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CONTENT NOTES



This book contains several dark and possibly triggering scenes, ranging from mentions of (gang)rape, abuse, and moments of very dubious consent with abusive behavior, including probably non-consensual spanking with a pan, fisting, and threatening with a gun, to extensive drug and alcohol use, suicide, stalking, panic attacks, heavy emotional topics, and the graphic description of a dead rabbit.

It is a why-choose, so have in mind there if FF & FFF scenes. One of the FMCs has autism.

See the author’s website for the full list. Please know your limits and take care of your mental health.


DEDICATION



Give your therapist a heads-up, grab an entire package of tissues, and get your vibrator ready, hun.


PLAYLIST & MOOD BOARD



With every chapter beginning, you’ll find the name of the song I have associated with it. Not only associated, but also heard while writing it. It is the music that helped me transport the words from my heart onto the page.

Spotify Her Envy

Spotify Full Her Sins Playlist

Pinterest Moodboard


In loving you, I am betraying her.


PROLOGUE
PLAYLIST: ATLANTIS – SEAFRET



London, 6 months ago

“You will not look back,” my father says. “You can never return.”

“But—“ I begin, but he cuts me off.

“You can’t,” he says. “The contract stated very clear rules of termination.”

“She got abducted! And has no idea where and how—“ I shout at him, and tears fight their way into my eyes down my cheeks. “I can’t just leave her⁠—“

“You will,” he says harshly. “Orders were clear, we have to leave and vanish. You should be glad, after all this time, you are free to go and do whatever you desire.”

I can’t. My body revolts. Because even though I have pretended to be someone all those years, I can’t let go of her. She is my friend. My only friend. My best friend The one I talked to about everything—well, almost everything. Because she doesn’t know who I really am. But she is the one. The one I secretly loved since forever. Secretly, because I was forbidden to be in any other relationship with her than the contract allowed. Now, I have to leave her behind. But how do you leave the person you love behind?

“What if something happens to her?” I ask in pain. I can’t leave her. I can’t. It feels as if I am ripping my own heart out.

“There is nothing we can do,” he says coldly. “Grab your stuff, here’s your paperwork, and take this laptop. Everything is on there, the password is this,” he says, and hands me a piece of paper.

I am wiping away my tears as I take what he hands me. I am not ready for this. It was supposed to be a forever job. I thought I would have had the chance to come clean…explain…maybe even tell her⁠—

“Does he have her?” I ask.

“Giuseppe?” my father says.

“Yeah.”

“I believe he has, and everything is as it was meant to be. You have to vanish, because she is supposed to take over. She will come for you.”

“Why would she? I could explain⁠—“

“You cannot, and will not. Our order is to vanish and become a nobody. You will never see her again. You will run from her, because you will be the one to take the blame.”

“Me?” I ask incredulously.

“Yes, you. It is part of the plan, which makes her able to succeed with the plan Guiseppe has created for her, and also the reason why we have to scatter and leave.”

I am speechless at this point.

“Where will you go?” I ask with a robotic voice.

“The dream,” he says. “Where freedom is. Bahamas.”

Blue water and a beach with nothingness around me would be my personal hell, but my father always dreamed of the peace of nothingness.

“So that’s it?” I ask. “This is goodbye?”

“It is,” he says. “Take care, kiddo.”

He hugs me briefly and walks.

I see there are emotions in him, but he never dares to show them.

“Dad,” I call after him.

He turns.

“Where’s mom going?” Because I always thought they’d leave together.

“I don’t know,” he says, and with that, he is gone, leaving me standing in our empty house in the outskirts of London, not knowing where to go, what to do, and suddenly being all alone.

My father is departing.

My mother vanished to somewhere where I don’t know, without even saying goodbye.

My best friend dragged into a life no one warned her about.

A hollow void fills my chest, and I sink to the ground.

I am so alone.

So, so alone.

I stare into nothingness until it gets dark outside.

I don’t know what to do.

There’s always a way, I hear Sophie tell me in my mind. My best friend. Who is gone now. Don’t let the bad rule you. You are the creator of your life.

That’s what she would tell me.

More tears come as I think of her.

I want to get her. Help her. Save her. But I can’t. Because I’d trigger people who will haunt me till death.

People who are violent killers.

Men who are violent killers.

Men who would come for me.

Men who would tear me apart.

There is only one thing I can do. Leave, and never look back. But how do you leave the person you love behind?

You don’t, says a voice in me.

“No, I don’t,” I say out loud as I grab the laptop my father has handed me.

I enter the password.

Everything I need is on there.

History on me, as Amelie Degard. Not Luisa, but Amelie. I have no clue who Amelie is.

There are bank accounts.

Mail addresses.

A whole fake life perfectly created.

I find my father’s death certificate.

“Blimey,” I breathe out as I understand how deep it runs.

I open the envelope with the papers.

Passport.

Driver’s license.

Social Security number.

Suddenly, the door opens behind me and I jump up.

Five men with guns point at me. I know them all.

“What are you still doing here?” asks the smallest of them.

“Where is she?” I ask him.

“You were ordered to leave,” he says harshly.

“I need to know that she’s okay.”

“She’ll be fine,” he says dismissively. “Leave now, or we’ll burn this down with you in.”

I stare at him, weighing my options. But there is no way I am up against the lot of them.

I grab my stuff and throw it into my backpack.

I walk past him and run forcefully with my shoulder into him.

“When anything happens to her, I’ll find and kill you,” I whisper at him before I walk out the door.

I step onto the street into the darkness of the night, where three black Range Rovers are parked in front of our front yard. It’s cold. I walk between the rows of the same triste houses.

Walking away from everything I ever had.

One backpack is all that’s left of my life.

As I reach the corner, I risk one glance back.

Coldness spreads through my chest, not from the cold air outside, but from the knowledge of what I am about to do. What I have to do.

And right this moment, as I look down the dimly lit street with its dull charm of conformity, I leave behind with the only person I ever loved, I promise myself a single thing.

I will never, ever love anyone again.

The next part of my life will be unapologetically mine.

I won’t live for anyone.

I won’t let anyone close.

I won’t ever feel the dread I feel right now ever again.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: GOOD GIRLS (ACOUSTIC) – JOSIE EDWARDS



Manhattan, New York

Today

The ballpoint in my pen scratches over the journal page, repeatedly carving the same six letters I have written countless times before.

WHO AM I?

Truth is, I don’t know who I am, because I had to become a role, a pretend friend, a someone for everyone from the moment I turned twelve. And now? Fourteen years later, I am a mess. A mess who has no idea who she is, what she wants, or what to do with her life.

The job is done, and I am left with a void. I partially blame my father for it, because he was the one who dragged me into this life. But then, I can’t complain about the fact that the job made me a millionaire before I even turned eighteen, and I am free to do whatever I want now. Except for knowing that I am searched for. Well, not me, but the role I had.

It should bring me peace, knowing that I changed my appearance enough to be unrecognizable, yet…I can’t shake the feeling of being watched, of always needing to be hypervigilant.

Hypervigilance. The motto of my life.

‘Always be prepared. Always be on the lookout.’ That’s what my father taught me before I could even write.

Me…no. The girl whose name feels like a stranger to me, after all those years of being forced into living a role. To pretend to be someone, because my father decided.

I have lost track of the child I once was, and my plan is to start fresh here. To do whatever I want to do, and find out who Amelie Degard really is. No commitments, no more lies, no more pretending. No more my father ruling anything. No more job. Just unapologetically me.

With that, I get up to leave, because it’s the first day of my new life.

My life.

I walk past the meticulously maintained grass of Butler Lawn in the heart of the Columbia Campus. I check out the other students, and I instantly question my decision to study again. I have forgotten how annoying eighteen-year-olds can be.

Many of them are dancing while we are forced to walk like ants towards a stage with rows of chairs in front, holding some stupid flags, and wearing even more stupid baby-blue t-shirts. I only put it on so as not to draw attention to myself.

The others’ over-enthusiasm makes me sick. It might be an American thing, but my rather dry half-French, half-British existence can’t deal with it. It also can’t deal with the heat. I have heard about New York City being hot in late summer, but holy shit, I didn’t think it would be that hot.

I blow my cheeks with a raised eyebrow towards the black-haired boy in front of me, who won’t shut up about how exciting everything is and that this is the proudest moment of his life.

You haven’t even started your life, idiot, I tell him in my mind. Suddenly, he jumps up and down as we pass the parents’ section, and I roll my eyes.

When we reach the area with chairs for the new Columbians, I make sure to sit as far away as possible.

I should have decided on a graduate degree, I think to myself. But I made myself several years younger on my new papers on purpose. So, undergrad hell it is.

I scan the rows and see a blonde, long-haired, young woman in an expensive-looking, floral-printed mini dress, scrolling on her phone. She’s not wearing the blue t-shirt, and I immediately like her. From her body language, she definitely seems to feel everything of this is below her—exactly the type of person I like to be around right now. I make my way to the free spot next to her. Apparently, no one wants to sit next to her.

When I reach her, it is clear she comes from money. Her watch is a rose-gold Patek Philippe Nautilus 7118. I know because I researched watches and appearances before arriving here, but I ended up choosing a Cartier. I might have money, but I won’t pay 200k for a damn watch. I also didn’t want to give an image of being completely over it.

Her entire appearance shows her background. And I have to say, with her long legs, the attitude, I’d be the last person not to look. I am a girls girl, have been, will forever be. And I am finally allowed to live it. My role in the past has kept me from exploring my real sexuality by contract. Now, I have a world to catch up with.

I place myself next to her, without giving her another glance, and slouch in the chair.

“What a stupid shit show,” I mumble out and watch her body language from the corner of my eyes.

She stops scrolling. I feel her eyes on me; she might be checking if I am worth her attention.

“You’re telling me. Fucking minions,” she says, as I must have passed her first assessment. I have decided to wear something that is both a quiet luxury and normal. Worth the Ivy League institution, yet not drawing too much attention. Because I’m good at what I do. Pretending to be someone. Someone I have no clue about.

I look at her.

She has mesmerizing blue eyes, and with her blonde hair and pink lips, I have to keep myself from staring at her.

Keep yourself together, I tell myself.

So, I do.

“Yeah, literally,” I say and point at a bunch of people in yellow shirts. “Look at them,” I add in a derogatory scoff.

She laughs.

“What’s your major?” she asks in a tone that reflects her appearance: distant and above things.

“Neuroscience and Behavior,” I say. “You?”

“Economics, my father thinks I will take over his businesses one day, stupid fucker. As if I’ll ever work.”

“You’re telling me,” I say out of no reason at all. But it somehow seems the right choice to appear likable to her.

Idiot, I tell myself. You want to find yourself and start with a fucking lie.

“What did you want to study?” I ask.

“Wanted to become a surgeon,” she says, and adds with a sardonic tone, “Cardio. But my father thinks I am not bright enough for that.”

“Telling you, fathers are the worst,” I say. “They should take their fuckton of opinions, and fuck off.”

I mean, I get her. My father decided my path for me, too. I was never asked if I wanted to or not. I had to, end of story. Leaving my life in a complete mess.

“Yeah,” she says and scuffs.

“Amelie,” I say, holding out a hand. “Amelie Degard.”

“El,” she says, and takes it. “At least you can call me that. To the others, it’s Elise Victoria Whitney-Morgan.”

What a name, I think to myself. It shouts money from far away. Whitney-Morgan is a name almost everyone on this planet must have heard of. They’re an old-money family, best known for the bank and equity firm Whitney-Morgan, which has cast its net over the entire planet, into almost every government and many, many businesses.

No wonder she feels beyond any of this here, who wouldn’t if your father’s business is so influential and well-known?

I don’t care about it, so I don’t show any recognition.

“Is he here?” I ask her.

“My father?” she asks.

“Yeah, who else?”

She laughs. “Of course not, much too busy. I think he sent his assistant to move my stuff here.”

“You’re staying on campus?” I ask incredulously. Not because I judge it, but because I expected her, of all people, to have other accommodations—like me. I’ll never sleep in a dorm ever again.

“Yeah,” she scoffs out and purses her lips. “He thinks it is a necessary character-building experience.”

“I could never,” I say.

“No father telling you what to do?”

“Not anymore. Died. Luckily,” I say. My father did, of course, not die, but it’s the cover story for me having a shit ton of money at the age of nineteen. That’s how old I am officially. In reality, I am twenty-five, my father lives somewhere in the Bahamas now and the job I did by being a friend and protection to a very important girl made me a multi-millionaire. But no one here knows who I really am, and no one ever can.

“So you’re not staying on campus?”

“Nah, could never. Bought a studio in Tribeca. Let’s have some drinks there later and escape these minions.”

“Bet,” she says and grins. “I have zero interest in community building anyway. Look at them talk as if this is the most precious moment ever, it’s just framed crap to make you believe you belong, so they get more money.”

A smirk spreads over my face because sitting next to El was the best decision I could have made. It even makes me ignore the slick guy with his brushed back, wavy blonde hair and strangely empty, yet intense eyes, sitting next to me. His perfume rolls over me like a tsunami, and I’d really like to vomit from it. I give him only a quick glance, but something about him gives me the ick.

Maybe because he’s a man, I think to myself.

El and I endure the Convocation for over an hour before we are sent to different orientation groups.

“Here,” says El and holds her phone against mine. “My contact. Please save me from this later.”

“Deffo,” I say and laugh. “You better bring some booze.”

“Bet,” she says.

[image: ]


“Who’s that guy?” I ask El, six hours later, when we meet to escape the campus activities, and she comes with a very efficient-looking man in functional wear and a rather tight t-shirt, following her.

“Bodyguard,” she says casually. “He’ll do the driving and will most certainly wait outside.”

“I thought your dad said he wanted you to have a …what was it? A ‘necessary character-building experience’, yes?”

“Yes, but hypocrisy is his favorite mood,” she says dryly. “Anyway, let’s get wasted,” she says cheerfully and pulls out a black Amex to give it to the bodyguard.

“Get us some Dom Pérignon, the P2, not that shit you bought last time. Two at least. And some snacks,” she says to the bodyguard, who doesn’t show a single emotion.

“You want anything specific?” she asks.

“Nah,” I say. I have no clue what I’d want and what she understands by “snacks”—probably not what I mean. For the time being, I try to blend in.

We come to a halt in front of my address, one and a half hours later, in a black Range Rover. The bodyguard who hasn’t said a word carries three bags of stuff, following us all the way to the elevator and up to my studio.

A slightly awkward feeling crawls up on me.

First of all, it is the first time I have someone over. In forever. In this new life, as me. Well, the kind of me, whoever that is. I’m new in town, new to being me without my role. Secondly, I don’t know what she expects from me and my studio.

I hesitate with my key in the door.

“What?” she asks. She registered it immediately, which tells me she is not as dumb as her father portrays her.

“I am not used to having a man hovering behind me,” I lie to navigate the conversation elsewhere.

“Shush,” she says to the bodyguard and takes the bags from his hand. “You can wait in the car.”

He nods and leaves.

“Do you not like men?” she asks as I open the door.

“Hate ‘em,” I say. “They’re the reason for all the evil in my life and this world.”

“You tell me,” she says, puts the bags on my wooden couch desk, pulls out a bottle of champagne, and walks over to the big open kitchen and opens the cupboards. “Do you have glasses?”

I am weirdly mesmerized by her, because I would have never dared to walk into someone else’s apartment as I own it.

“Second to the right,” I say. I bought the studio fully furnished; I wouldn’t even know what I’d like to have in here or how to decorate it.

She opens the bottle with a loud pop that resounds from the high ceiling and brick walls like a cannon blast.

“Here,” she says and hands me a glass. “Cheers to not being a minion.”

I laugh.

“Cheers,” I say, and taste the champagne. It’s the first time I’m drinking champagne, and it goes down like silk.

There is a moment of awkward silence, where I sip some of the champagne that prickles silently against the glass. Warmth spreads through me. I haven’t had any alcohol in my life before. My father told me to always keep a clear head so as not to get in trouble with my last job; we couldn’t risk my getting drunk blowing up the entire thing.

“What’s the matter with this apartment?” she asks as she glances around.

“What’s wrong with it?” I ask.

“Are you subtle? You don’t look subtle. Who furnished it?”

Her eyes narrow as she looks at me. She knows something is off. Here I was, thinking I could just be someone and no one would notice.

I need a lie. A lie to conceal a past she can’t know about, a lie that holds some truth, so she doesn’t see more.

“My dad always taught me not to draw attention to money,” I say carefully. “He always ruled everything, decided everything.” There it is, the small truth in the lie. “After he died, I had all that shitton of money, and I’m still figuring out who I really am.”

She hums out a huh.

“What did he do, your dad?”

Next lie needed.

“Owned several companies in France,” I say. “Until he ran his car with him and my mother over a bridge. Drunk driving.”

“Men are idiots,” she says. “You need art. And style. You don’t look like a princess. And this here gives too much princess with all the rose shades. This needs to be refurnished. Cooler, more edgy.”

“Feel free,” I say as I let myself fall onto the fluffy champagne couch, because I agree that this here is not me.

“I mean it,” she says.

“I mean it, too. I don’t fucking care, just don’t make it pink. Here,” I say as I fumble my cardholder from my pants pocket and throw my own black Amex onto the table.

She laughs. I cringe. Because flexing money feels so wrong to me.

“You know, you turned out to be hell of a catch,” she says and sits next to me with the bottle of champagne in her hand.

She leans sideways to put it on the table and grabs her bag. She pulls a small package containing white powder from the bag. I have never done drugs before—for the same reasons, I have never done alcohol.

“Are you in for some fun?” she asks and wiggles the pouch in her hand.

“Fuck yes,” I say without thinking twice about it and grin. The world I grew up in was filled of drugs. The men who contracted us were mafia, which is why I was never allowed to step out of line. One wrong move and it would have all blown up in our faces.

“That’s what I thought,” she says and grins as she throws some of the powder on the table and takes my card to prepare several lines.

She grabs a Benjamin from her bag, rolls it up, and does a line; then she hands me the rolled-up bill.

I take it.

Lean down.

Place the rolled-up bill in my right nostril.

Close the other nostril with my left pointer finger.

Somehow it all comes so naturally.

So I don’t question what I’m doing here. It is my time. My time to catch up on the time that was taken from me.

I sniff.

My nostrils burn, spreading up into the area behind my eyes, before they get numb, and a horrible, bitter taste runs down my throat.

And yet, there is this thrill.

Elation.

My head falls back as I just feel.

This is epic.

“Here,” says El, and when I bring my head back up, I see her wipe with her finger over the rest of the cocaine on the table. She turns to me.

“Open your mouth.”

I look at her, slightly perplexed.

She holds her middle finger with the white powder up for me to see.

I open my mouth without thinking.

She leans in on me, and her finger enters my mouth as she brushes it over my gums above my front teeth.

The bitter taste appears, and my upper teeth and gums become numb.

She looks at me with her head slightly tilted as she doesn’t remove her finger but pushes it in my mouth and plays with my tongue.

Suddenly, she is so close.

So close that I can see every one of her non-existent pores, because she has silk-like skin from heaven.

Her perfectly shaped and trimmed eyebrows.

The long lashes.

The lips.

My chest starts heaving up and down.

“Suck it,” she says.

And I do. Not without blushing first, because I have no, abso-fucking-lutely no experience with women at all, and I get nervous. Nervous like a thirteen-year-old girl.

I mean, I had sex with boys in the past, exactly three times, because it was part of my job, pretending to be something I am not. But I always knew I was not interested in boys in any way. I hate men. They disgust me. And now, finally being with a woman, I am lost.

So, I do as she says.

I close my lips around her finger and suck. I move my head up and down, trail with my tongue around it, and suck slightly.

I have no idea what I am doing here, but it is somehow strangely erotic. I glance at her, into those mesmerizing blue eyes, trying to figure out if what I do is what she wanted.

She gulps down her glass as if it weren’t a bottle of champagne that costs $800, while she watches me intensely.

She places the empty glass, and when she comes back, she removes her hand from my mouth and grasps my face. Before I can do anything, her lips are on mine. Soft, yet demanding.

An explosion of desire rushes through me. Not only because of her. Because of everything.

I am free.

Free to do whatever I want.

No strings attached.

Just a hot girl and the chance to finally be me.

To find out who I really am.

No job.

No role.

No suppression.

So I kiss her back.

She takes her second hand and cups my face to pull me close.

Her tongue enters my mouth.

Being kissed by a woman⁠—

Lord, I don’t believe in, be my witness, as I am losing my mind.

I just let myself be dragged by her.

Her scent is wonderful. I have never smelled a perfume like hers; it is so present, and yet soft and with a hint of vanilla.

Somewhere in my core stirs a tingling sensation as I softly moan against her lips between two kisses.

I grasp her by the shirt with my free hand. The fabric glides through my fingers, and I wonder what material it is—What am I doing here? Thinking about fabric? Idiot, the voice in my head tells me. But it keeps me from getting nervous.

A full-on discussion is about to start in my head, but then, she climbs onto my lap and sits on it, still kissing me.

With both hands, I glide over her legs up to her ass. It’s a move I have seen in movies, and I just try to replicate it.

I grasp her ass.

Holy mother of God.

A surge of desire burns through me as I pull her close.

She grins as she bends down to kiss me. Her long blonde hair falls into my face, and a fruity scent of a Caribbean summer trails up my nose. Her hands wander over my chest to my breast.

The day has been one of those hot September days that transform the concrete jungle into an unbearable heat cage, which is why I only wear a wide silken top with my softly falling high-rise pants. But because the top is falling wide and has only slim straps, I decided on no bra. Meaning she feels everything.

I mean, I can do no bra. My breasts are naturally round, not too big, and are something many other girls have been envious of in the past.

When El’s hand wanders over my breasts, I see her realize there’s no bra in between, and a smirk tugs the corner of her mouth in a devilish look.

Her hands close firmly around my breasts.

My breathing fastens as our eyes lock. She massages my breasts and rolls her hips against mine, and through the soft fabric of my pants, I can feel heat burning from her pussy.

It is the moment I truly understand what is happening.

I am making out.

With a girl.

We’re probably going to have sex.

On day one of my new life.

I’m diving headfirst into something that should be happening slowly.

I stop for a moment.

“What?” she asks and narrows her eyes.

“What are we doing?” I ask her stupidly.

“What do you think we’re doing?” she asks incredulously.

There is a moment of pause. It’s as cringe as it can get. And I feel like I am losing my freedom. The freedom of exploring myself. I need a boundary. I need⁠—

“You can never fall for me,” I say, even more stupidly. “This is just sex. Nothing else.”

“Yeah, duh,” she says. “I don’t want love. I wanna fuck. Now shut up and turn off that stupid mind of yours. What are you, thirty?”

I have to laugh. Because technically, I am closer to thirty than to my pretend age, but she doesn’t know that. And before she suspects anything, I grasp her ass and pull her into me. Maybe I wouldn’t have without riding on the high of the cocaine, but who cares?

No one.

I can do whatever I want.

And what I want is to fuck with this hot girl on my lap, so wander with my hands up her dress and push it up.

She wear no underwear.

Her body is exceptional, and I am losing my mind as I watch her present it to me.

She has no shame, and I wouldn’t either if I looked like her.

“Do you have a strap?” she asks

“No,” I say. “Just moved in.”

“Too bad,” she says. “We gotta stock you up. I’ll put that on my list, now, fuck me with your fingers,” she says as she leans back—so far back she is supporting herself with her arms on the couch table—presenting me her pussy.

My lips part as I can’t believe this is happening.

“I mean it,” she says. “Fuck me.”

So I wander with my hand around her and enter her with two fingers. I do it slowly. Taking in the sensation of her around me.

A wide grin appears on her face.

“Faster,” she says.

I move faster.

“More fingers,” she says and moans as I move faster.

I add two more fingers.

“Fist me,” she says, and I heat blush my cheeks.

“Fist you?” I asks.

“Yes,” she says. “Fuck me with your whole hand.”

I am too perplexed to think. The only thing I know is that she is just as fucked up as I am. Differently, but just as fucked. A mess, like me. And hell, I am in for the ride.

I bring all my fingers to her entrance and push in. The only

She moans an archs, rolls her hips.

“Harder,” she says, and I do as I am told. My mind completely turned off. No more thoughts about who I might be or might not be. I am just here. Fucking the hottest girl I have ever seen with my fist.


2


JANE
PLAYLIST: PARTITA NO. 1 FOR SOLO VIOLIN IN B MINOR, BWV 1002: IV. DOUBLE — JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH, HILARY HAHN



The classical violin music resounds through my entire lab, beautifully accompanying my every move as my fingers type in the exact same rhythm. It is impossible for me to work without music; it keeps the structure and my mind in perfect order.

I am alone in my lab. Not just any lab, but the one I built from scratch for my groundbreaking research in creating a predictive model for criminal behavior and intervention.

I am a neuroscientist. But I am also a behavioral expert who has a degree in computer science. My life runs on routine, perfection, and a drive to become the best possible version of myself.

Perfection, prediction, and order are the most important elements to achieve greatness. The greatness my parents expected of me, and I, of course, have to exceed their expectations—which is still a work in progress, because my mother’s standards are higher than my own.

But I exceeded everyone’s expectations, which is why I received the MacArthur Fellowship and, three years ago, an offer from Columbia University to teach Behavioral Neuroscience at the mere age of thirty.

Some say I am too young to be a professor, but I know I have earned my place. While others went partying, I studied. I jumped several classes, graduated from high school at 14, and earned my first undergraduate degree before I turned 17.

I am gifted. I work hard. And I may be the youngest professor at Columbia, but I am motivated and bring knowledge that not many have gained.

Teaching is something I enjoy most of the time. It is an interesting change to explain to outsiders what is happening inside my mind.

Right now, I am working on an update for the predictive model, which is, in its core, a statistical equation that fills an entire board, but I am experimenting with an AI that develops parts of its code itself.

Suddenly, a loud bang rips me from my thoughts, and I spin around.

My eyes find the door with the frosted glass, and I see a person standing behind it. My heart beats faster, and it’s hard for me to catch my breath.

Without thinking twice, I grab my phone to call campus security.

“It’s me, Jane. He’s back. At my lab,” I tell the man on the phone, as the man outside the door starts banging at the glass.

“I’ll get you one day,” the man shouts through the glass. “You are mine.”

I get up from my desk and retreat to the back of the room.

Security tells me they’re on their way, and just when the man starts shouting, he is grabbed and taken. One of the security guards opens the door with his keycard and asks me if I am alright.

I stand in the corner of the lab, my hands and arms in front of me like a T. rex with fists clenching and trembling. It’s what I do. Whenever stressed out, T. rex arms it is.

But it’s not just my hands. My entire body is trembling. I am not a person who does well with threats, let alone when it breaks my routine.

“Slow breaths,” says the guard, and holds out his arm at a distance from me. They all know me and know I dislike being touched. It is not the first incident with that man. He has been following me a while now and randomly appears wherever I am, shouting at me that I am a bitch who just wants to be fucked by him and carry his child.

I roll back my shoulder and shudder, just thinking of it. From a behavioral perspective, I know I must be sick, and yet, it’s hard to separate the emotional impact it has on me.

I dislike men in general, but this man is a threat.

I breathe in and out and look at the security guard. He is a known face. Routine. Control. Predictability.

“I’ll be okay,” I say and try to shake off the sensation in me.

“How could he even get in here?” I ask the guard. Because my lab is on a closed floor, no one gets in here without a key card.

“We don’t know, but we will find out and make sure he won’t appear again,” he says.

I scoff half-heartedly, because last time they said the very same, and it happened again. I already had exactly six encounters with the man, the first after I won the fellowship and my name was circulated publicly. Since my appointment here, he appeared irregularly, and as far as I have been told, he escaped from a mental facility.

“Do you need anything?” asks the guard, but I shake my head.

“Just make sure he’s gone,” I say, and the man leaves. After he locks the door, I get back to my desk.

I try to focus back on my work, but my otherwise very structured mind won’t let me, so I pack my bag after half an hour of trying and writing exactly nothing and call it a day.

I extra check my surroundings and don’t use my noise-canceling headphones, just to be sure.

I take the subway for four stops to my Upper West Side apartment. Routine, as always.

When I open the door to my apartment, my cat is already waiting for me. More or less, because I am the one providing food. She sat on my windowsill one day, all skin and bones, so I fed her. She came back and stayed.

I named her Black Matter, because she is the blackest void and impossible to see without light pointed directly at her. She dislikes being touched or cuddled in any way, so we’re the perfect match. Our life is a mutual coexistence, with the requirement that I feed her on time.

“Closed the door,” I tell myself as I close it behind me and lock it. “Locked it.”

I put my bag into its designated space on the spindle table by the door.

“I think I’m hungry,” I say. I narrate my entire life. It helps me structure everything, and with all the dialogue in my mind, all the thoughts and equations, it is a tool so I don’t forget bodily needs.

I walk into my meticulously organized kitchen and get a yogurt from the fridge. I eat the same things every day for a certain amount of time. It’s been a yogurt in the morning and evening, and a broccoli-rice bowl with chicken for the past few months.

I eat the yogurt, feed Black Matter, put the spoons in their designated spot in the dishwasher, and start my evening routine.

Now that I am in my own home, had my comfort food, and am back into my routine, the stress from what happened falls from me.

Tomorrow will be the first day with the new students, and I am excited and frightened to meet them. Social situations are always exhausting for me to navigate, but I have met some curious minds over the years, which is something I look forward to. With that thought, I get to bed.

The next morning comes, and I find myself standing in front of eighty new faces for one of the two courses I teach, An Introduction to Behavioral Neuroscience.

I create a mental map of all their faces before I start speaking. There is one young woman with long brown hair who stares at me with an intensity that irritates me. I dislike staring, so I try to ignore her by starting the lecture and avoiding the spot where she sits.

“Welcome, everyone,” I begin. “I hope you had great introductory weeks and got accustomed to the new chapter in your life. I am Professor Jane McKenzie, and we’ll dive into the neuroscience of behavior in this course.”

I watch them all closely to identify the overachievers, the disinterested, the troublemakers, and the silent ones. I stack all the information in my mind map.

One young man in the back is on his laptop, not listening to a word I am saying. In the first row sits a woman reading every word from my lips as if I were a god. She reminds me of myself when I studied. I annoyed every single one of my professors, but I rather enjoy excitement, drive, and perfectionism.

Two rows behind her, the young woman with the intense gaze is still staring at me—now with her chin resting high on her praying hands, with her elbows on the desk. Something about her feels superior, as if everything here is beneath her. If I had to make a guess, from the way she looks, behaves, dresses, I’d say very wealthy parents, no boundaries set, ever.

She is distracting me more than I’d like to acknowledge, and because she does, I get nervous.

She reminds me of my childhood bully. Just thinking about Melissa Rogan, the rich girl who pushed me down a staircase because I was in her way, makes me shudder internally.

I am so distracted that I lost what I wanted to say. It makes me flatten my blouse because my t-rex hands and arms can’t show in front of the students.

Breathe in, breathe out, I tell myself.

Whispering. I hear whispering. Suddenly, I am back in school where I had to present in front of the other students, all of them three to four years older than me, and Melissa Rogan whispered with the others. Everyone laughed. Ignored me. Made me feel less.

Remember who you are, I tell myself.

You’re Jane McKenzie.

Youngest professor ever appointed at Columbia.

An Ivy League Institution.

You got the fellowship.

You solved equations your teachers couldn’t before you even turned 10.

Melissa Rogan is stuck in her marriage and has never become anything.

You are gifted. You are good. You are a renowned name in your area.

With that, I switch back into myself and ignore the woman entirely as I start my lecture. At least I try to. Somehow, I am not on top of my game today.

“Alright, everyone. Behavioral Neuroscience. Within this course, we’ll dive—simply put—into the relationships between the brain and behavior. More complex, behavioral neuroscience is the center of otherwise isolated scientific disciplines, such as Psychiatry, Neurology, Physiology, Biochemistry, and even reaches into Computer Science, Anthropology, Molecular Biology, and Paleontology.”

I draw up a map to show the wide spectrum.

“What does that mean for you?” I continue. “At the end of this course, you will be able to understand how the brain and behavior are inherently connected and influence each other reciprocally. The human mind and body are a system that works in connection.”

I glance at the students and check in on who is following and who isn’t.

It is when I see the staring woman has her hand up. Almost provocative.

“A question?” I ask her.

“Yes,” she says in a self-sufficient tone.

“Please, Miss—?“ I say

“Miss Degard,” she says. “I was wondering, if we look at the body-mind relationship, isn’t it essential to also include the environment?”

I am pleasantly surprised. I had almost expected her to challenge me. And it makes me hesitate for a moment.

Me, the behavioral expert, who misread her so much?

Why was I intimidated?

Because she looked at me like a ghost from my past, I tell myself. I should know better. I projected. I was biased. She seems to be genuinely interested.

So I answer in a very different tone.

“Absolutely right,” I say. “We always have to include environmental factors. The environment can activate genes, change perception, and cause physiological differences. There is very interesting research made on exactly those environmental impacts—“ I say, and a deep dive into my favorite topic.

My body relaxes, as I am finally back in the safe waters I know how to navigate.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: PIXIE — ALEXANDRIA



Igrin internally as I watch Professor McKenzie talking about her work. She’s young, and if I am not entirely mistaken, very much neurodivergent. I’d guess autism. While I know it is not always visible, it shows. At least when you know the cues, like me.

I haven’t spent years studying psychology and the criminal mind in my previous life for nothing. I might have been a role, but I still have the knowledge I gained.

The way she moves and holds her hands, reacts to strong eye contact, and speaks. I know how to read people, and I know how to utilize the cues I get.

I am still on drugs from the night before with El, and it’s like everything in my mind is heightened. I see things a little too sharply. And feel too much.

Normally, I’d not draw that much attention to myself, but it felt as if she needed a little push because I most certainly distracted her. And it’s kinda cute, I distract her. Also, playing with fire? I fucking love it.

So I did what I am good at: being someone others need me to be.

The friend I had to be for a girl in my past life.

The rich girl’s distraction from her shitty father.

The security for a professor I don’t know at all.

My mind wanders off.

El and I have been hanging out the past two weeks, and we basically used them getting high and have sex on that high. Sometimes for hours, if not days. We didn’t get out of bed for the entire last weekend. I feel as if I caught up with years of lesbian sex in the past two weeks, and it changed me. I feel different. So much more…sophisticated.

I learned so much about what I like and dislike, and El, who is a sex addict, gave me the room to just try me out. And it feels good. Knowing things about me.

Or it could be the drugs. The drugs that make me feel above everything. I don’t know, I don’t care. It feels way too good not to do it.

I catch myself staring into nothingness and force myself to listen to the lecture for a moment.

What the professor talks about is nothing I haven’t already heard of or read about. I mean, after all, I held a master’s in Criminology, it’s not that I didn’t learn a shitton of stuff.

So instead of listening, I watch her. Watch her move. The way her eyes light up whenever she talks about a topic she is particularly interested in. I study her clues, her patterns. It is quite illuminating.

Somehow, it brings me joy to watch her.

Jane has medium-long hair that reaches just to her shoulders. A dark, natural auburn-copper hair and wears a simple blouse and slippers. Her entire appearance is focused on simplicity and not drawing too much attention, almost the same aim I had, but with her, it is different. She knows who she is, or at least she pretends to.

Deep down, she seems to be insecure. My guess is that she might not pick up all the social cues, which is probably why she is so interested in the human mind and the neuroscience behind it, something I can relate to.

I didn’t think I’d ever say that, but the way she talks about brain chemistry right now is quite hot. She gets so confident, so elated. She burns for it, and it draws my interest.

And then, everything changes.

The door to the room opens.

It’s not far from where I sit on my chair at the end of a row.

I register it immediately, it’s something I might never get out of my system, because I always had to be on edge in my past life. Needed to be able to leave fast and defend quickly.

A man steps. He’s probably in his forties, with a beard and a balding hairline. And his eyes⁠—

My body tenses immediately. It knows the man means trouble. The way he holds himself. The way he looks.

Jane doesn’t register him; she is so immersed in her topic, but I do.

I see his movement.

His looks.

The anger.

The entitlement.

The world around me freezes as I jump up.

Run towards him.

His outstretched arm rises, pointing directly at Jane.

“DOWN! GUN!” I scream as I lounge myself at the man.

I was trained for this. My father trained me since I was six years old on how to defend myself, how to overpower someone with a gun, how to fight, and how to navigate situations under stress and threat to life. So I act like I have been trained to.

A shot resounds through my ears as I push the man into the wall and hit down the gun arm.

People scream.

I handle the man with force; the gun falls to the ground. He has a lot of body mass, but he isn’t trained. It takes me three seconds to have him on the floor, his arm on the back with my knee pressing with all my weight and force on his lower back.

He tries to fight me, but I just pull that arm higher.

“Don’t even try, fucker,” I say darkly, grab the gun from the floor, and press his own gun against the back of his neck.

I turn my head to see if anyone was hit.

Everyone’s crouched down for cover behind the wooden rows of chairs. Jane is kneeling next to the lectern. Her arms are crossed in front of her, she is breathing flatly, muttering something to herself while rocking softly back and forth.

It confirms what I suspected. Autism. Or a severe trauma reaction. Maybe both, as it so often correlates.

“Anyone call or get security!” I shout into the room, before I look back at Jane. “Professor McKenzie,” I call for her, but she does not react.

There’s nothing I can do from here, so I wait. The wait for security to arrive is almost unbearable. I count the seconds and reach 279. Way too long.

Four men arrive and handcuff the attacker. Two of them are NYPD. The moment I push myself off the guy on the floor, I hand them the gun. I know it will be run, but my identity is solid, so I hand them the gun with my fingerprints on it.

The officers want to question me, but I tell them to wait a moment.

I get over to Jane.

She’s still rocking herself there, not reacting to anything that is happening.

I sit on the ground in front of her, close but at an arm’s distance.

“Parasympathetic postganglionic cells and all preganglionic axons produce and release acetylcholine as a neurotransmitter, while sympathetic postganglionic cells produce and use norepinephrine,” I say, rehearsing what I read in the recommended coursework book by Breedlove & Watson about Behavioral Neuroscience. “Explain to me what it means for the body.”

She doesn’t look at me, but I get an immediate answer. Her voice shows her stress as she speaks in a staccato, robotic way. Her head twitches slightly in between.

“Parasympathetic division arises from the brain and the spinal cord within the autonomic nervous system, which can be triggered by external and internal, immediate as well as non-immediate occurrences,” she says, and finally stops rocking herself.

Her voice gets more confident as she continues.“Parasympathetic activation may cause pupil and/or airway constriction, slowing of heartbeat, stimulation of digestion and gallbladder, and dilation of blood vessels. Mainly described as the rest and digest response. Simply said, it signals to the body that the surroundings are safe, and it can relax.”

She relaxes more and breathes in deep.

“Exactly,” I say as she looks up at me. She stares at me with still wide, green eyes, and yet they soften for a brief moment. Her gaze is so raw, almost as if I were the first human she has ever seen, and it touches me somewhere deep, sending a warm sensation of curiosity through my body.

A faint smile hushes over my face.

I get up without touching her and return to the police men.

I am questioned about what happened, and I rehearse. I tell them that my body just reacted, a sudden rush of adrenaline, and I just did what I have seen in movies. I make myself smaller, appear shy, and fake an adrenaline drop by letting my hands shake slightly. I can’t have anyone here know I was trained, least of all the police.

It seems to be convincing enough for the officers. More people are arriving in the room, including the Dean of Students and a Crisis Counselor. I am asked how I feel, and I play a story to avoid drawing any more attention to myself. I get all the praise for my actions, praise I don’t want.

At some point, my body gets tired. And by tired, I mean that the drugs wear off entirely, and I realize I haven’t slept once in the last 36 hours.

I ask the officer if I can leave, and no one denies me, so I grab my backpack and just walk away.

Half an hour later, I’m walking out of the elevator leading to my studio, earsplitting music coming from the door. I hesitate for a moment and lean against the door. I am so tired, I want to be alone. Not party on.

I sigh and then enter the studio. Sure enough, I find El in it, dancing with herself to loud music. I mind, while I don’t mind. She has taken over the studio in the best way possible by completely redecorating it in less than two days, but sometimes I’d really like some alone time.

I turn down the music, so she realizes I’m back. I let myself fall onto the brown leather couch that cost $33,459. I think it’s crazy to pay that much for a couch, but El said I needed it, and here we are.

“You’re back early,” she says as she sits on my lap. I can tell she never stopped partying. Her pupils are so dilated that there’s only a small rim of her blue eyes left.

“Look what happened,” I say, holding my phone up for her to read. The news of the attempted shooting is everywhere.

“Fuck me,” she says. “How the fuck did stuff like that happen, and I’m not there?”

I laugh because that girl has absolutely no self-preservation instincts.

“I mean it,” she says. “I might need to switch to your major after all. I can’t stand economics.”

“You didn’t even go to classes once,” I say, quickly brushing my finger over her nose.

“Yeah, of course not, why would it?”

“You might actually enjoy it.”

“Did you see the people? They’re daddy’s slick boys who all think they can stick their disgusting penises in me.”

“True,” I say, and have to laugh hard. Her hand suddenly lands on my throat as she pushes my head back.

“How about I get your mind off things a bit?” she says and brushes with her lips down my neck.

“I deffo need a pick-me-up,” I say. “Exhausted af.”

“Kitchen counter,” she says and pushes herself off me. “Join me in the bedroom without any of those clothes. You’ll like what I did with it.”

I’m not sure I will, but who am I to say no to a woman naked in my bed?

So I heave myself up, do a line, feel the rush, and finally find my energy again. I walk to the bedroom and drop my clothes while looking through the frame.

It’s a good thing El kneels naked on the bed and glances provocatively at me with a harness in one hand and a dildo in the other, because otherwise I would have lost my shit. My bedroom has somehow transformed into how I imagine to look a porn set to be like.

A silver bull statue sits in the corner with hooks attached to it and stares at me. I don’t even want to know what it’s meant for. After the delivery of a fucking machine last week, I am beyond questioning anything.

The bed is a different one now, with a massive headboard and hooks on it. And then my eyes land on the monumental close-up of a vulva on the wall to my left. I mean, it’s hot, but it’s massive.

“Like it?” she asks.

“It’s…” I begin. “A lot of pussy.”

“Exactly,” she says, beaming. “Now come here, I want to ride you while I watch that pussy.”

I take the harness from her and strap in. In the meantime, she starts fingering herself while watching me. When I’m done with the harness, she sucks the dildo wet. She really has no inhibitions, and I like it. A lot. Because it makes everything so easy.

I grasp her face and bend down to kiss her when she is done sucking. While I kiss her, I first kneel on the bed and then turn to sit on it. She gave me clear instructions after all.

I lean back slightly and support myself with my arms on the bed, the dildo standing high.

She climbs onto me and sits down on the dildo with her back to me. She gasps slightly; it is by all means not a small one, and then she starts riding.

I watch her perfectly shaped silhouette, as she aches and moves her ass up and down—and something in my core stirs. Seeing the dildo entering her, the vulva picture in the background—it’s hot.

At some point, I start to push up my hips in response to her movement.

She moans and begins touching herself. It is not just hot. It’s unbelievably erotic how she gets herself off without. She is so careless, so free, so consuming⁠—

I want to touch her, too. So I do.

I push my hands off the bed, grasp around her, so close she can’t move, and then, I fuck her with fast thrusts until she screams.

“Oh, gods! I’m so gonna come!”

I just grunt, being completely out of breath because it takes all my power to fuck her—and then she explodes.

I lose my grip slightly and let her ride out the orgasm with her head fallen back. Meanwhile, I caress her wonderful, round breasts. After a moment, I squeeze her nipple. Hard.

She squeaks, and I say, “You better make me come now too, because that was the hottest thing ever.”

She laughs as she gets up and stands in front of me.

“Give me that,” she says and points at the harness.

I tilt my head slightly as I remove it.

“I think I’d rather like you to use your tongue,” I say and throw the harness away.

“I really got you hooked on that, didn’t I?” she says, smirking with rose cheeks and her sweaty skin.

“Uh-huh,” I say as I lean back onto my elbows, opening my legs.

She just hums and sinks to her knees. And as her tongue trails from my inner thighs over my lips down there, and I watch the picture she got, I have completely forgotten what had happened today. All thoughts of the attack and the professor just vanished from my mind.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: FRAGMENTS — JOHANNES WINKLER RUSSANDA PANFILI



The moment I close the door to my apartment behind me, I sink to the ground and just lie down on the floor. Still with my bag around my shoulder, shoes on. Black Matter sits next to me immediately, at her typical distance. Meowing.

It’s been a while since I felt the need to lie down the moment I come home, but what happened today took its toll on me. All those people. All these questions. And then, her.

The student who saved my life. The one who overpowered the shooter. Who saved me.

She saved me.

And risked her life. And not only did she risk her life to save me, but she also knew what was going on with me. She saw. She was the first to see what was really going on. It frightens me.

Her name is Amelie Degard. On record, she is just a normal, completely inconspicuous student. Only she is not.

Something about her doesn’t add up. The questions she asked. The way she looked at me. The way she acted. She knew how to regulate me. What if she is like him? What if she wants to hurt me, too?

But she saved you.

She gave you the courtesy of distance.

She said to the police she acted out of adrenaline.

I heard it. But the questions she asked? Never did I have a freshman recite anything from advanced chapters.

Maybe she has a relative who is autistic?

Or maybe she herself is autistic and hyper-focused on the topic?

Maybe there is a simple explanation, and your mind just constructs. You’re scared, you might make things up because of hypervigilance.

The exhausting dialogue in my head just wouldn’t stop. I am overwhelmed by existing alone right now.

So I just lie here.

Staring at the white ceiling with all the chatter in my head.

Everything spirals out of control.

I feel so out of control.

When I wake up, I am still on the floor, and my entire body is aching. Most of all, my head throbs.

Black Matter has curled into a ball on my bag, a carefully chosen spot where she does not touch me. I know she loves that bag, so I slip it off in the most awkward manner by rolling over the floor and out crawling of the shoulder strap, so I don’t have to move her.

Then I get up.

It’s 2.30 in the morning.

I am so far out of the controlled structure that I fell unwell from it. Moreso, a jittery sensation lingers in my stomach. No water or food helps, and it stays with me for the entire night and following day, especially the moment I step onto university grounds. Rationally, I know the man is gone now, arrested. But fear doesn’t acknowledge rational thinking, because it is activated in different regions of the brain.

Thursday comes, and I haven’t slept properly in two days.

Most of all, I am dreading the lecture on Introduction to Behavioral Neuroscience, because it was where it first started. Although I booked a different room now, I still can’t shake the sensation of dread.

My heart beats up into my throat when I enter the building housing the Hamilton lecture rooms. I walk all the way up to the 603.

When I reach the wooden door, I pause for a moment to calm my nerves. I don’t want everyone to see that I'm still struggling. I can’t let anyone think there's something wrong with me. My entire life, others thought I was different, strange, the weird know-it-all, and I won't tolerate students questioning me or thinking badly of me.

I am Jane McKenzie. Youngest professor appointed at Columbia. I got the Fellowship. I am⁠—

“Are you alright?” interrupts me a voice from behind in my self-talk. I turn. Amelie Degard. I now see her close up for the first time. She has the darkest brown eyes I have ever seen.

Maybe she’s a vampire, says a voice in my head, and I almost snort. I just rewatched my favorite vampire show for the twentieth time because it brings me comfort. Predictable action, and a release from the realm of reality. I look at her skin. Perfect and even, almost too perfect. My eyes wander to her lips; they are rosy and full, and⁠—

“Are you alright?” she asks again, and I catch myself staring at her for the entire time with a slightly parted mouth. What the hell am I doing here? I am out of control. Everything is out of control.

I need to get back in control. I need distance.

“Yes, fine,” I say harshly, and I draw a step back, unable to stop my T. rex arms from snapping in front of my chest.

This can’t be happening! I shout at myself in my head.

“You don’t look fine,” she says.

“I am fine,” I say robotically. “Get inside, the lecture is about to start.”

I will not have a student mess with me. I am the professor after all. Would she speak to a 65-year-old man like that? No. She thinks she can do it with me, because I am young and a woman, and she a rich girl who never had a boundary set—that’s what it is. And with that, I enter the lecture room.

I am Jane McKenzie, after all.

“Alright, everyone,” I begin. “I know the events have taken a toll on us all, but let us try to move on. It doesn’t do well to linger in the past. Interestingly enough, the brain cannot distinguish between reality happening and something we imagine—meaning, when our thoughts linger on the same thing over and over again, we are able to consolidate and reinforce those neural pathways into creating, and re-creating the same set of physical and emotional reactions to those experiences all over again. There is evidence that those experiences can change the neuroplasticity of our brains, alter our perception, and affect not only our nervous system but also our immune system, hormonal levels, and every other system in our body. Which leads us to our topic of behavioral neuroscience for today.”

My eyes wander over the students as I check in on how they are doing, only to find the rich girl has her hand up in the air—again.

I swallow, sigh silently, and then say, “A question, Miss Degard?” I am mildly annoyed by her. She somehow seems to seek closer contact, and I don’t like it at all.

“Yes, Professor,” she says quite eagerly. “The Alvaro Pascual-Leone piano experiment, where he found that participants were able to change their motor cortex function by simply rehearsing playing the piano mentally on almost the same level as those who played physically…Same with the Hamilton one—If neuroplasticity is that responsive to directed thought, just like you said, is the rehearsal of negative reactions to experiences, why isn’t it widely used? Because wouldn’t the logical extension suggest conditions like depression are addressable through such⁠—“

She stops mid-sentence. While I am utterly impressed by her knowledge, I am certain there is something about her that makes me wary. She should not be able to ask questions like this. She is a freshman. Unless, of course, she is more like me than I would like her.

There is only one way to find out.

“You have answered your own question,” I say. “Think about what you said. The Pascual-Leone experiment focused on changes in the motor cortex.”

“Depression isn’t a motor function issue,” she says. “I know. But wouldn’t it be worth exploring whether it could? Depression causes a change in neurotransmitter regulation, yes? Affected by the regulation of hormonal distribution. You just said the repetition and reaction on the re-creation of the experiences can alter hormonal and other systems, which made me wonder if CBT, for example, could actually worsen symptoms of depression because it constantly rehearses the past experiences?”

I catch myself with a corner of my mouth tugging into an impressed smirk. Because I am impressed, and also, for the first time, I have a student who thinks beyond what is written in the books. It is exactly what is needed in my field.

“Which is why there is an actual debate around the approach of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy regarding traumatic or depressive expressions. It is well worth exploring later. Because right now, I believe the basics are needed first for the rest of the class. I don’t know how you have all the knowledge you have, but⁠—“

“Eidetic memory,” she interrupts me. “I remember everything I read.”

She uses literate language. Even with a very rare eidetic memory, she must have read it somewhere. I have to say, I am intrigued. But I also have rules.

“I generally don’t allow students to interrupt me,” I say, “Unless of course, it is in an emergency.”

She stares at me with challenging eyes as she leans slowly back in her seat. And it dawns on me, she might not be the rich girl I thought she was after all. She might be a rebel, one who thinks differently, questions what has been set. Like me. Only I would always listen to those with authority; my parents have taught me so, and I would never disobey them.

I continue with my lecture, starting with the basics of Neuroanatomy, Neurophysiology, Hormones of the Brain, and Behavioral Chemistry. Four fully filled boards later, every other student looks like their brains are on fire, while the girl just sits there, staring as always. She hasn’t copied a single thing, but if I had a photographic memory, I wouldn’t either.

“Alright, that’s it for today, we’ll see each other on Tuesday next week. Make sure to get familiar with the neuroanatomy so you understand what I am referencing from here on forth. Miss Degard, a word.”

There is an agreeing hum, and everyone packs their bags. I wait for all of them to leave, and so does she.

When the last of the students is gone, I turn to her.

“You seem awfully well prepared for a freshman,” I say in a hopefully friendly enough tone to make it not sound like an accusation.

“I am always prepared,” she says.

“What are your plans for your life? Where do you see yourself?”

It is a typical question, and yet, the moment I asked it, something in her changed. The very self-aware body language switches; she tenses and averts her eyes. But what I find more interesting is the way her jaw clenches. It is an emotionally loaded topic. And the picture I get of her fills.

I don’t break the silence and sit next to her in the row, a seat between us.

“I don’t know,” she finally says. “The only thing I do know is that I have always wanted to understand the human mind.”

“What was the initial moment?” I ask and watch her closely.

She shifts uncomfortably in her seat, and her head twitches in the slightest way, telling me she might be more troubled than I have given her credit for.

“My father,” she says finally without any further explanation, and I don’t deem it necessary to ask. She stares out of the window.

“I have a lot to teach,” I say, and get up to get my bag. “I also have a very interesting research project that is in dire need of someone capable.”

She turns her gaze to me.

“Are you offering?” she asks in her direct manner, and it’s as if she has snapped into a different personality. A protective layer.

“Describe the anterior pituitary hormone release to me,” I say.

“Neuroendocrine cell bodies in the hypothalamus produce releasing hormones, which are released from the axons that terminate on the portal system and travel to the anterior pituitary. The hormone-producing cells respond to the hypothalamic release by changing the secretion of their tropic hormones. Those are released into the bloodstream to regulate endocrine glands throughout the body. Reactions are always subject to circulating messages and synchronous inputs, which brings us back to the topic of this course.”

A smirk appears on my face because she does indeed have an eidetic memory. I have never encountered someone who has, which makes her even more interesting for my research.

“I believe I am offering. My office, tomorrow at 3 p.m.”
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: WHAT IM HERE FOR – JORDAN SUASTE



Iwatch Jane leave the lecture room, while I remain seated, a feeling crawling up on me that she knows too much about me already. I have been stupid to think I could fool her. She asked exactly the question I couldn’t answer. I know she realized there is something about me that doesn’t add up.

I should just stay away. Instead, I get even closer. This was meant to be about me, about finding out who I am, and all I do is play another role. A role that brings me close to a woman who has all the tools to know that I am a—a what? A conwoman? A liar? A nobody? A lost soul with no sense of identity but a dark past?

An uncomfortable feeling spreads from my stomach and pulls on me. I need to get rid of it. I don’t want to feel like this.

I get up, take my heavy backpack with all the books I got to read for Jane’s classes, and make my way to the next bathroom.

There, I chop some of the cocaine from El onto a toilet seat lid and don’t do one line, but two. It burns in my nostrils as I let my head fall back. The bitter taste runs down my throat before everything goes numb. Numb like the dreadful feeling in my stomach, replaced by pure elation and invincibility.

I get up, swipe the rest of the coke from the lid, and go check the mirror for any traces of white powder in my nose.

Glancing at my watch, I realize I’m already late for my next course, so I decide to dump lectures today entirely. I walk over the campus and sit on one of the stairs with a distance between me and some other students enjoying the warm day, and while I’d like to get home, I know El will be there, and what I need is some alone time. I need to think.

Or you need to forget everything and party until dawn, says the risk-loving voice pushed by the cocaine in me. I really miss doing all the risky stuff with my father, even though I hate him for taking my teenage years from me. The only thing I miss about him is that somehow, jumping out of a plane, speeding cars over tracks, and climbing unsecured, all that made me feel alive; it defined me.

But was that really you? asks the voice.

Yeah, good question.

And once again, I am back to the question.

WHO AM I?

And just when my mind is about to snap into endless rumbling of who I am, I see Jane walking past the stairs while on the phone. Her body language speaks of tenderness and aversion.

My body gets up on its own accord; I need to know what has her worked her up like that.

I follow her at a distance. She gestures widely, and I want to know more. I want to know what triggers her.

I mean, I could bump into her accidentally⁠—

A smirk appears on my face because I feel alive the moment I have the idea.

I walk fast around the corner of the grass enclosures, slip my backpack to the front, and pretend to get something out of it as I walk towards the crossing path Jane is on. I time it from the corner of my eye, and then bump into her.

“Oh gods,” I say, as she stumbles and her phone rushes to the ground. “I’m so sorry, I was—I didn’t,” I add intentionally without looking at her, because I bend down to pick up her phone. When I have it, the caller is named “Mom”.

Huh, I think to myself. Interesting.

I pick up the phone and hand it to her, pretend ot be shocked it’s Jane.

“Oh—“ I say, “I’m so sorry!”

Jane is completely taken aback. Instead of grabbing her phone, she takes a step back. She stares at me with her wide eyes, which I have seen before, but this time it is different. I can’t tell what exactly it is, but they mesmerize me. They are green, a dark green, with a hazel rim. It’s a rare color, but it’s not what mesmerizes me. They have this pull toward me.

Nothing happens for a moment, as we just look at each other. Until I remember that I just did two lines of cocaine and avert my eyes immediately.

“Jane, don’t you dare hang up on me, you will do as I say,” shouts a woman through the phone, so loud I can hear it without the speaker on. What a lovely mother.

But Jane is absent. I got her off guard, and she can’t deal with it.

It might have been the contact. She might not be able to deal with touch.

So, I just act by holding the phone to my ear.

“Sorry, Jane can’t talk right now, not in that tone. Respectfully, Ma’am, show your daughter some respect.”

And with that, I hang up.

Jane’s eyes are wild. Something between murderous rage and a complete mess. Her hands brush over her outer thighs, smoothing her perfect outfit that needs no smoothing. She is stimming, regulating.

Change of strategies, it is.

“It’s such a beautiful day today, the blue sky, no clouds. I love the sound of New York City. Can you hear the buzz? The honking?” I say to get her focus on something externally. It’s what works best when someone is struggling with internal sensation overload. “And do you smell the freshly mowed grass? It’s actually oxygenated hydrocarbons released as a chemical distress signal.”

Her shoulders relax slightly.

“Oxygenated hydrocarbons are so funny,” I continue. “Because they are responsible for many of the most distinct scents and aromas we know. And while they can create the most beautiful experience in the world, they can be so toxic, even deadly.”

She is completely confused.

“Walk with me,” I say and tilt my head sideways. She does indeed walk.

I don’t say another word. We just walk around the campus. I still have her phone in my hand.

We circle around the main quad for the third time when she speaks.

“How do you know all of it?” she asks.

“All of what?”

“How to deal—“ she says and hesitates before she adds, “with me.”

I chuckle.

“I don’t deal with you,” I say. “You’re not a problem to deal with. You process a world made for neurotypical people differently. That doesn’t make you a problem, but rather the construction, does it not?”

She stops in her tracks, and I do, too. At a little distance. Right now, she is a much different version from the bossy professor in the lecture. She is insecure. She believes she is a problem. Probably because of that dragon of a mother I just heard on the phone.

“But how do you know?” she asks in a different tone. Less clinical. And it might be the first time I see the person behind the image she created as a respected professor. One, she needs to be as young as she is in an environment with so many older men who are believed to be the wisest. At least that’s what my impression is from the other two classes I've had so far.

“Why is it important?” I ask her because I don’t want to tell another lie. I can’t. And I have to. Because I swore to never speak about it. It is all so messed up.

Why did I even do it? I question myself in my mind as the consequences of my stupid act follow me.

“Do not evade my questions,” she says, much harsher, and I see the behavioral expert resurfacing.

“A girl in my class was on the spectrum,” I say and lie directly in her face.

“Liar,” she says immediately, with authority that backs me into a corner. It’s like my past is suffocating me.

“Yeah, well, you wanted to be lied to,” I snap at her, and because I am not myself right now, but a walking, high as fuck, identity crisis, I throw her phone at her, and turn to leave without one more glance.

I need to get away. Out of here. Forget all this. Maybe burn it all and move somewhere else. Restart everything again somewhere else. New identity. New papers. New name. New life. It’s what I do best: burn bridges and never look back.

“Wait,” she calls after me. But I don’t listen.

Suddenly, a hand grasps my arm. An electric sensation runs through my body, freezing me to the spot.

She touched me. But I can’t. I am going to slip. And not just a bit, it’ll all blow up in my face.

So I remove myself from the touch.

I’m in my studio half an hour later, and without saying hi to El, I get more of the cocaine, drown my emotions in two lines and half a bottle of whiskey.

“What happened with you?” asks El as I sink to the floor, leaning against the kitchen counter.

“Don’t ask,” I say.

El comes over to me, takes a sip from the bottle in my hand, and then lies on the floor next to me, with her head on my outstretched thighs.

We sit there forever. I hold El in the highest regard for respecting my wish for silence, but just being there.

It’s actually quite nice. Not just quite nice. I often felt conflicted about El always being here, but now…I want her here. She does something to me. She’s here. And it’s not even that I feel less alone, I don’t have to mask with her. I can just be as strange as I want to be, and I am always okay.

In my entire past life, I always had to be on the lookout to be what was expected of me so Sophie would be protected at all cost. Hypervigilance. Always hypervigilance. And with El, I can just be. For the first time ever, I can just be.

I start brushing over her hair. She looks at me, and we both don’t know what we’re doing here, but it doesn’t matter. We’re here. And that’s the story.

“I told my father to fuck off today,” she suddenly says “He might cut me off the trust.”

“What did he do?” I ask.

She hesitates for a moment and looks away.

Somehow, my gut clenches.

“El,” I say.

“He’s—“ she begins, swallowing hard, before she says flatly, “He’s a man. With a God-comlex.”

I somehow figure there is a lot more to the story than she allows me to hear.

Maybe that’s the reason why she’s doing all the alcohol and drugs? To forget. To drown herself in whatever he does?

“You know you can always tell me whatever it is, right?” I ask her.

“Duh,” she say, and I know she is lying.

“El,” I say again and she holds her phone for me to see.

I read the messages.

“He won’t cut you off” I say after I read their conversation. “He’s just threatening you, testing if you’re willing to go all in. I mean he sucks, deffo, but that’s just talk.”

“You think?”

“I’m certain,” I say. “Tell him you don’t care. You can live here and are rather pleased to see that bodyguard gone; he’ll bail.”

“How do you know all that?” she asks. The same question Jane has asked me. Because I am failing. Failing at not being my old role.

The difference is, El doesn’t know anything about human behavior, but Jane does. Meaning, I can tell El a lie without being caught.

“My father made sure I am the most literate brown-noser there is,” I lie and add the one small truth, “I also remember everything I read.”

El laughs as she types in a message. It is what makes her so easy to be around. She doesn’t ask a million questions, doesn’t try to analyze my psyche. I can just be, without a thousand questionmarks.

Silence follows afterward, where we empty the rest of the bottle, drowning the past with every sip.

“You wanna dance it out?” asks El.

“Dance it out?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says, getting up and holding out her hand for me to take. “It does wonders. Come.”

And because I am drunk and high, I take her hand.

She turns on the music, and we just dance. Do more lines. Drink more alcohol. For hours. And hours. Until my body is exhausted and I fall onto the couch, where I stare at the ceiling. There is not a single thought in my mind anymore.

And when El follows me and snuggles into me, I just let her. No thoughts.

Well, one thought. Her hair smells so beautiful. It reminds me of a walk on the beach, a fresh breeze caressing my skin, like that one day in Brighton with⁠—

No, tells me a voice in my mind. We’re not going back to the past.

And with that, I pass out.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: PULSE – TONY ANN



It is exactly eight minutes past 3 pm as I sit in my office waiting for Amelie to arrive. But she isn’t coming, and considering everything that happened yesterday, it might actually be for the best.

I grabbed her.

On campus.

For everyone to see.

A student.

If anyone saw—especially me doing it…I don’t even want to think about it. I still have to defend my position everywhere because I am deemed too young. They might believe I violated the resolution that forbids all romantic and sexual relationships between students and faculty members. Which I, of course, haven’t, I’d never violate a rule, ever, but people might have seen, might talk, might assume⁠—

I shudder, and my hands become clenched fists.

It’s good she didn’t come. It is a good thing, I tell myself.

But I have to tell myself.

Because I am curious about her.

She saw me.

And respected my boundaries.

She knew how to navigate my waves.

‘I don’t deal with you. You’re not a problem to deal with. You process a world made for neurotypical people differently. That doesn’t make you a problem, but rather the construction.’

Her words still linger with me.

I am not a problem.

My entire life, I have been a problem. My special effects have been. I was too loud and unpredictable for my parents, too focused and intelligent for my peers, too sensitive for most workplaces. I always needed special treatment. Separate rooms, different environments, more time, more input, more challenges.

I was supposed to become a neurosurgeon, like my parents. But I couldn’t exist in the hospital environment. Too much noise, too many distracting sounds, too much unpredictability.

So, naturally, I learned early on not to be a problem. To uphold the image needed. I worked harder and jumped through every hoop.

And now, of all the people who could have seen me, it has to be a student. A student who saw the real me.

For the first time, I wasn’t an issue, wasn’t a project, wasn’t a special edition. The environment was.

Not me.

But my surroundings.

I, of all people, should know it, but I didn’t realize it myself until she pointed it out to me.

It took so much load off my chest that I couldn’t let it go. One sentence from her. And I couldn’t let her go. I should. I definitely should, now even more so. I should be glad she didn’t⁠—

At that moment, it knocks on the door.

“Enter,” I say, and relax my hands.

She comes in, and what I see is not her. Not the one she was yesterday. My eyes narrow as I take in the slightly on-edge woman, so different from yesterday.

Her eyes are wide, and she smells like she brought an entire bar with her.

“You are late,” I say as my eyes wander down to her clothes. She’s wearing the same she wore yesterday. Her hair is in a messy bun. And it makes me wonder if it has anything to do with what she was evading yesterday.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “Got late yesterday.”

“I can smell that,” I say.

“You said yourself that freshmen should be partying,” she says defiantly, with her hand still on the doorknob.

She stares at me for another moment.

“I shouldn’t have come,” she says, turns, and opens the door again.

“I also said I have a lot to teach,” I say to de-escalate the rising tension. She stops in the doorframe.

“Please sit and close the door,” I tell her, and point at the chair opposite my desk.

Her struggle shows in her expression. Whatever lies underneath what happened yesterday, she felt it necessary to protect herself. To lie, to shoot harsh words at me, and to get drunk.

But she does close the door and sits down.

When she is settled, I take the folder in front of me and hold it out for her to take.

“This is an offer,” I say. “But if you take it, there will be clear rules, because I will not have any form of mess around me.”

She takes the folder and reads through the documents. It’s paperwork for her becoming my research assistant, a very special NDA because my research is government-funded, a request for clearance, and a proposal for her involvement.

“That’s a lot of paperwork,” she says dryly.

“Research always is. You are new, so you wouldn’t know. I’d be willing to take the risk of bringing in a freshman, because I think you have a lot of potential. Your way of pattern recognition, while simultaneously questioning your own approach, would be a useful addition to the research and is a necessary skill for what I do.”

“What exactly are you researching?” she asks, looking at me with her head slightly tilted. Her pupils are so tiny that they are almost invisible. I don’t even want to know what else happened last night—well, actually, I do.

“Did you take drugs?” I ask.

She stares at me, apparently considering her options.

“Yes,” she finally says.

I condemn drugs, but I am glad she decided not to lie to me again, so I say, “Thank you for not lying again.”

“If you decide to sign, that will stop,” I add. “If you do, I can tell you everything. Right now, the only thing I can tell you is that I work on an advanced prediction model for criminal behavior, much more advanced than my prior model. There is more, however.”

“What are the rules?” she asks.

“No drugs, no drinking, no mess, or being present half-heartedly. It will be strictly professional. The research has your full attention and focus. You do as I say, but I am willing to be challenged in my perceptions and biases.”

She breathes in deeply and blows her cheeks.

“I don’t do well being told what to do,” she finally says. “I don’t think I am the person for you.”

“Who would’ve guessed,” I say sardonically, and she somehow reminds me more of me than I would like to acknowledge. I am the very same. Only that I am the person who swallows it down, and she doesn’t. She is more daring. Holding up a mirror for me to see. Almost like a version of me I never dared to be.

“Let me rephrase,” I say. “I won’t rule your every move, but certain things need experience and structure, structures you have no knowledge of, and you must be willing to learn.”

A moment pause follows, where she looks at me. It costs me all my willpower to keep the gaze.

“Strike out the entire proposal of involvement,” she finally says, her words coming rather constricted.

“Why wouldn’t you want your name published?” I ask immediately. While I already have an assumption about the why, I have to ask because she is the first student to request anonymity. Every other student would be thrilled and honored to be named in with research like this.

She smiles faintly.

“This is my rule,” she says. “I don’t want my name or anything ever about me to appear publicly. No name, no photo, nothing. This is your research.”

“Whom are you running from?” I ask before I can control myself, and thereby break my own rule of strictly professional behavior.

I know it.

She knows it.

The pot plant on my desk knows it.

And sure enough, she asks, “Strictly professional, wasn’t that your number one rule?” And while she calls me out on my own hypocrisy, I cannot help but wonder about her way of speaking. The students her age I usually entertain are different. They don’t combine that fast. Don’t speak in a sophisticated way like her.

Whatever has happened to her in her past, it must have been something that required her to become an adult much too early in life. Like me.

“You are right,” I say, formally. “Excuse my overstepping. The line seems to blur, because I see a lot of myself in you. Think about it, and let me know, will you?”

Her mouth curves slightly.

“I’m nothing like you,” she says and scoffs slightly.

“You might not see it, because you don’t know much about me, but you are.” More than I’d like to acknowledge, which is why she might tease me so much.

“I know enough,” she says in her typical manner.

“Do you?” I ask to challenge her. “Then tell me, what is it you know?”

She eyes me for a moment, bites her bottom lip, shifts, takes a deep breath, and then says without so much as a breather in between, “You are a little Miss Perfect, the most wonderful, knowledgeable, admirable person in the room. An image you have created brick by brick to protect yourself from judgment. Judgment that came from your close environment, probably your mother, with very strict expectations where your autism had no place at all. You upheld their expectations through your own perfectionism and standards, by making yourself small to fit what they thought possible for you.”

Suddenly, my chest clenches. It clenches so tightly that I believe I'm suffocating.

By making yourself small to fit what they thought possible for you.

An icy shudder runs down my back.

Every system in my body jumps into alert. Convincing me to run. Run away and close the door so no one ever sees me again. And she isn’t even done yet.

“You control, because you can’t let anyone see your humanity, your flaws, your differences. You are convinced there is something wrong with you because the people who should have loved you unconditionally taught you that love is a condition tied to you fulfilling their expectations. You believe you failed them. But they failed you monumentally in the only job they had.”

Goosebumps spread over my entire body as my jaw clenches. I am at a complete loss as I try to process her words. My hands are in close fists, my nails digging painfully into my palms.

“You strive for excellence in the one thing you can control, which is why you went into analyzing the human mind, why you built the predictive model, because prediction is what your brain labeled safe. Being able to predict is what kept you safe. But I tell you what, the world isn’t safe. The world is a fucking crazy place with mad assholes who come into a lecture room with a gun. And you can’t deal with it, because you never learned how to deal with the unpredictable. And none of that is your fault. Your parents should have protected you. Shielded you with their love. But they didn’t. And now, you are so fucking raw that everything just goes straight through, and you let it happen, because you care more about others than yourself. Noble by societal standards, but fucking stupid.”

With that, she falls silent, panting slightly from her speech.

I have no words because acknowledging that every single one of her words hit the mark would open up a door that I will never be able to close. I am consumed by fear. Everything spins out of control, and my arms snap up.

We just sit there.

I can’t⁠—

I don’t⁠—

“As I said,” she says and gets up. “I don’t do well with authority. I am a mess, and I will bring chaos. It is probably you who should think about it,” she says, turns, and walks away. Leaving me in an emotional thunderstorm I have never been in, because no one ever saw me.

Least of all someone like her.

A nineteen-year-old girl.

A freshman.

Just like I once was.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: GLITTER & GOLD – HENRI WERNER, EHLE



As I walk out of Jane’s office, I feel like I’m burning. Not just burning, but as if I incited an uncontrollable fire behind me whose flames will swallow everything whole.

I walk with flat breaths, almost stumble. Everything is heightened and yet so distant.

It must be the drugs, the alcohol. El and I partied until morning came, and I didn’t sleep a single minute.

My hands are shaking.

Sweat runs down my temples.

I don’t know what is happening to me, why I am even here. I was ready to walk away yesterday. But I couldn’t. It is like I am drawn to her like a moth to flame. A flame that will evaporate me into ashes.

Why did I even open my mouth? I should have shut the fuck up. Should have⁠—

My heart is racing.

So fast it stumbles over itself.

I press myself against a wall because everything in me feels like I am about to faint.

You gotta get your shit together, I tell myself. You can’t crash out like this.

I close my eyes and breathe.

Slow, controlled breaths.

In and out.

Mind over matter.

But the jittery sensation in me doesn’t go away.

I take my phone and call El.

Please, please answer.

“Yeah?” says El with a croaky and very sleepy voice when she answers.

“Something’s wrong,” I say with a shaky voice.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, immediately awake.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I’m shaking, my heart is stumbling and racing, I’m sweating, my vision is blurry.”

“You’re coming down,” she says. “Two choices, you either pull through, get back here, and sleep it off. Or you do another small one. It’ll get you back on track, and when you come back here, we’re sitting it out together.”

“I—I don’t think my body can do more,” I say as I press myself even closer against the wall. “I’m not feeling well.”

“You will be fine,” she says. “Are you on campus? I can tell Alex to get you.”

“Is he still there?”

“Yeah, didn’t I tell you? My dad bailed, just like you said.”

Somehow, talking to El takes my mind off my racing heart.

“Keep talking,” I tell her.

And she does keep talking. About her life, about the world she grew up in.

My heart rate slows down.

She talks about her ex-best friend who betrayed her, about all the foolish things she has done. One of the stories involves her father’s Bugatti and crashing it into a McDonald’s to piss him off at the sweet age of sixteen.

My shoulders relax, and I can breathe properly again.

“You should have seen me back then,” she says. “You would’ve liked me.”

“I like you now,” I say, and she laughs. She has this rich laughter, so self-assured, so secure, so warm and consuming that it vibrates through my chest.

“You sound better,” she says.

“I do. Coming home now.”

“I’ll be waiting in bed for you. Do you want ice cream or tea?”

“Ice cream,” I say.

“Alrighty. Are you taking the sub?”

“Yeah,” I say as I push my body off the wall and put one foot in front of the other.

El stays on the phone with me the entire time. We don’t talk most of the time, but she’s just there, and it calms me. With her, I am not alone.

And when I reach home, I crawl into bed with her, where she waits with my favorite ice cream for me. I feel so safe that my body can finally relax. I lie down sideways with my head on her belly and pull the blanket over me. A shudder runs through me here and there, accompanied by a sensation of falling down. I twitch every time. It’s like when I try to fall asleep sometimes and suddenly fall down. Every time it happens, I am wide awake again.

“You’re safe,” she says as she brushes over my hair and then steals a spoonful of the ice cream. “I promise you, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“You can’t promise something like that,” I say dryly, because I’m a realist, and if I have learned one thing in my life, it is that shit always happens. Usually, to me.

“I can,” she says, and I suddenly realize what is happening, what we’re doing here, and my body stiffens.

“El,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “But still.”

No words come out of my mouth, so I close my eyes.

“I’m here,” says El. “I’m here with you.”

She is here.

She got you.

She is here while everyone else left you.

And eventually, my body allows me to drift away.

When I wake, it is dark outside, and El is cuddled up in my arms.

I really shouldn’t.

We shouldn’t.

I know exactly where this will end.

A broken promise to myself.

Hurt feelings.

Tears.

Pain.

And another identity crisis.

I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, my head throbbing.

Instead of exploring who I am, I am becoming someone else.

Someone for everyone.

There’s the version I am for Jane, the pretend-interested student.

The loaded party girl I pretend to be with El.

After years of being a pretend friend for a girl who knew nothing about her real life and how important she was.

I don’t even know why I do it.

All I ever do is pretend.

But maybe that’s me?

Maybe that’s all I can do, pretend.

But those moments with El?

I feel so alive with her.

I feel like I don’t have to pretend.

That I can just have a life.

I could just be.

And with that, I turn back with my arm wandering around El as I pull myself close to her.

El moves and turns around. She looks at me with her beautiful eyes. Sleepy, but those eyes are beautiful in any form.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you,” I say. She says nothing and pulls herself into me, curling up in my arms, and the fruity, yet salty scent of her hair washes over me.

We lie there for endless moments.

“What happened with the professor?” she asks at some point without looking at me, when I was just about to fall asleep.

“I dunno,” I say.

“Do you?”

“I really don’t know.”

“Doesn’t sound like you don’t know.”

“It’s—“ I hesitate.

“You can tell me,” she says. “Whatever it is. You murder someone, I’ll be your alibi.”

I smile weakly because I didn’t murder someone, but it feels like I’m killing myself.

“She offered me a research position,” I say. “And she somehow figured out I was high. And I kinda ranted at her and—I don’t know. She got under my skin, I believe.”

I somehow feel strange discussing what happened with the girl I’m hooking up with while being in bed with her.

“Is she hot?” asks El in her typical straightforward manner.

“Very,” I say. “Thirty-something, green eyes, full lips and a booty to kill for.”

“Why don’t you try her?”

“El,” I say as another shudder runs down my spine. “She’s a prof. She’s like what? Fifteen years older than me? It would be stupid.”

“You should really give it a try,” she says.

I didn’t answer for a while.

“Why are you pushing me to her?” I ask.

“Because you said you have no idea who you are. And if you don’t know who you are, what better way is there than to try out everything the world has to offer?”

“Hm,” I say silently, because I have nothing better to say to it. It didn’t even occur to me that I could try myself out while I was in bed regularly with someone.

“Wouldn’t you be mad?” I then ask.

El laughs and uncurls to lean her head on her hand.

“Hun, we’re hooking up, I don’t own you. Do what the fuck you want.”

“Are we just hooking up?” I ask because to me, cuddling and practically living together aren’t part of it.

“Sure, we are,” says El. “I don’t do feelings.”

“Why aren’t you?” I ask.

“Have you seen the world? Everyone just gives a fuck about themselves.”

While I do understand her, I narrow my eyes because somehow I feel it’s not everything.

“And the real reason?” I ask.

She sighs and closes her eyes for a brief moment.

“Everyone knows my name,” she says. “I can’t just date anyone. I’ll either be slaughtered by the press or the person. And if I survive that, let’s be real, 99% just want my money and status.”

“That sucks,” I say, but I still feel this is not the real reason.

“Yeah. You count yourself lucky to have money, but being invisible to the public eye. I was accused of being impregnated by someone on campus because I have a belly in a photo.”

“You don’t have a belly,” I say, stupidly, because my mind wanders off. If she’s in that sort of light, what if I’m photographed with her? What if I make the headlines with her at some point? I mean, I did change my face to some extent with fillers and a nose job, but I couldn’t change everything. I couldn’t change much about my body. What if—I freeze from the thought of it and my body tenses.

“My point exactly. You don’t get the world I’m in,” she says coldly.

“I do,” I begin. “But El. Give me the real reason.”

El’s eyes harden.

“El, come on,” I say. I doon’t know why I am pushing her that much, but I need to hear it. I want to hear I am not the only messed up person in the room.

She grasps my face rather harshly.

“I went through hell,” she says in an equally harsh tone, “And that hell will haunt me forever. I don’t feel, because if I allow me to feel, I will break. So no, I will never have feelings or date or love. We fuck, we’re friends, but I will never have any feelings for you. I don’t do love. Love sucks. It makes you an idiot, and it’s a lie people tell themselves to be miserable together.”

Her words almost hurt. Almost. Because I see what’s really behind it. Because I can relate. Because denying yourself feelings it what keeps one safe from getting hurt. From being alone.

So I don’t care if she will never have feelings for me, because I don’t have feelings for her. It’s fine.

Everything is fine.

Right?
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El and I stayed in bed all weekend, and when we leave for our University writing course together, it almost feels like we have done so forever. We are mixed in the same group, which none of us knew because we didn’t attend the first week. I’m quite certain it’s El’s first time she sets foot on campus after the Convocation.

I’m still not used to having a bodyguard shadow our every movement at a distance.

“He sucks,” I say, because it’s not just that I am watched all the time, but that everyone else is staring at us.

“You just gotta see him as a cute lapdog who does whatever you tell him to do,” she says.

“Not whatever,” I say. “He won’t jump off a bridge or leave you alone.”

El groans as she says, “You are such a mid-core NPC, oh my god. And that means something because I went to Boarding School.”

I don’t understand a single thing of what she said, but I can’t ask, so I laugh it away.

“You were so much more fun when you were up to level,” she says. “Let’s find a bathroom, I won’t survive that class.”

And because I feel the very same, who am I to argue?

We get to a bathroom, Alex, the bodyguard waiting in front of the door, not letting anyone in, is actually a convenient use of his presence because we don’t have to use a filthy toilet lid and can do our business in the open.

Five minutes later, I’m back to the feeling I craved. The invincibility. All the messy thoughts stored away, replaced by that sensation of being limitless.

El comes up after doing two lines, and let’s her head circle back in the sensation. She bites her bottom lip, and fuck me, the view is so hot that I grab her by the throat and push her back into the wall.

My lips find hers in a wild embrace, my tongue entering her mouth as I press my body into hers. It is the first time I lead the action, and it feels fucking amazing.

She grins against my lips as we end the kiss and I bite my way down her neck to her collarbone.

My hands wander over her slim form with the soft skin. I massage her breasts for a moment, but then decide I want more. I am hungry. Fucking hungry for her.

So I trail my lips over the fabric of her dress down until I kneel between her legs.

I nibble her inner thigh as I slide with my hands first under her dress to push it up. I pull the string to the side and hold it with the dress with one hand. I look up at her, a devilish smirk on her face as I brush with my fingers over her labia.

I gaze at her the entire time, and with every single one of my movements, her eyes flicker a bit more.

Then, I lean in, kiss her pubic, and trail further down with my tongue. I let it circle around the clit, just a little bit, before I enter her with two fingers. She throws her head back, and I growl in desire as I watch her from down on my knees.

I fuck her with my finger slightly bent up, suck her clit, and trail around it with my tongue until she rolls her hips and gasps.

I just continue with what I do until she grabs my head and presses it into her. I stop and let her ride out the pulsating orgasm.

I slip my fingers out of her, and she pulls me up and into a kiss.

“See,” she says, “That was the least mid-core you have ever done.”
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JANE
PLAYLIST: RUNNING UP THAT HILL — PLACEBO



“Excuse me, but this is a women’s restroom,” I say to a very stiff suit-wearing man who blocks the door.

“I am aware, Ma’am, but I was ordered not to let anyone enter.”

“Who ordered you?” I ask, slightly annoyed, because I really need to use the restroom.

“I can’t say,“ he says, but at that moment, the door opens and an extremely beautiful, but entitled-looking, young woman with long blonde hair exists, and the man moves out of the way.

I aim to get into the bathroom, but before I have my hand on the door, it opens a second time, and Amelie Degard steps out of it. She looks at me, her eyes widen, I stare at her, and mine narrow.

Her pupils are dilated, she has rose cheeks, and looks otherwise very pale. Without thinking, my hand snaps to her jaw. I don’t know why I do it. I don’t touch people, but I feel this need to grasp her, shake her, make her come to her senses.

“Have you been taking drugs again?” I ask her as I move her head in a way that allows me to check her pupil reaction with the corridor light.

I can see her defensiveness flickering in her eyes.

“So what if?” she says, and for the first time, I see the girl acting her age.

“Who are you?” asked the blonde girl next to her. I dislike her immediately.

“Professor McKenzie, and you better leave,” I say harshly. “You’re coming with me,” I say to Amelie and let go of her. “Get to my office and wait there for me.”

I am already waiting for the blonde girl to attack me, but nothing happens. It’s an awkward moment, and I’m more than glad that Amelie walks away. I use the bathroom, and then catch up with Amelie.

She says nothing, and I am not even sure why I am doing what I do. After what happened on Friday, I should stay away from her. I should keep her at a distance. Instead, I had to run into her and had to confront her.

Now, I have to deal with the aftermath. And the aftermath rounds on me the moment the door to my office is closed.

“Who do you think you are?” she says angrily. “Walking around like you are my mother, policing whatever I do.”

I sit down and take a moment before I answer, because I am two parts angry with her, and one part is envious of her daring, something I could never acknowledge. I never allowed myself to overstep a rule or a boundary. I never dared talk back, and she—she just does things. She’s a doer who doesn't think about the consequences, while I overthink everything until the situation eventually goes away.

She paces up and down in front of me.

“Please, sit down,” I say.

“I don’t want to sit down. I don’t even want to be here. I have a lecture.”

“You didn’t care much about the lectures in the past week; one more or less will not harm your already bad attendance record.”

She stops in her tracks and builds herself up with her fists in her sides.

“Have you been monitoring me?” she asks accusingly, and her eyes flicker angrily at me.

“I have vetted you pre-offer to the extent of asking my colleagues about their impression of you,” I say. “I must say, I was mildly surprised to learn you have been named for your absence.”

She scoffs and turns away, and I almost believe her to leave, but then, she rounds on me with a dark undertone in her voice that implies sarcasm in it.

“Well, if that is an issue, why did you even offer?”

“Because,” I say, and hesitate for a moment. It is a question I thought I could answer with utmost clarity, and yet, I hesitate. I could’ve found another assistant. One of my graduate students—they have drive and knowledge. But I knew she would be the right match from the moment she asked the question.

“Because my research needs a mind like yours.”

She squints her eyes at me.

“You know what I think?” she asks without asking. “I think you’re lying to yourself. You tell yourself this is all for your research, but there is something about me that draws you in. Something you are scared of. Something that ruffles your feathers, but you can’t let it go.”

Heat burns through me. A heat I have last felt when I stood in front of an audience and lost my train of thought.

Heat that chews on the inside of one’s chest and drives sweat on the forehead, because the dread of embarrassment spreads through one’s chest. That kind of heat.

I hate it.

I hate that she somehow seems to be able to see right through me.

I feel backed into a corner. And there are only two things that can happen when being backed into a corner: Endure or attack. And because I cannot have a student back me into a corner like this, I, the professor, attack.

“Says the girl who is running from her past.”

From how I read her, I expected her to explode. The drugs, the emotional heat, the agitation—but I was wrong. So, so wrong.

Her body becomes still. Her gaze dark. She draws her shoulders back and stands tall. Her lips purse nearly invisibly through the lightest twitches of her left cheek, as a dangerous, derogatory one-sided smirk tugs at her mouth.

“Well,” she says in a tone of superiority. “Good luck with your research, Professor McKenzie.”

And with that, she turns and walks out of my office without even closing the door.

I stare after her as she leaves me with the knowledge that whatever happened to her has trained her to be neither triggered nor teased. She has learned to guard her emotions, just like the past she tries to hide.

And while I am angry with her, I also know my curiosity about her is piqued—now more than ever.

In my mind, I return to the day after my 6th birthday, when I found a dead bunny on the road. I carried it home, bloody as it was, with its open abdomen and its intestines hanging out of it. My nanny nearly fainted and tried to vanish it, but I insisted on it staying and requested a dissection kit from my mother, who is a well-known neurosurgeon.

And because any interest in the medical field was pushed, veterinary or not, she brought me the kit home. I dissected the bunny into its pieces and mapped it out. Most of all, I was interested in the brain. I did not let go of it and even froze it in our freezer for further evaluation.

It was the first time I can remember that I couldn’t let go until I fully understood. Since then, I have been unable to let go of what I do not understand.

It is a curse as much as it is a blessing, and most of the time, I am grateful for the determination.

In cases like Amelie Degard, it might be my downfall.
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It is evening as I close the door to my office and head to my lab. I am about to lock the door when my soul leaves my body for a single moment. A voice rips me from my thoughts.

Stalker, is my first thought

My pulse races.

“Does the offer still stand?” she asks, leaning against the wall next to my door in the dimly lit corridor. Everyone else has already left, and I am, as usual, the last person to leave. I have been so lost in thought that I didn’t even notice her being there.

I exhale in relief.

“How long have you been waiting here?” I ask without answering her question as I lock the door.

“A while,” she says without further elaboration.

I stare at her, gaining information.

She looks sharper, less agitated.

“Come with me,” I say and walk all the way through the corridor, down the stairs, through endless doors until we reach my lab.

I unlock the door with my card. Maybe the most reckless thing I have ever done, but here we are.

“This is my lab,” I say as I turn on the lights, walk to a workstation, enter the password, and scan my iris so everything springs to life.

She walks through the lab with a curious gaze, taking in the screens and other equipment.

I watch her as she walks through the rows. She walks past the laboratory section and stops at the location where the TMS and tDCS devices are stored. Her eyes wander to the visualization screens, where my recent fMRI brain scans are displayed.

She stands in front of them, her head slightly tilted. “What’s the subject’s background?” she asks.

“Twenty-seven-year-old male, imprisoned for life for stabbing three women. The scan was taken after an imagined rejection by a female subject who denied closeness,” I say from where I stand several yards away from her.

“That’s hell of a lit up amygdala,” she says. “Quite enlarged, is it not?”

“It is,” I say, and I know it was the right decision to bring her here. Even though I might land in prison for showing her classified research without clearance.

“What changed between the scans?” she asks as she stares at the second one. “It’s less reactive.”

“Three months of following an entirely new approach designed to stop the hijacking.”

“It’s what you research,” she says and turns to me. “You don’t just want to predict it, you want to cure it. You want to cure evil.”

“Curing is a harsh and perfectionist approach, just as evil is not the right word,” I say. “I would rather refer to it as a reduction of potential triggers.”

“What is the approach?”

“It is a form of re-training neural pathways and rationalized reactions through techniques like meditation, breathwork, and self-awareness to increase frontal lobe development and reduce the activation of the amygdala.”

Her eyes unfocus for a moment, and I walk over to a workstation next to her.

“But wouldn’t that require a subject’s desire to actually change to be successful?”

“It would,” I say, and delight tugs on the corner of my mouth as I pull up a flowchart, but she doesn’t look at it.

“Why would they want to?” she asks and looks me straight in the face.

I chuckle.

“Can’t you imagine a single situation worth changing? Not for, but because the status quo is painful enough, so it requires a subject to change?”

She scoffs and takes a step back, because she, of course, has sniffed the underlying message.

“I am not evil,” she says.

“I didn’t say you are.”

“I’m not in pain.”

“Are you?” I ask, and she bites her lip. “Because from what I see, you’re drowning, and because you are, you try to suffocate yourself before, so you don’t feel powerless when it finally happens.”

Her carotid is pulsating under the skin of her neck. And when I count for thirty seconds following the handle on the clock behind her, I find she has a pulse of 138 beats per minute.

“I’m just having fun,” she says. “For the first time in my life, I’m doing something for me.”

“Are you? Because it looks like you are doing it more for her than you.”

“And what if? What does it matter?”

“Because what you are looking for isn’t found in denial. It’s found in being able to hold the uncomfortable.”

Her chest heaves up and down, faster. Her eyes widen. She is having an intense reaction, a trigger. I know I hit the spot. I am good at what I do. At reading people. Understanding people. Analyzing people. The only question is whether she can override her flight response.

Suddenly, she makes a step forward.

She is so close, her scent washes over me.

Lavender.

Mixed with a sweet perfume that consumes me.

Her eyes strip me bare.

And there is a sensation in me.

A fluttery sensation in my chest.

My breathing flattens.

For this infinite moment, everything around me stands still.

Her eyes break the gaze into mine as they glance at my lips for a single second.

Her hand grasps the side of my face, and then her lips find mine.

A bolt surges through me, as I am ripped of my breath.

Her soft, yet firm and demanding lips on mine.

No one has ever kissed me before.

I haven’t kissed anyone except my own hand to practice it.

And now—she—student⁠—

This can’t be happening.

And I react.

I push her away.

My arms are drawn up immediately.

How could she⁠—

The rules⁠—

Violated—

She looks at me.

Challengingly.

Almost gleeful.

“You should take your own advice sometimes,” she says with a smirk on her face, and I am rendered entirely speechless.

While I just stand there, trying to scramble my thoughts, she places something on the surface beside me, but I don’t even register it. The only thing I process is her scent before she walks away. I stare after her until the lab door closes with its mechanical sound and soft hydraulic hiss.

I just stare at it, before my eyes fall onto my T. rex arms with my clenched fists. From there, they wander to the surface next to me.

A folder on it.

The folder I gave her.

I open it and find the signed NDA in it.

A laugh escapes me as I shake my head in disbelief at her skill.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: HEAVENS SIRENS — DAVID KUSHNER



My feet follow no direction through the concrete jungle. It’s the nightly rush hour, with endless lights illuminating the otherwise grey streets, transforming them into an ocean of red and yellow.

The skyscrapers left and right make me feel claustrophobic, as if they’re closing in on what I already feel.

I don’t know what I am doing. Why did I wait? Why did I sign? Why did I kiss her?

I kissed her. My professor. Who knows nothing and yet everything about me.

I don’t rumble, don’t overthink. But since her, I do. Since her and El.

El.

How can I eat pussy and kiss another woman in one day?

What the fuck is wrong with me?

I thought I felt lost all those years in London, but now, I feel even more lost. Lost between two roles I took on, while all I wanted was to be me.

Jane was right. I can’t hold the feeling of discomfort.

I have to run, far away, and burn down the world behind me. Just like I did when I left London and Sophie behind. And now, I maneuvered myself into something I won’t get out of without hurting myself and everyone involved.

I walk up the stairs to the Highline.

El said she doesn’t care who I hook up with, says a voice within me.

But I care.

I care too much.

About El.

About Jane.

I feel.

I feel something.

For the one who hates feelings.

And the one I am not allowed to feel anything for.

After promising myself to never feel anything for anyone ever again.

How could everything become so royally fucked up?

Somewhere between the houses on the old subway track, so beautifully restored and greened into this calm space above the buzzing city life, I sit on a bench.

Right this moment, I’d give anything to talk to Sophie. While she was my job, she was also a friend. A friend who always had the right things to say. Always positive. Always with a solution at hand.

A dreadful sensation hollows my chest.

I just hope she is alright. I had to vanish. Wasn’t allowed to look back. But leaving a person behind who you spent years with growing up, even if it was pretend, a job, it was my life. She was years of my life. And I loved her. I loved her.

A tear fights its way down my cheek, and I wipe it away angrily. I can’t fall apart like this.

“What would she say?” I ask myself. “She’d tell you to see the good in the bad. She’d tell you there's a reason things happen. She’d tell you to trust your path and be honest with yourself.”

Honest. With myself. While everything is a lie.

‘Well, you stop. And then you act differently,’ I hear Sophie saying in my mind. It’s exactly what she’d say, with her big heart, believing in the good in people, believing in redemption.

A weak smile hushes over my face, and I close my eyes as I remember the last time I saw her. It was when she turned and laughed because she walked in the wrong direction.

And then I let the sting in my chest go, open my eyes, and get up.

I act differently.

That’s what I can do.

One step at a time.

When I reach my studio, I find it’s empty.

Relief spreads through me.

I don’t turn on any lights; there’s enough light coming in through the massive windows from the neighboring buildings' lights and the city's overall night glow.

I get a box of cereal, sit on the couch, and eat it straight out of the box in the half-dark.

I sit there and eat. No thoughts. Just being.

The door opens as El comes home.

Home.

She is drunk and crying as she sits opposite me on the couch.

“What happened?” I ask.

She bites her lips as more tears run down her cheeks. Apparently, this day sucks for everyone.

She doesn’t say anything, so I just hold the cereal box over to her, and she takes a handful.

For a long while, I simply listen to the crunchy sounds of the cereal being crushed by our teeth.

“You wanna dance it out?” I ask after a while.

She doesn’t answer immediately.

“How about we fuck it out?” she finally says, and starts brushing over my chin with her foot. I stare at her. I’m not really in the mood for sex. But it might get my mind off all the things.

“Sure,” I say, sit up and lean over to place the cereal box on the floor. On my way back, I grasp both her legs and pull her close. She’s a lightweight with her 120 pounds; I can lift her with one arm. So when I pull, she falls flat on the couch with her legs spread over my lap and around me.

“That was hell of a move,” she says, giggling over her tears, as she leans on her forearms and pushes up her upper body. Her mascara is smeared underneath her eyes from the crying, her cheeks slightly pink.

I wander with my hands over her naked thighs and push up her skirt.

She wears no underwear.

“Where did your panties go?” I ask, “You put some on this morning.”

“Got lost,” she said, and I can only imagine what happened.

“Was it bad?”

“I couldn’t—“ she begins, breaks off, sits up, mumbles, “Whatever, doesn’t matter,” and kisses me. “Let’s just fuck.”

“Okay,” I whisper against her lips between two kisses.

She slings her arms around my neck, and we kiss. And kiss. We kiss for what could be hours with our hands caressing over our bodies. With every kiss, the dreadful sensation in my body vanishes a bit more, until I am just here. With her. No past. No present.

“I got something new, wanna try it out?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say. And she gets up to get something from the bedroom.

She comes back with a strap-on, but not just any strap-on. It has one dildo in the front and two smaller ones inside for the one who straps inside.

I raise an eyebrow.

“What do you say?” she asks, laughing. “I thought it would be fun.”

“Are you strapping in this time?” I ask her.

“Thought so, yes. Just gotta figure out the logistics.”

The logistics are anything but easy, and we both have to giggle as we try to put it on.

“Get on your knees,” I say at some point. “I’ll put those two in, and then you put on the harness.”

She chuckles and kneels on all fours as I spit down into her rim.

I slide through it with my fingers to spread the saliva, and I massage her butthole for a moment with my thumb while I enter her pussy with two fingers. She moans slightly.

I do so until she starts rolling her hips, remove my fingers, then I push in the anal dildo. She gasps. And the one for the pussy follows.

“You like that, huh?” I ask her.

“Uh-huh,” she says. And because she does, instead of slipping on the harness, I start fucking her with the two dildos from behind. I feel my own desire burning as I watch them enter her in the rhythmic movements.

I fasten the movement with the one in her pussy until she moans loudly.

“Spank your pussy,” I say. I don’t even know where these words came from. It’s the first time I step into a more dominant role, and I have to acknowledge that I fucking love it.

She spanks her pussy with one hand, and it’s the one thing that pushes her over the edge.

She groans, bends, arches, and then a shudder runs through her. I stop moving and let her ride it out.

“That was fucking sickkk,” she says, and I laugh.

I want to remove the dildos, but she says, “No, no, no. Your turn.”

So she takes the harness, and I fumble with the soft end of the dildos through the harness’s holes and close it around her hips. It’s a very awkward moment with a lot of giggling on both ends, but then she’s all set up.

“Lose your clothes she says as she pulls up her dress, and it lands on the floor.

I do as said, and while I do, El lies down on the floor, her dress crumpled up as a pillow.

“Sit,” she says and points at the dildo standing high.

“Not wasting any time, are we?” I ask with a chuckle.

“I am so turned on right now, I want to see you come.”

I grin widely as I climb over her on all fours, spit on the dildo, lean in on her to kiss her, and then I sit upright on the dildo.

It’s not the smallest and has a particularly thick head. It takes me a moment to get it in. She watches me the entire time, desire pouring from her eyes.

When it’s finally wet enough, it slides all the way in, and my core burns.

“Holy shit,” I say.

“Move,” she orders me. “Fuck yourself.”

She rests her arms behind her head and just watches as I ride her. Slower at first, but the thick head hits that very arousing spot deep within me, and I fasten my movement.

My legs start shaking from the immense power it takes.

The moment they do, she grasps my hips and guides me to properly sit down on her. The dildo is so deep in me that I gasp and fall slightly forward for a moment. She guides my hips into a rolling movement, and the sensation in me is so intense that a loud moan escapes me.

I close my eyes and let my head fall back to experience the sensation building in me.

Waves of desire start building in me, it takes just a little bit more⁠—

In front of my inner eye appears an image, followed by a fluttery sensation, as I kiss Jane again.

A wave of relief spreads through me as the orgasm comes.

I gasp out and fall forward onto my arms.

My eyes meet El’s, who looks at me with shimmering eyes and a heated smirk on her face.

I kiss her. And while I do, I feel Jane’s touch on my skin. The way her lips felt. The way she tasted.

What the fuck am I doing here?

I roll onto the floor next to El.

She looks at me, and I at her.

Rain pelts down the studio’s metal roof. The sound it causes is a beautiful white noise that enchants the mind into a state of peace.

We lie there for a long time. Just looking at each other.

It feels so real.

But how can it be real if I play a role?

“I kissed the professor today,” I say in a whisper, without looking at her.

“I’m falling for you,” she answers.

My mind isn’t really processing, so we lie there, staring into the darkness, so close, and yet apart.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: QUIET COMPANY – JACK HARRIS



The past night has been the first night ever in my life that I couldn’t fall asleep. Thoughts possessed my mind. Thoughts I never believed I would ever have. I have never broken a rule in my life before. Never. Until yesterday.

Technically, it was her breaking the rule, not you, I tell myself in my mind. But you didn’t stop her.

I stare at my alarm clock. It’s 5:05. My eyes wander back to the ceiling as I lie in my bed with my arms on my chest, as always.

There is no point in sleeping. So I get up.

Black Matter looks reproachfully at me. She hates changes of routine as much as I do.

“Sorry,” I say. “Rough day.”

She gets up with me, stretches, and gives me the angry I-am-hungry-meow.

“It’s not time yet,” I say, and get to the bathroom. I am followed, of course. There, I sit on the toilet, she opposite me. We always watch each other peeing. It’s what we do. Just in case someone, a dangerous cat-eater, appears out of nowhere and attacks us.

I read about cats protecting each other when they love each other, so I let her. I also watch her when she uses the litter box. Because it’s important to her. She only has me.

I get up, wash my hands, and stare at myself in the mirror. And while I do, the kiss flashes through my mind. Mindlessly, I caress my bottom lip with my finger.

She touched me.

And I didn’t even mind.

It felt good.

It felt so good that I let it happen.

I twitch and draw back my shoulders.

“I have to set a boundary,” I tell my mirror self. And so I will.

I get to campus early and use the time for some quiet time in my lab before my lecture with the graduate students.

The lecture is hard for me to focus on. I catch myself several times staring into nothingness, losing myself in the sensation that lingers with me since last night.

I enter the lecture room for the undergrad course with quite a bit of apprehension, my heart beating slightly faster. I have no idea how it will be after what happened.

To my surprise, she isn’t there. No overly attentive young woman staring at me, with her hand up almost all the time, asking questions and answering every single one of mine with ease. The other students' boredom makes me miss her quite a bit. But I am also concerned.

Did something happen to her? Did she go off the rails?

She’s definitely the type to go completely off the rails if someone triggers the right spot. She has impulsivity issues, probably hidden anger issues, the perfect combination for reckless behavior.

When the lecture is finally over, I pack my stuff fast and get back to my office. There, I pace. Thinking. Making up my mind. Or rather, convincing myself not to do what my body wants. Because what my mind wants is to get the folder with the NDA from my lab, get her phone number from it, and ask her if everything is alright.

“No,” I tell myself. “You are not responsible for her. You will stop thinking about it. She might just be sick, and you will sound like an idiot.”

And what if she lies somewhere OD’d? asks a voice in my mind. The anxious overthinking one.

I close my eyes for a moment and take a deep breath.

“No. She is alright. I am not her mother. She is a grown woman.”

I try to get on with my day as normally as possible, but I can’t. It is 8 pm when I slam my hands on the desk.

I can’t do this any longer. I need to know.

So I do the one thing I will regret, grab the folder, and open it. My eyes fly to the personal details.

Amelie Degard, born June 3, 2007. Address: 53 Walker St, New York, NY 10013.

“Huh,” I say and mumble, “Walker Street. Tribeca. That’s hell of an address.”

And it makes me hesitate for a moment, wondering if my first impression wasn’t that far out of the park after all. She overpowered a man with a gun. She reacted so fast. The drugs. The knowledge. The way of asking. The past she doesn’t want to talk about.

I stare at her writing for another moment. It’s very orderly, straight, and clear. She is a messy person—she said it about herself.

The letters are pressed onto the pages just a bit too much. As if she has forced herself to write with clarity.

I rewatch every conversation we ever had.

“No,” I say and give myself a pep talk. “You are going crazy because of the stalker thing. You will not be ruled by fear. She is a student. A normal girl. Maybe she has rich parents. I can’t walk around expecting everyone to have malice in mind.”

It calms my nerves. And because I have calmed down, I press the button and call.

It rings, and rings.

My heart skips a beat. I hate phone calls, but they are required in this timeline. I dislike not seeing the person, not getting any visual cues.

It rings the fourth time.

But she doesn’t answer. No mailbox.

I hang up, none the wiser.

There is not much I can do, so I get home.

Do I have the thought of just checking her address? Yes. But that would make me a crazy stalker.

That night I sleep, at least. Not very rested, but I am so tired I can’t keep my eyes open. When I wake up the next morning, my pajamas are as wet as my hair from sweat.

I can’t quite grasp the dream as it fades, leaving blurry images in my mind.

Before I shower, I check my phone, half-hoping to see a missed call—but there is nothing on it.

I am in the lab all day, but my mind can’t focus, not with music, not with distracting myself by mentally creating a chart with all Fibonacci sequences from the numbers 0 to 100 until I reach a trillion.

Just when I start with 99, my phone vibrates. I always have my phone on mute, but even the vibration makes my blood pressure spike. I jump up with my heart stumbling over itself—only to see my mother’s picture on the screen.

I sit down and rest my face in my hands, ignoring the call. I can’t deal with my mother right now.

I don’t know how it got to a point where I can’t function properly because of some student, some woman. I don’t do messy. I do rules. I should just stop thinking about her.

“Listen,” I tell myself when the nasty vibration finally stops. “She was absent before. It’s her MO. She’s probably just having the best time of her life, not giving you a thought, and you’re sitting here like an idiot thinking about her. Get a grip on yourself. You’re Jane McKenzie, you’ve better things to do than get distracted by a girl sixteen years younger than you.”

And with that, I get up and go home.

But whatever I told myself, my body has other opinions. It leaves me no rest. Not knowing is the worst.

When Thursday morning comes, I cannot wait to get to campus and the lecture to start.

But when I enter the room, she isn’t there. It is the moment I get restless. I am worried. So worried that I ask the other students if anyone has heard of her. I disguised the request because she missed an appointment with me.

Interestingly enough, no one has. They all see her as the outsider who feels above everyone else, only hanging out with the banker girl from Economics. Banker girl. I assume that’s the blonde girl I met.

One of them tells me that the banker girl is the daughter of a finance mogul, and they hang out all the time; no one else is allowed in their circle.

It is interesting information how differently Amelie seems to interact with the other students.

I thank them and store the information in my mind. Adding a little note to myself, that I now started lying because of her—something that doesn’t go unnoticed by me.

The entire day, I am restless. And at 6 pm, I decide to call her again.

It rings.

My heart beats faster as I count the times it rings.

Nothing.

I sigh as I grab my bag.

I walk to the subway and get on the C train as usual. But when I reach my station, I just stay seated. I might be the biggest idiot for doing it, but I need to know. It’s my responsibility as a professor to take care of my students. At least I tell myself that.

I get off the train at Canal Street. I grew up in Manhattan, so I know every last corner of the city, and Walker Street is a three-minute walk from the station.

The city is bathed in a beautiful sunset orange when I come to a halt in front of a building with the numbers 55-57 on it. To its left is 57, to its right 51, but no 53. A fact that doesn’t help my already strange gut feeling.

There is a door without a number in between, with just a camera following my movements as I walk past it several times. As I glance around, the only thing that catches my eye is a black Range Rover, but I don’t see anyone inside.

“Hm,” I say and stop in front of the door. I look up the building, it’s a newer 7-story sandstone building with huge windows.

Suddenly, the door buzzes, and I am close to getting a heart attack.

Could it be that she⁠—

I glance at the camera.

Push the door.

And enter.

I follow a corridor that leads to an open elevator. A very tight elevator.

It has only a single button to press.

This might be the stupidest thing I have ever done.

I should get back, get back home⁠—

She must be alright. She must be living here. Why would the door have opened if not for her seeing and recognizing me?

Yes. I can leave, she will be alright.

What am I even doing here?

I should⁠—

At that moment, the door closes, and the elevator is riding up. All the way up.

It opens, and there she is, leaning causally in a door frame. Perfectly alright. Slightly messy hair. Just a t-shirt and underwear on.

My jaw drops open—unwillingly—as I take her in.

“Hi,” she says. “A surprise seeing you here.”

I don’t find words.

Stupid.

I am so, so stupid.

“Come in,” she says and tilts her head, pointing me inside.

“I’d rather not,” I bring over my lips. “I just—are you alright?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” she asks.

“You weren’t in the lectures, I was—“ I begin and swallow the rest of the sentence down. Why am I behaving like a stupid schoolgirl with her?

Boundary.

I have to set a boundary.

“I figured you might need some distance,” she says.

“Me?”

“Yes, who else?”

“I—you cannot do that again,” I say.

“Uh-huh,” she says in a way that angers me. And because I am angered, I find myself again.

“I mean it,” I say in a harsh tone. “You can’t cross the rules. You signed. Rules apply.”

“Okay,” she says way too casually. “Come in.”

“I’m not coming in,” I say. While I’m very curious about how she lives, I don’t have enough recklessness in me to do so. “Monday, 8 am, my office. You will be on time and sober.”

“I have been sober since—the night,” she says.

“Good,” I say, pressing the elevator button to get back down, but nothing happens.

“Yeah, about that,” she says and walks over to me. She steps into the elevator and bends forward to hold her phone to a sensor above the button.

Suddenly, she is so close.

Her scent washes over me as she comes up.

The wild hair.

The intense eyes.

The lips, slightly parted.

My breath flattens as a jolt rushes through me.

I want to grab her, kiss her, feel her⁠—

And fear surges through me.

What the hell am I doing here?

Even thinking about it⁠—

I press myself backward into the elevator to get the biggest possible distance between us.

She smirks.

“Monday,” she says and presses the button for me.

She does not wait for the doors to close. Instead, she walks away in her panties. Presenting me with an ass so firm and round, I get goosebumps just watching her walk.

In me, a desire I haven’t felt before.

A desire to feel.

To touch.

Me.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: TINY RIOT - ORCHESTRAL VERSION — SAM RYDER



Monday morning.

I knock at Jane’s door at exactly 8 am.

“Enter,” she says, and I open the door. An appreciative smile hushes over her face as I close the door behind me.

“Hi,” I say.

“SF-86,” she says, and hands me a form. “Needs to be filled out. You will undergo a formal interview for a psychological evaluation, background evaluation, and financial review at the DCSA on Friday.”

“What will happen there?” I ask because it sounds like I am being taken apart—and while I know I have legit, institutionally organized papers and am a professional liar, an agency evaluation was not on my list.

Fooling agents isn’t what I had in mind.

“They will conduct a polygraph interview, you will undergo a stress test, and be asked questions about your past and present.”

I swallow, staring at the form

I can’t do that. It’s too risky. It will—I’m good, but fooling a polygraph?

You were trained for this, says a voice in my mind. You switch. End of story.

Only it’s not that easy, and my mind wanders off to the training I underwent for years. Learning how to fool everyone before I was even twelve. Twelve. Back when we were in London.

A shudder runs down my spine.

“You look like you have seen a ghost,” she says and snaps me back into present reality. I did indeed see a ghost, a ghost of the past.

I say nothing.

“Will the background evaluation or polygraph be a problem?” she asks me.

My eyes snap to her.

“No,” I say automatically, but I know I don’t fool her; she is, after all, a behavioral expert.

She draws an eyebrow.

“It will be fine,” I say.

“If you perform like this, it won’t,” she says, and I smirk. I like her directness.

“I perform, because you don’t need to know my full story. An agent can,” I say to wiggle myself out of the situation.

My words hit her exactly where I intended them to, and she is now occupied with her own desire to know everything, only to be denied that knowledge. While I do respect boundaries, it brings me immense fun to push her beyond them and ruffle her feathers a bit.

“Do you intend on watching me fill it out now, or can I do so at home?”

“You will have to take it to your appointment on Friday. I am certain you are capable enough to fill it out by yourself,” she answers without looking at me while organizing a bunch of papers on her desk.

“Where and when do I have to be?”

“You should have an email in your inbox,” she says efficiently, and leans with a pile of papers and folders over to me. “Read through this, and give me a wrap-up on your conclusions next week. Also, the contract. Your details are missing.”

“I don’t need the money,” I say. “I’m not doing this for the money.” I don’t even know why I tell her. I could’ve just signed and ignored it. But I had to open my mouth and say those fundamentally stupid words.

Her eyes flash at me—of course.

“Tell me how you afford to live in a penthouse on Walker Street, not needing money as a student.”

I consider her for a moment.

“I inherited a shit ton of money when my father died,” I say, in a rather harsh tone, not because of the question, but because I am angry with myself. “Those twenty-six dollars per hour? My money makes that in interest alone every minute.”

She looks at me the way everyone does when they find out the person in front of them is loaded. And she doesn’t even come from nothing; her parents are both neurosurgeons, she comes from a lot of money, but it feels like she has a disregard for it.

“What did your father do?” she asks in a distant tone.

“Business, of all kinds,” I say briefly, and before I can stop myself, I ask, “What has money done to you?”

Her eyes become slits, like every time when I see something I shouldn’t.

“Money brings evil,” she says.

“Does it?” I ask her as I get up with my stack of papers she gave me. “I mean, you are the behavioral expert, but your personal experience seems to cloud your judgment. Money is neutral. Money just is. The problem is human nature. The human desire to do evil. So don’t hate the money, hate the human nature and all the things done by men that led us here.”

Her gaze is unreadable, with slightly parted lips and wider eyes. She is not used to being challenged or talked back to.

“See you tomorrow,” I say and leave.

I grin to myself as I walk away from the office. She is so unbelievably raw, it brings me immense joy to watch her react in real time, unmasked to everything I say or do.

The moment I am around the corner, I store the papers in my backpack and get outside. I have a big, big problem to solve. That form she gave me, it needs to be gone. While my papers are legit, some things won’t add up in a proper background evaluation and will be flagged.

I get to a cafe somewhere far away from where I live on 55th Street. There, I open my laptop, log in to a separate OS on it, plug in headphones, open the emulator, and enter my credentials.

The software has only one purpose: to anonymously call a single number for emergencies.

“It’s me,” I say when the ringing stops. “I have an interview for a research assistant position. It requires a background check, a polygraph, and a resume review. I need it to go away.”

“What agency?” says my contact. The one who got me the necessary paperwork in the first place. He comes from the network I worked for.

“DCSA,” I say as I look at the email sent to me on my phone. “Friday, 11 am.”

I wait.

While I do, I watch the busy people rushing past the window. People of all different kinds. People who are the reason why I fell in love with New York City. Because they allow me to blend in.

“Dionysus Eta 6, a CIA program for the neurochemical modulation of behavioral risk through directed cognitive intervention, led by Professor Jane Arabella McKenzie,” he says. “Interesting. There will be no appointment. Clearance will be issued on Monday. Access will be granted program-wide under classified assessment. You may not speak of it. Sixty stones.”

With that, he hangs up, and I open my Bitcoin wallet on the encrypted device and enter the verification code to transfer $ 60,000 to the designated wallet.

It is sent within a minute, and I wipe my history from the system. I log out and leave the cafe.

It is a wonderful feeling I have right now, because who has the ability to make a national security check go away? I feel invincible. The way I only feel when I get high with El.

And while I don’t give it another thought right now, my mind can focus on the information I just got.

A CIA program for the neurochemical modulation of behavioral risk through directed cognitive intervention.

A very questionable approach, because messing with someone’s biology is a very thin line to walk on.

I get back home, and to my surprise, El is back. After what happened between us, I don’t even know what we are doing here. We let our confessions die in silence and never talked about it again, and then El had to accompany her father to some business meetings.

“How was L.A.?” I ask her as I get inside. She lies on the floor, her leg up on the couch.

“Don’t ask,” she says. “My father is such a fucking bastard.”

“What did he do?”

She doesn’t answer. I walk over to her and sit on the couch. Only then do I see the red swelling around her nose with dark eye rims. I am on the floor immediately and grab her jaw, kneeling above her and looking at her nose.

“Did he do that?” I ask angrily.

“It’s okay,” she says.

“Nothing is fucking okay. Did he do that?”

“It’s okay, really, we fought, I was drunk and high, I slapped his face and⁠—“

“I am going to kill him,” I say, and get up, completely forgetting that I am Amelie, and not a trained professional anymore. El jumps up and grasps my hand.

“Seriously, it’s nothing!”

“Nothing! He beat you up, El. He beat you up. Just because he’s a rich untouchable asshole, he can’t do that!”

“I was out of bounds, he just⁠—“

“You are his FUCKING CHILD!” I shout at her. “It doesn’t matter how much out of bounds you were; no reason in the world legitimates him hitting you!”

She looks at me, close to crying.

“Amy, please,” she says ever so silently with pleading eyes.

I sigh.

She Amyed me.

There is nothing I can do about it.

I look at her for another moment. It’s probably the first time I've seen the hurt soul behind her perfect mask.

I sigh again, smile weakly, and then hold out a hand.

“Come,” I say. “Let’s cuddle up in bed and forget this day.”

It’s probably the most stupid thing I could do after everything, but when we lie in bed, her, cuddled up in my arm, and I stare at the ceiling, softly caressing her hair, everything feels as it should.

Almost like home.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: BLOODSTREAM – STATELESS



Iopen my laptop on Monday morning, only to find an Email from the DCSA in my inbox. I open it, and the moment I do, my mouth drops open. The clearance for Amelie Degard.

So fast.

Mine took weeks to pass, and hers just went through in a weekend?

I already prepared for it being blocked, because something about her is different, secretive. And any trained agent would notice the very same.

But it went through.

“Huh,” I say, because it means that we can finally begin. It also means I can let go of my doubt. If she passed the DCSA tests, I have nothing to fear.

I email her to let her know the clearance went through and that we’re starting on Wednesday after lecture, in case she has already worked through the assignment.

I get an email back within five minutes.

Wednesday, 4 pm, your lab, confirmed. Assignment is done since Saturday—will report in person. ;)




Wednesday comes, and I wait for her in front of the corridor leading to the lab, because she can’t enter it without a key card.

“Hi,” she says, elated. I glance at my watch, it’s a minute to 4 pm. Punctuality is most important to me, and I am glad she came on time.

“Hi,” I say quickly back. I hate small talk, so I dive straight into the interesting topic. “Your key card,” I say, handing her the issued card as we walk to the lab. “You have read the etiquette of lab protection.”

“I did, and remembered it. I also read everything else you gave me,” she says as we enter the lab. She puts her backpack on a chair, takes her laptop out, and opens it. She types in a very long password, which signals to me she is responsible with her data—good.

“Here,” she says and turns the laptop for me to see. “I made a spreadsheet⁠—“

My eyes light up. I love spreadsheets.

“It is an overview of everything you gave me. I reviewed the available studies on the matter, classified them by reliability, and calculated the ranking. I also made notes because I think some of the assumptions could be flagged and challenged, especially the one about the neurotransmitter stimulation. There is actually strong proof that might not be the case⁠—“

My mouth tugs into a grin. The spreadsheet is everything. I knew the way she thinks was special, but seeing her in action, I am certain this was the right decision. She will be the one who takes my research to the next level.

“Are you still listening?” she suddenly asks me, and I find myself staring at her with my lips slightly parted.

“I—yes,” I say, caught completely off guard. “I am just amazed by your efficiency.”

“Well, you tasked me with it, didn’t you?”

“You exceeded every expectation,” I say.

She smiles proudly, her eyes shimmering and her nose rising. Her lips smirk thinly.

“You like being praised, don’t you?” I ask.

“Uh-huh,” she says, a tad too high, and I have to snigger, because I see so much of myself in her. I am the very same.

I show her the rest of the lab and introduce her to the program itself.

She is very critical and asks very advanced questions that challenge the foundation of the entire research. I enjoy it immensely because she challenges her own biases and blind spots.

My phone vibrates in my pocket for the third time in an hour, and I am very annoyed because, when I look at it, it is my mother.

“Excuse me,” I tell her and answer the call. “What is it, mother? I am working.”

“Finally, Jane,” says my mother, ignoring the information about my work. “Friday is you fathers jubilee, you must attend. I completely forgot to tell you.”

My head twitches.

Appointments outside my routine, especially social events, are the most hated of the lot.

“I have appointments on my own on Friday,” I say. “I can’t.”

“Jane,” says my mother sternly. “It is your fathers 40 years jubilee, you will attend. I have been lenient with you not being married or finding a man and taking the easy route, but you will attend this event.”

“Mother!” I say, and then completely forget, that Amelie is in the lab with me. “Lenient with me not marrying a man? Are you out of your mind? I am not interested in men. I have built a career here; I lead a government research project and am a professor. Do not dare tell me I have taken the easy route!”

“Well, you have, haven’t you? Neuroscience is nothing like neurosurgery.”

I boil inside, close to imploding, and because I do, I don’t get a word out. My hands clench into fists.

Suddenly, Amelie appears in front of me and takes the phone from my head.

“Excuse me, Miss, this is Jane’s assistant,” she says in a much higher and softer voice than usual. I stare at her, still processing my anger.

“We have a situation here at the lab that needs her immediate attention. Would you like me to deliver a message to her?”

“Friday, 3 pm, Rainbow Room, formal evening wear,” says my mother, so loudly I can hear her through the phone, her voice showing her displeasure.

Amelie hangs up, puts the phone aside, and gets back to her stuff.

“I think you are the most amazing person for managing to get all that you have done as young as you are. I bet your mother is just envious because you have outperformed her own achievements,” she says casually while getting her laptop, and then switches to the professional topic as if nothing had ever happened. “What do you think of the spreadsheet? Would you like me to add anything?”

It takes me a moment longer than her. I gaze at her because what she said about my mother has never occurred to me before. I always felt like I hadn’t been enough.

She asks me a question about gene mapping, and the moment we start talking about the research, I am back to myself.

It is already 10 pm when I look at the clock on the wall above the lab door.

How is it 10 already? I have no idea where the time went.

“Alright, let’s call this a day,” I say, pointing at the clock.

“Oh,” she says, almost sad.

“Prepare the sheet as we talked about, we’ll continue on Monday.”

“Monday?” she asks.

“Yes, Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays are my lab days. As you unfortunately had to overhear, I am not available on Friday.”

“Your mother seems to be a bummer,” she says.

“You can’t imagine,” I say quickly, attempting to navigate the topic elsewhere.

“She’s Esther McKenzie, the neurosurgeon, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” I say through gritted teeth.

“You do know what they say, yes?”

“Who says what?”

“The prevalence of narcissism is the highest in surgery professions,” she says. “I’d say you did a good choice not choosing that.”

“You heard that?” I ask because it’s the only thing my brain focuses on.

“Couldn’t not hear it,” she says, “Your mother has quite the presence in her voice.”

I scoff. Nice way to express it.

“See you tomorrow in lecture,” she says, and leaves.

Somehow, she has this ease. Nothing is a problem around her. I am not a problem.
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Friday comes, and I am already dreading the afternoon and evening. I don’t simply dislike social gatherings; I absolutely despise them. So when my cab pulls up at the Rockefeller Center, and I get out in my simple black evening dress with slim straps and a scarf over my shoulders, I would have preferred to get back into the cab and give my mother a wild excuse of why I couldn’t attend. But I’d never lie.

The Rainbow Room sign flashes in red, on the black canopy above the entrance to the Comcast Building,

I sigh heavily as I push through the golden door to get inside.

I walk to the elevator bank and get to the mezzanine level, where I intend to switch to the private elevator for the Rainbow Room. My mother loves that room, and it’s not the first event we've celebrated there.

Just as the elevator is about to close, a hand slides between the doors and opens them. I am annoyed because I enjoy elevators without anyone else in them.

That hand looks familiar to me. My eyes follow the arm. I almost don’t recognize her, and my mouth drops open when I do.

“Hi,” she says as if all of this were plannend.

I am so far out of my predictable zone that words don’t form.

“I thought,” she says casually, “Your mother could use a little change of behavior on your end, so she finally sees what a wonderful daughter she has.”

She’s not even looking at me, but standing with her back to me, in a stunningly glittering black sequin high-neck maxi dress with cap sleeves.

“I—what—who—“ I stutter, because my brain doesn’t work, and my T. rex arms shoot up, whether I want them to or not. I am just glad she doesn’t see them.

But then, she turns around.

I am so flabbergasted by her sheer beauty.

Her hair falls in elegant waves to the side.

Not a hair out of place.

Her eyes are dark, with intense black eyeliner, long lashes, and glittering cheeks.

And the dress—the dress.

It’s shimmering as an ocean dipped in moonlight, showing off her trained figure in a way that she could be on her way to the New York Fashion Week right now.

We arrive at the mezzanine level.

I get one glimpse of a security guard in a suit guarding the private elevator, and finally find my senses again.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I hiss at her.

“I thought you could need someone in your corner with a mother like that.”

“You are my student!” I nearly shout, before I remember that no one can know, and whisper angrily.

“Not tonight,” she says and pulls me out of the elevator.

“You are out of your fucking mind,” I say.

“Maybe,” she says with a chuckle and walks to the security guard.

“Jane McKenzie and her girlfriend,” she says in a French accent English.

I am speechless.

My brain isn’t working.

“I have no girlfriend on the list,” says the man.

“It was a last-minute decision; I couldn’t tell if I’d make it out of surgery on time.”

Lying. She is lying to his face without blinking.

“Doctor’s curse, isn’t it?” asks the man and lets us into the elevator.

“It is indeed,” she says and holds out a hand for me to take. A hand, I do not take.

She leans against the elevator door and grins as she sees my face.

“Relax,” she says. “No one will recognize me, just let me do the talking.”

“Why are you here?” I ask her, completely taken aback.

The grin dies on her face.

“I don’t know,” she says. “Maybe to prove a point.”

“To prove what point?”

She ignores my question.

“One night. We fool them all, and you will have your peace.”

“Why do you care about my peace?” I ask, anger in my voice. “You shouldn’t care, you shouldn’t—“ But whatever should, dies in the opening elevator door, offering the view into the Rainbow Room with its breathtaking view over Manhattan.

“But I do care,” she whispers in my ear as she takes my arm. I want to remove my arm from her grip, but my mother walks towards us.

This will be the most stupid thing I have ever allowed to happen.

“Jane,” says my mother as she walks towards us. Her look lands on Amelie, and I see her displeasure immediately. “You brought someone,” she says with slightly pursed lips. And before I can so much as breathe in to say something, Amelie lets go of my arm and turns towards my mother.

“Louise Albére, neurochirurgienne à l’Hôpital Pitié-Salpêtrière à Paris,” she says in perfect French and holds out her hand. “It is a pleasure finally meeting you, Mrs. McKenzie. I have heard only the best.”

My mother is as confused as I have ever seen her, shaking her head. Her eyes switch between her and me before hardening slightly. I am already preparing myself for impact.

“You have a girlfriend now,” she says.

“Pssst,” says Amelie, “It’s the first time she ever allowed me to officially appear. We'd better nurture the seed with care.”

My mother’s critical eyes take in Amelie’s appearance.

“You said you are a neurosurgeon in Paris?” my mother asks.

“Qui,” Amelie says. “Yes.”

“You must know Muhammad Omar,” my mother says.

“Sadly, not. He left a month before I transferred. But I heard he is very content in Zurich.”

My mother's face suddenly relaxes, and I cannot believe what is happening before my eyes.

“He is indeed. Have you read about his recent work on the multi-modal treatment of glioblastomas?”

“I did indeed,” says Amelie. “The combination of tumor-treating fields with checkpoint inhibitors is a fascinating approach. I am very excited about where it leads, particularly the hypothesis that TTFields may enhance immunogenic cell death. What are your thoughts on the approach? I have heard so much about your achievements, especially the meningioma you removed from the cavernous sinus.”

My mother’s face lights up with delight as she puts a hand on Amelie’s arm and guides us to a group of people, one of whom is my father. I let go of her arm and just stand there and watch her.

My mind starts working again as I process what just happened. A strange sensation spreads through my stomach.

The mere guts of her impersonating a neurosurgeon in a room full of surgeons is beyond me. She knows things she shouldn’t know. She is lying to all of them. Without even caring. Without an inch of regret. It brings her joy.

She is laughing and blending in with my parents’ colleagues, who all seem to enjoy her immensely.

And I cannot help but wonder if she did the same thing to me. Blend in. Perform. Lie.

Sickness grows in my stomach.

What if she deceived you? What if she is a spy to get to your work? But she was cleared by the government. But it was so fast. What if—what if⁠—

Panic surges through me.

My heart beats fast.

I am not getting enough air.

Everything is so overwhelming.

And just when I am about to collapse in me, there is a touch on my arm.

Her hand.

“I was just telling them about the wonderful classified research you can’t tell anyone about, not even me. They are dying to hear about what we talked about last night.”

“You have to tell them about the neurotransmitter behavior based on environmental influence,” says Amelie in her French accent. “It is most interesting, especially the GABAergic and the—what is it in English—modulation du système glutamatergique—“ She searches for the word for a moment. “Ah, qui, glutamatergic system modulation, yes? after surgical intervention.”

All eyes are on me, while my gaze is unfocused. She is so good at pretending to be someone she is not that I am re-assessing everything I know about her.

I can’t tell exactly what it is, but she is hiding something. Something that connects everything.

The way she talks.

The money.

The clearance.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: MONSTER – RUELLE



Ihave no idea why I am even here, risking everything by playing my little game.

Well, which is actually a lie. I know exactly why I am here.

El.

She made me do it. The dress is actually hers.

Is it wrong on all levels? Abso-fucking-lutely.

But it brings me joy I haven’t felt in a long time. Almost as if I was born to do just that: Pretend to be someone I am not.

I am good at it. I am fooling everyone here. The mother, the father, and their fellow surgeons are advanced medical professionals.

Have I done my research? Of course. Otherwise, I couldn’t be as persuasive. I am good at fooling them because I analyzed how they tick, what connections they have, and how they operate.

The only person I don’t fool is Jane. The way she looks at me—she knows. She knows there is more.

And instead of finding me, I am pretending to be someone I am not, risking being uncovered.

Suddenly, I feel quite unwell.

“Excuse me for a moment,” I say, and step away from the group to find a restroom.

My surroundings are distorted, blurry, distant—as if viewed through a fisheye lens.

I reach the restroom, which is luckily empty. I attempt to lock the door behind me, but before I can, it is pushed open.

Jane.

“What is going on?” she asks, her eyes x-raying me. She closes the door behind her and leans against it.

I feel trapped.

Trapped in something I shouldn’t have done.

I open my mouth and close it again.

Jane’s expression is hardened, stern, intense.

“Who are you?” she asks in a dangerous voice, asking me the one question I have no answer to.

My hands shake.

Calm down. Deep breaths.

But my body does not calm down.

Who am I?

Who am I?

Who am I?

“Who. Are. You?” she asks loudly, forcing me into a corner.

My eyes burn as tears fight their way down my cheeks.

“I—I don’t know who I am,” I whisper as I wipe away the tears, only for new ones to roll down my cheeks. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be here.”

I look away. Putting the most painful wound I have had into words makes me feel less. I want to hide. Run away.

“Then why are you here?” Jane asks and takes three steps towards me, backing me further into the corner of the restroom. Her voice is harsh. She doesn’t get it. She knows who she is. She has always known. She doesn’t get the mess I am.

“Because—“ I break off.

Why am I even here?

Because El told me to.

Because El said I have to do it.

Because El thinks I have feelings I need to explore.

But how do I tell Jane that? The professor? The organized, unmessy, and perfect Jane McKenzie? I don’t. It is wrong, and I shouldn’t be here.

“I’ll just go,” I say without looking at her, and get to the door, but before my hand touches the handle, she grasps me.

“You don’t get to run away this time,” she says.

This time.

Her touch electrifies me.

My eyes fly to her hand on my arm. I know how much she hates touch. But she touched me.

I can’t think properly anymore.

My gaze follows up to her eyes. Those beautiful eyes. The slightly parted lips.

“Don’t,” I say.

“WHY ARE YOU HERE?”

Her eyes are so intense, they look straight into my soul. It is the first time I see her real self. The one she hides behind the mask of perfectionism and order.

An image flashes through my mind. An image of me, grasping her, pushing her backward into the wall, kissing her, grasping her⁠—

Goosebumps spread over my arms.

And I just act.

I react so fast that there is nothing she can do. I remove my arm from her grip with a swirl and grasp hers, pull her to me, and then backward into the wall next to me with her arm above her head.

I press my body into her as my other hand cages her jaw, and my lips hover over hers.

“Because I want to do this,” I say, and my lips land on hers.

I push my left leg between her legs and roll my hips up as I kiss her—with tongue.

Her chest heaves up and down as she just lets me. The way she feels underneath my finger, the way she gets under my skin—I don’t ever want to stop.

I want to consume her, become one with her, taste her, feel all of her.

I let go of her arm and cup her face with both hands, as our kiss becomes wild. I need more—more. So much more.

But I can’t. I shouldn’t.

I stop the kiss and rest my forehead against hers as I stare into her eyes.

“You should stay away from me,” I whisper. “I’m a mess who doesn’t know who she is, and I will hurt you. I don’t want to, but I will.”

With that, I let go of her. I have to leave. But she doesn’t let me and leans against the door, so I can’t open it.

“What happened to you?” she asks.

I scoff in desparation.

All those questions I have no answer to.

“I can’t,” I say, looking away.

“Why not? You cannot run away your entire life. You say you don’t know who you are. Well, you will never know when you keep lying to yourself. And others.”

I bark out a laugh and shake my head in disbelief.

“Don’t you think I know that?” I round on her. “Believe me, I do. But there are things that you don’t know, things⁠—“

I break off. I have already said too much. Anger stirs in me.

Anger about being seen. Anger about El convincing me to come here. Anger about my entire life. My father and the pieces he left me in. The lost moments. The pressure. Everything.

“What is your real name?” she asks me. “Because you are not Amelie.”

My eyes snap into hers, as my breathing flattens and my heart beats against my chest.

“What happened to you?” she asks again. “Was it your father? Yes, it was. I can see it in your eyes. You are hiding your past, your guilt. There is so much guilt in you. Guilt and blame.”

Guilt and blame.

She sees me.

She sees everything.

I am sucked back into my childhood. Back to when my family was normal and untainted, and my brother was still alive.

I can’t go back there.

I can’t.

I can’t go back to the pain of what I did⁠—

I buried it, and it can’t resurface.

I stumble back.

Away from her.

But she follows me.

“You can’t outrun your past.”

Everything is so far away.

“It will follow you wherever you go. No matter how many personalities you create, your past stays with you until you confront it and make peace with it.”

My head twitches as memories flash through my mind.

Memories, I vanished deep within me.

Pain surges through my head, and I press my palms against my temples.

I can’t focus anymore.

Air is getting scarce.

I need to get away, but I can’t run.

I sink to my knees.

There is so much pain I want to scream.

And then there is her face in front of me.

She grasps my face.

“Slow and steady breaths,” she says. “Follow my lead.”

And she breathes in deep through the nose, out through the mouth.

“In,” she says with the next inhale. “And out.”

I do as she says.

“In. And out.”

I close my eyes, focusing on her words. The sound of her voice and breaths guiding me. My skin tingles, but her touch calms me.

“In. And out.”

“In. And out.”

“In. And out.”

Finally, my breathing calms. A shudder runs through my entire body.

I have to cry. I haven’t cried much over the years, and right now, all those years are catching up with me.

I cry for all the years I have lost.

For all the times I had to put myself behind other people’s orders.

For all I had to become what I was not.

“Say it out loud,” she says.

I look at her with my blurry vision and burning eyes.

“Say it,” she says again, still grasping my face.

“I can’t,” I whisper.

“Why?”

“Because I’d have to acknowledge that he still has power over me,” I say in a cold and detached voice.

“Because he has. He has as long as you decide he hasn’t.”

The tears stop and dry on my cheeks as I distance myself from my memories.

“Everything alright in there?” asks someone from outside the door.

“Yes, sorry, I just hit my head slightly. We’ll be right back,” Jane calls behind her and lets go of me.

I stare at her.

“You lied,” I say.

“Learned from the best, didn’t I?”

A weak smile hushes over my face, and she brushes back a strand of my hair.

“You don’t have to protect me,” she says, and it is the first time I truly realize how much she knows about me already, how good she is in her profession. “Come on, let’s get you back to presentable and join them before anyone storms in here.”

We get up, and I feel jittery for a second.

I splash some water on my face and get makeup, eyeliner, and mascara from my purse. Putting on the makeup is like a mask shielding me.

“All done?” she asks when I look at myself in the mirror.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Let’s go then,” she says, unlocks the door, and opens it.

I take one deep breath with closed eyes to focus back on my role, and when I open them again, I am Louise.

“I am Amelie, but I was never allowed to be her,” I say when I pass her, putting on a smile as if nothing happened. “And you don’t have to do everything by yourself.”

She suppresses a laugh and shoots a “Don’t be ridiculous” at me, leaving me quite surprised by the subtle humor.

“Ah, there you are,” says her mother the moment we return. “Next time, please be more subtle, will you? I mean, I am all in for Jane finally doing something remotely normal, but⁠—“

“Mother!” says Jane, outraged.

“It is true, I thought you’d never⁠—“

“Mrs McKenzie,” I say in my French accent, putting an arm around her back. “Let me assure you, we will be more discreet next time, but I believe there is a celebration to start.” I point towards the end of the room where Jane’s father is walking on a small stage, and Jane’s mother hurries off.

“How do you deal with her so easily?” asks Jane.

I laugh. “I’m not emotionally attached to her,” I say and hesitate for one second, before I add, “I also grew up around all the narcissists there are, it’s like coming home.”

She smiles weakly, knowing that I have given her the courtesy of one small detail of my past.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: POISON & WINE — THE CIVIL WARS



As I fall into my bed, I do so with elation. I haven’t felt this alive in forever. Maybe it was the thrill of lying, the thrill of the perception, or just being without my mother breathing down my neck.

I suck in my bottom lip. The bottom lip that got kissed by my student, who wasn’t my student tonight, but a very, very persuasive neurosurgeon from France who fooled every single one of the attending surgeons and doctors.

I laugh out loud. It is just so perfect, and I quite entertain the idea of having a fake girlfriend at this point. It resolves so many problems. My mother. The work situation. No one will suspect me of having an affair with a student when I have an official girlfriend.

I have to say, the persona Amelie created is utterly genius. She took on a real name, a real persona, and did her research.

It’s quite illuminating to have a real-life view into the workings of a mind different than mine.

Am I scared? A lot. But right now, I am five glasses of wine and one glass of champagne into the night, and things feel quite all right, even though regret will inevitably come tomorrow.

Right now, I just feel. Feel her lips on mine. Her legs between mine. Holding up my arm, pressing me into the wall.

I close my eyes and brush my fingers over my lips. I follow down with them over my throat to my collarbone, over my breasts, down to between my legs. I caress my thighs first, before I slip my hand into my pajamas.

I don’t touch myself often, but today? I have longings, cravings. I caress my outer lips before I circle around my clit as I play a movie in my head. A movie of what started in the bathroom.

That kiss.

Her lips.

Her tongue…demanding me.

She kisses down my neck and nibbles my collarbone.

One hand cupping my breast.

I cup my own breast with my free hand and massage it—just like she would.

Her touch is demanding.

She wants me.

I am wanted.

Desired.

I moan out as I rub my palm over my clit.

She sinks to her knees in my mind's movie.

Slowly, with her tongue trailing down over my belly, my pubic, without breaking eye contact.

She kneels between my legs and lets her head fall back so she can lick me.

“Mhhh,” I moan out and shudder, as I can literally feel her tongue circling my clit.

She smirks devilishly at me with her eyes alone.

Those dark eyes.

I lose all my trains of thought as I release what has built within me, and with one final rub, a pulsating wave rushes through my core.

I just lie there for a moment, feeling. Taking in the sensation.

I have never come that fast.

Never.

And it should frighten me that it is that easy just thinking about her.

Bliss spreads through me, and it is the last thing I notice.

When I wake the next morning, I have a headache beyond, but the sensation from last night lingers with me still.

I have never slept in or stayed in bed all morning.

Today, I do.

Because there is nothing I have to do right now.

There is just this wonderful sensation.

And it stays with me all weekend.

It is one of the best weekends I have ever had, and when I arrive on campus on Monday, I am in quite a different mood. I feel light and confident, reassured and excited.

Reality, however, is catching up with me as I enter the lab. Because I have completely forgotten that this means I have to meet her again. As a student. With all that has happened—and not happened.

I nearly die when the lab door opens, and she enters. I am not used to anyone entering here, and my routine hasn’t adapted to her presence yet.

“You said Mondays are lab day,” she says, frozen where she is.

“I did,” I say. “I’m still getting used to another person being in here.”

“Do you want me to go?” she asks. I look at her for a moment.

“No,” I say. “We have work to do.”

She smiles and comes inside.

“I had an idea last night,” she says, and pulls a messy batch of pages from her backpack.

She spreads some of them and starts talking.

She talks about the issues we might face with testing any form of drugs, and how the studies about mental stimulation through thought could be thought further, how changes in environment also meant changes of neural pathways, how she’d like to set up a trial with a control group who don’t get a drug, but don’t get the placebo either but are use their thoughts to change their behavior.

I listen, but I also watch her. I expected it to be awkward between her and me. But it is not.

I let her unfold her wild train of thoughts and ideas. I like her enthusiasm; it is hard not to be drawn to it. But I am also a scientist. And science, research, has rules. Rules she doesn’t know about—and even if she did, she’d most likely be the first to ignore them.

Half an hour later, I am sitting in a mess of pages, and I get presented the final one.

“Listen, I know you already plan to tell me all the things that don’t work in that plan, all the hurdles, all the rules, I can see it in your eyes, but please, hear me out.”

“I hear you out the entire time,” I say with a smirk.

“Fair point,” she says. “This here is where it all comes together.” She points to the page in her hand. She wrote very fast on it, and I can see the difference in how she filled out the form. Apparently, she felt comfortable enough to give me another piece of the real her.

The handwriting is exactly what I expected. Messy. Some words are cursive, others straight; the m’s and n’s are differently written within a single word; some capital letters are artistic, others straight. It shows her. The one who does not know who she really is.

“—which means, we could get it approved, couldn’t we? It would be a simple, minor change⁠—”

“It wouldn’t,” I say. “It would require entirely new evaluation by all involved parties. While I agree with you on many points and would very much support evaluating everything you just proposed, we can’t do so in this study. I could tell you about all the things you’d disapprove of anyway, like the rules of research, so please just take it as it is.”

She sighs heavily.

“I didn’t say no,” I say. “Not just in this run.”

“Meh,” she says and wraps up her papers.

“How did this happen?” I ask. “Did you take anything?”

“I didn’t,” she says defensively. “Couldn’t sleep.”

A part of me wants to ask her why. A part that already suspects why. But in doing so, I’d violate my own rules. And it cannot happen again.

“Let me show you something that will keep you occupied,” I say instead, and tilt my head towards the computer screen.

“I’m reviewing the applicants from Coleman, you will probably find it as interesting as I do.”

“So many,” she says as she stares at the screen.

“Yes, I was suprised too.”

“How are we even allowed to do this under the 45 CFR part 46 regulations?” she asks, and I only shake my head.

“You know, one day, I want to study your mind,” I say. “That memory of yours is truly impressive.”

“I don’t believe you want to do that,” she says without looking at me, but scanning over the screen.

“And why wouldn’t I?”

“Because the only thing you will find is a brain that has been trained to memorize everything to protect me from fatal consequences.”

Another piece of her.

And because she gave it to me, I leave the conversation exactly where it was to give her a positive experience of maintaining boundaries.

“I have free rein in picking the applicants,” I say. “It doesn’t matter what they’re in for.”

“Hm,” she says. “It’d be interesting to categorize them, especially in the prevalence of neuropsychiatric disorders. I’d say we have a high likelihood of some scoring high on the psychopathy spectrum, while others only have anger issues. Can we get fMRI’s beforehand?”

I look at her, and a smile appears on my face. She was the right choice, she confirms it again and again.

“We can,” I say. “It’s a very expensive and laborious process that would require us to travel to Florida.”

“I’m so in,” she says, elated. “I wanna see their scans.”

It’s rare to meet a person whose eyes light up when presented with the proposal for brain scans. And maybe that’s the one thing that makes me overlook the fact that she has been dishonest and hides her real self.

Excitement like this can’t be faked.

“October 29th,” I say. “Plan for three nights, all expenses are covered, don’t expect anything nice.”

“I don’t need nice,” she says.

“Not?” I ask because this wasn’t the typical answer for a girl who has a penthouse in Tribeca. “So what is it you need?”

“Brainscans,” she says and laughs. “I like simple.”

“So how come you and the blonde ended up together?” I ask before I can control myself.

Her body tenses, and she draws back.

“Why?” she asks with narrow eyes.

“Because you two are very different, I am just curious,” I say to de-escalate the tension.

“El is very different once you look behind everything she had to become because of her father,” she says. “Something I very much relate to.”

Another piece of her. And the picture fills, as I understand who the “He” was she referenced in the bathroom. A father.

“My mother sends Louise her wishes,” I say as she gets up to leave. With a quick glance at my watch, I realize it’s already 11:30 am, and she has lectures.

“She also asked if we’d be available for brunch on Sunday. She was delighted by your little theater.”

“Tell her I can’t because Louise is leaving for the World Congress on Pediatrics and Neonatology in Tokyo. There will be a special panel for neurosurgery in Peds.”

I actually type the name of the congress in my search bar, only to find it is indeed on the upcoming weekend.

“Is there anything you don’t know?” I ask, shaking my head in impressed disbelief.

“A lot,” she says. “I’d give all the knowledge I have for the only important one.”

With that, she is gone. Leaving me with another piece of her.

And I know it had been the right thing to trigger her in the bathroom. Somehow, in between all this mess, she gave me a glimpse of her real self.

My curiosity is piqued, and maybe one day, I’ll see who she really is. Until then, I will collect the puzzle pieces.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: NEVER SAY NEVER – THE FRAY



“What’s going on?” El asks, turning to the side to look at me, as I lie on my back and stare at the ceiling with eyes that won’t close, thoughts that won’t stop, and emotions that chew on my insides.

“It’s the fourth night you stare at that ceiling.”

A voice in me screams. It screams to tell El everything she doesn’t know. All the secrets, the hidden identity, the role I played, the robbed childhood. But I can’t.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“Come on, Amy. You know.”

El knows me better than anyone by now. So I give her a half-truth.

“I don’t know who I am,” I say. “All those years, I’ve become everything my father wanted me to be, and now? I don’t know who I am. I don’t even remember who I once was before—” I break off.

El puts her hand on my chest, and I let my head fall to the side, looking at her.

“It doesn’t matter who you were,” she says. “You’re here now. You have money and free will, hun. Look at all the other people. They are poor critters, working to live so they can die one day with their shelved dreams. You have the privilege to be whoever you want to be. So, go be whoever you want to be.”

I smile. It’s so El.

“I don’t think I want to be anywhere else right now,” I say, and turn to my side, closer to her.

“See,” she says. “Knowing what you don’t want brings you one step closer to what you want.”

I pull myself as close to her as possible, as I cup her face and kiss.

And that’s all we do.

We kiss.

And kiss.

Until I get so tired that I close my eyes.

My surroundings softly fade away.

“Wake up,” I hear a whisper in my mind. I was just floating weightlessly somewhere in an ocean, dipped in an orange horizon of the sundown.

I open my eyes.

“It’s already 9,” says El. “Don’t you have lectures?”

“Shit,” I say as I turn on my back.

“Whatever,” El says.

“No, not whatever. Jane will freak.”

“You’re not her dog; lectures are optional. Tell her you need a day to figure something out.”

“A day won’t be enough for that.”

“I know,” says El. “But you will come anyway.”

“Come where?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” she says. “Keep an open mind.”

I draw up an eyebrow.

“How open-minded do I have to be?”

“Depends on how deep that stick in your ass is,” she says and sticks out her tongue.

I punch her in her arm, and get a pillow in my face in return. Something I can’t let her get through with, so I take my pillow and smash it at her.

She grasps the next throws it full in my face.

“Girl!” I say, laughing, as I get up to pick up the pillows.

She just laughs and runs.

Oh, I’m so gonna get you, I think to myself as I head after her.

An hour and a pillow fight later, I am showered, dressed, and fed.

“Ready?” she asks.

“I suppose,” I say as she leans onto the kitchen counter.

“Here,” she says and throws a car key next to my cereal bowl.

“What’s that for?”

“You can drive, yes?” she asks, ignoring my questions.

“Yeah, duh,” I say.

It’s this moment, here at the kitchen counter, where I realize how much of El’s vocabulary I have taken on at this point. But only when I’m with her. The El me differs so much from the me I am with Jane. But the version I am with El…It makes me feel as young as I made myself out to be on paper. It is like a second chance to live my young adulthood—exactly what New York was about.

I turn the key to find a golden Porsche emblem on it.

“Come on then,” she says.

We take the elevator downstairs, her bodyguard waiting for us in the black Range Rover, as always. In front of it, a black Porsche parks. It has no type plates, but from the looks of the spoiler, it must be something very powerful.

“Get in,” she says and walks to the passenger seat.

I huff in disbelief as I walk to the driver's side.

I open the door, and the first thing I take in is the scent. Leather, new leather. It’s a distinct scent, one I automatically associate with freedom.

When I sit down, my skin tickles in apprehension.

“Start it,” she says. It takes me a second to find where, but when I press the button⁠—

A grin cracks onto my face as the beast—there is no other word for it—springs to life.

“I knew you’d like it,” she says, grinning,

“Where are we going?” I ask her.

“Wherever you want.”

I look at her because I don’t know where I want to go. I don’t even know the area.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask.

“Just drive,” she says. “You’ll see.”

“But—“

“Follow your gut, hun. Free will, remember?” she says, and I finally understand why she is doing it. “You can drive to Teterboro Airport, for example, where I’d have a plane ready within an hour, and we can go anywhere in the world. Paris⁠—“

Paris. A stitch in my chest as I remember my past with Sophie.

“London. Los Angeles. Hawaii. You’d love Hawaii, it’s freedom. Epic sundowns. Or, we can go here—“ she says and wiggles the phone with maps on it. “It’s freedom, too.”

“I don’t know—“ I say, lost in not being able to decide as my past craws up on me.

“Then just drive, and you will know when you know.”

So, I drive. I drive onto 9th Avenue.

We have to stop at a red light.

“Brake with your left foot,” she says, and presses a button. “Right foot on the gas, let her roar.”

I have a wide grin on my face.

“Let go of the brake,” she says when the light turns green.

Whatever I expected, I was not ready for this. The Porsche accelerates in such a beastly way that my chest compresses, and it feels as if my brain got sucked out of the back of my head.

“Holy shit!” I shout, because within the matter of two seconds, we’re at 60 mph.

We enter a tunnel, and I let the car roar by, downshifting, then launch it to 120 mph.

“I think we lost the watchdog,” I say, because there is no Range Rover in sight.

“He’ll catch up,” she says.

“Take the right turn, and airport it is. The unknown to the left,” she says. What will it be?

I look at her, biting my bottom lip, before I turn left.

She grins.

I turn left too quickly, causing us to drift around the corner.

I giggle. I wouldn’t describe myself as a great driver, but the Porsche is doing the rest.

“Follow,” she says.

Three hours later, we drive past a sign spelling Sagaponack, and I grin like a child at Christmas. That car is the most epic thing I have ever done, and I have done some crazy shit with my father.

“Hamptons,” I say.

“Uh-huh.”

I just roll with it.

“Here,” she says, “Pull into that driveway.”

The gate opens for us, and we drive down a gravel path to a house so big it would fit six normal houses.

I am speechless.

We drive by a tennis field and a golf course, and my mouth drops open when I see a stable come into view.

“Horses?”

“You like them?”

“Love them, took riding lessons as a kid.” Horses have been my safe places over the years. They didn’t ask who I am or was.

She smiles and unlocks the phone in her hand to make a call.

“Yeah, it’s me. Get us Liberty and Onyx ready, we’re here.”

“You are kidding, right?” I ask because I can’t believe my ears.

“No,” she says. “Free will. We’re using our free will.”

I smile so broadly it should be forbidden.

When we park the gurgling Porsche and get out, I breathe in the fresh air. The countryside is so different from Manhattan. My lungs fill with the air, and I gaze into the green nature I am in. Goosebumps spread on my arms. I love Manhattan, but this here is like an island of peace.

El opens the door to the house. I enter into an entrance hall that must be 30 feet high. I have never seen anything that big. Growing up in London, pretending to be a normal, mediocre family, we had a small townhouse, and this here makes my mouth drop open.

“Follow me,” says El, and walks me to a bedroom with an en-suite bathroom and a walk-in closet that is as big as my entire studio.

She gets some clothes from the closet and I glance around. The room is as clean as it can get, except for a spot on the desk where a green turtle sits.

“Here, that should fit you,” she says and throws riding pants and a pullover towards me, I catch it last minute.

The pullover’s material in my hand is so soft, probably wool, and I never want to let go of it.

“Those should fit you, too,” she says, then hands me a pair of riding boots with diamond applications.

I just gape at her as she undresses in front of me and puts on riding pants and boots, too.

I huff out a chuckle and switch into the riding gear.

When I look at myself in the mirror, I have never felt more out of place, even though I am so comfortable in it.

The boots are a bit tight, the pants a bit long, but it works.

“Hot,” says El as she looks at me. “Let’s go.”

She walks me to the stable, where a young man is waiting with two horses. Not just any horses. They look like something from a catalog. Perfectly trimmed, shimmering fur with glitter on their flanks. One is the blackest back, tall, muscular, and stands tall with its immaculate, clean black saddle and bridle.

The other draws my immediate attention. A dark chestnut mare. She is muscular, too, but has a wilder mane and cheek in her eyes. Her brown saddle and bridle fit her color perfectly.

I walk over to her and hold out my flat hand for her to check me out.

“I knew she’d be yours,” says El as she takes the black horse from the man. “Her name is Liberty. She is my heart and soul. You will love her. I can see she likes you.” El snuggles Liberty for a moment, and as I just stand there, I see how much different El is with the horses. The distance, the no-emotions—it is gone.

Here, as she leans her head against Liberty’s forehead, she feels. It is such a beautiful moment that goosebumps appear on my arms.

I smile as I store the image in my mind.

“She is beautiful,” I say. “Just like you.”

El chuckles silently. “Let’s ride.”

The man brings us a mounting block, and El holds Liberty until I am on her and have the stirrups set right.

Sitting on her feels like magic. She has this aura around her. Like magic.

And without even riding one bit, just being on her, feels like freedom. It feels like me.

I shed a tear.

El sits on the other horse. He has a temperament, and I believe he must be a stallion.

“El,” I say as she looks at me. I hold out my hand, and she takes it. “Thank you.”

At this point, I can’t keep more tears from rolling down my cheeks.

“Stop crying,” she says. “Or I’ll cry with you.”

“It’s just—“ I say, hesitate, but then say it anyway. “It feels like you gave me back a part of me I had lost.”

El sucks in her lips as she squeezes my hand, and her eyes glitter in the sun from getting watery.

These blue eyes.

“Let’s ride,” she says and lets go of my hand. She squeezes her legs, and Onyx walks majestically. I watch them from behind, as warmth spreads through my chest.

El turns on her horse, leaning with one hand on Onyx’s back.

“Are you coming or not?” she asks, laughing. This beautiful laugh. With her long blonde hair falling down her back.

It is the moment I realize that I am happy. So happy my chest feels like bursting.

This here, right now, with her, that’s it.

“Coming,” I shout after her, and Liberty energetically trots after her.

It feels like I am coming home.

Home.
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Idon’t know exactly what happened to Amelie in the past two weeks, but she seemed to have changed. As I watch her type rigorously on the keyboard, her face isn’t as hardened as before. She seems to be less on edge, less harsh, less cold. She smiles more, laughs more, and even jokes here and there, and I catch myself more than once just looking at her.

“What?” she asks me, as she looks up from the screen.

“Nothing,” I say.

She tilts her head and draws up an eyebrow.

“Come on,” she says. “You stared at me. Not the first time.”

“You are different,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says and smiles. A warm, kind, caring smile.

“What happened?” I ask.

She smirks as she gets up, grabs her phone, and scrolls a bit as she sits on my desk. She holds the phone in front of my face, a video playing.

It shows her riding a horse, racing over a field with her arms wide, pure joy on her face. So much joy, it affects me.

“It’s El’s mare,” she says. “I rode horses as a kid, and I forgot how much it meant to me.”

“You look content,” I say.

“Because I am,” she says and smiles widely. I should be happy for her, but instead, I feel a little stitch in my chest. A stitch that has no business being there.

I smile faintly and get a “I’m glad you are” over my lips while I dive into my mind, analyzing what just happened with me.

The rest of the day in the lab, I am distracted, even though I have to prepare everything for our departure to Florida tomorrow, and I should be focused. But I am not, I am everything but.

“Jane,” she says, and puts her hand on mine as we pack a bag with equipment, and stops my hand. “What’s up with you? You are distracted.”

“I’m not,” slips out before I think, and she calls me out on it before I can do so myself.

“Who’s the liar now?” she asks and takes the bag from my hand. “We don’t need the VR glasses. This is what we need,” she says and hands me the EEG equipment.

“I—“ I begin and stop mid-sentence.

She looks at me, expectantly.

“I don’t want to break the rules,” I say.

“In what way would you break them?”

“In asking personal questions.”

She chuckles.

“Ask,” she says, her tone demanding.

“No,” I say reluctantly and cross my arms.

“Jane, for fucks sake, you need to have your focus, ask. Fuck the damn rules, it’s not that you ask me to fuck with you in the middle of the lab.”

My mouth opens, then closes, then opens again. I am at a loss for words because of her directness.

“That was a lot of fucks in one sentence,” I say, stupidly.

She looks at me like a reprimanding mother: One eyebrow drawn up, knowing look, not even saying a word, but making me spill all my secrets.

“Are you and El in a relationship?” I ask.

She laughs.

“No,” she says casually. “Not the one you mean, at least. Why?”

I recognize my body relaxing slightly.

“It just—you seem happier, and you spend a lot of time together, I just thought, maybe—just forget I asked.”

“And what if?” she asks, catching me completely off guard. “What if we were?”

“I—“ I stammer out, but nothing follows. Because the thought of it causes a heavy rock to appear in my stomach.

She leans on her hand. Suddenly, she is so close.

“You what?” she asks, her head tilted, challenging me.

My mind shuts off as she stares into my eyes like the very first day we met.

I have no words. I stare at her with a half-open mouth.

“I don’t know,” I say, trying to navigate myself out of the grave I dug myself.

“You don’t know,” she repeats in a dangerously silent tone. “You know what I think? You are lying to yourself. ” And with that, she gets up and packs her stuff.

“See you tomorrow,” she says, and is gone. Leaving me once again with thoughts. All the thoughts.

“Wait,” I call after her. And she stops.

“Why do you think I am lying to myself?”

She turns to me, a faint smile on her face as if the answer was the most obvious thing in the world.

“You are lying to yourself because acknowledging what you feel would change everything your world is built on.”

And with that, she is gone.
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Morning comes, and I have been staring at the ceiling of my apartment all night, trying to get my mind straight about what Amelie said.

Maybe I am lying to myself. Maybe I simply do what is right. I don’t know. I don’t know anything at this point anymore. I have thought the same thought a hundred times, and I am no closer to a resolution than before.

When I get up, it is with dread. Dread, because I will spend four days in close contact with her. At least I’ll have the evenings and nights to myself.

I arrive at the airport an hour early and wait at the gate where we agreed to meet. In the meantime, I observe the crowd. Airports have always been a favorite spot of mine because there are so many people to watch and analyze, a passion I’ve carried from childhood to now.

What I dislike is flying, and the closer it gets to the departure, the sweatier and more agitated I become.

“Hi,” she says and falls onto the chair next to me. “You look tired.”

“Good morning to you, too,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Someone woke up on the wrong foot, hm?” she asks in her casual tone, very well knowing she is teasing me.

“More like didn’t sleep at all,” I say.

“Are you nervous?”

“No,” I say and look away.

“Gods, you are a terrible liar,” she says. “Why are you nervous? Do I need to be nervous, too?”

“No,” I say. “I simply dislike flying.”

She scoffs something that awfully sounds like “Contolfreak” and laughs. “We will be alright. The chances of a plane crashing are so low, you’d probably die more likely from being run over by a truck in Manhattan.”

“I know that,” I say, annoyed. “But I like my feet on the ground.”

“You like your feet in a predictable environment, different things.”

My hands snap into fists, something that doesn’t go unnoticed by her.

“Do I enrage you?” she asks, as if it were something to be proud of.

“You annoy me,” I say harshly.

“I can live with that,” she says. “I’m just giving you a sip of your own medicine.”

“So you say I annoy you?”

“No,” she says without even looking at me. “That’s your interpretation. I just point you towards the things you try to deny.”

“I’m not in denial,” I say with a raised voice.

“Sure, Karen, tell yourself that.”

I have the immediate desire to strangulate her. If not for the boarding call, I might have done it.

We enter the plane, and my heart beats up into my throat. Everything is tight and compressed, too many people.

“Take the window seat,” she orders me, but I am not opposed, because it means I have her between me and the rest of humanity on this plane.

I can’t stand the energies flying around. People are stressed and agitated, some are blunt idiots, others are arrogant bastards, and all their energies waft around. Everyone talks, the loud noises, the airplane beeping, and different scents.

I am completely overwhelmed.

Breathe. In and out, I tell myself, but I can’t calm myself down enough, and my fingertips dig painfully into my palms.

I don’t even look at Amelie. I just stare straight at the screen, my body tense.

The airplane moves, and I gasp for air.

It’s the moment she grasps my fist and slides her fingers into the compressed hand.

“Homeostasis maintains a consistent internal environment: the Example of thermoregulation,” she says completely out of context. “Building on discoveries about cellular physiology, scientists in the nineteenth century realized that the body can be viewed as a self-contained environment, carefully regulated so as to provide optimal conditions for cells to live and grow.”

“Are you reciting the Breedlove & Watson Behavioral Neuroscience book to me?” I ask as I interrupt her.

“Yep. The international 8th Edition. Just listen.”

And she talks. She reads the book to me without having it in front of her. She reads paragraph after paragraph, explains and describes the charts to me, and all that comes from her mind.

Her voice calms me down.

And so does her touch.

I don’t even realize we landed until everyone gets up and she lets go of my hand.

I look around, not knowing what is happening, but then she gets up, too.

“Are we there already?” I ask.

“Yep,” she says, casually as if nothing had happened. I just sit there and stare at her.

A smirk fights its way onto her face.

She knows how to regulate me.

We check into our rooms at the airport hotel, and since I have much more packed than she does, she takes the Pelican bag with the lab equipment, and I take my trunk. We meet outside the room with the pelican bag, get a rental car, and head to Coleman.

I drive. I refuse to get into a car with someone else driving for the same reasons I avoid airplanes whenever possible, because I am, indeed, a control freak, as she so nicely phrased it.

“Yaaay, brainscans,” she says with her arms up as we pull up in the prison’s parking lot, and I have to genuinely laugh as I shake my head.

We are checked thoroughly. As thoroughly as our equipment. We have to sign several documents before we’re escorted to the medical wing, where the oversight and prison director await us.

Amelie switches into a different person from the one she is with me. Professional, less cheeky, straightforward, even harsh, and a tad protective, especially with the men around me,

“We are dealing with murderers and all sorts of very trained criminals here,” says the director, and Amelie draws herself up. “Two fragile women are breakfast for some of them; have that in mind.”

“I’d appreciate it if you would stop referring to women as fragile,” she says clearly. “Because the last time I checked, I neutralized 300 pounds of flesh within thirty seconds.”

“Is that so?” asks the Director arrogantly.

“Would you like a demonstration?” Amelie asks provocatively as she steps in front of me. She might not notice it, but I do. The slip. Right now, I see the real Amelie. With an attitude. The one she tries so hard to hide.

But before the moment escalates, the first inmate arrives. Amelie’s focus snaps to the escort, and she is back to her baseline, professional, and efficient.

We are occupied the entire afternoon, reaching into the evening. When we’re back at the hotel, after an hour drive without a single word passing between us, I tell her I’ll go to bed early and close the door behind me. I fall onto the bed. I am exhausted.

I don’t even order room service. I just fall asleep right where I am.

The next morning, I feel more like myself again, and we rinse and repeat the previous day.

When we reach the hotel that evening, the receptionist tells us there is a hurricane warning, but the NOAA can’t say for sure whether it will hit the island or just the coast.

Wonderful. Of all the things that could happen, it had to be a hurricane. I am scared ot it. I don’t do well with unpredictable events.

“What are your experiences with hurricanes like that one? Is it likely it’ll hit?” I ask the man.

“It usually calms over land,” he says. “I wouldn’t be too worried. We’re used to them here. As long as there are no sirens, everything will be fine.”

So we get to the prison the next day, complete the final rounds of scans, and then spend the last day on the questionnaires. I ask the prison director about the storm, and he says it’s unlikely to get as far in, which calms my fear a bit.

The questionnaires are not only illuminating but also the most interesting gaze into the criminal mind I have ever gotten. Some of the inmates speak openly about their desires to inflict pain, their conflicts, and convictions.

Amelie is as excited about them as I am, and that evening we talk the entire way back in the car.

When I turn off the car in the parking lot, there is a moment of silence.

“Can I ask you something?” I ask.

“You did already ask me something by asking,” she says with a chuckle.

I groan.

“Ask,” she says and laughs.

“What made you so interested in behavioral neuroscience?”

She stares at me for a moment.

“Knowledge gives the illusion of protection,” she says, averts her eyes, and gets out of the car. I sit in it for another moment, once again rendered speechless by her words.

The next day, our flight leaves at noon. We check out of the hotel and get to the airport.

But what happens then is something none of us has anticipated.

Sirens.

Coldness surges with fear through me.

We look at each other.

Amelie grasps her phone.

“All planes are grounded, and the hurricane is hitting the land, too. Increased to a stage 5.”

“Stage 5?” I ask, horrified, and my mind goes blank. I am not good in a crisis.

She, however, seems to be.

She calls the hotel we came from, but they have no more rooms available. She searches for some things on her phone. I just stand there, useless, on the verge of panicking.

“Okay, we could drive up north, as it is expected to stay south of Jacksonville. Meaning we could either fly from there or drive to Georgia.

“What—?” I stammer out.

“Just come, we only have six hours,” she says, grabbing my stuff.

Half an hour later, I’m back in a car, she is driving, and I am sitting with my legs drawn up on the passenger seat. I am so far out of my comfort zone.

“You would’ve sucked in neurosurgery,” she says at some point. “Seriously, crisis management is not yours.”

“Gallows humor, hm?” I ask her coldly back.

“We all have our qualities,” she says.

The wind blows our car here and there, and I wonder if driving has been the right decision, especially when we are stuck in traffic, because apparently, leaving is what people here do. After four hours, we’re finally out of traffic on a lonelier road leading nowhere.

The wind surges.

And by surges, I mean I have to push open the door with all my force when I get out of the car at a gas station.

“You’re not from here?” asks the woman behind the counter.

“Manhattan,” I say.

“You should find shelter, that storm’s gonna hit,”

“But in the news they said⁠—“

“Been living here my entire life, those storms are hitting. Here, get there,” she says and hands me a card. “They’re German immigrants, built their motel chains stone by stone, we all sit them out there.”

“Amelie!” I shout as panic surges through my chest, staring at the card. I can’t, I just can’t deal with any of it anymore.

She comes with lemonade, chips and a stuffed turtle in her hand.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, as unconcerned as someone can be.

“You two had better get shelter there,” says the cashier to Amelie. “We all go there. That storm is gonna hit.”

“Thanks,” says Amelie, pays for the stuff and the gas with her black Amex, and pushes me out of the station.

Black Amex. Metal black Amex.

Something that I can focus on.

She must be rich, rich. It took my father a decade for Amex to offer him the black metal. And she has one before she even turns twenty.

Ten minutes later, we arrive at a grey, brick motel. The parking lot is filled with trucks.

“Wait here,” Amelie tells me as she gets out of the car. Her hair blows up, and she fights to even get into the reception. Meanwhile, I sit in the rattling car.

She comes back five minutes later.

Five minutes where I am alone with me an my fear.

I want to get home.

Lie on my floor with Black Matter and not entertain the idea of people for an entire week.

“Okay, good news and bad news,” she says when she hops back into the car, dripping wet from just five yards.

“They have a room, but it’s only one.”

I don’t know what to say. I can’t be with her in a room. I need to un-people. Un-her. Un-everything.

“I took it,” she continues, because look at this. She holds up her phone, showing the hurricane map.

“That’s us,” and she points right above the outskirts of the hurricane. “It grew stronger. We are staying here. It’s safe. So get out of the car and come.”

“I—“

“Out of the car, now!” she says. I just do as told. I don’t function right now. I feel like a four-year-old toddler.

Rain is pelting down on us as she walks me to the room. It’s not even nightfall, but the light outside is so dark from the nearing storm, it looks like dooming dusk. She opens the door.

“Get in,” she says harshly, “I’m getting our stuff.”

She closes the door, leaving me dripping on the carpet in the room and the wind howling outside. I stand there in the half-dark until she gets back.

When she opens the door, it flies from her hand and hits the wall with a loud bang. A bang that finally gets me back to my senses.

I move, take my stuff from her.

She closes the door with force and locks it from inside.

We both look at each other, wet as we are, and then she laughs.

“That was fun,” she says.

“I hate getting wet,” I answer robotically.

“I can see that,” she says, and removes her wet clothing, and avert my eyes.

“I’m gonna shower,” she says, closes the curtains, grabs her duffle, and walks past me in her underwear to the bathroom. Leaving me standing in complete darkness.

I risk one glance after her, driven by uncontrolled curiosity. I have never seen another woman undressed outside of images that a woman in need can find online.

She leaves the bathroom with a crack open. Why would she leave it open?

I just gaze at the door, the light from it falling in a triangular shape toward where I stand.

Lavender-scented steam finds its way into the main room, a scent I feel drawn to. The scent I have smelled on her when she kissed me.

Desire builds in me.

A desire to fully open the door.

I want to see her. Her naked form.

My core flutters as I take one step closer.

She could’ve closed the door if she wanted privacy, couldn’t she?

Just one more step⁠—

The water stops, and I realize what I am doing here.

I take several steps back, my heart pounding fast.

She steps in front of the steamed mirror, a towel wrapped around her, and wipes it clean.

Suddenly, her eyes meet mine through the mirror.

Shit.

I want to avert my eyes. But I can’t.

She takes a towel and dries her hair with it. It falls to one side, and her eyes meet mine again.

One infinite moment where she stares at me.

And then, her towel rushes to the floor.

Her naked back.

I gasp in.

She is muscular.

A round ass.

Perfectly presenting itself to me as she leans forward to grab something.

I don’t register anything else anymore.

She pours some lotion onto her palm and then glides with her hands over her body. Her neck, her shoulders, her hips, her ass, her legs—she does it so sensually, that I arousal spreads through me.

When she is done, and my eyes snap back up, I see that she watches me through the mirror.

She turns.

My heart skips a beat.

I can see everything.

Her private parts⁠—

She leans onto the sink.

Her head tilted.

The corner of her mouth tugs into a mischievous smirk.

She pushes the bathroom door open with the toes of her outstretched leg.

And then she just stands there, one leg crossed over the other, leaning slightly back with her immaculate skin.

I don’t know how much time passes while I watch her.

And then, she pushes herself off the sink.

She walks over to me, naked as she is.

The amount of confidence she must have.

She stops in front of me. She is close, so close I can feel the heat radiating from her body. But she doesn’t touch me.

“Do I have the permission to touch you?” she asks.

It was one question. One question that pushes me over the edge.

“Yes,” I breathe out in my amazement.

Her hand brushes through my wet hair, trails down my neck, to my wet blouse, where she opens the buttons. Slowly, deliberately, carefully adapting to my needs.

Her palms on my chest.

A tingling sensation surges through me.

My breath fastens.

Her hands slide up to my shoulders underneath the fabric as she pushes the wet blouse down. The feeling is horrible, but I don’t register it. My focus is with her. And the desire I feel for her.

It rushes silently to the floor.

She trails ever so softly with her fingers over my arms.

A shudder of epic proportions causes me to close my eyes and let my head fall back.

Her body is so close to mine, as her lips brush with the least possible contact from my collarbone up to my ear.

She is so…gentle.

Consumingly gentle.

Present.

Leaving me only with the desire to become one with her.

“I love the way you smell,” she whispers in my ear, and goosebumps erupt on my entire body.

Her fingers trail around me to open my bra, and I let her.

She slides it off, just as sensual as she has been touching me, leaving no room for any of my thoughts to arise.

One of her hands cups my breast, swirling a single finger around my nipple until it erupts. She leans down and trails with her tongue around it. I gasp. Not because my nipple is stimulated, but because of the way she does it.

The sensuality is one thing, but what opens me up is the fact that she leaves me without a question mark. She desires me, and there is nothing wrong with me.

She kisses her way up my chest, to my collarbone, hits a spot that goes straight into my core, and when I shiver from it, she grins against my skin.

She kisses further. Up to my ear, where she nibbles on my earlobe.

“You feel so wonderful underneath my touch,” she whispers. And my body swoons in a way I had yet to experience.

Suddenly, she grasps my head. She cups my face and kisses me longingly. Demandingly. Consumingly.

My lips part in the wild embrace, and her tongue meets mine.

I don’t know what to do with my hands.

And for just one brief second, my mind turns on.

What am I doing here?

She—

But before I can even end the thought, she pauses the kiss and whispers against my lips.

“Put your hands on my chest. Touch me.”

My breathing flattens as the nervousness spreads through me. It feels wrong—I don’t touch people.

She lets go of my face with one hand and grasps my wrist—guiding my hand slowly onto her chest.

My palm touches her unbelievably soft skin, and the sensation it causes in me takes my breath away.

She leans with her forehead on mine as she looks me in the eyes. She guides my hand over her body.

She knows so much about me that it scares me. But fear isn’t something I can feel right now. There is the heated touch, electrifying my skin.

She guides my hand down her side, over her ass, to her thigh, and from there to to the front and her inner thigh.

My cheeks burn as she guides my hand between her legs.

I gasp, trying to catch my breath as I feel the heat between her legs.

She moves her hand over mine.

There is nothing for me to think about.

She shows me what she wants.

I can finally turn off my mind entirely.

I don’t have to think.

Because she guides me.

I let myself fall into her guidance.

She circles, caressing with my hand and a soft touch over her labia.

I didn’t know what to expect, when it would finally happen, but what I feel right now is beyond everything I ever imagined.

She puts two of her fingers on my pointer and ring finger and draws circles around her clit with light pressure.

A soft moan escapes her.

She enjoys it.

She rolls her hips against my touch, her other hand not letting go of my face.

I gaze into her eyes, mesmerized. Her eyes, sparkling from the bathroom light falling onto us.

“Enter me,” she says and guides my two fingers to her entrance. “Slowly.”

I do as told, watching her every reaction.

I slide into her, as slowly as I can. She closes her eyes and throws her head back, with deep breaths, baring her throat and a once-in-a-lifetime view.

Never have I seen anything more arousing—and never have I felt anything more heated than sliding my fingers into her.

My core burns as my fingers dive into her wet heat.

I move my fingers slowly out and in again, followed by her moans.

She rolls her hips in perfect symbiosis with my movements.

Suddenly, small waves clench around my fingers.

Followed by a louder moan and a shiver on her end.

From somewhere outside, a rattling noise trails into my ears, but I don’t care about anything but her.

I slide my fingers out, and she brings her head back up. A grin on her face.

I made her come.

I made a woman come.

My mind is about to turn on with the realization, but she takes my hand, brings it up to her mouth, and licks the juices of my fingers.

My mouth drops open.

I have no more words.

The way she trails around my fingers with her tongue.

The way she sucks them.

The way she looks at me.

And just when I thought there was nothing else that could make any of this better, she sinks to her knees.

Her hands glide down my upper body to my pants, and she opens the button. They rush to the floor as she kisses her way from my abdomen, my hips, my thighs, to my pubic without breaking the gaze into my eyes.

“Sit,” she says, pushing me back with one hand onto the desk with the TV on; the other holds me.

I have to open my legs as I sit down, apparently exactly what she wanted.

She slips between them and guides one leg onto her shoulder while kissing her way up and down my inner thigh.

She kisses all the way until her tongue trails over my labia.

I am too flabbergasted to say anything as I watch her lick me, still holding the gaze into my eyes.

“Do you like that?” she asks, and I nod.

She grins with her eyes alone.

“And how is that?” she asks as she circles her tongue around my clit. My very swollen and sensitive clit.

I swallow down several gasps.

“It feels good,” I say. It’s the first words I use, and my cheeks flush even more.

“Good,” she mumbles against my vulva. And while she circles around my clit, she brushes over my labia with two of her fingers.

It feels so good, I clench for a moment.

She continues with what she does for a moment, building tension in me.

“And how is that?” she asks as she stops swirling and circles around my entrance with her fingers.

“Enter me,” I breathe out, as my body acts on its own accord.

And how she does it.

Her two fingers slide softly into me. Slightly up, while her gaze strips me of my sanity.

Her movement fastens, just a tiny bit, to exactly the right speed.

My core tingles in anticipation.

She kisses my inner thigh before she goes back to circling my clit with her tongue, and I lean back onto my elbows, my head falling back.

I close my eyes.

Outside, the howling wind surges, but I don’t care anymore. The only thing I care about right now is the sensation building in my core.

My hips start to move automatically, and I let them. I give up control, and my legs snap around her head with my thighs.

The tension in my core builds. And builds. Until a deep, rumbling moan escapes me, followed by a shudder, and a wave of relief spreading from my core into my body.

She stops.

I ride out the wave of the orgasm with every cell of my body.

After a moment, she pushes my legs apart, comes up, leans over me, and kisses me.

And when I open my eyes to look at her, I don’t see my nineteen-year-old student. The only thing I see is the woman who made me feel what I have never felt before.

And nothing else matters right now.

No rules.

No storm.

No control.
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Iopen my eyes, and it is with the most beautiful sunlight in my face. Next to me lies Amelie. Awake and staring at the ceiling.

She registers that I am awake and turns her head to me.

“Hi,” she says.

It’s what she always says.

“Hi back,” I say.

It’s a routine we now have. A routine in the mess we created.

I roll onto my back.

And now, with the daylight illuminating the room, highlighting all the rules I have broken with her, reality is catching up with me.

I broke the rules.

I thought it would do more with me.

But it doesn’t.

“Are you going to freak?” she asks me, her head propped up on her hand.

“No,” I say automatically, and add on second thought, “Maybe.”

She laughs.

“Just pretend I’m Louise.”

“I don’t want you to be Louise, I like you just the way you are.”

“So you’re saying you like me,” she says, and of course, she has to focus on the one word that slipped from my mouth unwillingly.

I huff as a non-answer.

“Have you been awake for longer?” I ask her to navigate the topic elsewhere.

“A while,” she says.

“Have you trouble sleeping?” I ask and observe her closely.

“A while now, yes,” she says carefully. “I came to New York to figure out who I am, instead—” She pauses. “It’s like you said. I can’t outrun my past.”

She looks away to somewhere above me, and I know it is probably the closest she has allowed me to come.

“In case you ever want to share it, I am a good listener.”

A weak smile tugs at her mouth, and she looks me directly in the eyes.

“I can’t,” she says, leans into me, and places a kiss on my forehead. “We should get back.”

“Can’t or don’t want to?” I ask her as she gets up.

“Can’t.”

Another piece in the puzzle, she is.

Her phone vibrates on the desk with the TV on. The very desk she licked me⁠—

My cheeks flush immediately just from the thought of it.

“What’s up?” she asks as she answers the call. I watch her standing there, naked, on the phone.

“Yeah, we’re alright, heading to Jacksonville and will fly from there, in case we can catch a plane.”

She leans on the desk and looks at me.

“No, you don’t have to,” she says, but I am too distracted to think about who that is and what she might be talking about with whom. She is moving naked so naturally, so unconcerned. I could never. Would never. I am not particularly fond of my body; my mother made sure of that. But Amelie, she seems to love being naked. To show her body.

“Yes, ma’am,” she says, laughs, and hangs up.

“Get up,” she orders me. “We have a plane to catch.”

“Do we?” I say, not getting up, because it’s daylight and I am naked underneath the sheets.

“We do. You’ll like it this time.”

I know I won’t, but there is no point arguing with her, so I just lie back down and wait until she is in the bathroom to get up and dress.

Three hours later, after driving through destruction, chaos, and nothingness, we turn onto a road with a sign reading “JAXEX, Jacksonville Executive at Craig Airport.”

“What are we doing here?” I ask, already guessing the answer, but I need to hear it.

“Flying home,” she says, and parks the car in a reserved lot.

A man in a suit walks up to us.

“Miss Degard,” he says. Not a question, a fact.

“Our baggage is in the trunk; we also need this car returned to the rental in Orlando,” she says, handing him the keys.

“Of course, Ma’am. If you and your company would follow me, please.”

I have no words for what is happening. We are treated like the most important people in the world—a fact that makes me slightly uncomfortable.

A few minutes later, I follow Amelie up the stairs into a private jet. Not a small one, the complete opposite.

We are welcomed by a pilot and a stewardess.

“How?” I ask her as she sits on a white chair at a table.

“El,” she says. “It’s hers.”

“She owns a jet?” I ask incredulously.

“Amongst other things, yes. She’s Whitney-Morgan.”

“Who?”

Amelie scoffs, laughing.

“Whitney-Morgan, the investment firm and bank.”

“Oh,” I say. I have heard of it, of course, nothing good.

There is a moment’s pause. We are offered champagne and lunch. One of the best meals I've ever had. A variation of fish on a mustard-cream sauce, along with roasted beans and Creme Catalan for dessert.

Time flies by, and I realize I am not at all scared of flying in a private jet, which leads me to conclude that it’s not the flying. It’s the people.

I catch myself staring at her whenever I get the chance.

The closer we get back home, the more reality is catching up with me. Returning home to the place where the rules apply.

We land.

Walk down the stairs leading to an airfield.

“Listen, Amelie,” I begin.

“Don’t,” she says and turns on the stairs, “Leave today as it is. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

I want to argue, but she comes up a step, grasps my face with one hand, and kisses me.

“I want to remember this just the way it is,” she whispers back against my lips. “Reality can have us back tomorrow.”

With that, she lets go of me.

We are picked up by a black Range Rover.

“Hey Alex,” says Amelie to the uptight man waiting for us by the door. “Is she here, too?”

“No,” he says very efficiently, but then his mask slips as he puts a hand on Amelie’s shoulder to say silently. “She’s not good, things happened.”

“What happened?” asks Amelie immediately, and I just watch her switch into an entirely different mode.

“She almost OD’d the night before. Was a close call. I sat with her all night.”

I see the fear in Amelie’s eyes. I see how much she cares, and suddenly, it clicks.

They might not be in a relationship.

But Amelie loves her.

She loves her.

And while it is the last thing I should do in a situation where I just learned someone almost OD’d, I can’t help but feel a stitch in my chest. A stitch that asks me where it leaves me, when she is in love with another woman.

The entire ride in the car, I say nothing.

Because she warned me to stay away. She warned me that she is a mess. But I couldn’t. She couldn’t.

“Everything alright?” she asks me.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I say. We both know it’s a lie because I am a terrible liar.

“Miss McKenzie, where would you like to go?” asks the man named Alex.

“50 West 84th,” I say, lost in thought, caught in an emotional storm.

We reach my home.

I get out.

They bring my stuff upstairs to my apartment, Amelie carrying my trunk, the driver carrying the lab equipment. He leaves without a word, and there is an awkward silence between her and me.

I fumble with my keys.

“Okay then,” I say and open the door.

“Jane,” she says.

“I’m fine, really,” I say in a detached voice as I roll in my trunk and throw my bag onto the floor.

At that moment, Black Matter appears at my legs, screaming at me.

“Hi to you too,” I say. “Didn’t like the cat sitter, huh?”

“You have a cat,” says Amelie with beaming eyes and sinks to her knees.

“Yeah, but she hates⁠—“

Amelie grasps Black Matter before I can end the sentence. She will let go of her immediately, because Black Matter is feral.

Only nothing happens.

“—hates being picked up,” I mumble to myself.

“Hi you,” she says, holding her up, nose to nose. “You are such a beautiful void. And such a cool name.”

She squeezes Black Matter on her chest and holds her close for a moment.

“I miss having cats,” she says. “I once had a black void, just like you.”

She loves cats.

She had cats.

I am once more watching her with a half-open mouth.

Her eyes meet mine.

“Sorry,” she says. “I just—I miss—whatever.”

“You are the first person to survive picking her up,” I say. “She hates to be touched.”

Amelie chuckles.

“She hates to be touched by you, because you hate touch,” she says, lets go of Black Matter, smiles, and turns to the stairs.

“See you tomorrow,” she says and is gone.

Leaving Black Matter and me staring after her.
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“Did anything happen with him?” I ask Alex the moment we’re back in the car.

“She was at your place all day,” he says. “I couldn’t reach her, she said she wanted to go to uni, but I couldn’t reach her. I accessed your apartment, no worries, already replaced the door, but I had a very bad feeling. Found her on the bathroom floor, barely breathing.”

“I don’t care about fucking the fucking door,” I say. “Shit. Did you tell her dad?”

“I haven’t,” he says. “I felt it wouldn’t be the appropriate measure and only add to the tensions.”

“How bad is it?”

“On what scale?”

“One to ten,” I say.

“Eleven.”

“Fuck,” I breathe out as my stomach clenches.

“Where is she right now?”

“At your place. I took all the drugs. She wanted to sleep and ordered me to get you.”

“And you left?” I ask incredulously, because leaving her alone after she almost overdid it is kind of reckless.

“She wanted me to get you,” he says. “You are important to her. I took the drugs.”

“I bet you didn’t take everything. Did you know about her bathroom storage? The alcohol in the nightstand? That survival kit in her bag?”

“No,” he says, and I roll my eyes.

I call El.

“Hey,” I say when she answers. “We’re on our way. Are you home?”

“Yeah,” she says in a distant tone.

“Good,” I say. “We’ll be there in thirty. I got you something.”

“See ya,” she says, and we hang up.

“Here,” Alex says and hands me a set of keys. “The new door. El has one; these are the others.”

I take the four keys, remove one from the band, and give him one. “You’re free to enter whenever in doubt. Only when in doubt.”

He nods.

I have a heavy rock in my stomach, and every red light makes me more nervous by the minute.

When we’re finally home, I grab my bag and run up the stairs instead of taking the elevator. I need to move my body.

I don’t even register the new lock and door, because all I want to see is El.

I enter my studio, don’t see her immediately, and rush into the bedroom.

There she’s lying curled up in the bed, staring into nothingness.

I slip off my shoes and crawl into bed with her.

“Hey,” I say softly when I lie down on my side in front of her.

She looks at me. I can see there is a storm raging in her. I don’t dare ask what happened.

Tears run down her cheeks. El doesn’t cry. But today she does. So I grasp around her and pull her close.

We lie there until the day becomes a night. I stroke through her hair, kiss her forehead, and hold her.

“Okay,” she says finally, a while after her sobs have died in the darkness of the room. “It’s okay. You can let go of me now.”

“I don’t want to,” I say.

“Okay,” she says and adds dryly, “But I really have to pee though.”

I laugh and let go of her.

“Go,” I say.

She laughs and gets up. She does not close the bathroom door. She never does, something I have gotten so used to. With her, there is just nothing weird or strange, because she doesn’t care.

She takes a very long time in the bathroom after flushing the toilet. So long, I am getting concerned. I get up and walk to the open door.

“Are you alright?” I ask without looking inside.

“Yeah,” she says so unconvincingly, that I stick my head into the room. She’s sitting on the floor, leaning against the glass wall separating the shower, staring at the floor.

I grab the small stuffed turtle I bought for her as a gift, get in the bathroom, sit down in front of her with my legs crossed, and hold it up to her face.

“For you,” I say.

She looks at it and smiles.

“How do you know?” she asks.

I smirk. “There were three turtles in your room in Sagaponack.”

She takes it from my hand and presses it against her chest.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “I’ll name her Libby. She looks like a Libby.”

“Whatever floats your boat,” I say and laugh, before I get serious again. “Tell me what he did,” I say, putting my hand on her free hand.

“I can’t—“ she says and pulls her hand away. “If he ever finds out, I am dead.”

“El,” I say and grasp her legs as I move closer to her. “Listen to me very closely. He will never find out anything from me. I promise. I am asking because I need to know if I am in need of an alibi for what I am going to do with him.”

She looks at me, bewildered.

“Tell me what he did,” I say again. There is anger in me. Rage, and it stirs in my chest like a roaring fire.

“You wouldn’t⁠—“

“I would, without a blink,” I say, and then something fundamentally stupid slips out of my mouth. It slips, because the anger I feel is rooted in my own disdain for my father, for the world I was brought up in, and it connects me to the person I once was. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

My hand slaps in front of my mouth, and El looks at me with wide eyes.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“You killed someone?” she asks in a whisper, and the moment she does, I panic. I jump up and run from the room.

FUCK!

Panic consumes me, and I walk up and down the bedroom, nervously brushing through my hair as I realize what just happened. I blew everything up.

EVERYTHING!

Suddenly, hands grasp my arms. Her hands. She stops me and stands in front of me.

“Amy,” she says. “Look at me.”

I can’t. I need to run. I am not Amelie right now. I am back in my past life, where I had to protect Sophie⁠—

“Look at me,” she says forcefully. And I do.

My eyes meet hers.

“I am not going to tell anyone,” she says. “I will be your secret keeper, just as you are mine. Do you understand?”

I nod.

“Whatever you did, you had your reasons.”

Yes, I had all the reasons.

“Tell me what he did,” I breathe out. “I need to know.”

Her eyes widen as she opens her mouth. Her voice shaking, detached, horrified. She draws back her shoulders and then physically detaches.

“He ordered me to join him and his friends if I want to keep my trust and everything. I told him to fuck off and that I don’t want it. But he doesn’t take no for an answer. He ordered Alex to bring me to him, and he locked me in and he and his friends⁠—“

She bursts into tears and screams at me. Words just vomit from her soul. Words that needed to be said. And every word she said makes me sick to my stomach.

“He just takes whatever he wants. He always has. Why do you think I don’t do feelings or relationships? Because I have a father who fucks me any other day, because that’s why he has a daughter. To have young flesh to fuck. Wanna know what he said? I’m getting too old and used now. I should get a baby, and he had one of his friends⁠—“

She shakes uncontrollably, while murderous rage consumes me.

The last sentence was the one thing pushing me over the edge.

I snap into a self I have buried, a self my father trained me to become in case something threatened Sophie. I run to the door, in dire need to hit the life out of Alex’s face and then go kill her father.

“Amy!” she screams after me as I am already barefoot on the staircase. I stop in my tracks. “Amy, you promised!”

You promised.

Amy promised.

I am not Amy right now.

El runs after me down the stairs to where I stand in the dark staircase.

“It will land with him,” she says. “He will know I talked.”

“Not if he can’t speak anymore,” I say, dangerously cold.

“Amy,” she says and grasps my face. “I love you. I love you for wanting to protect me, but I won’t let you risk anything for me.”

I love you.

She said I love you.

“You love me,” I repeat, and the tension in my body vanishes, replaced by warmth spreading through me.

“Yes, for fucks sake,” she screams at me. “I love you. I loved you from the moment I met you, I loved you in every moment we had together, and I love you even more now.”

I am too flabbergasted to say anything.

There is this rage.

And there is she.

Who needs me.

Who loves me.

“Come back inside,” she says, grasps my hand, and pulls me with her.

She pulls me back into the studio, to the couch, pushes me on it, and lies down on me.

And while my outside is calmly brushing over her hair, my inside is not. My inside is a wild storm of messy thoughts, emotions, and the deep desire to kill everyone who dared to touch her.

“I won’t allow him to ever touch you again,” I finally say. “I won’t leave you alone anymore. Promise.”

“You can’t promise that, and you know that,” she says, her head resting on my chest.

“I can,” I say.

She lifts her head and looks at me.

“I am always alone, Amy. Always.”

“You’re not,” I say, wrap my arms around her, and kiss her hair. “Because I love you, too.”

The moment I said it, the moment I realized what I just said, heaviness appeared in my chest. How can I love her when I was just in bed with another woman?

Gods, this is such a massive fuck up.

“You do?” she asks.

“Yes, I do,” I say and add, “Shut that pestilent fucker of a voice in your mind that tells you crap. You know I do.”

She laughs as she rests her chin on her hands on my chest and looks at me.

“And what’s with the prof?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “It’s fucked.”

“Did you fuck?” she asks, and I swallow. Telling her about it in this volatile moment seems as wrong as lying.

“Yeah, kinda,” I say hesitantly.

“Was it good?”

“Yes,” I say even more hesitantly.

“My dear Amy, you can always tell me about it, you know that, right? I am not going to implode. On the contrary.”

“I just told you I love you,” I say.

“Yeah, and? Just because you love me doesn’t mean you can’t love anyone else.”

“I don’t love her,” I say.

“For fucks sake, Amy. Get the hint, seriously,” she says, almost angrily.

“Seriously, I mean it,” I say and sit up a bit, causing her to get off my chest.

“Listen,” she says. “I don’t care who you fuck with, love or pretend to not love, I. Don’t. Care.”

She says it, but her body language tells me something very different.

“You say you don’t,” I say, “But you do. You do care. So much you have to convince yourself you don’t. because the simple thought of feeling the pain is intolerable to you.”

She stares at me, and I feel horrible for even saying it.

“I’m going to celebrate my birthday next week. Invite her,” says El.

“I am not going to invite her,” I say.

“You will, or I will,” she threatens me.

“Why would you do that to yourself?” I ask her incredulously.

A part of me wants it, the other part is horrified. I don’t want both of them to be in the same room with me. I have created two different versions of Amelie, and I can’t be two versions of me at the same time.

“Because you’re wrong. And I will prove it to you.”

I roll my eyes at her.

She stands up and stretches out her arm for me to take her hand.

“Let’s take a bath,” she says.

“A bath?”

“Yeah, are you stupid today?

“Sorry for not being able to follow your wild train of thoughts today,” I say.

“I need you to wash away some awful memories,” she says. “I also need you to tell me everything that happened in Florida.”

“Why would you want to hear it?” I ask.

“Because it’s hot and takes my mind off things.”

It takes her mind off things. So she does mind. She uses it as a distraction from the pain she is in.

A pain I can do nothing about.

Except for doing what she wants me to do.

So, I grasp her hand.

We get into the bubbly bath together, and she leans into me.

“El,” I say as I squeeze the sponge with hot water over her chest. “If you want to be free of him, I will be with you every step of the way. And I mean every step. What is mine is yours, you understand? Take whatever you need, and if he cuts you off, you just take my cards. If you want him gone, you tell me, and he will be gone.”

“I know,” she says, turns around, and kisses me. “But I won’t let you jeopardize your life for mine.”
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“You have to come,” she says as she rolls over to me with her chair.

“I can’t attend a student’s party,” I say, “It’s violating all sorts of rules at the same time.”

“No other students will be there,” she says. But I know how fast rumors can travel, from personal experience, and I will not risk everything for a party I don’t want to attend.

“It would be the perfect chance to spread your wings,” she says.

“I don’t have wings,” I say dismissively.

“Figure of speech. The wings your parents clipped to make you fit the expectations they had of you.”

I stop typing.

The wings your parents clipped to make you fit the expectations they had of you.

“Think about it,” she says and pushes herself off my desk to slide back to hers. “I just thought it would be nice.”

“Okay,” I say. I can’t tell what exactly made me say it, maybe her underlying attempt to connect, maybe a part of me wanting to be around her outside of work. As wrong as it is. But things have already happened. A past that can’t be changed. So what does it matter now? Rules were already broken.

“Okay, as in yes?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. “If you agree to join me as Louise for my mother’s brunch invitation next week, she will stop nagging me.”

“Is she doing that every week?”

“Every second week when she’s not on call.”

“Oh,” she says.

“She doesn’t stop talking about you,” I add. “You might be her new favorite daughter, at least she tells me so daily.”

“Do you speak to her daily?” she asks, as if it were something bad. It isn’t, is it?

“Yes, of course,” I say, observing her reaction.

“Why would you talk daily to someone who doesn’t value you?” she asks, and my body straightens without my control.

“It’s not that—“ I begin.

“It is exactly that,” she says. “The way she talks to you, about you. It’s like you’re willingly putting your hand into open fire every day.”

I open my mouth to contradict her because she implies I am codependent on my mother, and I am not.

I am not.

Am I not?

I close my mouth again.

“Friday, 7 pm, my studio,” she says and goes back to her work. “Wear something casual chic, maybe that outfit you wore in the Tuesday lecture two weeks ago, with the silken blouse. You don’t need to bring anything, but El loves the brownies from Ramini if you want to give her something for her birthday.”

“You don’t need to tell me what to wear,” I say with slightly pursed lips.

“Oh, so you wouldn’t have a complete freakout on Friday afternoon because the dress code wasn’t specific enough?”

“I wouldn’t,” I say defensively, knowing very well she is completely right, but it scares the hell out of me how well she knows me by now. So I lie. She made me become a liar.

“Uh-huh,” she hums out, slaps the huge book in front of her shut, and gets up.

“Wear the outfit, it makes you look like a goddess,” she says with a smirk, and leaves.

“You don’t tell me what to wear!” I shout after her.

“See you on Friday,” she says knowingly without looking back.

It enrages me.

Why is it always her walking out? Leaving me with all sorts of emotions and thoughts to deal with?
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Friday comes, and I stand in front of my wardrobe. I will most certainly not wear the outfit she told me to wear, but I also don’t know what to wear instead.

What do they even mean by casual chic? It’s either casual or chic. The blouse is chic. Maybe business. Not casual.

“Urgh,” I say, because I hate socializing.

I glance at my watch. It’s already too late. And I can’t be too late. I eye the blouse.

“Why do I have to win this?” I ask myself out loud.”She told you you looked good in it. So why not wear it?”

“Because I will not have another person tell me what to do,” I answer my own question. And with that, I choose a buttoned midi dress and pair it with boots. I love the dress very much because it is a shirt-and-dress-in-one that enhances my curves beautifully while hiding the parts I am most insecure about.

I take a coat, a mini bag, pack the essentials, grab the gift bag with the brownies, and then rush out to the subway.

It is exactly one minute to seven when I arrive at the door without a bell. I look up at the camera, and the door opens.

I ride the elevator upstairs.

The door to the studio is open.

Do I walk in?

Wait here?

Urgh, this is all so awkward. I shouldn’t be here.

At that moment, Amelie appears at the door, barefoot, wearing a very short, tight silver dress that is both impressive and simple.

No shoes.

“Hi,” she says, smiling widely.

“Hi,” I say, and allow a smirk to appear on my face. She is excited I am here.

There is an awkward moment where we just stand in front of each other.

“Can I touch you?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. “And, you do not have to ask every time. I love that you do it⁠—“

Her shoulders twitch in the tiniest possible movement, and if I am not entirely wrong, she straightened slightly the moment I used the word love.

And then she grasps my face with both hands and kisses me. A kiss, causing me to relax in her touch. All the nervousness falls from me.

Her body is so close. So close, my useless hands touch her chest. She smiles against my lips, trails with her lips to my ear, and says, “I’m glad you didn’t listen to me with the outfit choice,” and lets go of me.

Wait, what?

“Why would you be glad I didn’t listen to what you told me to do?” I ask her.

She chuckles.

“Because I want you to learn to do what you want, not what anyone tells you to,” she says cheerfully, snips with her finger over my nose, and turns to go inside, holding out a hand for me to take.

“You know too much about me,” I say.

“I know just enough,” she answers. “Are you coming or not?”

I look at her for one moment. The way she stands there, waiting for me with her outstretched arm, barefoot, grounded, calm, and yet excited. No pigeonhole big enough for her to fit in.

I smile.

“Coming,” I say, and take her hand.

What I enter into blows my mind. I mean, I am aware she has money by now, but this studio? Brick walls, a steel staircase leading to a gallery and a terrace, a massive black kitchen area, a leather couch that looks like it must have cost what I earn in a year, and a window front with a view of the One World.

“If you don’t close your mouth,” she says, “I might put my tongue into it.”

I look at her while I close my mouth. This studio must have cost millions upon millions. The mere size of it!

“You are like rich-rich,” I say.

“And hopefully the example you needed to understand that not all rich people are bad.”

“Not so sure about that,” I say dryly.

She laughs.

“Who knows,” she says. “Come, let’s find the birthday girl.”

She leads me up the staircase to the gallery, where two walls are covered ceiling-high with bookshelves. I tilt my head to read some of the titles.

“Won’t help you with anything,” she says. “El redecorated everything here.”

“She did?” I asks.

“Yes, it looked like a princess exploded in here before. She made it fit who she thinks I am.”

“And is this you?” I ask, curiosity piqued, because it was an explicitly strange word choice.

“A solid closer call,” she says.

“What’s the least you?”

She sniggers.

“That lamp,” she says, and points at a lamp that looks like some birds lost their feathers for it. “I hate it, but El loves it. So it stayed.”

“So you two are roommates?”

“El lives here most of the time,” she says cryptically and pulls me outside.

I am pulled onto a glass-enclosed landscaped roof terrace with a huge sitting area, fireplace, and a perfect view of the Empire State Building.

“Mouth,” she says, as if I were her toddler that need reminding not to lick people.

“El, she’s here!” calls Amelie, and the extremely beautiful blonde lurks around a corner from a barbecue area.

She is so beautiful, she frightens me. Not forgetting the encounter we had in the bathroom, but I am rendered speechless by her.

“She won’t eat you,” says Amelie, and I drew myself up the very moment. Not because of what she said, but because I won’t have a nineteen-year-old intimidate me.

From the corner of my eye, I see a smirk on her face, and I know I have been played yet again.

El walks over to us.

She wears a short summer dress with a blue floral print that perfectly complements her eye color. Her wavy, long blonde hair bounces slightly as she walks up to us. How is it that some women are blessed with such breathtaking beauty?

“Hi,” says El in almost the same way Amelie does it. “I’m a hugger,” she says very differently from the encounter we had in front of the bathroom once. “Can I hug you?”

It’s one glance I give Amelie. She has prepared El.

“Yeah, sure,” I say.

Hair and a fresh breeze of perfume wash over me as her hands grasp around me.

I place my hand softly around her because I am squeezed, and it leaves me no other choice. Somehow it’s not that bad. As far as hugs go, at least.

“Thank you for coming,” she says and lets go of me. “I was so excited to meet you.”

I smile and say, “Happy Birthday,” holding out the gift bag with the brownies.

She takes it with a wide smile, showing off her perfectly white teeth.

“Ohhh, Ramini’s!” she says, excited, fiddling in the bag and getting out a brownie.

“Thank you so much,” she says and takes a bite. “They’re the best.” El holds the brownie for Amelie to try.

She takes a tiny bite from it.

“It is really good,” Amelie says, forcing a smile on her face.

“You and your salty tongue fuck off,” says El.

I watch them interact, and it’s like they are one unit. I feel like an intruder in something very personal.

I aim to take a step back.

I need distance. But Amelie pulls me back close. It is as if I am an open book to her, as if she can read my every thought, feel my every emotion.

“So where are the other guests?” I ask.

“No others,” says Amelie. “Just us.”

I feel how I retract more.

I am an intruder.

“You said you wanted privacy,” Amelies says. “An El here wanted to meet you.”

“It’s awkward,” I say.

“It’s not. You’ll see,” says Amelie.

“Sit down there, I’m getting us something to drink.”

I stand, with El, in exactly the awkward silence.

“What’s your favorite song?” she asks me.

“Partita No. 1 for Solo Violin in B Minor,” I say.

El laughs.

“Hang on,” she says and walks back to where she was when we came here. A minute later, my favorite Bach piece resounds through the speaker, and it calms me immediately.

Amelie returns with three glasses and a bottle of champagne from the table.

“Are we in the lab today?” she asks with a chuckle. She, of course, recognizes the song I have always played.

I have to snigger a bit.

“Here,” she says and hands me and the returning El a glass of champagne.

“A toast to the girl who lives her life from now on,” says Amelie with a wink at El.

“To the girl who chooses freedom,” says El.

“To the birthday girl,” I say. I still feel like an intruder.

Half an hour later, I don’t.

Half an hour later, I laugh hard because El is by far the funniest person I have ever met. Not in a fake way, but with her utterly dry humor. She also knows how to take the edge off someone. She has wit. She laughs richly and affectingly. And I can see why Amelie is so fond of her.

“O. M. G. I love this song,” she says, getting up to dance in front of Amelie and me, dancing to Enjoy The Silence by Anberlin.

“Come on, let’s join her,” says Amelie, get up, and hold out her hand.

I hesitate one moment before I take it to let myself get into dancing.

No one here judges. No one cares. It’s just us girls.

So I dance.

We dance.

We drink.

At some point, Amelie dances so close to me, grabs around me, and opens my ponytail. Grasps my face, kisses me, and I bring one arm around her back. We kiss more. So close. And I feel so good. So, so good as we dance with our hands exploring our bodies.

More alcohol.

More dancing.

I close my eyes as I just take in the sensation of freedom. My body feels light rather than the typical tension. I feel so much and yet nothing at all.

Amelie has her arms around me. I lean slightly into her touch while I dance; she is holding me. And I trust her to do so.

Suddenly, a touch behind me. El.

Her hands wander around me as we dance. One wanders around my throat as she pushes my head back into her.

And I let her.

Because I have never felt any better in my life.
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AMELIE & ELISE
PLAYLIST: ENJOY THE SILENCE – ANBERLIN



Amelie

Arousal burns through me as I watch El push back Jane’s head. And Jane—she lets her.

She is into it. She’s feeling it; I can see her flushed cheeks. The faint smirk on her face.

I am amazed and confused at the same time because I didn’t realize I needed this until it happened.

I lean in and kiss Jane’s throat, moving my body close against hers. I trail down to her collarbone, to that sweet spot she has, just where the neck becomes the shoulder. I kiss and nibble, my one hand massaging her breast. I do so for one moment, and then, I let her be. I stop kissing her, lean back, and we just dance.

I take her hand, pull her towards me, out of El’s touch, and spin her into mine. She lets her head fall to the side, and I caress her neck with my lips from behind.

“You tell me when any of this is too much, you understand?” I whisper in her ear, standing behind her.

She nods.

“Say it,” I demand

“I will tell you if anything is too much.”

“Good girl,” I say, and remove my hands from around her, only to let them trail over her beautiful curves.

El takes a big gulp directly from the third bottle of champagne; she’s watching us.

Our eyes meet for just one moment. A devilish smile appears on her face.

She dances over to us, the bottle in one hand, the other in the air, and then caresses her own body. Oh, how she can move her hips. She knows how to party. I knew that much from the first night we spent together. But this here hits different. This hits very close to home.

El doesn’t break the gaze into my eyes, as she grasps Jane’s face with one hand. I get one last look before El’s lips land on Jane’s. Not for a normal kiss. But a feral tongue kiss.

She shoots me one glance up, and arousal burns through my core. It steals my breath.

She comes up, loosens the touch, and takes a few steps back, where she just dances with herself and the champagne bottle.

Jane glances up at me over her shoulder. She is completely bewildered.

“Was it good?” I ask.

She nods, scared of her own desires.

I snigger and bring my mouth up to her ear.

“I wanna fuck with you,” I say. “And if you don’t stop me, I’ll do this⁠—“

My hands fumble open the first button of her dress.

The next.

The next.

And the next.

She doesn’t stop me.

My one hand slides into her neckline, into her bra, and I massage her breast, while my other goes further down the short skirt of her dress, trails over her inner thigh, and then grasps her pussy.

She gasps.

I massage her in the rhythm of the music and my moving hips while we both watch El partying with herself.

I pull her one step back to let myself fall into the wall behind me, which allows me to push her legs further apart with my right leg.

Just wide enough to⁠—

Slap.

She moans out as my flat hand lands on her pussy. I knew she’d like it, but I didn’t dare try it the last time.

Slap.

“Oh gods,” she gasps out.

“That’s what I wanna hear,” I say and slap her again. And again. And again. Until her panties become slightly wet.

Then, I push them aside and enter her with two fingers.

Her head falls back onto my shoulder.

And I just feel. Feel her give up control. The most epic feeling in the world, and I bathe in it. Soak it up with my soul.

And then, my eyes meet El’s.

El, who has stopped dancing and watches us.

Her head is slightly tilted.

She grins broadly.

I have to grin, too.

She walks over to us, pushes herself into Jane, tilts her head, and kisses me.

Holy mother fucker.

A lightning bolt shoots from head to my toes and burns my core in between with rolling waves.

I might just come from this alone.

El’s soft lips demand me as our tongues dance in a symbiosis of lust. While I am fingering Jane.

Jane, who shivers between us.

El stops the kiss, and what she does next is beyond everything I can comprehend.

She sinks to her knees.

Kisses Jane’s thighs.

Pulls down her panties.

I remove my hand to pull up Jane’s dress.

I want to see it.

I want to see her.

Them.

And I do watch as El’s digs her face into Jane’s pussy, but it’s not the watching that hits me somewhere else. It’s Jane’s reaction to it.

Her hands grasp my thighs, her back bends, and an epic moan escapes her throat.

Her nipple is so hard by now, I rub with my finger around it and squeeze it.

She moans more.

Rolls her hips.

I want to feel her.

Taste her.

Both of them.

My own juices are dripping form me by now.

And then, she comes.

A shudder underneath my touch.

A loud moan, half scream.

I close my eyes with my head falling back against the wall, my chest heaving up and down.

This feeling.

This is it.

A feeling better than any drug could ever make me feel.

Because this is real.

This is so fucking real.

Elise

My eyes flash up, and what I see is her. Elated. Free. Intoxicatingly hot. Both of them. Together. The woman I love. And the woman she loves, even though she won’t ever acknowledge it, the little denier she is.

I get up.

Take a few steps back.

I feel so insanely happy right now, just seeing what I see.

It is nothing special.

But she is.

Amelie.

Amy.

My Amy.

A tear fights its way over my cheek.

I have never been happy in my life.

But with her, I am.

She made me laugh when I wanted to cry.

She held me when there was no horizon.

She made me fall in love with the small moments.

I take a sip from the champagne bottle.

It prickles down my throat with a taste of pussy.

I bite my bottom lip.

A smirk appears on my face.

I walk over to them with the bottle and pour some of it into Amy’s half-open mouth.

She gulps and gags and spits it onto Jane.

I just pour it over them.

“What the fuck,” says Jane.

“Yeah,” I say, still smirking as I throw the bottle into a corner to my left, where it bursts.

“You'd better get rid of that dress,” I say as I challenge her, while pulling up my own dress.

I decided on no underwear, as most of the time.

Jane is flabbergasted, as she should. That woman has a stick up her ass, but she is a feral kitten underneath. I can see it; she just needs some tickling.

“Undress,” I say.

She gives Amy a quick glance, but I know my Amy. She twitches her shoulders, grins, and slips the straps of her dress from her shoulders.

The dress falls to the floor.

“I’m sticky,” says Jane. And I see what Amy meant by "she has sensory stuff". I thought it would be gone from the alcohol, but apparently not.

“Come with me,” says Amy, and pulls Jane with her.

She walks her down the stairs, and I follow them at a small distance. The joy it brings me to watch them.

Amy pulls Jane into the bathroom, turns on the shower, removes her dress and her shoes, and pushes her underneath the shower, while kissing her.

I grin as I let them have a moment.

I walk to the kitchen, pull out the plate, and do a line in the meantime.

My head falls back from the burning in my nose.

I need more. Want more.

I do a second one.

This is what I needed.

My senses sharpen.

I feel everything and nothing at the same time.

Arousal spreads through me.

And I turn to get to the bedroom with the master bathroom.

I lean into the door frame.

Watch Amy wrap Jane’s wet hair. Kissing her. Talking to her in a way I have never experienced her. A different kind of love. Maybe I would care if it weren’t for the cocaine. But I don’t.

“Jane,” I say, and both of them look at me. They were so consumed with each other, they didn’t even notice me. “I want you to take care of her.”

She looks at me in complete loss.

“Get on the bed, and take care of her,” I say. “You will make her come, and I’ll watch.”

Amy smirks and dances slowly with Jane to the bedroom.

There, she removes the towel around Jane’s hair, kisses her with one hand grasping her face.

It is exactly what I wanted to watch.

I sit down on the rattan armchair I flew in from a Hawaiian designer, with a perfect view of them playing.

Amy is definitely leading Jane. I mean, she learned from the best, because I always had to lead her. It’s a hot change of dynamics.

I put one leg up and play with my pussy as I watch Amy push Jane onto the bed and climb onto her.

They kiss, while Amy rolls her hips with one leg between Jane’s.

“Have you ever tried scissoring?” asks Amy Jane, who shakes her head.

Oh, this show will be dope, I think to myself.

Amy tells Jane to move back to the headboard of the bed and then walks to the drawer next to me. She gives me one epic smirk when she pulls the ropes from it.

It is a smirk that hits me somewhere deep in my chest. One that I will have forever imprinted in my mind.

Amy fixes Jane’s hands with the ropes up on the bed’s headboard, and then slides between Jane’s legs and leans back on her arms.

It is an epic view.

Jane fixed up. Amy rolling her clit against Jane’s.

They both simultaneously moan as their pussies rub against each other.

I slap my pussy, because fuck me, is that hot.

Their movements become more fierce.

Moans louder.

Jane arching into the ropes.

I have never watched live porn before—holy shit is it hot.

Amy falls back on her elbows, her head thrown back.

My core clenches in arousal.

And I can’t keep myself from joining.

I climb onto the bed towards Amy.

“Lie down,” I order her. And when she does, I sit on her face. She still moves her hips with Jane, and I watch their pussies rubbing against each other, hear the arousing smacking. They’re both turned on beyond.

I move my hips in soft waves over Amy’s face, getting myself off on her mouth and nose, digging into my pussy.

I don’t care if I suffocate her, and she doesn’t either, because she grabs around my legs and pulls me even more onto her face, her tongue entering me.

I moan.

Jane moans.

My movements get harsher.

I want more.

I need more.

A muffled loud moan into my pussy, and it’s what does it for me.

Heat burns through me as I stop moving. Bend down. And the releasing wave rolls through my core.

I collapse onto the bed.

Amy gasps for air.

Our eyes meet.

She beams at me.

She is happy.

So fucking happy.

And that’s all I ever wanted.

She always says she doesn’t know who she is. But she does. She does right now. She’s just too scared to acknowledge it.

She gives me one more moment before she sits up, frees Jane, and pulls Jane to her. Between us.

“How do you feel?” she asks her.

“Epic, but dizzy. So much about she doesn’t eat me,” says Jane and closes her eyes. Amy laughs and caresses her hair. Like she did with me.

Only her eyes are on me, the entire time.

We lie there for a very long time until the room is dipped only in darkness and the lights of the city.

Jane’s breathing has calmed down.

“Is she asleep?” I whisper.

Amy nods.

“Cigarette?” I ask her, and she nods.

We get up as silently as possible and get up onto the terrace, naked as we are. Amy lights a cigarette, and I open the glass door. Cold air streams into the warmed enclosure, and I take one of the blankets and wrap it around us, stepping behind her.

The smoke from her lungs evaporates, and she holds it up to my mouth, and I take a drag.

We don’t speak.

We just watched the Empire State Building lit in blue, red, and white.

We smoke.

Cuddle.

“I love you,” says Amy, a long time after the cigarette died, and looks over her shoulder up into my eyes.

“I love you, too,” I say and kiss her.

The love I never wanted.

Here she is.

In my arms.

And right this moment, I know what I have to do.

“I’ll do him in,” I say. “For everything.”

She turns in my arms under the blanket.

“You will?”

“Yes.”

She rests her head on my chest.

“I’m so proud of you,” she says. “For choosing you.”

Her words hit me somewhere so deep that it causes tears to run down my cheeks.

“Please never stop being you,” I say.

She laughs and lifts her head off my chest.

“You mean the mess?”

Her laugh.

Her smile.

Her eyes.

“Messy is good,” I say. “Everything else would be boring.”

“I won’t,” she says. “Promise. I also promise to be by your side when you do it. Always.”

I smile and kiss her.

Those wonderful lips.


21


AMELIE
PLAYLIST: A DROP IN THE OCEAN – RON POPE



Iopen my eyes, and when I glance to my side, everything feels surreal. I see Jane next to me in my bed, looking at me, leaning in for a kiss.

“Hi,” she says. It's usually my line.

“Hi,” I say back. “How long have you been awake?”

“Long enough to watch you peacefully sleep,” she says, laughs, and adds, “I had to pee, and then I couldn’t fall back asleep. There is a lot of light in this apartment, not to forget that very monumental piece of…art…”

She tilts her head at the pussy picture.

I laugh.

“You’ll get used to it,” I say, and only then realize what I have said. “How late is it?” I ask quickly to change the topic while turning to my side and propping my head on my elbow

“Past noon.”

“Oh,” I say. “I haven’t slept that long in like forever.”

She smiles at me.

“How are you feeling?” I ask. “It got quite wild yesterday.”

“I feel alive,” she says. “My headache is killing me, but I’ve never felt more alive. Tad awkward, maybe, thinking back.”

I laugh and let myself fall onto my back.

“I’ll get you an ibuprofen, hang on.”

“Thanks,” she says as I get up. I take a long shirt and some panties from a drawer and slip them on.

“Do you know where El is?” I ask her because she seems to be nowhere.

“No, she wasn’t here when I woke up.”

“Huh,” I say, and walk to the kitchen and open the drawer with the drugs in it. I pull it open, see the plate with the cocaine on it, and somehow, my gut clenches.

We had a deal. And that deal was no more drugs. But that plate was used. I run upstairs, get out onto the terrace, but she is not there. My heart races. Something doesn’t feel right.

I get back down.

Jane stands in the doorframe connecting the main room and the bedroom.

“What’s up?” she asks, but I don’t answer. I spotted a note on the dinner table. Next to it is the Porsche key. I run to the table. Grasp the note.

Had to do it now,

otherwise I’d never.

I love you. Always.

xoxo El

Goosebumps spread over my arm. I thought we’d plan. We’d plan her move, so I can protect her. So she is safe⁠—

I run like an idiot through the studio until I find my phone. I dial her number, but it goes straight to voicemail.

I shoot all the way downstairs, no Range Rover waiting outside.

“Fuck,” I breathe out.

I need to do something.

Find her.

Panic surges through me as I stand there on the sidewalk in nothing but a shirt and panties.

I stumble back into the door.

My nose and cheeks tingle strangely.

I run back upstairs.

“Amelie, what the hell is going on?” asks Jane when I reappear at the door.

I stand in the middle of the studio.

My chest is heaving up and down.

There is not enough air.

Everything around me is spinning.

Turning upside down.

So far away.

Unreachable.

Jane stands in front of me.

My vision is blurry.

She grasps me by the shoulders.

“Breathe with me,” she says. “In and out.”

I stare at her. Frozen to the spot, while all I want to do is run.

“In through the nose,” she says and breathes in deep through the nose. “And out through the mouth. Follow my guidance.”

She brings her one hand up for me to see.

“In through the nose,” she says, and lifts her hand slowly up. “And out through the mouth.” She brings it slowly down.

I breathe in through the nose.

Out through the mouth.

“Focus on the sound of my voice,” she says. And I do. “Listen to the buzz outside. You can hear the honks, the buzz of Manhattan.”

I listen to what trails inside from the windows. It’s far away, and yet it takes my focus from the inside to the outside.

“You are standing on the ground,” she says. “Feel the ground. It’s holding you. You can’t sink. You can’t fall.”

My chest unclenches, and air flows back into my lungs. I feel less dizzy.

I take a deep breath.

And another.

I can see properly again.

My thoughts clear.

“Tell me what is going on, and we'll think about it together,” says Jane.

“El—“ I say. “She—yesterday—I need my phone.” And I run around to find it.

“In your hand,” Jane says.

I shake my head as I unlock it.

News. There would be news.

I type in Whitney Morgan news.

My entire body is pricked with goosebumps while it loads.

I read. But there is nothing.

No news about her father’s arrest.

No paparazzi about her being spotted somewhere.

I stare at the screen.

“Amelie,” says Jane.

My eyes wander up into hers.

“Tell me what is going on, and I might be able to help.”

I bite my lips. I made a promise to never tell.

“El,” I say, and suddenly, words pour from my mouth, “She said something yesterday, that she wanted to do something, I can’t tell you what, because I promised her to never tell, but it’s bad bad what happened to her, and now she is gone, leaving me this strange note and she took drugs, I saw it when I got the ibuprofen for you—“ my eyes widen. “I completely forgot the ibuprofen⁠—“

“It doesn’t matter,” she says. “Just tell me.”

“We made a deal, no drugs. She almost OD’d when we were in Florida. And I made a deal with her, but she broke it. I can’t reach her. The car isn’t here. I’m scared. I’m so fucking scared.”

Tears stream down my face. Speaking it out makes it so real.

“I hear you,” says Jane. “We breathe and don’t panic until we know. She might be doing whatever she wanted to do, and can’t take the call.”

“She’d be talking to the feds,” I say.

“See,” Jane says. “That is something we can find out.”

“We can?”

“Yes,” says Jane, and goes to grab her phone.

I watch her call.

“It’s me, Jane,” she says into the speaker. “Listen, I have something really important; a simple yes or no would suffice, but I need to know if there is a case recently opened, related to⁠—”

“Elise Whitney-Morgan or Richard Whitney-Morgan,” I say.

“I know it’s a big favor, and I wouldn’t be asking if it weren’t really, really important,” says Jane to the person she called.

My hands are sweaty waiting for an answer.

“Thank you,” she says and hangs up. I am about to implode.

“There is no new case open in the FBI’s database. I have a friend in the Art Crime Unit, and she checked the database.”

So she hasn’t filed anything. Which means⁠—

“Fuck,” I breathe out as I snap.

I run to my laptop, open the hidden partition, open the emulator, and enter my credentials.

It rings.

“It’s me,” I say. “I need you to find someone. I take everything. Last known log, tower data, last calls, whatever you get related to this number,” and I dictate him El’s number.

I hear typing on the other end as I stare at the screen.

“Last log with tower was downtown Manhattan at 7:33 this morning,” says my contact. “Number is registered with the Whitney-Morgan Foundation. The last contact was a number registered to the private airline VistaJet.”

“Search for an Elise Whitney-Morgan.”

“No itineraries found.”

“Fuck,” I whisper and rub my hand over my face.

“CCTV gives a black Range Rover registered to the same foundation.”

“Can you retrace where it went in the past hours? I’ll pay whatever.”

“Park Avenue, corner to 64th, got it this morning at 8:01. Since then, no view.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

She left the Porsche.

Meaning she went with Alex.

What if Alex got wind of it?

I gave Alex the keys⁠—

Everything falls in me.

What if Alex bugged the studio?

What if Alex took her to her father?

“Are there any addresses registered to Elise Whitney-Morgan in New York?”

“No,” he says after a moment. “But a total of…1410 registered to the Whitney-Morgan Foundation.”

Okay, think, I tell myself. The only connection is finding Alex.

“I need a trace on this number,” I say, and read Alex’s number aloud from my mind, the one time I saw it on El’s screen.

“111 West 57th,” he says.

“Billionaire’s row,” I answer. It’s like finding a fish in the ocean.

“Are there any apartments registered to the Whitney-Morgan foundation in the building?”

“The entire building is owned by it.”

“Shit,” I say. “Thank you. Let me know what to send.”

“10.”

And with that, we hang up.

I hide my face in my hands. I have tried everything.

A hand on my shoulder from behind me.

It’s the moment I realize Jane is still here. And witnessed what I just did. I blew up everything.

“No news is good news,” she says.

“No,” I say and jump up. “There is always news about her. If there is no news, it means no one saw her.”

I should have stayed awake. Plan with her. Should have known she took something.

There is only one thing left.

I take my phone and dial Alex’s number.

“Blake,” he answers.

“It’s me, Amelie. Do you know where El is?” I ask in the most innocent voice I can pull off. “I can’t reach her, and you were gone too, so⁠—“

“Hang on,” he says. And I listen to him walk through several doors.

“I can’t talk right now,” he says. “But she is gone, cut ties with him, the foundation, everyone. He is furious and flying in from London. He has hell and earth set in motion to find her.”

It doesn’t sound as if he’s lying. But what if he’s that good?

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“When she went for a walk in Central Park. She used her credit card to buy a coffee there, and since then, we lost her.”

Credit card. They are tracking her credit card data.

“Thanks,” I say, and hang up as I shoot to the drawer at the entrance door with all the keys and important stuff in. I throw everything out like a crazy person, because the drawer is a mess. When everything is lying on the floor around me, I know my Amex is gone.

“She took my card,” I say out loud. I don’t care about the card, but it means I can trace what she did with it.

I log in to my account.

There it is. A flight booked with VistaJet.

And it’s the moment I understand.

My eyes wander from my phone to the crumpled note from her in my hand.

I have to do it now, or I never will.

A smile appears on my face as relief spreads through me.

She is doing something for herself.

Only for her.

No one else.

I suddenly start laughing.

All the stress is falling off me.

I turn.

See Jane.

“She’s alright,” I say. “She took my card. She’s doing what I told her to do. Breaking free.”

Jane looks at me for a moment.

“How about we have some breakfast?” says Jane and opens the fridge.

“There’s nothing in there,” I say. “We always got take out.”

“You never cook?”

“No?” I half-say, half-ask.

“Oh,” she says and closes the fridge again. “Let’s get take-out somewhere.”

Two hours later, I return to the studio.

I had breakfast.

I feel like myself again.

And I am alone.

I close the door behind me.

Emptiness overcomes me with a sinking feeling in my stomach.

El was always here.

And now, I am alone.

I am alone again.

I was left once more again.

I know she did what I told her to do, but I thought⁠—

What did I even think?

That I’d run away with her?

And now, I am here, alone, with feelings.

I feel so lost in me without her here, that it stabs me in my chest.

I get up to the terrace, grab the blanket we cuddled up in, sit on the lounge sofa, and stare at the Empire State Building.

I feel so alone that I finally understand why El did drugs. If that’s how El always felt, I get why she did it. It’s a horrible feeling, one that chews on my insides.

On Monday, I appear in the lab with dark eyerims and not more than two hours of sleep every night.

“You look horrible,” says Jane. “Something happened?”

“No,” I say shortly. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Well, maybe this helps,” she says. “I finalized the analysis over the weekend.”

“You were here over the weekend?”

“Yes,” she says, hesitantly. “I had to get my mind off things.”

“Off what things?” I ask.

A moment of silence follows.

“The fact that I am in love with a woman who is full of secrets, who is not only my student, but also in love with another woman,” says Jane and stares at her hand resting on the table, not at me, and I am glad, because my mask drops.

It sounds so royally fucked up that I find no words.

At that moment, the door to the lab opens.

I spin around.

A security guard comes in, followed by two men in suits.
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Iobserve the agents entering the lab, and I know something is off right away. Their expressions are cold and detached. I stand behind Amelie and automatically take her hand. She squeezes it.

“Miss Degard?” asks one of the agents.

“Yes,” Amelie whispers.

“FBI,” he says. “Agents Cho and Houston. You have been living with Elise Whitney-Morgan?”

“Yes,” she breathes out, and stammers. “She’s—what happened?”

“Please, sit down, Miss,” says the agent.

“What happened?” screams Amelie, and her fingernails dig into my hand.

“Elise Whitney-Morgan was found dead in a house in Hawaii. We are sorry for your loss. We’d like to question you regarding—“ The agent stops, and I feel it in her grip.

“No,” she whispers as she lets go of my hand.

Stumbles to the side.

Her chest heaves up and down.

She leans onto the desk.

Sinks to her knees.

Crouches up, and a devastating scream resounds through the office.

It hits me somewhere so deep in my chest that tears flood my eyes.

I don’t know what to do.

I am not made for crisis.

She’s dead.

El is dead.

And—

Panic sweeps through my chest.

This can’t be about me.

But my body can’t cope.

I retract.

I need to be there for her.

Instead, I stand here backed against a wall.

I watch what is playing in front of my eyes, the agents talking to Amelie, putting a hand on her back, helping her up, and placing her on a chair.

My breathing is so flat, I gasp for air.

One of the agents kneels in front of her.

She looks up.

He says something I cannot hear.

Amelie stares at him.

I see it happen.

Her eyes become empty.

Hollow.

Emotionless.

Like a switch turned.

Her shoulders fall back.

She straightens.

“No,” she says. “She left me a note that she had to do something. I tried to find her. She took my credit card. I told her to take it if she wanted to leave. I figured that’s what she did.”

Her voice is so robotic, it doesn’t even sound human.

While I watch them, my breathing calms.

“We’d need to see where she lived,” says the agent.

“Sure,” says Amelie and gets up.

I can’t let her go, not in that state.

I run after her.

“I’m coming with you,” I say, and grasp her arm. She removes herself from the touch.

I take a step back.

The way she looks at me⁠—

It scares me.

“You stay here,” she says in a harsh tone.

I feel like falling.

The way she changed⁠—

The other agent turns towards me.

“You are?” he asks.

“Jane McKenzie, Professor for Behavioral Neuroscience,” I say.

“Did you know Miss Whitney-Morgan personally?” he asks.

“I—“ I begin as I realize that everything is about to fall apart. Everything. All the pretend. All the lies. They die right here, because I cannot lie to an agent.

“Yes,” I say. “I met her at her birthday party last week. Amelie is my research assistant, that’s how it came to be⁠—”

I stop myself right there.

“Did you have a more personal relationship with Miss Whitney-Morgan or Miss Degard? You seem rather familiar with each other.”

“I—um—I’d rather keep my personal life out of the discussion.”

“So you say you had a personal relationship with them, you are a Professor here, are you not?”

That is the moment I remember who I am.

“Are you implying I would violate the rules, Sir?” I ask him. “Because if so, I would have to assume you are questioning me as a suspect, and not as a witness. If that is the case, I’d really like to know the foundation for your assumptions.”

“As of now, there are no suspects because the death seems to be self-induced, yet we have to follow all leads.”

Self-induced.

My eyes wander to Amelie, standing some feet away from us in the corridor.

She stares at me.

Her eyes flicker.

She knows something.

The thing she couldn’t tell me.

And it’s eating her alive.

Her look is murderous.

She turns and walks away, with both agents framing her.

I just stand there and watch.

I watch.

And watch.

Until they are long gone.

I get back to the office and stare endlessly into nothingness.

I should do something.

I have to do something.

She needs someone.

I have to take care of her.

So I get up and leave, making my way to her apartment.

I sit in the rattling subway, unable to grasp my thoughts. No one I know ever died.

Or rather, killed themselves.

El was so funny. Joked, smiled, laughed. And now, she is dead.

I get out of the station and walk the four minutes to her apartment.

There is a black GMC full-size SUV parked in front of the door.

So the agents are still here.

I decide to wait. I wouldn’t get in there anyway. I lean against the wall and wait.

I watch people passing by.

“Did you hear?” says a passing woman to another. “Elise died.”

“No way,” says the other.

Everyone is so shocked. And I, who knew her, who got licked by her, I am not. I don’t feel anything.

The only thing I feel is Amelie’s pain. Her scream still lingers with me.

I roll my shoulders back to ease the sensation it causes in me.

I wait and wait.

But no one is getting out of the building.

So, I get home.

I follow my routine at home.

But I can’t sleep.

I am sending her messages.

Call her the next day.

Check her apartment.

But no response.

She is not in the lecture, of course not.

There is a memorial set for El on the campus.

I feel sick walking past it.

News hit that Richard Whitney-Morgan has been arrested for securities fraud, RICO violations, first-degree rape, sexual assault, and coercion.

And I finally understand what has happened.

I am back at her apartment. Why the fuck is there no doorbell?

I function like a robot until Wednesday afternoon, and my chance arises.

A man in overalls and a toolbox walks past me, goes to the door of the building Amelie lives in, and enters.

My chance.

I slip through the door behind him and into the stairwell. I get up and knock on her door.

Nothing happens.

“Amelie, it’s me,” I say. “Open up, please.”

But she doesn’t react.

I bang at the door.

“Open up, please!”

But she doens’t.

“I’m just gonna wait here,” I say, and sit down leaning against the wall.

I wait.

And wait.

Knock again.

And at some point, loud music blasts through the door.

The day becomes a night, and I sit in the darkness with no light falling into the staircase from the skylight anymore.

There are some noises here and there, and it creeps me out slightly.

But I will not let her be alone. First and foremost, because I am scared she’ll do something reckless.

I get up and knock again.

“Open the door, please.”

No reaction.

So I sit back down.

At some point, exhaustion overcomes me, and I rest my head on my drawn-up legs.

When I wake, I sit there in total silence.

I glance at my watch. It's 4:30 in the morning. I get up and put my ear to the door.

I hear her in the apartment.

There is walking, doors open and close. Some scratching.

“Amelie, open the damn door, or I’ll break it,” I shout.

Everything goes silent.

And then she opens the door.

Light falls onto me, and I squint my eyes until I get used to it, but what I see is not good.

Her pupils are dilated, and a scent of alcohol washes towards me.

“Go away,” she says, her tone dark and dangerous.

“I won’t leave you alone,” I say.

“I told you to leave,” she says, and builds herself up, the door opening fully.

It’s when I see the gun in her hand. My first instinct is to flee, but then she might be more of a risk to herself than me.

“Amelie,” I say. “Please, let us talk. I want to be there for you.”

“Talk,” she says, laughing manically. “Talk about what? Talk about the fact that you are here, and she is not? Talk about my feelings? My mess? My fucked up?”

“You’re angry,” I say, “That’s good. Anger is good.”

“Angry! I am not angry.” A displaced chuckle follows.

“Why don’t you give me the gun, and we sit down⁠—“

“I don’t want you here!” she screams. “I don’t want to see your face!”

I take a step back because she is gesturing aggressively with the gun in her hand.

“I’m not leaving you,” I say. “I love you. And I am not leaving you.”

She closes the distance between us, grabs my face with both her hands, and pushes me backward into the wall.

“I don’t want you here,” she says in a threatening whisper, her face so close our noses touch. “I don’t want to be with you. I don’t want to love you. All I do is hate you. I hate you, because you are here and she is not. Leave now, or I am going to destroy you.”

She said I don’t want to love you.

“You are angry because you feel too much. I can help you through that.”

She scoffs, takes a step back, and something in her switches. She stands there, glaring at me, shaking her head.

“I told you to leave,” she says.

“I’m not leaving you alone.”

Her chest heaves up and down; she is fighting with herself.

I remove myself from the wall.

Walk to her.

Put my hand on her chest.

“You are not alone,” I say. But it was the wrong thing to say.

“Leave, now!” she shouts in a shaking voice full of disgust and anger.

“No,” I say. “Destroy me, do whatever you want, but I am not leaving.”

Her hands tremble as she grasps my face.

“I will hurt you,” she whispers as she stares me in the eyes.

“I don’t care,” I say.

I don’t know why I said it. I don’t know why I provoke her. Well…actually, I do know. Because I will not give up on the woman who made me feel like I am the only real thing in the world.

I am also not a quitter.

“I don’t wanna hurt you,” she whispers, her head resting on my forehead.

“Then don’t,” I say.

“You have to leave,” she says with a pain in her voice that makes me shudder.

“No,” I say. “I won’t leave you alone.”

She grasps my head and pushes me forcefully into the studio.

I stumble and fall onto all fours. Before I can get up, she grasps my hair and pulls me to the bedroom by it.

I scream from the pain. My scalp feels like it’s being ripped off, and yet, there is something about it that turns me on. It’s the force. Being handled. Not having a choice.

How deranged is that? I ask myself as I realize what is happening to me.

“I told you to leave,” she says, dangerously low. “You wanted to stay; whatever happens is your own fault.”

She opens a drawer and gets out ropes.

She lets go of me, and I jump up, aiming to run, and then⁠—

A loud bang.

A bullet rushes past me and hits the wall next to the bathroom door. It is the first time I feel fear. Real fear.

Adrenaline spreads through my system as I lunge to the floor and hit the concrete painfully.

She grasps me by the legs and pulls me back over the floor.

“You know, these were El’s,” she says as she wraps the rope around my legs and ties them close.

“Amelie, please, stop, this isn’t you!”

“Oh, this is me,” she says. “You just haven’t met me.”

“I have met you, you are caring and kind, and this is just grief, pain, and anger about what happened. It needs an outlet⁠—“

She pulls me up by the hair. I scream from the pain and try to get a grip on her wrists and scratch her.

She laughs and wraps her arm around my throat from behind.

“Exactly,” she says.

Her arm tightens, compressing my throat—I can’t breathe⁠—

I fight. Scratch. Wiggle. But she doesn’t care. She is strong. She is muscular. Trained.

Trained.

I don’t even want to imagine what she must’ve gone through to have this version of her in her.

Suddenly, she lets go, and she pushes me onto the bed.

Before I can do anything, she locks my hands with her grip, wraps rope around my wrists, and ties them so tight that they become white.

“You want to talk about how I feel?” she asks me, leaning above me and arching my head back by the hair. “Try talking now.”

She shoves fabric in my mouth and fixes it with a belt or something that she closes at the back of my head.

It’s the moment I panic.

Without my words, I am powerless.

A feeling that turns me on.

I am at her mercy. Only she has none right now.

I want to be here.

I want her to take control.

To do whatever she needs.

I want to be taken.

What a messed-up thing to say, I think to myself, and then my pants are being pulled down. My mind turns off—in a good way.

Her hand slaps on my ass, painfully, but my core burns.

I scream into the fabric in my mouth from the pain.

She slaps again. I scream.

Heat surges through me.

I want her to fuck me.

Nothing happens for a moment. I glance around, but I don’t see her.

I try to turn around, but before I can, I am pushed back into the sheets, face forward.

“Lie still,” she says, and presses the gun to my head.

It’s the first time I realize how off the rails she is.

But I don’t get to end that thought, because the next slap that hits my butt, and the pain it causes, is beyond anything I have ever felt. It wasn’t with her hand, but something hard. Very hard.

I scream.

And scream.

Tears flood my eyes with the muffled screams from the cloth in my mouth, and while it hurts like shit, I get wetter by the minute.

“That is how I feel,” she says and hits me again. “There is nothing but pain and emptiness in me, and I am unable to escape it.”

Smack.

I scream again.

“I scream, too,” she says. “But you don’t hear it, because I was silenced.”

Smack.

She doesn’t stop.

The pain, the desparation in her won’t let her.

I lie exhausted on the sheets when she is finally done. My butt burns as if I have sat on a hot stove, and all I want is for her to touch me. I want to feel her. I want to grasp her, hold her, fuck with her.

A loud metallic sound rips me from my state. A pan circles on the concrete floor, coming to rest.

With my last bit of power, I bring my elbows under my body, push my upper body just a bit, and turn my head.

She leans against a drawer, a bottle of whiskey in her hand, and a plate with cocaine on it next to her, right where the gun lies.

Her eyes are so hollow.

I push myself higher and sit⁠—

I groan in pain. But I do sit. I have to. I look at her. The woman who isn’t Amelie right now. The woman I know. She has lost touch with her, and maybe that’s exactly what draws me in.

We’re playing roles right now. I’m not me. She is not her.

My wrists might be tied, but I can grasp the buckle of the leather belt around my head and open it.

I pull the cloth out of my mouth.

She watches my every move, her eyes blank. She isn’t stopping me.

Next, I fumble open the rope around my ankles.

It’s not easy with the hands tied up, but after several minutes, it finally opens.

She just watches me.

Takes another gulp.

The rope falls to the ground.

“Stop,” she says.

But I don’t.

“I want you to lick me,” I say, and open my legs. The words came from my mouth unplanned, but I need her. I need to feel her. And release what has built up in me.

She laughs derogatorily.

“I mean it,” I say.

“Lick me.”

“Fuck me.”

Her head twitches slightly.

“Take me.”

She draws back her shoulders. It’s working.

One more⁠—

“Destroy me,” I say.

It was the one more thing needed.

She walks over to me, kneels on the bed with one leg between mine. Her hand snaps forcefully around my throat, and she pushes me back into the sheets with her weight.

“I hope you will hate me after this,” she says, and lets go of me. “Don’t you dare fucking move.”

I hope you will hate me after this.

Her words resound in my mind.

She is trying to drive me away.

All of this.

It is an act.

An act to make me hate her, so I leave her alone. She wants to be the villain in my story, so that she doesn’t have to feel bad for driving me away.

But I won’t let her.

I lay still as she slides her hand down between my legs.

She chuckles darkly.

“Are you enjoying this?” she asks.

I don’t answer. Because part of me does. And I am scared of that part.

I know that my clit is swollen, and I am wet.

She slides two fingers into me. I gasp. Three fingers. I gasp again. Four.

It gets uncomfortable, and I move away.

“I said don’t move,” she says dangerously. “I am going to fist you, you will not move away, you won’t make a sound. You will lie still, and don’t complain.”

She positions herself, and her hand pushes against my entrance. She pushes against it, again and again. Until—pain.

I want to scream. But I can’t. I am not allowed to.

So I give up and in.

She slides into me with her hand until she hits something so deep within me, so forcefully that I forget the rules.

I scream.

“Oh-oh,” she says. “Broken rule.”

And pulls out slightly, only to push back in.

I scream and try to move away.

Her hand slips out.

“I told you, there is no getting away,” she says and glares vindictively at me. It’s the moment I kick her in the face.

She flies off the bed, but comes back up immediately.

“Oh, you really wanna know it, huh?”

She grabs my legs, and I fight. She might be strong, but not as strong as my legs.

What I didn’t count on, however, was that she must have had training in combat, because within one second, she has me in a lock, and I can’t move anymore.

She leans on me, her elbow pressing into my throat. Her face is so close. Her eyes have almost no color anymore.

“I’m going to fuck you with the strap-on until you get unconscious,” she whispers, pushes herself off me, gets a strap-on from the drawer, and straps in.

I am too perplexed to move. There is no point anyway.

She grasps underneath my legs, pulls me to where she kneels on the bed, and enters me. The dildo is big. And she’s not holding back.

She’s thrusting relentlessly in me.

Again.

And again.

And again.

It’s painful.

But not that bad.

I know it’s not okay.

I know she crossed a boundary.

I know none of this is right.

And yet, I am here.

I just watch her.

Because she is in more pain than I am.

It shows with every thrust.

Her eyes glitter.

She’s sweating.

I lie still and let her.

It is the outlet.

I don’t know how much time passes.

What I know is that I don’t feel anything down there anymore.

Her arms start shaking.

She slows down.

Sweat drips onto my face.

Her eyes flicker.

It’s the one vulnerable moment.

“Stop,” I whisper.

She looks at me.

She stops.

She stopped.

Her eyes widen in horror.

“Lick me,” I say. “Make me come.”

She stares at me as if I were a different person.

And maybe I am.

She slips the strap out of me.

Crawls down.

Her tongue trails over my labia.

I roll my hips and close my eyes.

She circles around my clit.

Just her tongue.

Sensual.

Not forcefully.

I moan slightly.

I grasp her head.

Push her face into me.

Images flash through my mind.

Images of how she grasped me by the hair.

Took me⁠—

My core burns, and a wave of relief spreads through me as my legs press around her head.

I ride the feeling out.

It is the most heated orgasm I have ever heard.

I just came by thinking about being roughly handled. Everything about it is wrong, rationally. Emotionally, I am too consumed to analyze it.

I release my legs.

She comes up and looks at me.

Her eyes are wide, with pain in them.

“You didn’t leave,” she whispers.

“No,” I say. “I won’t leave you.”

“But you have to,” she says, her face grimacing in pain. “I need you to hate me.”

“No, I won’t,” I whisper.

“I’m a mess,” she breathes out, and tears find their way into her eyes, tears that drip down onto my body.

“I know,” I say. “I knew that from the moment I met you. But I am here anyway. Because I love you.”

“You cannot love me,” she says with her contorted face and a shaky voice. “And I cannot love you.”

“Why?” I ask.

She struggles with herself for a moment.

“Because,” she begins, and her eyes shimmer from the tears that try to fight their way to the surface. “Because in loving you, I am betraying her.”

With that, she pushes herself up, removes the strap, takes the bottle of whiskey, and walks to the bathroom, locking herself in it.

It takes me a moment to realize what she just said. It takes me even longer to find my will to free myself from the ties around my wrists.

My hands tingle horribly when the rope slips off, and it takes several minutes before I can move them properly again. I crawl off the bed, my entire body hurts.

I grasp my pants, slip them on⁠—

It’s when I see there is blood on the bed.

I walk to the mirror.

My butt is smeared in blood.

I didn’t even realize that.

And while I should be all sorts of shocked, I am not.

I roll my shoulders. I can’t deal with those thoughts right now.

Suddenly, a shattering noise from the bathroom.

I run to it.

“Amelie,” I say, and knock at the bathroom door. It’s an industrial door, blurry glass in a metal frame. I can guess blurred shapes through it.

“Amelie,” I say again. But there is no reaction.

I knock harder.

“Open the door,” I say harshly.

Fear overcomes me.

I glance around, but the gun lies on the floor next to the drawer.

Small relief spreads through me.

My eyes fall onto the wall next to me with the bullet in it. The shot she fired at me.

She is not herself.

She is operating on grief and guilt.

“Amelie, open the door, or I will come in.”

No reaction.

“For fucks sake, Amy,” I shout. I usually don’t curse, nor do I use a nickname for her, but right now, I do.

I run to get the pan from the floor, run back.

“Last chance,” I say.

At that moment, the lock opens.

Amelie stands in the doorway as it slides open.

“It’s what she always said,” she says, a smile on her face, before she sways and collapses into my arm, blood everywhere from her cut forearm.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: HOLD ON – CHORD OVERSTREET



When I open my eyes, I stare into bright light.

Please let this be the afterlife.

A face appears in my view. Green eyes and dark auburn-copper hair.

No.

Please, no.

“Hi,” she says.

Tears flood my eyes.

I don’t want to be here.

After everything I did⁠—

I can’t be here.

I need to be gone.

I need to be dead.

My vision blurs.

Everything is distorted.

I see my father leaning over me.

Shouting at me.

My head falls to the side.

My dead brother on the floor.

Me kneeling next to him as he wouldn’t wake up.

I can’t watch it.

I turn my head to the other side.

I see El lying next to me.

Just like we always lie in bed.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

She just smiles at me.

My chest compresses.

I can’t feel all this.

I need to not feel.

I need to kill every emotion I have.

I need to get away.

Run away.

I need to⁠—

“I’m here,” she says. Jane. Squeezing my hand. “You will live, and we’ll get through this together.”

I don’t want to live.

I don’t want to feel.

I don’t.

I open my mouth. I want to scream at her to leave.

“Shhhhh,” she says and brushes over my hair. “You are not alone.”

And with that, everything goes black.
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When I wake again, it is with a throbbing pain in my head.

“Welcome back, Miss Degard,” says someone. “You gave us all quite the scare, but luckily, you had a guardian angel.”

Let me die, I tell them in my mind while staying silent.

I am handed something to drink.

I move my head away.

I don’t want to feel better.

I deserve to feel the most horrific I can feel after everything I have done in my life. The mess of a life.

Grief and guilt surge through me as I think of El, the image of her and me standing cuddled up watching the Empire State Building, her laugh, her eyes, her smile.

I want to scratch my eyes out so I don’t have to see her in my mind.

I dig my face into my hands and scream.

My hands are being pulled away.

“Please be careful with the arm, it would jeopardize the healing.”

I don’t want to heal.

I need to run.

I sit up.

I am dizzy.

“Please, Miss Degard, lie down.”

“No,” I say and swing my legs out of the bed.

I am grabbed.

It makes me so angry.

Anger.

I want to destroy everything. Including myself.

“Someone help!” I hear the person shout.

And then there is her.

Jane.

Grasping my face.

“Look at me,” she says.

I don’t want to look at her.

The visual reminder of all my failures.

I need to get away from her.

But she won’t let me.

“HPA Axis,” she says. “Recite what you know.”

I stare at her with wide eyes.

“HPA Axis,” she says again.

“Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Yes,” she says. “What do you know?”

I don’t want to–

“Recite!” she says, louder.

“It is responsible for a chain reaction that can lead to the release of cortisol,” I almost scream at her. “The autonomic nervous system triggers the hypothalamus to release corticotropin-releasing hormone, which triggers your anterior pituitary to release adrenocorticotropic hormone, which then triggers the adrenal cortex to release cortisol. It can lead to dysfunction through traumatic experiences, depression, metabolic diseases, and dysfunction of the immune system.”

With every word, every sentence, the storm in me calms.

“Exactly,” she says. “And what are the effects of an extreme spike in cortisol on your brain, experience, and body in case of a traumatic experience?”

“Shrinking hippocampus, reduced prefrontal cortex activity, enlarged amygdala⁠—“

Enlarged amygdala.

Reduced prefrontal cortex activity.

“And how would that affect a person’s experience?”

“Maximized emotional experience, reduced to no rational thinking.”

“Yes,” she says, still holding my face. “Breathe with me.”

“In through your nose,” she says, and breathes in through her nose. I follow her guidance. “Out through your mouth.”

I do, as she says.

“In through your nose.”

“Out through your mouth.”

Some of the tension falls from my body.

I want to close my eyes.

But I can’t.

Because when I close my eyes, I see El.

El, who is⁠—

“Stay with me,” she interrupts my thoughts. “In through your nose.”

“Out through your mouth.”

“In through your nose.”

“Out through your mouth.”

I don’t know how long we’ve been breathing, but it feels like hours.

At some point, she stops saying the words, and we just breathe together.

I look at her with unfocused eyes.

I can’t see her.

I don’t want to see her.

I want to hide.

She should have run after everything I have done.

How can I ever look her in the eyes?

I can’t.

Because I have failed everyone.

Everyone I ever met.

I failed my brother.

I failed my father.

I failed Sophie.

I failed El.

I failed Jane.

I failed myself.

It is what I do.

I fail everyone.

Leaving them with nothing but the mess I created.

“I’m such a mess,” I whisper out, and tears stream down my cheeks.

“No,” she says, straightens up, and pulls me into her. “You are just a girl trying her best to survive in circumstances she couldn’t do anything about.”

“It’s all my fault,” I say as I listen to her heartbeat with my ear on her chest.

“No,” she says.

“Yes,” I say, anger resurfacing as a tingling in my chest, and I push myself away from her touch. “It is all my fault. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Enlighten me then.”

I shake my head.

I can’t talk about it.

“I can’t,” I say.

“Why?”

“Because talking would make it real!” I shout at her.

She smiles faintly and sits next to me.

“The Hamilton and Alvaro-Pascual study you mentioned in the first lesson.”

I stare at her hands.

“Just because something is happening inside your head doesn’t make it less real,” she says. “Your brain might experience it as real solely because of the emotional reaction you have to it. It is real, because it happened.”

“Don’t,” I plead with her, and my eyes wander up into hers. I don’t want to. But they do.

“El died. She killed herself. And it wasn’t your fault.”

My hands begin to shake.

“It is!” I shout as the edges of my vision become black, and I see Jane like through a tunnel. Panic sears through me.

“No,” she says. “El made a decision for herself. She decided. She decided to make her father pay. And she was successful with it. She decided to break free and not be his toy.”

“How do you even know?” I say under my breath.

“Took a guess from the charges he was arrested with.”

He got arrested.

But that means she could have lived⁠—

She could’ve⁠—

“I told her to do something for herself—I—I—she—that night, she pushed me to you, because she knew what I feel⁠—“

More tears stream down my face as a hollow void consumes my chest.

“She told me she was always alone, and she protected herself from being heartbroken. It’s all my fault, because I love two women. It is all my fault. I killed her. Just like I killed my brother.”

My entire body trembles.

I killed my brother.

I lied to the only friend I ever had.

I lied to everyone I knew.

I pushed the woman I love into killing herself.

I didn’t take care of her, like I should have, because I was distracted with myself and Jane.

I killed El.

It is all my fault.

All of it.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: NEVER LET ME GO – FLORENCE + THE MACHINE



Iwatch her get triggered, and while it is hard for me to regulate myself, this is the window. For her.

“Tell me what happened with your brother,” I say as I grasp her face. She needs to push through this, or she might never.

She wants to pull back, push me away, but I won’t let her.

“Tell me. Say it, right now.”

She is retreating, evading. Her eyelids twitch, and she shakes uncontrollably.

“Say it out loud,” I order her. “NOW!”

One wild gaze, before she shouts at me.

“I KILLED HIM! I was mad at him because he ripped off my barbie’s head, and I told him to vanish himself so I don’t have to see his face ever again. He hid. We didn’t find him for days. He suffocated in our underground storage. He didn’t know better, he took me literally, he was autistic, a severe form—he, he just did exactly what I told him⁠—“

And suddenly, all the pieces come together. The reason she knew how to deal with me, and also why she thinks El killed herself because of what Amelie said.

“How old were you when your brother died?”

“Seven,” she says.

“Seven,” I repeat. “You were a child. None of it is your fault. You were a child. You didn’t know better. Just like your brother didn’t know better.”

She looks at me in total bewilderment.

“But I told him⁠—“

“You were a child. You were not meant to take on your parents’ job to take care of your autistic brother. You were a child yourself. You needed protection. You needed guidance.”

The tears flood down like a waterfall over her cheeks.

“My father,” she says. “He—he told me⁠—“

I pull her into me and say, “Your father should have told you this: It is not your fault. You are a child. You didn’t know better. It is my fault that I didn’t watch you, that I wasn’t there. I am so sorry that you feel responsible for something you are not. I want you to grow up knowing that none of it is your fault. Accidents happen. And I love you. I will always love you.”

She completely collapses into me.

I hold her.

It is such an emotional moment that even I shed a tear as I rock her softly back and forth and caress her hair.

A nurse enters, I shake my head and tell her to leave with my head—gladly, she nods and leaves silently.

At some point, I just lie down with Amelie in the hospital bed, because I can’t sit anymore. My butt still hurts like shit, a vivid reminder of what happened.

None of it was okay.

But it was the only way to get her and me through.

I know she didn’t mean to.

She wasn’t herself that night, in the most literal way possible. It is not an excuse, but it is my decision to see the person she was before she was triggered.

I thought she would break me that night.

By all means, I wanted her to.

But she didn’t.

She broke herself with it.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers as if she heard my thoughts. “I am so, so sorry, I don’t know how to⁠—“

“You said sorry,” I say. “You didn’t mean to.”

“I meant to, I—I⁠—“

“Shhhh,” I say. I mean, I know many of the things crossed a line, but I also know that she wasn’t herself. Her brain chemistry did things to her because she couldn’t handle the grief. And while I am still unsure about my own reaction to whatever that was that happened between us, I know one thing:

I love her. And others may call me crazy, but when I love, I do so with all I have, meaning all the understanding of what emotional distress does to a person and the belief in her good heart. She always asked for consent and was always thoughtful. The person I saw wasn’t her.

“You didn’t mean to. You tried to make me hate you. You grasped the last straw because I confronted you with a version of yourself you couldn’t hold because your brain wouldn’t let you. That version wasn’t you. You. Didn’t. Mean. To.”

“I didn’t mean to,” she repeats.

“Yes,” I say. “And to be entirely honest, it wasn’t the worst thing in the world,” I add.

“I hit you, I hurt you, I–“

“And I would want you to do it again,” I say and add, “With some boundaries and talking beforehand.”

“Are you for real?” she asks incredulously.

“Yes,” I say. “Call me crazy.”

“You’re not crazy,” she says. “Don’t say that about yourself.”

I smile.

There she is again.

The woman I fell for.

We lie there for endless moments.

Her breathing slows down until her eyes close and her body relaxes.

I crawl out of the bed under her, stretch myself because my back hurts from the position, and then place her in the bed and cover her with a blanket.

She looks so peaceful, the woman I once met.

The one who saved me from the stalker. Who talked me through my over-stimulation. Who taught me how to stand up in front of my mother. Who held my hand while flying. Who knew how to calm my every wave.

A smile hushes over my face as I crawl back into the bed with her and cuddle around her from behind. I dig my nose into her hair.

Lavender.

“I love you,” I say silently into the back of her head, “And I am not going anywhere.”

And with that, I close my eyes, too.

When I wake, Amelie brushes with her hand over my face. I open my eyes. She looks at me.

“Hi,” she says hesitantly.

“Hi back,” I say, smiling drowsily.

She brushes back my hair.

“You slept for twelve hours,” she says.

She looks exhausted, her eyes tired, still red, dark eye rims, hardened eyes.

“I suppose I had some sleep to catch up with,” I say. And she immediately removes her hand.

“Don’t,” I say, pulling it back towards me, as carefully as possible so that I don’t do anything to her healing wound. I am still scared of experiencing that again. I am not good in crisis, and when I saw her with her cut open arm, the blood flooding from it⁠—

I shudder.

“You don’t have to be here all the time,” she says.

“I’m not leaving,” I say. “You can try to push me away all the way you want, but I will not leave you.”

“But you have work, research, lectures, your cat⁠—“

“All taken care of. I’m here. Nothing else matters.”

“I’m sorry I messed up everything,” she says. “You, your life. It’s all⁠—“

“Stop it right there,” I say.

“But—“

“I decided to be here. It is my decision.”

“I don’t deserve you,” she says. “After everything I did,—“

“You deserve to have someone in your corner. Someone who tells your little mindfucker to shut up. Someone who loves you.”

She swallows hard with my last words. I can still see the pain on her face.

“You are not betraying El,” I say. “Rationally, you cannot betray someone who isn’t physically here. Emotionally, I know it’s easier said than done, but allow me to say this: Love is infinite. You can love two or even more people at the same time, and it doesn’t change anything how much you love each person. Otherwise, parents couldn’t have more than one child.”

Amelie retracts, and her hands tremble.

“Your brain might not see it right now, because it is convinced it was all your fault, but El kissed me. She kissed me. She invited me. She wanted me to be there, do you think someone would do that who feels betrayed by that love?”

She shakes her head, her eyes getting tearful again.

“If you ask me, you are so used to feeling guilt that you cling to it as the only known constant. Guilt is what your brain and body know, so you search for it everywhere.”

A long silence follows.

“But how do I stop?” she asks me finally.

“Rewire your brain,” I say. “Mental rehearsal. Become familiar with the moments it happens and decide to act differently.”

“I don’t know how to let go of it,” she says.

“Then, tell me. Every time that thought pops up, you tell me.”

“I don’t want to be your project.”

“You are not. You are the woman I love.”

“Still a project.”

“Change that thought, right there. I am wanted. I am seen. I am loved, tell yourself that.”

“Affirmations don’t work if a person doesn’t feel them,” she snaps at me.

“Then, feel them,” I say, cupping her face.

“Feel my touch. Feel how I care. Feel how I love you,” I say, and then kiss her.

I try to put as much as I can into that kiss.

She is hesitant at first.

“I am here,” I whisper against her lips. “And I am not leaving.”

But then, she kisses me back. Softly. Carefully. But just enough to make me feel that one feeling only she can give me.

That feeling of being home.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: HOLDING ON AND LETTING GO – ROSS COPPERMAN



“You don’t have to do this,” Jane says, with one hand on my back as we stand in front of my studio. The hospital released me against medical advice, but Jane assured them she would take proper care of me.

I don’t want to be cared for.

It makes me feel incapable.

Less of a person.

We are standing in front of the door. A door I can’t open. Because everything behind that door reminds me of all my failures. How I failed El. How I failed Jane. How I failed everyone.

Every piece of furniture in that studio reminds me of El. She furnished it. She decorated it. She lived here. It was practically hers.

My eyes wander into Jane’s.

I feel sick to my stomach as I stand in front of a door I can’t open.

Paralyzed by the loss.

Broken in pieces.

Crushed by guilt.

“Come,” she says and walks me back to the stairs. You sit here, and I get whatever you need. Just tell me.”

I sit down and stare at my hands.

I feel so useless.

Incapable of doing the most basic things.

I just sit there, spiraling into the crushing numbness of the endless void I am left with.

I can’t even run from myself anymore.

Jane returns.

“Let’s go,” she says.

But there is nowhere for me to go.

She appears in front of me, holding out a hand for me to take.

“I don’t have anywhere to go,” I say.

“You have,” she says. “Take my hand.”

I take it.

She pulls me up.

She takes my phone to unlock the elevator.

We ride down the elevator.

We get outside.

I see the Porsche standing in front of the door.

I stop, staring at it. It is when I remember.

‘You can drive to something, Teterboro Airport, for example, where I’d have a plane ready within an hour, and we can go anywhere in the world. Paris—Hawaii. You’d love Hawaii, it’s freedom.’

El asked me without asking to come to Hawaii with her. And I didn’t realize it. I should have said yes. Should have gone with her.

The hollowness inside me drags me even further down.

And then, I am pulled away.

By Jane.

I want to hate her.

But I can’t.

Because she is here.

We sit in a cab.

We get out of the cab.

I registered the house Jane lives in.

I just do what she tells me to do.

Get out of the cab.

Walk up the stairs.

Wait.

Stand.

“Come in,” she says.

And I come in.

She is letting me into her home.

She puts my duffel bag and backpack aside.

Removes my jacket.

My shoes.

I just stand there, letting it happen.

Like a useless shell.

“Do you need to use the bathroom?” she asks me.

I nod, not quite knowing what I am agreeing to.

I really don’t.

She shows me the door to a bathroom and walks me in.

I stand in the middle of the dark-grey tiled room.

I am exhausted.

I just sink to the floor and lie down flat on my belly, with the side of my face resting on the hard tiles. They have a slightly matte surface, which gives them a soft touch.

I just stare into nothingness until Jane lies down in front of me.

She just lies there with me.

Not touching me.

Not talking to me.

Just being with me.

At some point, her cat appears.

She brushes herself against me, rubbing her body and face against mine, purring.

It’s the first time I register something outside the pain in me.

I lift my arm and pet her.

She is as black as the void in me.

My palm caresses her soft fur.

It feels good. So good, I lift myself off the ground to sit up. She climbs on my legs and curls up into a ball.

I pet her.

And we just sit there.

Jane still lies on the floor, watching me pet her cat.

“You can get up,” I say.

“I don’t want to,” she answers, smiling weakly at me. “The floor is one of my favorite places to be.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“What for?” she asks.

“Stressing you out so much that you need to regulate with the floor.”

“You’re not stressing me out.”

“Please,” I say.

“You are not stressing me out,” she repeats, getting up. “You’re the most peaceful I have ever felt with,” she says as she walks past me and brushes briefly with her fingers over my shoulder. “I’ll make us something to eat.”

I lean back against the bathtub and sit there with her cat. It’s the first time I realize the room I sit in.

It’s very tidy, nothing that isn’t necessary, but it’s also warm and inviting. A pot palm sits in the corner, and photos of her cat hang meticulously placed on the wall.

Jane returns with two bowls of cereal and two spoons. She sits cross-legged in front of me.

“Here, eat,” she says, hands me a bowl, and after I take it, she proceeds to eat her cereal.

I am not hungry.

But I take a spoonful anyway.

Because it’s nice, sitting here on the bathroom floor, eating cereal with her and a cat on my lap.
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JANE
PLAYLIST: ALL I NEED – WITHIN TEMPTATION



Istare in absolute amazement at Amelie, who lies on my couch opposite me with Black Matter on her chest like a hovercraft.

Black Matter has gotten so attached to Amelie over the past two weeks that she follows her everywhere. And whenever she sits down, Black Matter sits on her, almost like a protective force. And I am glad she does, because the cat does wonders for Amelie.

Whenever Black Matter sits on her, her body relaxes slightly, and her face softens.

This here, right now, is such a peaceful moment.

I have been on edge all the time, waiting for Amelie to fall apart again.

It is the first moment I allow myself to breathe.

And then everything changes.

“No!” shouts Amelie, sitting up straight with her phone in her hand. Black Matter flies from her chest and hisses angrily when she lands on the floor.

“What happened?” I ask, as panic surges through me.

But she doesn’t react.

She just stares at her phone.

I jump up and run to her, staring at the screen.

BREAKING: Richard Whitney-Morgan released

“How can that be?” I ask in shock, but Amelie doesn’t answer. She just stares at the screen.

She gets up.

Robotically.

I can see she is spiraling.

She walks to her backpack.

Takes it.

I grab her left and right by the arms.

“You don’t get to freak out,” I say.

She looks at me, slowly.

The look she has frightens me.

“I am not freaking out,” she says.

“Yes, you are,” I say. “I can see it behind your eyes.”

She stares at me for one moment. And then, she walks back to the couch and sits down.

She is turned off the entire rest of the day, staring at the ceiling, and I know I have to watch her very closely.

She goes to bed that night, in the guest room, and while I pretend to go to bed, I don’t.

I sit in the darkness, with only dim light falling in from the streetlights outside. I sit there for half of the night, leaning against the apartment door.

She gave in too easily.

And sure enough, around two in the morning, movement happens. She walks through the apartment. I hear her, and then she stands in the corridor. Backpack in her hand.

Her face is hardened as she realizes I busted her.

“Let me go,” she says silently.

“No,” I say.

“I need to go,” she says.

“I won’t let you,” I say, as I stand in front of the door. “I am not letting you go.”

She closes the distance between us and grasps my face.

“You will let me go,” she says dangerously. “Because there is something I have to do. Something I cannot tell you, because you value rules, and I don’t.”

I grasp her face back.

“Don’t you understand?” I say with a raised voice. “Don’t you understand I won’t let you go alone? Don’t you understand that I don’t care about the rules? The only thing I care about is you. You.”

Her chest heaves up and down, and her warm breath caresses my skin.

“I will drag you down with me,” she says, pain in her voice.

“I. Don’t. Care.”

She looks at me for just another moment.

Lets go of me.

She is fighting with herself as she walks up and down in front of me.

“Do you know what I am going to do?” she asks me.

“Yes,” I breathe out.

“Say it.”

“You are going to kill him,” I say, and goosebumps spread over my arms.

“Yes,” she says. “I am going to kill the man who raped her. Abused her. Took her will to live. And you, you will be an accomplice to murder.”

“I know.

“I will break the rules. You will break the rules. We will break the rules.”

“I know,” I say. “I know all of it. And I told you, I won’t leave you alone.”

“Why would you do that for me? Why would you risk everything for me?”

“Because you are worth sacrificing everything else for,” I say, simple as that.

The backpack falls to the ground.

She takes two steps towards me.

Pushes me backward into the wall.

Her body pressing into me.

Her lips on mine.

Her hands grasp around me.

She kisses me in a way I have never been kissed.

Her kisses trail down my neck, to my chest,

Her desire takes my breath away.

She pushes up my shirt.

Rips down my bra.

Massages my breasts.

Kisses them.

Bites them.

I moan.

I want to feel her.

I grasp her by the belt.

Pull her into me.

Consume her scent that reminds me of a long walk through the lavender fields in southern France.

She slips my pants down, and undresses herself, before her palms cup my face, and she kisses me with tongue in such a wild embrace it sends a heated shiver through my body.

I explore her body with my hands.

Grasp her. Trail over it. Feel it.

I have longed for her so much.

She pushes her leg between mine and up.

Her hand wanders down between my legs.

I roll my hips against her touch.

I am burning.

Burning for her.

She enters me with two fingers while kissing up and down my neck.

She fucks me with her fingers. And I moan as she bites into that spot right above the collarbone.

This entire moment is so hot that trembling waves run through my core.

Her moan, shudder, clench. But she doesn’t stop.

She just keeps the rhythmic sliding. Kisses me.

Kisses down.

Knees.

Licks me.

I am close to coming a second time. I don’t even know if the first wave ever stopped.

I have this desire to touch her. Feel more of her.

I sink down to my knees.

Sit down.

Pull her close to me.

Our legs are crossing and sliding sideways into each other.

Her hot clit rubs against mine as we roll our hips against each other.

She leans backward onto her arms and throws her hand back. Gasping. Moaning. Completely letting go.

My legs are shaking from the orgasm building in me⁠—

And then, she moans so loud, shudders, freezes, breathes, pushes herself up.

We stare into each other’s eyes.

Panting.

Both our clits are pulsating.

She leans forward to grasp me.

Pulls me into her and we lie down on the wooden flooring.

Me on her.

“That was fucking epic,” she says.

I laugh.

“Yeah,” I say and roll onto my back.

We both lie there for endless moments, staring at the ceiling.

I am happy.

As happy as I could possibly be.
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AMELIE
PLAYLIST: GIVE ME LOVE – ED SHEERAN



Iwatched Jane sleep for a long time after she fell asleep on the floor. She looks so peaceful. So calming.

And I don’t want to leave her.

I don’t want to hurt her.

But I have to kill him.

I have to.

Even if it means that I will break Jane’s trust.

I have to do this for El because otherwise, I will never be able to let go of all the guilt I carry with me.

I place a kiss on her forehead.

Get up.

Dress myself.

Grab my backpack.

Grab my jacket.

Get a blanket and cover her with it.

My hand is on the door handle.

I turn.

For one last look.

Warmth radiates through me.

My stomach clenches because of it.

I can’t feel this right now.

I can’t⁠—

I have to do this for El⁠—

But I can’t move.

I fight with myself.

But I am unable to leave her.

Unable to betray her.

Unable to do it.

I sink to the ground with my back against the door, draw my legs up, and dig my face into them as I hug my legs.

I sit there and cry.

I cry until morning comes and the sunlight illuminates the apartment in a gleeful way.

I am exhausted when Jane moves.

She sits up.

I look up.

She looks at me. Sees my backpack next to me. Sees I’m dressed.

“I couldn’t go,” I say, sobbing with wet cheeks. “I wanted to, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave you, and it scares the fuck out of me. It scares me how much I care about you. It scares me how much I love you.”

She smiles.

Takes the blanket.

Warps it around her.

Moves closer.

Sits just close enough so she can place her hand on my arm.

“I know,” she says.

I cry.

She leans against my legs, not saying a word.

She just sits there until my sobs die.

I take a deep breath in.

She sits back up straight.

“Tell me your brother’s name,” she says.

My brain takes a moment to comprehend.

I can’t⁠—

I never use it⁠—

“What was his name?” she asks.

My mouth opens, but I can’t bring myself to say it.

“Say it,” she says.

I shake my head, sobs reappearing, breathing flattening.

My chest tightens.

I am running out of air.

“Say it,” she says again.

I scream out in a cry.

I feel backed into a corner.

I can’t breathe.

“Say it,” she says, grasping my face. She’s not letting it go.

“SIMON!” I scream at her. “HIS NAME WAS SIMON!”

And the moment I say it, heaviness falls from me.

I breathe in deep.

Air fills my lungs.

“Simon,” she says. “You loved Simon. Simon died. You loved El. El died. You are scared to love, because you are scared that everyone you love dies.”

“Yes,” I say, and tears that would fill an entire sea stream down my face.

“Yes,” she whispers and pulls my legs straight. I let her. reluctantly. She pulls away my protection.

She takes my hand.

Places it on her chest.

“Feel this?” she asks. “I am here. I am alive. I am not going anywhere.”

I feel her heart beating under my touch.

“And one day, you might not,” I say, “just like them.”

“And why would you deny yourself all the happiness in the world until then by living your life as if it already happened?” she asks, smiling at me.

I don’t have an answer to her question. Her. The woman I love. I don’t know if I will ever be without pain again. I don’t know if I will ever smile again, but I know that I love her.

I love her.

And while I do love her, I cannot say it.

The words won’t come over my lips.

“I am so broken,” I say. “I might never be enough to hold the love you deserve.”

“You are not broken,” she says. “You are grieving.”

“I am not just grieving,” I say, my voice shaking. “There is this void in my, and whenever I close my eyes, it drags me into the darkness with it. I have to fight all the time. I fight to breathe. I fight to get up. Fight to exist. Fight to not get lost in my own darkness. I don’t want to fight anymore. I can’t⁠—“

“I hear you,” she says. “I really do. But you have to keep fighting. Because one day, you will wake up, you will look out of an open window, a light breeze caressing your skin, and you will fall in love with life again. You will feel something other than pain, you will feel excitement, you will feel joy, you will feel happiness. Until then, you push through.”

She smiles weakly.

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay,” she says.

And we just sit there.

Together.

I am not alone.

I am not alone.


EPILOGUE
PLAYLIST: WAIT – M83



Jane

“Reid,” I say when my friend from the FBI’s Art Crime Unit picks up. “Can you meet?”

“Yeah, sure,” she says.

“Like now. I am in front of the office.”

“Ooookay,” she says and laughs. “Give me five.”

We hang up, and I wait.

Reid is one of my childhood friends. We met again during my research on criminal behavior and worked on many, many cases. I consider her a real friend, one of the only ones I have.

Reid, as in Reid Shaw, leads the Art Crime Unit here in New York. She is young, but well-connected, extremely profound, and quick on her feet.

“You look like you are about to rob a bank,” says Reid when she appears in front of me.

“Walk with me,” I say nervously.

“Ooookay,” she says. “Did you rob a bank?”

“Of course not,” I say.

“Tell me what happened,” she says.

“So, hypothetically. If I were to have intel, that a very powerful and influential man with friends in high places is in the ownership of a stolen painting—not just any painting—but a very well-known one, like a…“ I begin hesitantly.

“Rembrandt,” she says.

“For example, yes. And the owner has already managed to evade assault, coercion, first-degree rape, and all other sorts of charges. Would there be a way for you to use the intel on the painting to look deeper, and by deeper, I mean so deep that you find the proof of what was hidden?”

Reid draws up an eyebrow.

“Hypothetically, I could, but the moment I file the warrant, the high places would be alerted, depending on how high the places are.”

“So—“

“Professionally,” she interrupts me, “I’d advise always using the official route. Personally, I am aware of men of the named caliber, and there is only one way to catch those men, and that is money. Meaning, without access to the money trail, it is almost impossible to get anywhere.”

“So your advice is to get the bank statement,” I say and add quickly, “Solely hypothetically, of course.”

“Yes and no,” she says and stops. “What you are looking for isn’t generally transacted via a common bank.”

“What if the hypothetical person is the bank?” I ask.

“Who are we talking about?”

“It’s just a hypothetical⁠—“

“Jane,” she says. “I deal with liars on a daily basis, and you are one of the worst I have ever met.”

“Amelie tells me the very same every time,” I say.

“You’re asking for her, aren’t you?”

“I—no,“ I begin, stop, “Yes.”

Reid looks at me for a moment. She is weighing something.

Then, she leans in.

“Richard Whitney-Morgan has been on our radar for years. He is untouchable because he is best friends with the President himself. My advice? Let it go. I hate to say it, but whatever it is, let it go.”

With that, she taps me softly on the shoulder and leaves.

I watch her leave.

I take my phone from my pocket.

My fingers hover on Amelie’s name for one second.

But we made a deal.

And I keep my end of the deal.

“I tried,” I say when Amelie answers, and we hang up.

That night, I am alone in my apartment for a very long time.

Her phone lies next to mine on the couch table.

I stare at the ceiling, knowing what I did, questioning all my morals.

I am helping a woman, my woman, kill a man.

My chest feels heavy.

I hear the lock.

I run to the door.

Amelie leans against the door, a hollow look on her face.

“Did it work?” I ask.

She stares at me and shakes her head, her eyes widening.

“I couldn’t do it,” she whispers. “I couldn’t do the one thing she needed.”

Endless relief spreads through me.

“Why?” I ask silently.

A moment’s pause.

“Because of you,” she says.

Silence.

“Because I love you.”

More silence.

“Because El is dead.”

Goosebumps spread over my arms.

“And you are here.”

A tear finds its way down my cheek.

“Yes,” I say, smiling weakly. “I am here.”

Her expression softens.

“Marry me,” she says.

“Yes,” I hear myself say.

I can’t really grasp what is happening.

She walks over to me.

Grasps my face.

Kisses me.

“Hi,” she says between kisses against my lips.

“Hi,” I say back.

We stare at each other for a very long time, and then, she suddenly gets up.

I follow her with my eyes.

“What are you doing?” I ask her as my heart plummets, because she walks past me with scissors in her hands and strides to the bathroom.

I run after her as she doesn’t answer.

I turn on the bright lights in the bathroom, which I never do, because I hate the bright ceiling lights. Whoever invented them should be imprisoned, but right now, I need to see. My body is on full alert because the last time she went into the bathroom, she cut open her wrist.

But when I see her, I relax. At least part of me.

“I need to cut off my hair,” she says, grasps a strand, and just cuts.

“Wait,” I say and grab her hand as I stand behind her.

“I need to,” she says, looking at me through the mirror.

“I know,” I say. “But let me do it.”

“You’re not stopping me?” she asks, incredulously.

“No,” I say as I take the scissors from her hand. “Why would I stop you from figuring out who you really are?”

A weak smile hushes over her face.

“So how short do you want it?” I ask casually.

“Short,” she says. “Like really short.”

“Okay,” I say, get a comb, wet her hair, and then cut. I am reasonably good at cutting hair because I have cut my own hair since I moved out of my parents’ house, much to my mother's displeasure.

I cut her hair in silence. I mind stepping on the wet hair on the ground, even with socks on, but I don’t want to interrupt the very intimate moment we have right now, so I swallow it down.

When I’m done, I comb her wet hair back. I look at her in the mirror.

She looks so different.

Strong.

Powerful.

Bossy.

And yet, this warmth in her eyes.

She stares at me, turns, grasps my face, and kisses me.

“Thank you,” she whispers against my lips, before she kneels down and lifts me onto her shoulder.

“What are you doing?” I ask her, horrified of being carried, and try to get down by wiggling my legs up.

She grabs my ankle and removes the sock from my foot.

“I’m releasing you from the horror of stepping onto wet hair,” she says as she pulls off the second sock from my other foot.

I laugh.

She laughs.

And then she carries me to the bed. My bed.

She releases me on it.

Climbs into bed with me.

Her arm wanders around me.

And we just lie there.

Cuddling.

In my bed.

It’s the first time that she is in the room.

And the first time, I want someone in this room.

Because she is my person.

“Do you want me to call you a different name?” I ask her after a long while.

She doesn’t answer immediately.

“No,” she finally says. “But what you can do,” she says as she rolls herself onto me and kisses me, “Is that you call me daddy whenever you like to play.”

I bite my bottom to keep myself from grinning.

I grasp her face. Look her in the eyes as I say, “Yes, daddy.”

And it is this moment that I understand the freedom she gifted me. There is nothing wrong with me.

Nothing is wrong with me.

Amelie

“Your mother can fuck the fuck off,” I say to her as I run to her, grab the phone from her hand, and dial the number Jane just hung up.

Jane stays next to me, her chest heaving up and down as she cannot catch her breath.

“Mrs McKenzie,” I say harshly when she answers. “I am going to say this once, just once, and I require you to understand it. You are a narcissistic bitch, who got a child out of the most selfish and stupid reasons. The fact that you have the audacity to call your daughter on the day of days for the sole reason of diminishing her light because your own ego cannot allow your daughter to shine brighter than you is not only pathetic, but it makes you a single thing: A small woman. A woman I would pity, if I wouldn’t loathe her that much.”

With that, I hang up and throw the phone away.

Jane looks at me with her arms drawn up in front of her for protection.

“Babe,” I say. But she doesn’t react.

She is breathing flat, retracted.

“Tell me about inhibitory post-synaptic potential,” I say.

She doesn’t react.

I look at her, and she’s not hearing me.

And then I do the last thing I can do when nothing else helps.

I grasp her face with one hand.

She looks at me.

“Kneel,” I order her.

She sinks to her knees without hesitation.

“You do not move. You do not speak. You focus on me. Me alone. Do not avert your eyes from mine.”

She gazes up into my eyes.

Her breathing calmed, and she is fully with me.

A soft grin tugs at the corner of my mouth as I pull her chin up.

“Do you know why I ordered you to kneel?” I ask her.

“Because I panicked,” she says.

“No,” I say. “Because I am going to punish you.”

“Punish me?” she asks, almost horrified. “Punish me for what?”

I look down at her.

She gazes so beautifully at me.

Those green eyes.

“I am going to punish you for all the times you didn’t see how fucking beautiful you are. For all the times you doubted yourself and made yourself smaller for the sake of others. I am going to punish you so you finally understand how wonderful you are. I am going to punish you, so whenever anyone tries to diminish your light, you will remember this. You will remember that you are the reason I am still breathing. That you are the reason why I feel. That you are the reason that I don’t just love you, but worship you. I worship you. I breathe through you. I live through you, through your love.”

Her eyes flicker.

“Do you understand?” I ask her.

“Yes,” she breathes out.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she says.

“Exactly,” I say as the power of a single word washes through me. I have the power. I am in control. I never would’ve thought I would like anyone to call me daddy, but it is what gives me power. Just like the new hair gave me power.

“That’s my good girl,” I say and let go of her chin. “Now get on all fours.”

My palm slaps on her ass.

She squeaks.

“Count,” I say.

“One,”

I slap her until we reach ten. My fingers slide between her legs. Her clit is swollen, and she is wet beyond.

It’s been a while since we figured out that just a sprinkle of submission and dominance is in either of us. Because somehow, the play gave us a way to connect again.

I learned to breathe and trust her.

And she learned to feel herself.

I dig my face into her from behind.

She squeals in surprise and moans as my tongue enters her.

I slap her pussy while I fuck her with my tongue.

She arches.

Moans.

Gasps.

And cramps slightly.

Her body shivers.

I slow down and finally stop.

She relaxes.

“Well,” I say, “That was one hell of a way to get married,” I say and laugh.

She laughs with me.

“Now, let’s get to city hall,” I say.

We get up, she dresses, checks her appearance, and then we walk to the door of my studio.

The studio that reminds me of El. Every day.

The pain I feel is still there.

But it isn’t consuming me that much anymore.

Jane stands in the corridor.

I stop in the door frame.

Turn.

Look back at the apartment.

Look up at the terrace, where I see a glimpse of the blue sky.

I miss you, I tell her. You will forever live in my heart.

“Are you coming?” asks Jane.

I turn.

See her.

And I see a part of El in her.

“Coming,” I say, smile and close the door.

Jane and I get married with a signature on a page and a kiss. No one else. Just us.

“You still taste like me,” she whispers against my lips.

“Uh-huh,” I say and grin.

We walk from the city hall to our favorite cafe. We drink coffee. Have some ice cream.

And then we stroll through the city without many words. It is one of the rare moments where I don’t look over my shoulder and can truly be here.

When we return home, the sun falls between the streets, dipping Manhattan in the most beautiful shades of yellow and orange.

“Miss Degard,” says a female, but rather edgy voice behind me, and I spin around with fear surging through me. A woman steps out of a black Escalade, behind her the slick guy I saw on the first day at uni.

Goosebumps spread over my arms, as I realize I haven’t been wrong in feeling watched.

“Who is asking?” I ask, reading myself for an attack. My muscles tense, senses sharpen.

The woman has long brown hair up in a tight, high ponytail. With her long legs, black functional pants, and strong eyes, she could be anything from an assassin to a federal agent.

“Kat,” she says, and hands me an envelope. There is something heavy in there. I stare bewildered at her.

“Antonella sends her wishes,” she says. “Or shall I say, Sophie?”

Sophie.

She’s alive⁠—

But it also means the plan⁠—

She was supposed to come for me⁠—

I am falling.

Falling, as my past catches up with me. The car drives off, as I try to catch my breath.

She found me.

I am fucked.

I rip open the envelope.

A phone falls into my hand.

Together with a photo.

I stare at the photo.

A photo of Richard Whitney-Morgan.

Hanged.

Dead.

My mouth drops open.

Goosebumps spread over my arms.

“How?” I breathe out.

I don’t know what I feel right now. I wanted his death to mean something. To avenge everything he has done to El. Make him in a way that it would cost him everything. And now, he’s just dead.

“You’re asking the wrong questions,” says the woman named Kat.

“What’s the right question?” I ask, and look at her. Her eyes are strong, but not aggressive.

She leans in.

“He paid for every time he touched her with a knife stabbed in his body,” she says silently.

The hair on my arm stands up.

“El,” I whisper. “She⁠—”

“Yes,” says Kat, her eyes softening for a moment. “It was the plan all along.”

My eyes become watery.

She got her revenge.

El got her revenge.

Kat puts her hand on my forearm.

“The rest is a gift,” Kat says, turns, and is gone.

I stare after her.

Bewildered.

They drive off, and my mind starts processing again.

I risk a glance at Jane.

She stands next to me.

Staring at me.

I want to say something.

Explain everything.

But no words come over my lips.

“You will tell me when you feel ready,” she says as she puts her arm on my back.

There’s another photo.

I gasp in complete shock.

My mother.

It’s footage of my mother being shot by my own father.

My mind can’t grasp what I look at.

My breath flattens.

He killed my mother.

He lied to me.

He—

A whirlwind of emotions consumes me.

I somehow find myself upstairs in the studio.

I didn’t even realize how we got there.

I look at Jane.

I am still processing what just happened.

Sophie found me.

She didn’t kill me.

After everything.

But she knows my new identity now.

She could’ve killed you the moment she saw you, says a voice in my head. Instead, she killed the one person you needed dead.

And she gave you the knowledge of what my father did.

How does she even know all that?

Question after question appears in my mind.

I stare at the photos in my hand.

It’s only then that I realize there is even more in the envelope.

A phone.

I hold it up.

The display activates.

And I see myself.

A photo of me riding Liberty.

A huge smile on my face, arms wide as we raced the horses over the beach.

The feeling of freedom.

And I see the real me for the first time.

Pain stabs through my chest.

My eyes become watery as I realize what this is.

This is El’s phone.

My breathing flattens as I press it into my chest.

I look at Jane.

This is supposed to be our day.

And now it’s about El, my past, and my fucked up parents.

“I’m on the terrace,” says Jane softly, and lets go of me. “Take whatever time you need. I am not going anywhere.”

I stand there.

“Babe,” I call after her, just when she reaches the top stair.

She turns. I don’t know what to say. There is so much I want to tell her.

“I know. Nothing changes. I am not going anywhere,” she says, turns and walks outside.

I stand there.

And stand there.

With a piece of El in my hands.

Given to me by the woman I first loved.

Who I betrayed on orders of my father.

My father, who killed my mother.

Tears flood down my cheeks.

I wipe them away with my elbow, not letting go of the phone on my chest, and my gaze falls onto the drawer by the door.

The Porsche’s keys lie on it.

I look at them.

And I know what to do.

I grab them.

Run downstairs.

Open the car I haven’t used since the day El and I were in the Hamptons.

I sit down in the driver’s seat.

Her smell trails into my nose.

I cry.

And cry.

Unable to stop.

I look at the phone again.

I smile and cry at the same time.

The only real photo that exists of me.

Taken in a moment where I was myself.

Because that’s what she made me feel.

Like myself.

She made me feel myself.

She helped me figure out who I am.

Like steered by an external force, I slide up the screen with shaking hands. Enter El’s pin.

I want to see her.

I need to see her.

I open the Photos app.

There’s only one video on.

I hold my breath as I click on it with my trembling finger.

“Hi Amy,” El says, beaming into the camera with smiling eyes. Uncontrollable sobs escape me as I see her.

“I’m standing here at the most beautiful sunsets we have on this planet.” She turns the phone only to show the sun dipping the green Island of Hawaii with the blue ocean into the most stunning palette of colors.

She turns the phone back.

“It is one of the only places I can smile, like really, genuinely smile. I would have loved to be standing here with you one day, showing you who I really am. But I couldn’t. I took her, though,” she says and holds up the stuffed turtle I got her when I was in Florida. I cry. I cry as she rips out my heart, just to hold it in the gentlest ways there are.

“I know you will cry, but don’t. Wait, no,” and she laughs her rich laughter. “Cry. I want you to cry all the tears. Cry. Cry them all. And then, you get back up. You get back up, because I chose this, Amy. I chose this. For once in my life, I chose what I wanted. I chose myself. I chose this moment. I chose to leave when I was the happiest. And that is what I want you to remember. Me laughing. Me loving you. Me looking at you, knowing that you are the one person I will love through all of eternity.”

Tears roll down her cheeks now, too.

“I know you will hate me for doing it. For not telling you. But I couldn’t. Because you would’ve stopped me just by looking at me. I had to chose me. So please, hate me. You are allowed to. But I chose this. And you might think, what a selfish bitch,” El laughs in tears.

“You can call me whatever you want. I won’t care. I would do the very same by the way.” She laughs again. A heartfelt laugh that goes straight into my chest. A chest that bleeds open from all I feel right now.

“I love you, Amy. And because I love you, I can finally find peace. I found the one thing I ever hoped for while lying to myself. You made me see myself. You made me feel something. You made me strong. Strong enough to finally choose me. And I want to thank you with all my heart. I want to thank you for being my friend, my one, true friend, the only one I ever had. I want to thank you for the most epic orgasms. I want to thank you for protecting me. For holding me. For making me feel like at home and like myself again after everything was numb. I want to thank you for making me laugh. Not with my mouth, but my heart, my eyes, and my soul.”

She turns herself with the camera and falls into the green grass with it.

“We will meet again,” she says, and more uncontrollable sobs surface out of the depths of my aching soul.

“We will. I know you will doubt me, as always, you little non-believer, but I know we will. We were meant to meet, and we will meet again. And whenever you feel lost, you will come here, to Hawaii, you will touch this grass, grab Libby, and you will watch this sun set over the ocean,” she says and places the turtle next to her. “You will know. I’ll be here, waiting for you. The keys are in the Porsche. I left them for you, so you can find me whenever you need me. It’s yours, by the way. I made sure of that.”

Keys. Libby. Porsche. Mine.

I can’t cope with it.

“I love you,” she says. “Heads up, love. I’ll be watching over you. So go, do the things you dreamed of. Go kiss her, be happy with her. She loves you just as much as I do. And I am going to kick your ass through the entire universe if I don’t get to witness you walking down that damn aisle with her one day.”

I have to laugh,

And cry.

Because today, she saw me.

She was with me.

And the fact that I got this today.

It’s like a gift.

A gift from heaven.

A gift from her.

My angel.

“Oh, and one last thing,” she says, with the most beautiful smile on her face, and warmth radiates over me. “You don’t need to find out who you are. You already know. You’re just too scared to say it out loud. Be bold. Be daring. Be you. Goodbye, my love. See you again.”

Playlist: See you again (feat. Charlie Puth) – Wiz Khalifa, Charlie Puth
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The End


[image: red heart] THANK YOU FOR READING HER ENVY [image: red heart]



I hope you enjoyed the book, and I’d be ever so grateful if you could leave a review on the platform(s) of your choosing and tell your book-besties about it.
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BONUS SCENE



Amelie’s and Jane’s story continues. Get a glimpse into Amelie’s past and get two spicy [image: hot face] scenes here:

(You don’t want to miss this. Really.)

Bonus Scene #1


YOU WANT MORE SINS…



Her Gluttony

A sapphic Cat& Mouse Dark Romance
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I cannot love you, because you are everything I stand against.

Avery Zayne

Many know my name. Few dare to touch me. And no one ever catches me. I am always one step ahead. I have to, because I have every agency in the world breathing down my neck. I take what was never meant to be mine—with pleasure.

I love the thrill, the pace, the constant vigilance of knowing that I am hunted. I have to admit, cops are the most disgusting breed, but in the case of Reid Shaw from the FBI’s Art Crime division, it brings me immense fun to play a game of cat and mouse with her. Until one day, I make a mistake. A mistake that nearly costs me my life, if not for said agent, who saves me and finally brings me behind bars.

But I wouldn’t be worth my title of the world’s most notorious art thief if I’d accept the fate she has destined for me.

Reid Shaw

After two years leading the FBI’s art crime unit, I achieved the highest rate of closed cases in over a decade. I believe in unbreakable, not even unbendable, rules and the law. There is nothing more important than the law.

I know exactly what kind of people steal art for a living: brilliant, arrogant, completely convinced they’re the exception to every rule. Avery Zayne, or whatever alias she uses, is not the exception. I studied her for years. Learned her taste, her routes, her patterns, until I knew her better than anyone else. And when I finally catch her, I thought I would be prepared.

But I wasn’t. I wasn’t prepared for her knowing me back in a way I could never imagine.
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Writing Her Envy has been one of the most emotional times of my life. It wrecked me in a way I can’t describe and healed me in ways I have no words for. It is the most close to home I have ever written, and I want to share this with you here:

My entire life has been tainted by loss. My beloved Nana, my father, and one of my best friends left before I even turned eighteen. It was a very rough experience, one that shaped me forever.

Maybe you have lost someone you loved, too. Maybe you know the emptiness and grief that comes afterward—led by the question that’ll stay unanswered forever: Could I have done more?

I answered this question for myself in writing El. Because El decided for herself. It was her decision. Her decision to take her power back—in the most devastating way possible, but to her, it was peace. I learned that I am allowed to let the grief go because my real-life El took her power back.

So this book is for you, CC.

I couldn’t have written it without knowing (and losing) you.

See you again, one day.

To the stars and back, hun.

Always <3
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