the first small movement through the mattress. The shift of her hips. The pause. The shift again.

He knew what she was doing. His body knew before his brain assembled the word for it. The small rhythmic movement of the mattress. The sound of her breathing, controlled, held tight, the kind of breathing a person does when they're trying not to make noise. The wet sound of her fingers, barely audible, underneath the covers.

His cock was hard. It had been hard since her breathing changed. The full, aching hardness that came fast and without permission.

He didn't move. He kept his breathing slow and even, the way he'd been breathing, the pattern she'd been listening for when she decided it was safe. He lay on his back and stared at the dark ceiling and listened to his stepsister get herself off six inches away from him in his bed.

His hand moved. Under the covers. Slow. He pushed his boxers down and wrapped his hand around himself and his jaw clenched at the contact. He was leaking. His fist was wet before he started moving.

He matched her rhythm. The rhythm of the mattress. She sped up and he sped up. She slowed and he slowed. He could hear her breathing getting ragged, the control slipping, small sounds escaping through her teeth. A hum. A caught breath. The mattress rocking harder.

He turned his head. Just slightly. He could see the shape of her in the dark. On her back. Her knees bent under the covers. One arm moving. Her chest rising and falling, fast, and her head tilted back and her lips parted.

She came. He felt it through the mattress. The sudden tension, her whole body going rigid, the held breath that lasted three seconds, four, five, and then the release. A shudder. A small sound that was almost a word but wasn't. Her body going limp, sinking into the mattress, her breathing ragged and slowing.

He came a minute later. He bit down on his lip and his hand tightened and he spilled over his fist, his hips lifting once off the mattress, the motion small enough to be nothing. He hoped it was small enough to be nothing. His cum was on his hand and on his stomach and his heart was slamming and Sophie was six inches away, coming down, breathing slow.

They lay there.

The room was dark. The house was sealed. His hand was wet and her hand was wet and the space between them was thick with the smell of it, salt and warmth and the sharp edge of what they'd just done.

Neither of them spoke. Neither of them moved. The pretense of sleep held because neither of them could afford to break it. If they spoke, it was real. If they acknowledged it, they'd have to name it. And naming it meant the last wall was down and there was nothing between them but air and a few inches of mattress.

Sophie rolled onto her side. Away from him. She pulled the covers up to her chin.

Jack wiped his hand on the sheet beside him. He pulled his boxers up. He stared at the ceiling.

The house was sealed. The doors were locked. They were trapped in this house with Dee and with each other and with whatever this was becoming. A door had opened in the dark and neither of them had closed it.

He lay there for a long time. Sophie's breathing evened out. She was asleep. Or pretending to be asleep. He couldn't tell the difference anymore.

***

Morning.

They came downstairs separately. A five-minute gap. Sophie first. Then Jack.

Dee was at the stove. Eggs. The robe. The humming. The same morning as every morning except the doors were sealed and the windows were sealed and the world outside didn't exist anymore.

Sophie sat at the table. She didn't look up when Jack walked in.

Jack sat across from her. He picked up his fork. He moved his eggs around the plate.

Dee set a plate of toast between them and sat down with her tea. She looked at Sophie. She looked at Jack. She took a sip.

"You two sleep okay? The house gets warm at night when everything's closed up. I can adjust the thermostat if you need."

"Fine," Sophie said. To her eggs.

"Jack?"

"Fine."

"You both look tired." Dee tore a piece of toast in half. "Sophie, there's orange juice in the fridge. The fresh kind, not the concentrate. I squeezed it this morning."

"You squeezed orange juice."

"I was up early. Seemed like a nice morning for it." Dee smiled the smile of a woman who had sealed every exit in the house twelve hours ago and was now discussing fresh-squeezed orange juice like those were two perfectly compatible facts. "Jack, eat your eggs. You're just pushing them around."

He ate his eggs. She'd added cheese this time. Gruyere, maybe. He chewed and swallowed and didn't taste any of it.

"I was thinking we could do something nice today," Dee said. "The three of us. There's that puzzle in the hall closet, the one with the lighthouse. Or I could make bread. Sophie, you used to love helping Diana knead dough. Do you remember?"

"I remember," Sophie said. Her voice was flat.

"It might be good. Staying busy. Keeping our hands occupied."

Sophie's fork stopped moving. She looked at Dee. Her expression was warm, open, domestic. A mother suggesting family activities on a day when everyone was home. The fact that everyone was home because the doors were sealed and the windows were fused shut and the phone didn't work was not, apparently, relevant to the planning.

"I'm going to take a shower," Sophie said. She stood up. She took her plate to the sink. She didn't look at Jack on her way out.

Dee watched her go. She turned back to Jack. She reached across the table and put her hand on his wrist. Her thumb traced a circle on the inside of his arm.

"She'll be okay," Dee said. "She just needs time."

Jack pulled his wrist back. He picked up his coffee and drank it and didn't say anything.

Dee smiled. She cleared Sophie's place. She started washing dishes. She hummed.


CHAPTER 17

Jack had been hard for three days.

It wasn't constant. But the baseline had shifted. The default state of his body in this sealed house was a low hum of arousal that spiked at unpredictable intervals and never fully went away. Dee reaching past him for a coffee mug. Sophie crossing her legs on the couch. The sound of either of them laughing from another room. The creak of a door opening, any door, because any door could be Dee's door or Sophie's door or the bathroom door and behind any of them was a woman he wanted to touch.

He couldn't keep them separate anymore. The wanting had merged. Sophie's breathing in the dark, the rhythm of her body through the mattress, the small sounds she made when she thought he was asleep. Dee's mouth on his cock through his boxers on the kitchen floor, the warmth, the deliberate press of her lips. The two memories played on top of each other, overlapping, blurring, and his cock didn't care about the distinction his brain was trying to maintain.

He got in the shower to deal with it.

Door closed. Hot water. He leaned his forehead against the tile and wrapped his hand around himself and exhaled. The water ran down his back and his hand moved and he closed his eyes and the images came the way they always came, uninvited and specific.

Sophie's back against his chest. The bare strip of skin above her waistband. The wet sound of her fingers under the covers. Then Dee. The kitchen floor. The straddling. The kiss through the fabric. The images bled together and he let them because fighting it took more energy than he had.

The shower curtain moved.

He didn't startle. Some part of him had been expecting it. Some part of him had left the bedroom door unlocked because this was how it worked. He created the conditions and Dee filled them. He left the space and she walked into it.

She was standing outside the tub. The robe was already on the floor. She was naked. Dee's body. He'd never seen her fully naked since the portal night. Not like this, not standing still, not in good light. Small breasts. Soft stomach. The freckles on her shoulders that Dee always had, a scatter of them, like someone had flicked a wet paintbrush. A patch of dark hair between her legs. The body of a forty-seven-year-old woman who had somehow become the most attractive person in his world.

His hand was still on his cock. He didn't move it. She looked at it. She looked at him.

"You've been walking around this house hard for three days," she said. "I can feel it from the other end of the hallway."

"I'm handling it."

"I can see that." She stepped into the tub. The water hit her shoulders and ran down her chest and her nipples tightened and her hair started to darken and flatten against her neck. She was close. Her body against his under the spray, wet skin on wet skin, her breasts against his chest, his cock against her stomach.

She put her hands on his face. Cupped his jaw. Kissed him. Slow. The water running over both of them. He could taste the water on her lips and underneath it the tea she'd been drinking and underneath that, her. His hands went to her waist. Her skin was slippery and warm and his fingers pressed into the soft flesh above her hips.

"Let me take care of you," she said. Against his mouth.

She knelt.

The water hitting her back, running down her spine, pooling in the small of her back. She looked up at him. His mother's eyes. Brown. Patient. She wrapped her hand around the base of his cock and the other hand went to his hip, steadying him.

She took him in her mouth.

Warm. Wet. The water and her mouth and the pressure of her tongue and he put his hand on the tile to stay upright. She was slow. Thorough. Her head moving in a rhythm that was steady and unhurried, like she had nowhere to be, like this was just another form of caretaking. Feeding him breakfast. Making him tea. Taking his cock in her mouth in the shower.

She looked up. Eye contact. His mother's eyes on his while her mouth worked him. His mother on her knees in the shower with his cock between her lips and her eyes locked on his and the wrongness of it made his vision narrow to a point. His hand went to her head. His fingers in her wet hair. He held on.

He came. Hard. His hips bucking forward and his hand gripping her hair and the sound he made bounced off the tile walls. She swallowed. She kept her mouth on him through it, soft, gentle, until the last pulse, and then she pulled back.

She wiped her lips with the back of her hand. Looked up at him. Smiled.

"See? Wasn't so hard." She glanced down at him. The smile widened. "Well."

She stood. She reached past him for the towel on the rack. "Let me dry you off, honey."

He caught her wrist.

She looked at him. Surprised. Genuine surprise, not the performed version. Her eyebrows lifted and her lips parted and for half a second she looked like Diana being told something unexpected. He'd never seen that expression on Dee's face. She'd been in control of every encounter. The couch. The 5 AM visit. The lube. The kitchen floor. She initiated. She set the pace. She decided when it started and when it stopped and he received.

Not this time.

He pulled her back under the water. She let him. He turned her. Pressed her back against the tile. The cold of it against her skin made her inhale and her nipples were hard and the water was running between them and she was looking at him with that surprise still on her face, fading into curiosity.

He was thinking about balance. About the fact that every time Dee touched him he took. He received. He let it happen to him and then he felt guilty about it and the guilt made him want more and the wanting brought him back and the cycle spun. That was the trap. That was how the seduction worked. She gave. He took. The debt accumulated. He came back.

But what if he gave back. What if he chose. Not received. Not surrendered. Not let it happen. What if he got on his knees because he wanted to, not because she put him there. Maybe that changed the math. Maybe that wasn't being seduced. Maybe that was something else.

He dropped to his knees.

His hands on her hips. His mouth on her. She tasted warm and clean and underneath the water, salt. He pressed his tongue against her and she grabbed the shower curtain rod with one hand, the metal rattling, and his hair with the other.

"Slower," she said. Her voice above him, the water noise almost drowning it out. "There. Good boy."

His mother's voice coaching him while his tongue worked between her legs. He adjusted. He learned the way he'd learned everything with Dee, by paying attention, by reading her body. She told him what she wanted and he gave it to her. Her hips rolling against his mouth. Her fingers tightening in his wet hair. Her breathing changing, going ragged, the composure cracking for the first time since he'd known her.

"Don't stop," she said. The warmth was gone from her voice. Just urgent. "Right there. Don't stop."

He didn't stop. He pressed harder. His hands gripping her thighs, holding her against the tile, his mouth working. She came standing up. Her thighs clenched against his head. Her hand yanked his hair hard enough that his eyes watered. The sound she made was loud, louder than anything he'd heard from her, a cry that filled the small bathroom and rang off the tile.

He stood up. His knees ached from the hard porcelain. The water was going lukewarm. He looked at her. She was leaning against the tile, breathing hard, her chest rising and falling, her hair plastered to her neck. She looked at him and the surprise was there again, settled into something warmer. Something that might have been respect.

"Well," she said. "Look at you."

She reached up and pushed his wet hair off his forehead. The gesture was maternal. Tender. The same hand that had been gripping his hair thirty seconds ago.

She stepped out. Towel. Robe. She tied the sash and looked at him one more time over her shoulder. The smile was different from the usual Dee smile. Less knowing. More impressed.

"Come down when you're ready. I'll make lunch."

She opened the door. Steam billowed into the hallway. She walked out humming.

***

Sophie was sitting on the hallway floor.

She hadn't planned to be there. She'd been walking to her old room to get a book and she'd heard the shower running. Long. Too long for just a shower. Then a voice through the wall. Dee's voice, she thought, low and muffled by the water. She couldn't make out words.

Her feet stopped moving.

She sat down with her back against the wall across from the bathroom door. She wasn't eavesdropping. She was sitting in the hallway of her own house. That was all. The fact that she could hear sounds through the door was incidental.

The water muffled most of it. But not all of it. A thud. Something hitting tile. A rhythm she could feel more than hear, the old pipes vibrating faintly in the wall behind her back. Dee's voice again, louder this time, a single word that sounded like "don't" or "there" and then something she couldn't parse.

Then the cry. Dee's voice, unmistakable, loud enough to cut through the water and the door and the wall. A woman coming. Sophie had never heard Diana make that sound before. She pressed her back harder against the wall.

The water ran for another few minutes. Then it stopped. Pipes groaning. Silence.

The door opened. Steam. Dee walked out in the robe, her face flushed, her hair somehow already half-dry. She saw Sophie on the floor. The smile was easy. Warm.

"He's all yours, sweetheart."

She walked down the hallway. Humming.

Sophie sat on the floor for another minute. She stood up. She went to Jack's room.

He was sitting on the edge of his bed. Hair wet. Towel around his waist. He looked up when she came in and his face was flushed and dazed and open. The look of a man who'd just done something he was still arriving at.

"What happened?"

"She got in the shower with me."

"I heard."

His eyes shifted. "How much?"

"Enough." Sophie sat down next to him on the bed. Her thigh against his thigh. The mattress dipping toward the center, toward each other. "Tell me."

He was looking at the floor. His hands were on his knees and the towel was damp across his lap and the steam was still curling out of the bathroom behind them.

"She got in the shower with me."

"You said that."

"She." He stopped. Started again. "She put her mouth on me. She got on her knees and she..." He swallowed. "Yeah."

Sophie's hands were flat on her thighs. She was pressing them down. Holding them still. "Okay."

"And then she was going to leave. She was reaching for the towel. And I stopped her."

"You stopped her."

"I grabbed her wrist. I pulled her back. And I." He looked at Sophie, eyes darting to the side. "I went down on her. I got on my knees and I put my mouth on her."

The room was very quiet. The pipes ticked in the wall.

"Both ways," Sophie said.

"Yeah." His voice was quiet. Almost wondering. Not guilty. That was the thing she noticed. He didn't sound guilty. He sounded like someone who'd discovered he could do something he didn't know he could do.

"I wanted to," he said. "I chose it. She was going to leave and I stopped her and I got on my knees because I wanted to."

"Because you wanted to."

"Yeah."

She looked at her hands. She was building it. She had the sounds from the hallway and now she had his words and her brain was filling in the rest the way it always did. The small shower. The steam. His knees on the porcelain. Her hand in his hair. The cry she'd heard through the door.

"Was it good?" she said.

She didn't know why she asked it. The question came out before she had time to catch it. It wasn't an investigator's question. It wasn't "how far" or "how long after I left." It was something else. Something she didn't want to name.

Jack looked at her. "Yeah," he said. "It was good."

"Good," Sophie said. She didn't know what she meant by it. She stood up. "I'm going to go read."

She walked out. Her face was burning. Her hands were shaking. Between her legs she was wet and she hated that she was wet and she hated that the sound of Dee coming through the bathroom door was in her head and wouldn't leave and she hated that "was it good" had come out of her mouth like it mattered, like the answer mattered, like she needed to know that Jack had enjoyed putting his mouth on their mother.

She went to her old room. She closed the door. She sat on the bed she hadn't slept in for days.

She picked up her book. She opened it to a random page. She stared at the words.

She didn't touch herself. She wanted to. The ache between her legs was heavy and insistent and the shower sounds were still in her ears and Jack's voice saying "I wanted to" was in her head and she wanted to put her hand in her shorts and close her eyes and let the scene assemble itself the way it always did.

She sat on her hands instead. She stared at the book. She didn't read a single word.

She lasted four more minutes.

Then the book hit the wall. She didn't throw it. She set it down too hard on the nightstand and it slid off and hit the baseboard and she didn't pick it up. She was standing. She didn't remember standing. Her hands were fists at her sides and her jaw was clenched and the ache between her legs had curdled into something hotter. Rage. Clean, bright, clarifying rage.

She was going to tell Dee what she thought of her.

Not Jack. Jack was compromised. Jack was sitting in his room with wet hair and a towel and the dazed expression of a man who'd just discovered religion. Jack couldn't help her. Jack was gone.

But Dee. Dee could hear it. Dee could stand there in her silk robe and her perfect composure and hear exactly what Sophie thought of a woman who got on her knees for her own son in the shower and then walked out humming.

Sophie was going to say every word she'd been swallowing for weeks. The manipulation. The touching. The way she'd dismantled Jack piece by piece with patience and breakfast and the precise application of her body until he couldn't tell the difference between love and surrender.

She was down the hall before she'd finished the thought. Barefoot. Fists still clenched. The bedroom door was cracked. There was light coming through the gap. Not the lamp. Something else. Something pink and shifting, the color of the light Jack had described from the first night, the portal light, and Sophie's feet stopped moving.

She pressed her back against the wall. She breathed through her nose. She listened.

"...don't know if I can do this," said Dee. "I'm making it worse. Every day I'm here I'm making it worse and they can feel it and I can feel it and I don't know how to stop."

It was her voice. But wrong. The composure was gone. The warmth was gone. She sounded small. She sounded like someone sitting on the floor. Sophie leaned in closer, listening carefully.

A pause. Then another voice. Softer. Farther away, like it was coming through water or glass. The same voice. Exactly the same voice, but tired in a way that Dee hadn't been tired in weeks. Tired the old way. The way she used to sound when she came home from the clinic and sat at the kitchen table with the bills and the calculator and the grey skin under the fluorescent light.

"You're not making it worse." Diana's voice drifted outward from the other side of the light. Sophie's hand went to her mouth. "You're doing what I asked you to do."

"You asked me to take care of them. You didn't ask me to..." Dee stopped, and when she started again her voice was thick. "He's attracted to me. I knew he would be. That's part of it, that's part of how this works, the bonding, the attachment. But I'm supposed to guide it. I'm supposed to keep it in a place where it stays healthy and I'm not doing that. I'm letting it go too far because when he looks at me I can feel what he feels and it's so much. It's so much want. And I respond to it. That's what I am. I respond to what they need and he needs this and I give it to him and every time I tell myself this is the last time, this is the boundary, and then he's standing in front of me with that look on his face and I..."

"Breathe."

"I got on my knees for him today. In the shower. And then he. He got on his knees for me. He chose it. He held my wrist and he pulled me back and he chose it. And the sound he made. The sound he made when his mouth was on me. It wasn't just want. It was something else. Something I haven't felt from a charge before. I don't know the word for it."

Silence. The pink light pulsed against the hallway wall. Sophie was not breathing.

"I think the word is love." Diana's voice was soft and quiet. "I think that's what you're feeling."

"I'm not supposed to feel it back."

"No. You're not."

"But I do. Both of them. Sophie too. Sophie is so angry and so scared and so hungry for someone to see her and I see her. I see every part of her and I want to give her everything and I'm terrified that what I'm giving them isn't love. That it's just the magic doing what magic does and they'll wake up one day and realize none of it was real."

"Is it real for you?"

"Yes." No hesitation. "Yes, it's real for me."

"Then keep going. Keep showing them. They're scared because they should be scared. This is scary. But you are not the thing they should be afraid of. You are the best thing I ever did for them." A pause. The tiredness in the voice shifted into something steadier. Something that sounded like peace. "I couldn't love them right. I was too tired and too broken and too deep in my own head. You can. You already are."

"They hate me."

"They don't hate you. They're confused. There's a difference." A pause. "Sophie especially. She doesn't hate you. She's terrified of how much she doesn't hate you."

Dee made a sound. Small. Wet. The sound of a woman who'd been holding something in for weeks and couldn't hold it anymore.

"I miss you," Dee said.

"I miss you too. But I'm happy here and I'm not coming back. This is yours now. They're yours. Do the job I couldn't do. Love them better than I did."

The pink light dimmed. Faded. The hallway went dark.

Sophie stood against the wall for a long time. Her fists had unclenched. Her hands were flat against the wallpaper, pressing into it, holding herself up. She could hear Dee crying through the door. Quiet. Controlled. Even her grief had a composure to it, but the composure was cracking, the way it had cracked in the shower, and behind it was something Sophie recognized.

Loneliness. The particular loneliness of a person trying to love people who don't trust her yet.

She went back to her room. She sat on the bed. She picked up the book from the floor. She opened it to a random page.

She didn't read a single word. But the rage was gone. In its place was something she didn't have a name for. Something that sat in her chest like a stone and felt heavy and warm and complicated and would not go away.

After ten minutes she put the book down and went to Jack's room and sat next to him on the bed and put her head on his shoulder. He put his arm around her. Neither of them said anything. They sat like that for a long time.


CHAPTER 18

The clothes came off in stages.

Not all at once. More like a negotiation conducted entirely in silence, each concession building on the one before, each new inch of skin a line crossed so quietly that by the time you looked back you couldn't find where the line had been.

One night Sophie didn't come. He lay in the dark and listened to the house and her room was quiet and he waited and she didn't come. He told himself: good. This is good. This is the line holding. He told himself that for twenty minutes. Then her door opened. Her footsteps in the hall. She got in the bed and pressed her back against him, breathing all shaky.

"I almost didn't come."

"I know."

After that, the clothes started going.

Sophie came to bed in a t-shirt and underwear. The pajama shorts were gone. She didn't explain. She got in on her side and pulled the covers up and her bare legs were right there, the full length of them, thigh to ankle. When she pressed her back into his chest and his arm went around her waist, his hand landed on her hip and the skin was bare. New. He could feel the edge of her underwear under his thumb, the elastic, the cotton, the warmth of her hip underneath. He traced the line of it. She didn't stop him.

The next night the underwear was gone. Just the t-shirt. It hit him when she backed into the spoon, the familiar press of her ass against his cock through his boxers, except now there was nothing between her and the cotton except skin.

He could feel the shape of her. The curve. The heat. She had to feel him. Every ridge, every inch of the erection that had been a nightly constant since the first time she got in this bed. She pressed back anyway. Settled in. Found the position. His cock nestled against the cleft of her ass through one thin layer of fabric and she exhaled and went still like this was comfortable. Like this was where she slept now.

"You okay?" he said. His voice was rough.

"Mm-hm."

"You're not wearing..."

"I know what I'm not wearing, Jack."

He shut up. His hand was on her bare hip. She put her hand on top of his and left it there.

He stopped wearing a shirt. Sophie's hand found his bare forearm when he wrapped it around her. Her fingers traced from his wrist to his bicep, slow, the pads of her fingers reading him like braille. He could feel her cataloguing. Learning the shape of the muscle, the hair on his forearm, the bump of a vein. Her thumb circled the inside of his wrist where his pulse was.

"When did you get this," she said.

Her finger on a scar on his elbow. The one from the bike crash when he was twelve.

"Seventh grade. That hill on Prospect."

"I remember. Mom was so mad. You bled all over the bathroom."

"She made me sit in the tub while she cleaned it."

"She used to overreact about everything medical. You'd get a paper cut and she'd have the hydrogen peroxide out."

"Yeah."

They were quiet. Her finger still on his scar. His arm around her waist. His cock hard against her ass. Talking about their mother while their bodies were doing something else entirely.

The next night he was in just boxers. She was in just the t-shirt. Two pieces of fabric between them. Her bare legs tangled with his bare legs under the covers and her hand on his arm and his hand on her stomach and his cock hard against her bare ass and they lay like that and they didn't talk about it.

Then just one the next night.

Sophie came to bed and the t-shirt was long, past her thighs, and she was wearing nothing else. Jack was in boxers. She backed into him. His hand went to her stomach. The t-shirt had ridden up before he even settled in and his palm was on bare skin from her ribs to her hip. Her ass pressed against his cock and there was nothing between her skin and the cotton of his boxers and the heat of her was direct, immediate, close.

"It's warm in here," she said, to the wall. "With the seal. The air doesn't circulate."

"Yeah," he said.

That was the last time either of them offered a reason.

***

The night it tipped.

Sophie was in the t-shirt. Nothing else. Jack was in boxers. The room was dark. They were spooned, his chest against her back, his arm around her waist. Her shirt had ridden up past her ribs and his hand was on her bare stomach, his palm flat, fingers spread.

He was hard. Fully. He'd been hard before she got in the bed. He'd been hard since dinner, since she'd reached across him for the salt and her breast pressed against his arm through her shirt and she'd said "sorry" without meaning it and Dee had watched from across the table with that small, private smile.

His cock pressed against her ass through his boxers. The length of him fitted into the curve of her. She could feel him. All of him. The heat, the shape, the pulse. She pressed back. Deliberate. A grind. Her hips rolling back into his cock, slow, one long press, and then she held there. Testing. Waiting.

He exhaled against the back of her neck. His hand slid lower on her stomach. Past her navel. Past the soft dip below it. His fingers found the crease where her thigh met her hip and she shifted. Her legs parted. Not a lot. An inch. Two. Enough.

"Jack," she whispered.

He stopped. His hand stopped. His breathing stopped.

"Don't stop," she said.

He slid his fingers between her legs.

She was wet. Not damp. Wet. The kind of wet that said she'd been lying here soaking while they went through the ritual of settling in, while his arm went around her and his hand found her stomach and his thumb traced the lines it always traced. She'd been ready before he touched her. She might have been ready since dinner.

His fingers found her clit. She inhaled sharp through her nose. A quick, caught sound. He circled it. Slow. Reading her hips the way he'd learned, adjusting when she rocked forward, pressing harder when her breath hitched. She was slippery under his fingertips and her hips were moving, small rolls, grinding herself against his hand.

She reached back. Her hand found his cock through his boxers. She didn't pause. She didn't hesitate. She pushed the elastic down, freed him, and wrapped her fingers around him bare. Skin on skin. Her grip was firm. Certain. She held him like she'd been thinking about holding him and knew exactly how she wanted to do it.

The sound he made was involuntary. Too loud. His hips jerked forward, pushing his cock through her fist, and she squeezed and stroked and his fingers stuttered on her clit and then found the rhythm again.

***

They didn't speak. They didn't turn to face each other. Spooned. Her back against his chest. Her hand on his cock, stroking, the pace steady. His fingers inside her now, two of them, curled, and she was tight and hot and her hips were rocking against his hand.

The wet sound of it. Her fingers on him, slick with his pre-cum. His fingers inside her, the sound obscene in the quiet room. The bed creaking. Barely. A small rhythm. Her breathing going ragged, the control she'd been maintaining all night finally cracking.

His mouth was on the back of her neck. Not kissing. Breathing her in. His lips against her skin, her hair pushed aside, and her neck was exposed and warm and she tilted her head forward to give him more of it. The gesture undid him. The trust of it. The offering. He pressed his mouth against her skin and breathed and his fingers curled inside her and she clenched around them.

She came first. Her thighs closed on his hand. Her body went rigid against his chest, her back arching, her ass grinding back into his cock. The shudder started in her core and rolled outward, through her stomach, her thighs, her shoulders. The sound she made was bitten off. A syllable. The beginning of his name or the end of something else, buried in the pillow.

He came a minute later. His cock pulsing in her fist. His hips pushing forward, his body pressed tight against hers, and he buried his face in her hair. The smell of her hair and her sweat and the sharp clean edge underneath both. She stroked him through it. Her hand slowing, gentling, holding him while the last of it spilled over her fingers and onto the sheet between them.

They lay there. His hand still between her legs. Her hand still on him. The room was quiet. The sound of their breathing. The smell of what they'd done hanging in the air, sex and sweat and the salt-warm scent of two bodies that had just finished something they weren't entirely proud of.

A minute passed. Maybe two. Then Sophie's voice. Small. Not a whisper. Just quiet.

"We just did that."

"Yeah."

"That was real."

"Yeah, Soph."

Another silence. Her thumb moved across his knuckles. Slow. Thinking.

"I don't want to go back to my room," she said.

"Then don't."

***

Sophie moved first.

Her hand left his cock. She reached down and found the waistband of his boxers and pushed them lower. Down his thighs. He kicked them off. They were somewhere at the foot of the bed. Gone.

She sat up. He could see the shape of her in the dark, the outline of her body against the faint light from the window. She grabbed the hem of the t-shirt and pulled it over her head in one motion. She tossed it off the side of the bed.

She lay back down. Pressed her back against his chest.

Naked. Both of them. Full contact. Her shoulder blades against his ribs. Her ass against his cock. Her legs against his legs. The heat of her everywhere, every inch, skin on skin from her neck to her ankles. She was warm. Smooth. Real. The sensation of that much bare contact at once was overwhelming. Not the supernatural charge of Dee, not the burn. This was body heat. Human warmth. The simple, animal fact of another person's nakedness pressed against yours in the dark.

She reached back. Found him. He was hard. Still or again, the line between the two lost somewhere in the feel of her bare body against his. Her hand guided him. She tilted her hips. Angled back. He pushed forward and she pushed back and the inevitable happened.

He slid into her from behind, the tip of his cock finding no real resistance as it probed into her hot hole. They both held their breath.

She was warm. Wet. Tight around him. Sophie. In his childhood bed.

He moved. She moved. Slow. Quiet. The rhythm careful, the bed frame barely creaking. His hand on her hip, pulling her back into each stroke. Her hand gripping his wrist where it rested on her body. Her fingers digging in. Holding on.

His brain went quiet.

That was the thing. The remarkable thing. With his mother, his mind never stopped. The narration ran on a loop. His mother. His mother's mouth. His mother's body. Wrong. Hot. Wrong. The guilt was the soundtrack and the soundtrack was part of the heat and the heat was part of the guilt and it cycled, feeding itself, getting louder.

With Sophie there was nothing. Silence. His brain emptied out and there was just the feel of her around him, the rhythm, her breathing, the grip of her fingers on his wrist. No narration. No guilt-loop. No words at all. Just two bodies that had been sleeping against each other for weeks finally doing the thing they'd been building toward one negotiation at a time, one piece of clothing at a time, one silent concession at a time.

Sophie came with a sound she pressed into the pillow. He felt it around him. The tightening. The shudder. Her fingers digging into his arm hard enough to bruise. He came inside her a minute later. Deep. His face in her hair. His arm tight around her waist. His hips pressed flush against her ass and his cock pulsing inside her and the orgasm was quiet and enormous and it went on for a long time.

They stayed like that.

He was still inside her. Softening. His arm around her waist. His hand on her stomach. Her heartbeat was fast under his palm. Slowing. His was fast too. Slowing in sync with hers, their bodies calibrating to each other the way they'd been calibrating for days, for weeks, since the first night she got in this bed with a pillow and a throw blanket and her jaw set.

She laced her fingers through his. Held his hand against her stomach. The same gesture as their first night sharing the bed, except now they were naked and he was inside her and her fingers were threaded through his.

"Stay," she said. Her voice was hoarse. "Don't move."

"I'm not moving."

"I mean don't pull out. Just... stay."

He stayed. His arm around her. His hand in hers. His body inside hers. The house was sealed around them. Dark and warm and close.

"Jack."

"Yeah."

"We're not going to talk about this in the morning."

"Okay."

"And it's not going to happen again tomorrow night."

His chest tightened. "Okay."

"Okay." She squeezed his hand. Her voice was steady now. Resolved. "Okay."

***

Morning.

Sophie was up first. She pulled on a t-shirt and shorts from the pile on the floor. She didn't look at him. She walked out and he heard the bathroom door close.

He lay in the bed. The sheets smelled like both of them. Her sharpness and his warmth and something deeper, muskier, that had soaked into the cotton and wasn't coming out. He stared at the ceiling. He didn't feel guilty. That was the strange part. With his mother, the guilt came immediately, hot and sharp, the fuel that kept the engine running. With Sophie, still nothing. Just a quiet warmth in his chest and the memory of her hand lacing through his.

He showered. He went downstairs.

Sophie was at the table. Hair wet. Fork in hand. Neck pink. She looked up when he walked in and her eyes held his for two seconds, three, and the look was loaded. Something complicated and warm and terrified.

"Morning, honey," Dee said.

She set his plate down. Her hand landed on his shoulder. Her thumb traced the base of his neck, the same circle it always traced. He leaned into it before he could stop himself. Half an inch. A reflex. Sophie watched the lean. Her jaw tightened.

"You two are quiet this morning," Dee said. She sat down with her tea. Stirred it. Took a sip. "Did something happen?"

"No," Sophie said. Too fast.

"Nothing happened," Jack said. To his eggs.

Dee looked at Sophie. Looked at Jack. The smile came slow. Small. Private. She picked up a piece of toast and tore it in half.

"Well. You both seem rested, at least. Sophie, your color's good. You've got this glow about you."

Sophie's neck went redder. She picked up her mug and drank her coffee and didn't answer.

"I was going to make soup today," Dee said. "The potato leek one I used to do. Jack, can you check if we still have leeks in the crisper? I thought I saw some but they might have turned."

"Sure," he said.

"And Sophie, I need your help with something in the guest room later. The curtain rod came loose. You're better with a drill than Jack is."

"I'm fine with a drill," Jack said.

"You put a shelf up crooked last year and Mom had to redo it."

"That shelf was fine."

"That shelf sloped to the left, honey. The books slid."

Sophie snorted. Small. Involuntary. She covered it by drinking more coffee but the sound had already escaped and Dee heard it and smiled and Jack heard it and something in his chest loosened.

They ate breakfast. Dee talked about the soup. Sophie said the curtain rod probably needed a new anchor. Jack checked the crisper and the leeks were fine. The morning filled itself with small tasks and minor arguments and Dee's humming and the three of them moved through the kitchen like a family because that's what they were, sealed in a house together, whatever else they were becoming.

***

That night the bathroom door opened while Jack was already in bed.

Sophie walked in. No t-shirt. No underwear. Nothing. She closed the door behind her and stood there for a second in the light from the hallway before the door clicked shut and the room went dark.

But the second was enough.

He'd never seen her naked like this. The darkness had always been part of the agreement. She'd always been clothed when she walked in and bare under the covers by the time the lamp was off. Now she was standing in the doorway with the hallway light behind her and every inch of her was visible.

Her skin was pale. Luminous. The kind of fair skin that showed every flush. Small breasts sitting high on her chest, perky and palmable. Her stomach soft, the gentle curve of it something he'd traced with his thumb a hundred times without knowing what it looked like. Hips wider than her frame suggested when she hid inside baggy t-shirts and work polos. A freckle on her left hip he'd never seen directly. The dark hair between her legs. Her reddish blonde hair was down past her shoulders, turned copper in the light.

She stood there. Chin up. Letting him see her.

The door closed. The room went dark. His mouth was dry. His cock was hard. He'd been sleeping next to this woman for weeks and he'd never seen her and now he had and she had a freckle on her hip.

She got in the bed. She backed into him. The familiar position. Her back against his chest. Her ass against his cock. His arm went around her waist. The spoon. The routine they'd built, piece by piece, negotiation by negotiation.

Except she was naked and he was naked and his hand was on her bare stomach and his cock was pressed against her bare ass and the feel of her, all of her, the full length of her body skin-to-skin, was different now.

He'd been inside her the previous night. He'd felt her come around his fingers and then around his cock and she'd said "it's not going to happen again" and now she was naked in his bed and her body was warm and familiar and he could smell her shampoo and he couldn't stop his hand from moving.

His palm slid from her stomach to her hip. Lower. Over the curve of her ass, the soft skin, the warmth. She didn't stop him. His hand traveled back up. Her ribs. The side of her breast. He traced the underside with his fingertips and she arched into his touch, a small flex of her back, pressing herself into his hand.

He cupped her breast. Held it. Her nipple hardened against his palm. She exhaled. A tiny sound. Not a moan. Smaller. A sigh that caught in her throat and came out warm. The sound went through him like a current. His cock throbbed against her ass and his hand tightened on her breast and she pressed back into him, grinding, and the sigh became a second one, longer, breathier, and that was the end of the restraint.

She turned in his arms. Fast. Her mouth found his and she kissed him, open and desperate, her hands on his face, and this was their first kiss. Desperate. Her tongue in his mouth and her body pressed against the front of his and her hand reaching between them and wrapping around his cock.

He grabbed her hip. Pulled her on top of him. She went, straddling him, her knees on either side of his hips, and she was grinding on him, her wet heat sliding along the length of his cock. She hadn't put him inside her yet. She was rubbing herself against him, her clit dragging along the underside of his shaft, slippery and relentless, and her breathing was ragged against his mouth.

She sat up. Reached between them. Took him in her hand. Positioned him. Sank down. All the way. One motion. Her head tilted back and her mouth opened and the sound she didn't make was louder than the sound she would have.

She rode him. Not slow. Not careful. Not the quiet rhythm of two people pretending this was still accident. She planted her hands on his chest and moved her hips and the bed creaked and she didn't care. Her thighs flexing. Her stomach tightening. The wet sound of their bodies meeting filling the room. He gripped her hips and pulled her down harder and she let him, she wanted it harder, her fingers curling against his chest, nails biting into his skin.

He sat up. His mouth on her throat. Her collarbone. The curve of her breast. He took her nipple in his mouth and she grabbed the back of his head and held him there and her hips kept moving, faster, grinding down, and the angle changed and she made a sound through her teeth. High. Tight.

He flipped her. She went onto her back and he was on top of her and between her legs and he pushed into her and her legs wrapped around his waist. Her heels dug into the small of his back. She pulled him deeper. He braced his hands on either side of her head and looked down at her and in the dark he could see her face, her eyes open, looking up at him. No more dark. No more pretending. Face to face. Eyes open. The way she'd stood in the doorway.

She pulled his mouth down to hers. He thrust into her and she arched off the mattress and her hands went to his back and her nails dragged down his spine and the pain was bright and sharp and good. The bed frame was hitting the wall. Small, rhythmic thumps. They should have cared. They didn't care.

She came hard. Her whole body locking around him, her legs tightening, her fingers digging into his back, and she bit his shoulder to keep from screaming. He felt her teeth and her body clenching around his cock and he came inside her, deep, his hips slamming forward, and the orgasm tore through him. He buried his face in her neck and she held on with everything she had.

They lay there. Breathing. His weight on her. Her legs still wrapped around him. His face in her neck. Her hand in his hair, stroking, slow, the gentle thing that comes after the frantic thing.

"So much for not happening again," he said.

She laughed. Small. Breathless. The first time she'd laughed in bed with him. The first time she'd laughed about any of this.

"Shut up," she said. But she was smiling. He could feel it against his temple.

He rolled off her. She rolled toward him. Her head on his chest. Her leg thrown over his. His arm around her shoulders. They lay tangled and breathing and the room smelled like sex and the bed was wrecked and the wall probably had marks on it.


CHAPTER 19

Jack slept hard. Dreamless. He woke up with Sophie's head on his shoulder and her leg thrown over his and the sheets were tangled and damp and the air was thick with what they'd done. The light through the curtains was warm. His body felt loose. Wrung out and rebuilt.

Sophie was already stirring. She sat up, pulled on a t-shirt from the floor, and walked to the bathroom without looking at him. He heard the shower start. He lay there and stretched. His shoulder hurt where she'd bitten him. He pressed the bruise with his thumb and smiled.

He went downstairs.

Dee was at the stove. Eggs, toast, coffee already poured. She looked up when he walked in and her expression did the thing it always did, the warm open welcome, his mother's smile on a new but familiar face.

"Morning, honey. You look rested."

"I am." He sat down and picked up the coffee and drank. "This is good."

"I ground the beans fresh. Found a bag in the back of the pantry. Sumatra." She set his plate down, eggs over easy, toast cut diagonal, two slices of tomato. "Eat. You need it."

Sophie came down. Hair wet, neck pink. She sat across from him and picked up her mug and didn't look at him.

"Morning, sweetheart," Dee said. She set Sophie's plate down. "How'd you sleep?"

"Fine."

"You look good. Both of you. There's something about this house when everyone's sleeping well. The energy changes. Gets warmer."

Dee leaned across Jack to set the butter dish in the center of the table. Her robe was loose, the sash barely knotted, and when she reached the silk gaped open. The curve of her breast, the skin, the hint of her nipple. She didn't adjust it. She straightened up and went back to the counter.

"Jack, can you grab the jam? Top shelf."

"Sure," he said.

His voice was steady. His hand was not. He got up and got the jam. Sophie was watching her eggs.

"I was thinking about doing the garden today," Dee said. She sat down with her tea. "The beds out front are a mess. The neighbors must be horrified. Sophie, you have a good eye. Want to help me figure out what's still alive out there?"

"I don't know anything about gardens," Sophie said.

"Neither do I. We'll figure it out. Jack, you can do the heavy lifting. Bags of soil in the garage."

"Sure."

"See? A whole day planned." Dee smiled. She tore her toast in half and ate. "I love mornings like this."

Sophie put her mug down. "What's different about this morning?"

Dee looked at her. The smile didn't change. "Everyone's here. Everyone's present. You can feel it, can't you? When people stop fighting what they want, the whole house breathes easier."

Sophie didn't answer. She picked up her fork and ate her eggs.

***

Sophie went upstairs after breakfast. Jack cleared the plates. Dee was at the counter slicing leeks for the soup, the knife moving in quick, precise strokes. The robe had slipped off one shoulder. She hadn't fixed it.

"Can you grab the butter from the fridge?" she said. "I put it back."

He went to the fridge. Opened it. Reached in. She was behind him before the door swung shut. Close. Her hand on the shelf next to his, her body inches from his back, the warmth coming off her skin in waves.

"And the cream," she said. "Bottom shelf."

He turned. She was right there. Her face level with his chin. Her eyes on his. The robe was open at the collar, the silk hanging loose off the one bare shoulder, and he could see the line of her throat, the start of her chest, the pale skin between her breasts. Her lips were parted. She looked amused. She always looked amused.

"You're in my way," he said.

"Am I?" She didn't move.

She put her hand on his chest. Flat. Over his heart. He could feel the warmth of her palm through his t-shirt. She slid it down. Slow. Over his ribs, his stomach, the muscles tensing under her fingers. Lower. Past his waistband. Her fingertips grazed the front of his jeans and his cock was already hard, straining against the denim, and she traced the length of it through the fabric. One pass. Light. Her eyes never left his.

His hand gripped the fridge door. Blood rushed to various places. To one place.

She patted his chest. Stepped back. Picked up the butter from the shelf behind him like that was what she'd been reaching for the whole time.

"Have a nice day at work, honey."

He blinked. "Work."

"Mm-hm. Maybe you should go in instead of helping with the weeds. Check on things. You've been away for a while."

"You unlocked the house."

She was already back at the counter. Knife in hand. Slicing leeks. "I don't think I need to keep the doors shut anymore. Maybe I should have left them open to begin with."

She said it the way she'd say the soup needs salt. Simple. Factual. The cage was open. The doors were unlocked. She was softening into their new rhythm, just like he and Sophie were.

Jack stood at the fridge. The cream was still in his hand. He could leave. Sophie could leave. They could get in the car and drive and keep driving.

"The cream, honey," Dee said. Without looking up.

He set it on the counter. He went upstairs. He got dressed. He drove to work.

***

The world was flat.

That was the only word for it. The road, the gas station, the office parking lot. Flat. Thin. Like a photograph of a place instead of the place itself. He sat at his desk and opened his email and there were forty-seven unread messages and none of them were real. The fluorescent lights buzzed. The carpet smelled like cleaning solution. His coworker asked if he'd been sick and he said yeah, a thing going around, and the words felt like reading from a card.

He drove home at five. The house was warm. The soup was on the stove. Sophie was on the couch reading. Dee was in the kitchen. He walked in and the air changed. Thicker. Richer. The house smelled like leeks and butter and garlic and the particular warmth of three bodies living in close quarters.

"How was work?" Dee said. She kissed his cheek. Casual. Wifely.

"Fine," he said. It was the truest word he had.

They ate dinner. The soup was good. Sophie said so, twice. Dee talked about the garden. Apparently most of the perennials were still alive. Jack listened and ate and the conversation washed over him and the house was warm and the world outside was flat and thin and this was the real place. This kitchen. These two women. This soup.

Sophie went to bed early. She said she was tired. She stood up from the table and looked at Jack and the look was long and complicated and it wasn't an invitation or a rejection. It was acknowledgment. She knew where his head was. She might even know before he did.

"Night, Soph," he said.

"Night."

She went upstairs. Her footsteps on the stairs, the bathroom door, the water running. Then quiet.

Jack stayed at the table. Dee was washing dishes. Humming. She dried her hands on the dish towel and hung it on the oven handle.

"I'm going to bed, honey," she said. She touched his shoulder as she passed. "Don't stay up too late."

He sat at the table. The kitchen was clean. The house was quiet.

The version of him who'd locked his bedroom door three months ago, the one who'd googled Capgras syndrome and slept with a chair against the handle, would not recognize the man sitting at this table. That man had been afraid. This man was afraid too, but of different things now, and the fear wasn't stopping him the way it used to. It was just part of the weather.

He got up and walked to Dee's door and knocked.

***

Dee opened the door in the robe. His mother's robe, the one she'd never worn and hidden away in the back of the closet. She looked at him. She knew. She'd known since the fridge, since the morning, since the first time she caught him staring at her mouth three months ago. She stepped back.

His mother's room.

The quilt his grandmother made, the one with the interlocking rings in faded blue and cream. His mother's nightstand with the reading glasses still in the drawer. The framed photo of the three of them at the lake, turned face-down now but still there. The lamp was on. The room smelled like clean sheets and something older underneath, the accumulated warmth of a room where one person slept for twenty years.

He pulled the sash. The robe fell open. She was naked underneath. She was always naked underneath, like she'd been waiting, like the robe was a formality, another door to knock on before entering.

His mother's body. The robe hanging open, the lamp behind her, nothing hidden. Her breasts were full and round, impossibly perfect, dark nipples already hard. The flat plane of her stomach, the curve of her hips, the silky hair between her legs. Every inch of her looked like it had been designed to be looked at. She wasn't his mother's age. She wasn't any age. She was supernatural and naked and his cock was straining against his jeans and he was already reaching for her.

He put his hand on her waist. Pushed her back toward the bed. She went. She sat on the edge and looked up at him and her face was his Mom's face. Mom's freckles across the bridge of her nose. Mom's subtly asymmetric eyes, the left one slightly wider. The mouth that used to tell him to clean his room, to do his homework, to be careful on his bike.

He pushed her back onto the quilt. She went. Her hair spread across the pillow, dark against the faded blue. He got on top of her. Between her legs. Her thighs parted around his hips. She was warm underneath him, her breasts pressed against his chest, her nipples hard against his skin. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her heels pressed into the small of his back. His cock probed into the silky hair adorning her crotch.

He looked at her face. He didn't close his eyes. That was the point. That was the whole point of coming here instead of staying upstairs in the dark with Sophie.

He pushed his girth into her, slowly, tentatively. She gasped. Her back arched off the quilt and her fingers dug into his shoulders and her eyes stayed open too, locked on his, and she smiled. That smile. Warm and knowing and patient and proud.

"There you go, honey," she whispered. "There you go."

He fucked her in her bed. Lights on. Eyes open. Not the wordless dark of Sophie, not the careful rhythm, not the pretense of accident. This was deliberate. His mother's body underneath him, his mother's face, his mother's voice saying his name. The quilt bunched under them. The bed frame creaked against the wall. The reading glasses rattled in the nightstand drawer.

He could see everything. Her breasts moving with each thrust, the weight of them, the dark nipples. Her stomach tensing. Her mouth open, the sounds coming out of it low and steady, encouragement, direction, the same voice that coached him through long division and bike riding and everything else he'd ever learned.

She was teaching him this too. Her hands on his back, pulling him deeper, and he went deeper, and her legs tightened around him and her back arched and she said "harder, honey" and he went harder.

He went harder. She made a sound he hadn't heard before. High. Surprised. Her eyes widened and her fingers dug into his back and the coaching voice cracked. He did it again. The same angle, the same depth, and she made the sound again and this time her hips bucked up to meet him, urgent, not controlled.

"Jack." She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his face down and her mouth was against his ear and she was panting, almost purring. "God. Where did you... don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

He didn't stop. He braced his hands on the quilt and drove into her and she stopped coaching. She stopped directing. The patient, knowing composure that she wore like a second skin came apart under him and her sounds were raw and unscripted, gasps and half-words and a moan that she bit off too late.

Her nails raked down his back. Her legs shook around his waist. She came with her whole body, clenching around him, her back arching off the quilt, and the sound she made was genuine shock. Like she hadn't expected this. Like she'd been the one in control since the beginning and he'd just taken it from her without asking.

The wrongness was the engine. It always had been. With Sophie the engine was silence, the brain going quiet, two bodies finding each other in the dark. With Dee the engine was the opposite. Noise. Light. The full, nauseating, gorgeous knowledge of what he was doing and who he was doing it with.

His mother. His mother's bed. His mother's breasts jiggling with each thrust, nipples hard, bodies slapping together. The quilt his grandmother made. He came inside her with his face buried in her neck and the guilt and the lust were the same temperature and he couldn't tell them apart and he'd stopped trying.

***

They lay in her bed. The sheet pulled up to their waists. The lamp still on.

His mother traced his jaw with her fingertip. Slow. Proprietary. She wasn't rushed. She wasn't flushed. She looked satisfied the way someone looks after a meal they've been planning for days.

"You needed that," she said. Not a question.

He didn't answer. He stared at the ceiling. His mother's ceiling. The water stain in the corner from the roof leak three years ago. He'd meant to fix that. He and Mom had talked about it. She'd said she'd call the roofer. She never did.

"Thinking about the water stain?" Dee said.

"Yeah."

"I'll call someone."

"You don't have to do that."

"I want to." She kissed his forehead. Her lips warm. Maternal. "Go to bed, honey. Sophie will wonder."

He got up. Pulled on his jeans, his shirt. Stood in his mother's doorway and looked back at her. She was lying in the bed with the sheet around her waist and the lamp on and Mom's face and Mom's body and she looked like she belonged there because she did. This was her room. This was her bed. This was her son standing in the doorway with his belt undone and the taste of her still on his lips.

"Night, honey," she said.

"Night."

He walked back to his room. Sophie was in the bed. On her side. Facing the wall. Her breathing was steady. Even. Asleep or doing a perfect imitation of it. He got in. He didn't touch her. He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling and the ceiling was different from his mother's ceiling. No water stain. Just flat white plaster and the dark.

Sophie didn't roll toward him.

***

He woke up to her mouth on him.

His brain was still half in sleep. The room was bright, morning light through the curtains, and Sophie was under the covers. Her hand wrapped around the base of his cock and her mouth warm and wet around the head, her tongue doing something slow and deliberate that sent a shock up his spine. He grabbed the sheets. His hips pushed up before he could stop them.

She'd never done this. In all the nights, all the escalations, her mouth had never been part of it. Now it was, and she was good at it, and she was taking her time. Her hand stroked the shaft while her mouth worked the tip and she found a rhythm that made his toes curl against the mattress. He could feel it building. Fast. The heat pooling low in his stomach, his thighs tensing, his hand finding the back of her head through the covers.

She pulled off. Right at the edge. Right when his hips were lifting and his breathing had gone ragged and every nerve in his body was screaming. She slid up from under the covers and lay on her side next to him, her head propped on her hand. Her lips were wet. Her eyes were bright. She looked wide awake.

"...What?" His voice was wrecked.

She smiled. Not a warm smile. An evil one. The kind of smile that knows exactly what it's doing.

"Now you know how I felt last night."

She rolled toward the edge of the bed. Casual. Like she was going to get up and go make coffee and leave him here with his cock hard and his body shaking and the taste of revenge in the air.

He grabbed her wrist. Pulled. She came back toward him with a yelp that was half laugh and he rolled on top of her and pinned her wrists above her head. She fought him. Not really. She twisted and bucked and tried to knee him and she was laughing, actually laughing, her face red, her hair everywhere.

"Let go of me," she said. Grinning.

"Or what?"

"I'll show you what happens to people who mess with me."

"What if I want to see that?"

Her eyes narrowed and her grin sharpened. "Try me."

She squirmed under him. Her hips grinding against his, her bare legs tangling with his, and the wrestling turned into something else. The laughing turned into breathing. Her wrists stopped pulling against his hands. Her hips stopped fighting and started moving with purpose. He was between her legs and she was wet and he could feel the heat of her against his cock and the grin on her face softened into something open and hungry.

He let go of her wrists. Her hands went to his back. He pushed into her and she arched up and wrapped her legs around him and they fucked in the morning light. No darkness, no spooning, no attempt to keep quiet. Face to face, her hands on his shoulders, her heels digging into his ass, the bed frame banging against the wall.

"Harder," she said. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. "Jack. Harder."

He went harder. Her head tipped back into the pillow, her mouth open, her reddish blonde hair spread across the white cotton.

"Right there," she said. "Right there, don't move, just like that."

He didn't move. He kept the angle, kept the depth, and her legs tightened around him and her breathing went ragged and she grabbed his face with both hands and pulled his forehead against hers.

"Look at me," she said.

He looked at her. The morning sun was on her face. Her eyes were wide open. Open. Unguarded. Just Sophie, flushed and bare and unguarded, looking at him while he was inside her.

The door opened.

Sophie's eyes went wide. Her legs were around his waist. His cock inside her. Both of them breathing hard, sweat on their skin, the sheets kicked to the floor.

Their mother stood in the doorway. She looked at them the way she'd look at two people doing a jigsaw puzzle. Mild interest. Zero surprise. Her eyes moved from Sophie's face to Jack's back to where their bodies were joined. She leaned against the doorframe.

"Banana bread's in the oven," she said. "It needs ten more minutes. So come when you're ready."

Her eyes met Sophie's. The smile was small. Warm. She watched them for another second, two, then pushed off the doorframe and pulled the door shut behind her. Her footsteps went down the hall. Down the stairs.

They hadn't stopped. That was the thing. Jack's hips hadn't stopped moving. Sophie's legs hadn't unwrapped. They'd frozen for a second when the door opened and then his body had kept going, a slow thrust he couldn't have stopped if he'd wanted to, and Sophie had gasped and her fingers had dug into his back and neither of them had said a word to Dee and neither of them had covered up and now the door was closed and they were still fucking.

Sophie's face was scarlet. Her chest was heaving. Her eyes were bright and wild and something in them had broken open.

"She just watched us," Sophie said.

"Yeah." He thrust into her. She made a sound through her teeth.

"She's downstairs making banana bread."

"Yeah." Again. Harder. Her head tipped back.

"Jack." Her voice was cracking. Her hands grabbed the headboard rail. "Jack, I'm going to..."

He braced his hands on either side of her head and drove into her. The bed frame slammed against the wall. Sophie stopped talking. Her legs locked around his waist, her heels digging into his ass, her back arching off the mattress. She came hard. His name in her mouth, loud, unmuffled, the full word ringing off the walls while Mom hummed in the kitchen below them.

Her body clenched around him and her nails raked down his back and he came inside her a second later, deep, his hips slamming forward, his face buried in her neck, and the orgasm tore through both of them while the smell of banana bread drifted up the stairs.

They lay there. Breathing. His weight on her. Her fingers in his hair, stroking slow. Downstairs, a cabinet closed. The oven door opened and shut. Mom humming.

"This is insane," Sophie said. Her voice was wrecked.

"Yeah."

She pushed his hair off his forehead. Looked at him. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright, and there was something new in her expression. Not shame. Something fierce and settled, like a decision had been made that she hadn't known she was making.

"I smell banana bread," she said.

"It smells good."

"That's not the point, Jack."

"I know."

She kissed him. Quick. Light. Then she pushed him off and got out of bed and pulled on his t-shirt from the floor and it hung past her thighs and she looked ridiculous and beautiful and real.

"I'm going to eat banana bread," she said. "Made by a woman who just watched me have sex with her son. This is my life now."

She walked out. He heard her footsteps on the stairs. A pause. Then Dee's voice, warm and easy: "There she is. Sit down, sweetheart. It's almost ready."

Jack lay in the wrecked bed and stared at the ceiling and smelled banana bread and sex and morning light and the house was warm and the doors were unlocked and nobody was leaving.


CHAPTER 20

The banana bread was good.

Sophie was already at the table when he came down, wearing his t-shirt and nothing else, her legs bare, her hair still wrecked from the bed. Dee had cut the loaf into thick slices and laid them on a plate in the center of the table with butter and a pot of coffee and a bowl of strawberries that Jack didn't remember buying. The kitchen smelled like warm bread and butter and the particular domestic calm that Dee generated the way other people generated body heat.

"This is really good," Sophie said. She was on her second slice. Butter on her lip.

"Brown sugar in the batter," Dee said. "Diana's recipe, actually. She never made it, but she had it written down in the back of the cookbook. The one with the coffee stain on the cover."

"I remember that cookbook," Jack said.

He sat down and poured coffee and took a slice. It was warm. Dense. Sweet without being sweet. He ate and the morning was normal because the mornings were always normal.

Sophie caught his eye across the table. Her cheeks went pink. She looked away. He looked away. They ate banana bread and didn't talk about the fact that he'd been inside her twenty minutes ago while Dee watched from the doorway.

Dee hummed. She cleared plates. She moved through the kitchen the way she always moved, smooth and unhurried, the robe loose at the collar. She set the butter dish back in the fridge and wiped down the counter and Jack watched her from the table and the watching was its own kind of gravity.

"I'll clean up," he said.

"I'll help," Dee said.

Sophie took her coffee to the couch. Jack heard the TV turn on, something low, background noise. He stood at the counter with his mother. She was wrapping the remaining banana bread in foil and he was rinsing plates and they were close. The counter was narrow. His hip brushed hers when he reached for the dish towel.

It happened before he thought about it. He stepped behind her and put his hands on her hips and pressed against her. The robe was thin. He could feel the shape of her through it, the curve of her ass against his cock, and he was hard again, still, the morning with Sophie hadn't emptied him, it had wound him tighter.

Dee kept wrapping the bread. "Not now, honey. Sophie's right there."

"She can watch," he said. Low. Into her ear. "Just like you did."

Dee's hands stopped. The foil crinkled. She turned her head, just enough that he could see the side of her face, and her expression was something he hadn't seen before. Surprise. Real surprise. The composure cracking for one beat.

"Oh," she said.

He pressed harder. His cock against her ass through the robe and his jeans. His hand slid from her hip to the sash. He pulled. The knot loosened. The robe fell open and his hand found her bare stomach, the warm skin, and slid lower. She leaned back into him. Her head tilted against his shoulder and her breathing changed, shorter, and his fingers found the heat between her legs and she was wet and he had her pinned against the counter and she was letting him and Sophie was twenty feet away on the couch.

She laughed. Bright and warm and sudden. She bucked her hips back, hard, and the motion knocked him off balance. He stumbled a half-step and she spun around and retied the sash and picked up a slice of banana bread from the foil and took a bite like nothing had happened.

"Nice try," she said. Her eyes were bright. Her cheeks were flushed. The composure was back but there was a crack in it now, a thin line he'd put there, and they both knew it.

She walked past him. Her hip grazed his cock through his jeans as she passed. Deliberate. She didn't look back.

***

After breakfast Dee asked them to sit down. She had something for them.

Sophie looked at Jack. Jack looked at Sophie. They sat at the table. Dee stood by the counter with her tea, her expression different now. Softer. Almost nervous, which was a word he'd never associated with Dee.

"Diana is doing well," she said. "Better than well. She's happy. Genuinely."

"You've said that before," Sophie said. Her voice was careful.

"She has a message. For both of you." Dee set her tea down. "She asked me to show you."

She raised her hand. A small gesture, the same wave from the night she'd shown them their mother on the beach. The air above the table shimmered. Not like heat haze. Like reality thinning, the kitchen behind it going soft, and something else bleeding through.

Mom.

Not the beach this time. She was sitting in a room full of light, a studio with tall windows and white walls. There was an easel in front of her and paint on her hands, blue and gold smeared up to her wrists, and her hair was longer than Jack remembered and she wasn't wearing her glasses and she looked younger. Rested. Happy in a way he had never seen on her face in this house.

She looked up. Like she could see them. Like the shimmer was a window and she was on the other side of it.

"Hey, Jack and Sophie," she said. Her voice was the same. Exactly the same. The sound of it hit Jack in the chest like a fist.

Sophie made a sound. Small. A caught breath.

"I know this is strange," Diana said. She put her brush down. Paint on her fingers, blue under her nails. "I know you're worried. I know you have questions I can't answer very well. I'm not good at this part."

She smiled, but it wobbled. She looked down at her hands. The paint. When she looked up again her eyes were wet.

"Thank you," she said. "For letting me go. I know that sounds... I know. But I was drowning in that house. I was drowning and I couldn't see it and I couldn't ask for help and I couldn't leave because where would I go? You were there. You needed me. And I couldn't be what you needed. I couldn't be anything."

A tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it with the back of her hand and left a streak of blue paint on her face.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sorry I wasn't better. I'm sorry I checked out. I'm sorry about the pills and the crying and the nights I couldn't get off the couch. I'm sorry about all of it."

Sophie was crying. Quietly. Her hand over her mouth.

"I don't want to come back," Diana said. The words came out fast, like she'd rehearsed them, like she was afraid she'd lose her nerve. "I know that's hard to hear. I know it sounds like I'm choosing this over you and that's not... it's not that. It's that I'm finally somewhere I can breathe. I can paint. I didn't even know I could paint, isn't that crazy? I never tried. I never tried anything."

She laughed. Wet. Broken and bright at the same time.

"But you can visit. She can bring you. Whenever you want. It's beautiful here. You'd love it. Sophie, there's a market that sells these insane pastries, you'd lose your mind. Jack, there's a lake. A real one, not that muddy thing behind the Hendersons'."

She was smiling and crying and she looked like Diana. Not Dee's version of Diana, not the supernatural polish. Just Diana. His mother. With paint on her hands and tears on her face and the first genuine smile he'd seen from her in years.

"I love you," she said. "Both of you. Take care of each other. And take care of Dee. She's... she's good. She's better at this than I was."

The image wavered. Thinned. Dee raised her hand, a small wave, and then the shimmer folded in on itself and the kitchen was just the kitchen again. The table. The coffee mugs. The morning light.

Silence.

Sophie wiped her face with both hands. Jack's jaw was tight. His chest hurt. The kind of hurt that doesn't have a name because it's too many things at once. Grief and relief and love and the particular ache of hearing your mother say she's happier without you and knowing she doesn't mean it that way but feeling it that way anyway.

Dee stood at the counter. Quiet. Waiting.

"She looked happy," Jack said. His voice was thick.

"She did."

"She said she doesn't want to come back."

"I heard her."

Jack shrugged. "Should we go? Visit?"

Sophie stared at her plate. The banana bread crumbs. "I don't know. What if it's not real? What if Dee's just showing us what we want to see?"

"She had paint on her hands, Sophie."

"Exactly. We're supposed to believe she just took up painting randomly? How do we know that's really her?"

"How do we know anything about any of this is real?"

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer we have." Jack looked at Dee and then back at Sophie. "I want to go. I want to see her."

"And if it's a trick?"

"Then it's a really good trick and I'll deal with it when I get there."

"That's your plan?"

"My plan is to see my mother. What's your plan, Sophie? Sit here and be suspicious forever?"

They went back and forth. Not fighting. Bickering. The way they'd always bickered, the way siblings bicker when they're scared and stubborn and neither wants to go first. The conversation didn't resolve, but that was nothing new.

"I'll be here when you're ready," Dee said. She picked up her tea. "Both of you. Whenever that is."

Sophie went to the bathroom. Jack sat at the table. The kitchen was quiet. Dee was washing mugs.

He went upstairs. He didn't know why. Something about Dee's face, the paint on her hands, the way she'd said I didn't even know I could paint. He went to his room and pulled the mattress back from the wall.

The stone was gone. He'd forgotten Sophie had taken it, months ago, the day she brought it to the new-age shop. He found it in her room, in the nightstand drawer, sitting on top of a paperback and a hair tie.

He picked it up. It was cool. Room temperature. The warmth that had pulsed through it since the night he found it in his shoe was gone. It sat in his palm like what it was: a small, smooth, black stone. No hum. No heartbeat. Just a rock.

He held it up to the light the way he had that first night. It didn't glow. It didn't pulse. It was done. Whatever it had been carrying, whatever signal it had been sending or receiving, had completed. Diana was in the Summerlands painting with blue and gold on her hands. Dee was downstairs washing mugs. The stone was finished.

He put it in the back of his desk drawer. Closed it. Went back downstairs.

***

Afternoon.

Sophie was on the couch with a controller. Some racing game, the kind with cartoon cars and power-ups. She looked up when Jack walked in.

"Play me," she said. Not a question.

He sat down. She handed him the second controller. They played. She was better than him. She'd always been better than him at games, her reflexes faster, her patience longer. She hit him with a shell on the last lap and crossed the finish line and pumped her fist.

"Destroyed," she said.

"You got lucky."

"I got lucky four races in a row?"

"The track favors your character."

"The track favors people who don't drive into walls."

He shoved her shoulder. She shoved back. He shoved harder. She dropped her controller and grabbed his arm and they wrestled on the couch, elbows and knees, and she was laughing and he was laughing and it was stupid and childish and it felt like being fifteen and fighting over the remote.

She got him in a headlock. He reached around and tickled her ribs and she shrieked and let go and he pinned her against the armrest. Her face was red. Her hair was in her eyes. She was breathing hard and grinning and she was still wearing his t-shirt and nothing else and her bare legs were tangled with his and the grin faded into something else.

He kissed her. She kissed back. Her hands went to his hair and his hands went under the t-shirt and they made out on the couch. Slow. Lazy. Her tongue against his, her body warm underneath him, his hand on her bare waist. Two people who liked the way each other tasted on a Tuesday afternoon.

Her hips rolled up against his. He was hard. She could feel it. She ground against him through his jeans and made a low sound into his mouth. His hand slid higher under the shirt. Cupped her breast. She arched into his palm.

They heard Dee in the kitchen. A cabinet opening. Water running. They didn't stop. Sophie pulled back after a minute, her lips swollen, her eyes heavy.

"I'm going to beat you at the next round too," she said.

She picked up her controller. Straightened the t-shirt. Crossed her legs on the couch like nothing had happened.

Jack sat there. Hard. Dazed. His lips still tingling. She was already selecting the next track.

They played four more races. She won three of them. She gloated about every single one.

***

"Jack. Laundry."

Dee's voice from the basement stairs. He got up from the couch. Sophie didn't look up from the screen. He went downstairs.

The basement was dim. One overhead bulb. The washer and dryer were old, the kind that shook the floor when they ran. Dee was sorting darks from lights on the folding table. The robe was belted tight this time but her hair was up and the back of her neck was bare and she was bending over the table and the robe rode up past the backs of her thighs.

"Grab the basket from the dryer," she said.

He grabbed it. Set it on the table. She reached across him for a pair of jeans and her arm brushed his chest and she was right there, the warmth of her, close enough to taste.

"You've been busy today," she said. She wasn't looking at him. She was folding a shirt. "I could hear the couch from the kitchen."

"We were playing video games."

"Is that what the kids call it?"

He didn't answer. She bent over the washer to load it. The robe rode up. The backs of her thighs, the curve of her ass, the shadow between. She wasn't wearing anything underneath. She was never wearing anything underneath.

He was behind her before he knew he'd moved. His hands on her hips. His cock against her ass through his jeans. She braced her hands on the edge of the washer and arched her back, pressing into him, and the washer was cold and her body was warm and he could feel the heat of her through the thin silk.

"Jack," she said. Not a warning. An observation.

He ground against her. She pushed back. His hand slid around her hip, under the robe, up her thigh. She spread her legs slightly. His fingers found her and she was wet, slick, ready, and she gasped when he touched her clit.

"Right here?" she said. Her voice had an edge to it. A roughness. The composure thinning. "In the basement?"

He pulled the sash with his free hand. The robe fell open. She was bent over the washer, naked under the silk, his fingers between her legs, and he reached for his belt with his other hand.

She caught his wrist. Turned her head. Her eyes met his over her shoulder. Her face was flushed. Her breathing was short. She wanted it. He could see she wanted it. The want was naked on Dee's face for one long second.

"Not yet," she said. Her voice was rough. She swallowed. Steadied. "Not yet, honey."

She lifted his hand to her mouth and kissed his knuckles. Each one. Slow. Her lips warm and her tongue touching the skin between his fingers and her eyes on his the whole time.

Then she retied the sash and went back to sorting laundry. Her hands were shaking. He could see them shake.

"Go back upstairs," she said. To the laundry. "Sophie's waiting."

***

Evening.

Sophie took a shower. Jack lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling. His body was a live wire. The couch, the basement, the morning, Dee's hand shaking when she retied the sash. The whole day had been a slow build with no release, every encounter taking him to the edge and pulling back.

The bathroom door opened. Steam in the hallway. Sophie walked into his room.

She was naked. Still damp. Droplets on her shoulders, her collarbones, the pale skin flushed pink from the hot water. Her reddish blonde hair was dark and wet, pushed back from her face. She didn't stand in the doorway this time. She walked straight to the bed. Climbed up. Crawled toward him on her hands and knees, her small breasts swaying, water dripping from the ends of her hair onto his chest.

She kissed him. Wet and warm and tasting like toothpaste and clean skin. His hands went to her hips, her waist, her wet back. She pressed her body against his, the full length of her, cool damp skin against his warmth. His cock was hard against her stomach and she rolled her hips, grinding against him.

She sat up. Straddling him. Her hand reached behind her and wrapped around his cock and she stroked him once, twice, positioning, and he lifted his hips and she started to sink down.

She stopped. One inch. The head of his cock just barely inside her, the wet heat of her, and she stopped. She looked down at him. That smile. The evil one. The same one from this morning.

"Later," she said.

She climbed off. Pulled his t-shirt from the pile on the floor, the same one she'd been wearing all day, and put it on. It hung past her thighs. She walked to the door. Looked back over her shoulder.

"Night, Jack."

She walked out. He heard her bedroom door close down the hall.

He lay in the wrecked bed. Hard. Aching. The ceiling stared back at him and his cock throbbed and his whole body was humming and the house was doing this to him on purpose. Both of them. The whole house was a conspiracy.

***

Night.

He waited. His room was dark. The house was quiet. He lay on his back and listened.

Sophie would come. She always came. She'd walk in and close the door and get in the bed and press her back against him and he'd be inside her within minutes. That was the routine. The routine would hold.

Ten minutes passed. Twenty. The house was quiet. No footsteps in the hall. No door opening.

He listened harder. Nothing from Sophie's room. Nothing from downstairs. The house was still.

Thirty minutes. His cock was still hard. His body was still wound tight from the whole impossible day. The banana bread and the counter and the couch and the washer and Sophie dripping wet on his bed and then walking away. The whole day had been foreplay. Twelve hours of hands and mouths and almost, almost, almost.

Then he heard it. Faint. Down the hall. Not from Sophie's room. From Diana's room. Dee's room.

A sound. Low. Muffled. He couldn't place it. Not talking. Not the TV. Something else. Something that made his stomach tighten and his cock throb.

He got up. Boxers only. He walked down the hall. The floorboards were cold under his feet. Dee's door was cracked. The lamp was on. Warm light spilling through the gap.

He pushed the door open.

Sophie was on Dee's bed. Naked. On her back. Her legs were apart and her head was back and her hand was in Dee's hair. Dee was between Sophie's thighs, her face buried, her dark hair spread across Sophie's pale skin. The robe was gone. Dee was naked too, her body curved between Sophie's legs, her hands on Sophie's hips holding her still.

Sophie's mouth was open. Her eyes were closed. The sound he'd heard from down the hall was coming from her throat, low and broken, a continuous moan she wasn't trying to control. Her hips were rocking against Dee's mouth. Her fingers were tangled in Dee's hair, pulling, and her back was arched off the quilt, the quilt his grandmother made, and her pale skin was flushed pink from her chest to her cheeks and she was beautiful and obscene and this was happening in his mother's bed.

Dee looked up.

Diana's eyes. Dark. Wet-lipped. Her mouth glistening. Her chin was slick with Sophie and her expression was the one he knew. The one that had been waiting since the first morning she made breakfast for the three of them. Patient. Knowing. Amused. The smile spread slow across her face.

"There he is," she said.

Sophie's eyes opened. She saw Jack in the doorway. Her face went red. Her legs were still spread. Dee's hands were still on her hips. She didn't close her legs. She didn't cover up. She looked at him and her expression was terrified and defiant and hungry and she said nothing.

"Well?" Dee said. She traced a slow line up Sophie's inner thigh with her fingertip. "Are you going to stand there, honey? Or are you going to come to bed?"

He walked to the bed. He didn't feel his legs. He didn't feel anything except the blood in his ears and the ache in his cock and the gravitational pull of the two naked women on his mother's bed.

Dee sat up. She reached for him. Her hands found the waistband of his boxers and pulled them down and his cock sprang free, hard, straining, and she wrapped her hand around it. Her grip was warm and certain and she stroked him once, slow, looking up at him with Diana's face.

"We've been waiting for you," she said. "Both of us."

She guided him onto the bed. He crawled between Sophie's legs. Sophie reached for him. Her hands on his face, pulling him down, and she kissed him while Dee's hand was still on his cock, guiding him, positioning him, and he pushed into Sophie and Sophie moaned into his mouth and Dee's hand stayed, fingers wrapped around the base of his cock, feeling him slide in, feeling Sophie stretch around him.

"Good," Dee said. Her voice was low. Close. Her mouth was next to his ear. "That's good, honey. Just like that."

He fucked Sophie with Dee's hand on him. Dee was beside them, her body pressed against his side, her mouth on his neck, his shoulder, his ear. Her hand moved from his cock to Sophie's clit, circling, and Sophie broke the kiss and gasped and her hips bucked and Dee's fingers were right there, touching Sophie where his cock was moving in and out, and the image of it, his mother's hand on Sophie's clit while he was inside her, shorted out something in his brain.

Sophie came. Fast. Her legs locking around his waist, her body arching, Dee's name and his name tangled together in the sound she made. Dee kissed Sophie's forehead while she shook. Gentle. Maternal. Then she looked at Jack.

"My turn," she said.

He pulled out of Sophie. Sophie lay there breathing, her eyes half-closed, her body still trembling. Dee lay back on the quilt beside her. Opened her legs. She didn't need to ask twice.

He got between Dee's legs. Pushed into her. She gasped. The same sound as the night before, but louder, sharper, because Sophie was right there, inches away, watching. Jack looked down at Dee. His mother's face. His mother's freckles. His mother's eyes looking up at him while he was inside her, and next to her Sophie was propped on one elbow, watching his cock disappear into their mother's body, and Sophie's expression was flushed and fascinated and she reached out and put her hand on Dee's breast. Squeezed. Dee made a sound he'd never heard from her. High. Shocked.

"Sophie," Dee breathed.

Sophie leaned down and took Dee's nipple in her mouth. Dee's back arched off the quilt and her hand went to Sophie's head, holding her there, and Jack was thrusting into her and Sophie was sucking her breast and Dee's composure didn't crack this time. It shattered. The sounds coming out of her were raw, uncontrolled, the coaching voice gone entirely. Just a woman being fucked and touched and overwhelmed from two directions at once.

"Harder," Dee said. "Jack. Harder. God. Both of you. I can't..."

He went harder. Sophie's mouth moved to Dee's other breast. Dee's legs wrapped around Jack's waist and her hands were everywhere, on his back, in Sophie's hair, gripping the quilt. The bed frame was slamming against the wall. The reading glasses were rattling in the nightstand. The sound of all three of them breathing filled the room, ragged and desperate and loud.

Dee came. Her whole body seizing, her legs shaking, her nails raking down his back. The sound she made was enormous. Not bitten off. Not controlled. A moan that filled the room and kept going, and Sophie watched her come with wide eyes and parted lips and her hand on Dee's stomach feeling the muscles clench.

Jack pulled out. He was close. His cock was slick and hard and aching.

Sophie sat up. She pushed him onto his back. He went. The quilt was bunched underneath him and the mattress was wrecked and Sophie straddled him, the same way she had this morning, and she sank down onto him. All the way. One motion. Her head tipped back and her mouth opened and his hands gripped her hips.

Dee moved behind Sophie. Her body against Sophie's back, chin on her shoulder, arms wrapping around from behind. One hand on Sophie's breast. The other sliding down Sophie's stomach, between her legs, finding her clit where Jack's cock was moving in and out. Sophie shuddered. She was sandwiched between them. Jack inside her. Dee pressed against her back, touching her, lips on her neck, whispering something he couldn't hear.

Sophie rode him. Her hips rolling, taking him deep. Dee's hand between them, working Sophie's clit, and Dee's other hand reached down and cupped Jack's balls, gentle, rolling them in her palm, and the sensation made his hips jerk. He was close. He was so close.

"Together," Dee said. Quiet. Into Sophie's ear but loud enough for Jack. "All of us. Together."

Sophie's rhythm stuttered. Her breathing fractured. Her hands braced on Jack's chest and her nails dug in and Dee's fingers circled her clit and Jack thrust up into her, hard, and Sophie came with a sound that broke open. His name. The full word. Her body clenching around him, tight, rhythmic, and Dee's hand squeezed him at the base and he came inside Sophie with his hands gripping her hips hard enough to bruise, his back arching off the quilt, and the orgasm hit him like a wall.

Dee held them both through it. One arm around Sophie, one hand on Jack. The three of them locked together on Dee's bed, shaking, breathing, the room heavy and close and sweet with the faint lingering smell of banana bread drifting down from the kitchen.

***

After.

Three bodies on Dee's bed. The quilt tangled around their legs. The lamp still on. The reading glasses still in the drawer.

Sophie was on Jack's left. Her head on his shoulder. Her leg thrown over his. Her hand on his chest, rising and falling with his breathing. Her eyes were closed. She wasn't asleep. She was just lying there, her body pressed against his, her skin still damp with sweat.

Dee was on his right. Her head on the pillow next to his. Her hand on his stomach, her fingers tracing slow circles around his navel. Dee's face in the lamplight. Calm. Satisfied. Patient. The smile was there but it was different now. Smaller. Quieter. Less knowing and more just... present.

Sophie's hand found Dee's across Jack's chest. Their fingers laced together. Sophie didn't open her eyes. Dee didn't look surprised.

The house was quiet. The doors were unlocked. The world outside was flat and thin and the world inside was warm and close and real.

"I'll make eggs in the morning," Dee said.

Sophie's thumb traced a circle on the back of Dee's hand. Slow. Thinking. Then:

"The eggs are always good," Sophie said. Her voice was soft. Almost asleep.

Dee smiled. She reached over and brushed the hair off Sophie's forehead. Gentle. The way you'd touch someone you'd decided to take care of.

"Yes, they are," she said.

Jack lay between them. Dee and Sophie. One on each side. Their hands laced together over his heart. The lamp was warm. The house was warm. The quilt his grandmother made was bunched around their hips and the reading glasses were in the drawer and Dee was painting in a room full of light somewhere far away and she didn't want to come back and he understood why.

He closed his eyes. Dee's hand on his stomach. Sophie's head on his shoulder. The morning would come. The eggs would be good. The three of them would eat breakfast at Dee's table and the routine would hold.

The doors were unlocked.

Nobody was leaving.
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