
        
            
                
            
        

    The Truce
Sabrina Blaum

Babette B. Publishing



Copyright © 2023 by Sabrina Blaum 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Any resemblance with people, locations, or circumstances is accidental and not intended by the author. 
Paperback ISBN-13: 978-1-7376851-8-0
Ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-7376851-9-7
Cover design: getcovers.com
Author Image: Willow Hyppolite
Library of Congress Control Number: 2023900210
Printed in the United States of America



Contents
 
	
 dedication

	
 leo

	
 foreword

	
 1. lesson 1: beware of opening doors while knocking

	
 2. an armistice sounded like a good idea

	
 3. lesson 2: resolutions are for the birds

	
 4. she needed this like a bullet to the head

	
 5. lesson 3: memories are traitors and cannot be trusted

	
 6. she always hated that song

	
 7. lesson 4: murder should only be committed in places without the death penalty

	
 8. killing old habits by suffocation or was that a peace offering?

	
 9. lesson 5: blood isn’t a beverage 

	
 10. she should have known better

	
 11. lesson 6: patience is a virtue, and whoever said that needs to step on a lego

	
 12. resistance was futile, or whatever that cybernetic queen without legs liked to say

	
 13. lesson 7: towels are more useful than expected

	
 14. wishes, horses, weeds, and all that nonsense

	
 15. lesson 8: regrets are for losers

	
 16. sisyphus was a nincompoop

	
 17. lesson 9: nostalgia is a double-edged sword

	
 18. the french-german friendship never entailed that

	
 19. lesson 10: repetitions don’t have to be boring

	
 20. no regrets, not because they didn’t work but because they cut

	
 21. lesson 11: letting go seems easier in the movie

	
 22. was there another term for waving the white flag?

	
 23. lesson 12: there are distinct benefits to not complaining

	
 24. competition by any other name

	
 25. lesson 13: sneakers aren’t projectiles 

	
 26. the ghosts of whatever past could suck it

	
 27. lesson 14: confessions don’t have to be awful

	
 28. were the frying pan and the fire really that different?

	
 29. lesson 15: history is a bitch

	
 30. icarus should have known better

	
 31. lesson 16: one is the loneliest number for a reason

	
 32. the lions’ den shouldn’t leave you wet

	
 33. lesson 17: rules exist to be broken, but what if they break you?

	
 34. pick your poison, they said, concealing that both would kill you

	
 35. lesson 18: life sucks, but ladybugs help

	
 36. the devil you knew fucked you up like no other

	
 37. lesson 19: hate may be a strong word, but if the shoe fits...

	
 38. there were times when all you could say was: fuck my life

	
 39. lesson 20: lemonade is delicious

	
 40. how to call a dream when you were awake?

	
 41. lesson 21: all that ends well sometimes does just that

	
 42. sometimes you could have your cake and eat it, too

	
 afterword

	
 mailing list

	
 constellation spinoff

	
 also by sabrina

	
 acknowledgments

	
 about the author

	
 publisher





For Rodna, who threatened me with bloody murder if I didn't write this one next. So, I did. Thank you for everything you do. 



leo
ICH WILL ES ABER WISSEN, ES WAR SO AUSGEMACHT...
This book was already tied to my father as he'd taken the pictures of the castle Jess and Amy visit in Kaiserlautern. Then his sudden illness brought me back to Germany, where I landed in Kaiserlautern every day. It also brought me to Paris (riding the same train they take in the book) on the way back. It even resulted in me standing in the Pantheon. 
While he is not gone as I'm writing this, he is leaving. It is both surreal and harrowing, but I also want to honor his words of, "keep working on your books." 
I can honestly say that I've not experienced such a bone-crushing sadness as the one that has inundated me over the past four weeks, a sorrow that still resides in me now and that I shall carry for a long time to come. Yet it is my greatest lament that we never fully grasp how much we love someone until they are gone.




foreword
The Truce  marks the third volume in the Constellation series. The leads in this book, Amy Summers and Jess Daniels, appear in several chapters of The
Deal, which is the second Constellation novel. 
This story was a lot of fun to write and flowed almost effortlessly. It was also a blast because I got to send them to Germany, but not just Germany, but to the city of my birth and where I went to high school. I got to send them to familiar stomping grounds, which was new and kind of exciting. 
The Truce also differs in that our two leads have a ton of history between them, from the get-go. This isn't something I've ever written, and it proved both fascinating and entertaining—something I did not expect. 
While all books in the Constellation series are standalone romance novels and may be read in any order, I believe you'll get the most out of them if you read them in the listed order. In the end, I hope you'll enjoy this tale. 
Content advisory: this story contains a discussion of past suicide ideation, and the experience of a past early term miscarriage. 
MAN VERUNGLIMPFT SICH NICHT SELBST. LEO.



lesson 1: beware of opening doors while knocking
AMY SUMMERS HATED THE traffic in downtown Dallas. The construction sites never seemed to abate, and once they’d fixed one section, another one popped up somewhere else. Either way, she loathed driving, yet it represented a necessary evil one had to contend with. She often opted for public transit, but her father, the head of Silsum Tech, had called her in for an urgent meeting. He hadn’t said more than, “Please hurry,” and so Amy had grabbed her purse and headed out the door. At least she didn’t have to hustle to drop off her daughter Emma at school, since she was staying with Amy’s soon-to-be ex-husband, Ben, at their former home in Waco to finish the last few weeks of the school year.
After their split, Amy had moved back to Dallas to be closer to the main branch of her family’s company. She returned to Waco most weekends to be with Emma. 
Her sister Nicole along with her girlfriend E had spent the week in Dallas, and they’d met up the previous night, indulging in some of E’s famous moon and the stars liquor while chatting and hanging out until well past midnight. While she felt beyond happy that Nicole and E had finally found their way together, watching their interactions and being exposed to their almost lovesick glances, left Amy with a hollow longing for the same. She didn’t think she’d ever looked at anyone like that, nor had she ever been pained by the absence of one of her boyfriends. Yet, that seemed to be a thing?
She exited her car and groaned when she breathed in the muggy air. Seventy-three degrees on an early April morning seemed offensive. Amy raced up to her father’s office and after a quick knock, or better, after knocking while opening the door, she found herself in front of Robert Summers’ desk.
Robert stood. “Amy. Hello, dear. I’m so happy to see you. We’ve encountered a bit of a snafu.”
Amy’s brows lifted. Robert tended to downplay problems, so whatever this issue was, it had to carry a punch, judging by the way he fiddled with his tie. “Is this about the merger with CodeAim?”
“Yes. Emilia broke her leg and can’t go. They were ready to fly to Frankfurt tomorrow, and so—”
“You want me to go instead.” She sighed. There were worse things, she supposed. Short notice but doable, especially with Ben taking care of Emma right now.
“Yes, but—”
“All right. When does the plane leave?”
Robert’s eyes widened. “Tomorrow afternoon at five, but honey…” He pulled at his tie and pointed behind Amy.
She spun around and opened her mouth, but instead of words, a stuttered squeak spilled from her lips as Jess Daniels stood next to the little window table where she’d apparently been working on something. What is she doing here? How could I have missed her before?
“I’m sorry Jess. Amy here tends to have tunnel vision when she storms into rooms before receiving an answer to her knocking.” He raised his eyebrows. 
Amy flushed. 
“I recall.” Jess’s gaze flickered from Robert to Amy as her posture stiffened.
He cleared his throat. “I asked both of you here because of Emilia’s accident, as this means I’ll have to send someone else in her stead, and Amy’s the obvious choice. I know you girls had a trifle spat as teens, but you’ve surely outgrown that. Still, your mother suggested that I run it by you first.”
“Dad, may I speak with you? Alone?” Amy asked, finding her voice and glaring at Robert. 
“I can step outside,” Jess spoke up.
“No, no, it’s fine,” Robert said.
Amy gritted her jaw. That voice, and Jess stood as tall as ever. What was her exercise routine? She’d wondered about that during their unfortunate run-in over Thanksgiving break last year, as Jess still looked like the lanky teenager she once knew. 
It felt odd seeing her in smart business attire, though. Strangely appealing even. And she still allowed her ridiculously long, brown hair to fall in wild curls over her shoulders. Hadn’t they reached an age where they at least should wear their long hair in ponytails? Did she really just think that? 
Robert held Jess’s gaze before he turned to Amy. “We need you for this, Amy. Please.”
Amy sighed. “Fine. How long is this trip again?”
“Thank you. You leave tomorrow, and we booked your return flight for the twenty-sixth.”
“That’s two weeks!”
“Twelve days, if you don’t count the travel days. You arrive a day later because of the time difference, and you’ll have Sunday to recover from jetlag.”
“Fine. Just forward me the details via email. I gotta go back home and pack.”
“All right.” Robert straightened his tie.
Amy waltzed out of the room, never glancing at Jess again. She hurried to her car and stifled the urge to scream once she sat behind the wheel. This couldn’t be happening. Not only would she miss two weekends with Emma, but she’d be stuck with that backstabbing bitch Jess Daniels. “A trifle spat,” she scoffed her father’s words. He had no idea.
Later that evening, she called Emma for their nightly video chat after having explained the situation to Ben.
“Hey ladybug,” Amy greeted her daughter with a smile and a wave.
“Hi Mom,” Emma said. “You know I’m getting too old for that nickname.”
“You’re eight! That’s not old.”
“I said too old, not old. You’re old.”
Amy chuckled. “Thanks, kiddo. Is that better?”
“I have a name. Didn’t you choose it?”
Amy sighed. Her daughter had always been a handful, but she was her handful. “Yes, Emma. You’re right. How are you? I hope Daddy isn’t letting you eat too much ice cream.”
Emma pouted. “I only got one scoop!”
“That’s a big enough dessert for such a tiny person.”
“I’m eight! I’m not a baby anymore.”
“True, but your stomach is still so small. It can’t hold all that ice cream.”
“Yes, it can!”
Amy smiled and touched Emma’s cheek on the screen. “I miss you, baby.”
“I miss you, too. But you’ll be back tomorrow, and we can go to the park, and Kathy said that—”
“Honey, about that.”
“Yes?”
“I have to leave for work tomorrow and fly to Germany to work with a business there, and—”
“But you work in Dallas with Grandpa!”
“Yes, but there’s… Grandpa wants to buy a new company in Germany, and I gotta go there and check them out.”
“Can’t they send someone else?”
“They tried, but she broke her leg.”
“Oh, snap.”
Amy chuckled. Literally. “Indeed.”
“When will you be back?”
“In two weeks, and—”
“Two weeks? That’s forever! What about my soccer game?” 
“I know, and I’m so sorry, but I’ll make it up to you. We’ll soon be together again. Summer break isn’t that far off and then you’ll be with me most of the time. I promise.”
Emma pouted.
“I’m really sorry, ladybug. But you’ll have lots of fun with Daddy, and you’ll be so busy that time will fly by and then poof, I’m back.”
“Promise?”
“Yes. And we’ll continue our chats, OK? I’ll still call you every day.”
“Germany has internet, too?”
Amy’s eyebrows rose. “Yes, of course they do.”
“OK, then.”
They talked for another hour before Amy finished packing, and after taking a shower, she dropped onto her bed, staring at the ceiling. She should have chosen German instead of Spanish in high school because now she’d need to navigate two weeks in Germany while only knowing how to say two German words: ja and Bier. She supposed it would be enough to get her drunk.
Two weeks at the side of Jess Daniels in a foreign country. Amy hadn’t spent that much time with that infernal woman since… they’d been seventeen. For good reason! And now… How was she supposed to survive this? She doubted she’d finally hear the apology she certainly had not been waiting twenty-one years for. 
She grunted and flipped to her side, glaring at the red numbers on her nightstand clock lumbering closer to midnight. How? She needed to sleep. She still had to run a few errands tomorrow morning before heading to the airport. Then again, if she didn’t sleep tonight, she might be so tired on the flight that she’d conk out and wouldn’t have to endure being trapped in a steel tube with that horrible woman.
Needless to say, the next day turned into a hectic and stressful mess, with Amy dashing around all morning to ensure all arrangements were in place and operating seamlessly for the extent of her trip—not as if she had no work left to do in Dallas, alas...
By the time she reached the airport and arrived at her gate, she flopped into a seat with a sigh and closed her eyes. These two weeks couldn’t be over fast enough.
Someone sat next to her a moment later, and to Amy’s utter fury, she didn’t even need to open her eyes to recognize the culprit who took ownership of the chair. 
The audacity. 
She’d expected Jess to sit as far away from her as she could. Amy would have. And who in the world used the same perfume for over two decades?
“I didn’t know you’d be going on this trip,” Jess said once several minutes passed, during which Amy refused to budge, open her eyes, or say a single word.
Amy sighed and opened her eyes. “How could you have known? Or were you responsible for Emilia’s accident? Did you push her in front of the taxi?”
Jess frowned.
Amy released a small chuckle. “That was a joke.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time you blamed me for something I didn’t do,” Jess said.
Here we go. Amy hated how composed Jess sounded. When had that happened? Jess used to be quiet, shy, and awkward. Sullen. She was not… this put together, unfazed woman who… Amy tightened her jaw. This would be a long, exhausting trip. 
She should have asked her father to accompany Jess instead, but then again, he was too busy with tax season. She truly needed to reign in her impulsive tendencies. In her defense, though, Jess didn’t even work for Silsum Tech, so how could Amy have seen that curveball careening toward her head? Wasn’t there a saying about good intentions and the road to hell?



an armistice sounded like a good idea
WHEN JESS HAD RECEIVED Robert Summers’ message, a request to hire her for evaluating a new business opportunity for Silsum Tech to expand their interests to Germany, she’d hesitated. She loved the Summers family (minus Amy), and she had practically grown up at their house. For years, their family had served as a refuge from Jess’s more challenging home life, at least until it all fell apart. They’d been best friends for almost ten years, until Amy decided that Jess’s word meant nothing. 
After high school, Jess had gone to MIT to study computer science and engineering, whereas Amy stayed in Dallas and studied information technology and systems as well as accounting at the University of Texas. How did she know that? Her mother, Lauren, had been friends with Amy’s mother, Catherine, for as long as Jess could remember (They might have gone to school together but Jess never bothered asking.), and she continued to update Jess on Amy, as if there’d been a competition between them. Odd, given her mother had been delighted when Jess and Amy’s friendship had shattered.
While Jess had dreamed of creating her own business when she still attended college, after her PhD she’d first joined a tech company for several years before trying to venture out on her own—a less than successful endeavor at first. Today, though, she had made this dream a reality with her Yellow Crayon. It allowed her to work as a tech consultant who evaluated network security for whoever hired her. 
After that first failed attempt, she’d turned into a sought-after expert and in fact, she didn’t need this contract financially. Yet, hit by a wave of nostalgia for all the Summers family meant to her growing up, she’d agreed to Robert’s request, especially once she’d seen the detailed contract. None of her assignments would involve one Amy Summers, or rather, Amy Rowal, though Jess assumed Amy would return to her maiden name once the divorce was finalized. More unwanted information courtesy of her mother.
Then that awful accident. The change of plans. And now Jess sat at Dallas International, at gate thirty-four (She’d always hated that number.), next to Amy, who still seemed to hate her guts. Without the tsunami of misery that this entire affair had crashed through Jess’s life, shaping the last two decades—she’d deny that to everyone; in fact, she sometimes denied it to herself—she’d laugh, given that Jess was the true injured party, yet not in ‘life, according to Amy.’ 
Amy, the forever popular one, who, along with her twin sister, Abby, had ruled their high school, at least until senior year when a rumor… Jess clenched her jaw. No, she wouldn’t go there. Bygones and all that. 
This attitude was usually easier to maintain, but with Amy nearby, the past came roaring back, and try as she might, Jess struggled to keep it contained. She wondered if Amy felt the same, if Jess had ever crossed her mind again in all those years. Had Catherine also updated Amy on Jess’s life?
Amy was the prettiest girl Jess had ever seen, or so she thought when they met on a sweltering September afternoon when she was eight—the fateful day Amy knocked out Tommy Pittin’s front tooth (It had already been loose, which sadly hadn’t stemmed the wave of crimson gushing from his mouth as he screamed like a banshee.) on the playground where he’d been bullying Jess. She still recalled the mixture of awe and surprise that had rushed through her—at being defended in the first place, and at the sight of the pretty girl who swung such a mean left hook. 
They’d just moved into the neighborhood, and Jess, who’d always struggled to make friends, had felt even lonelier and more forlorn than ever at having to attend a new, large elementary school filled with kids she didn’t know but who knew each other and decided Jess should remain an outsider.
Amy had changed all that. She’d not been able to turn Jess into something she never was and never would be—a popular, gregarious, people person—but her friendship, her attention, had been enough for others to leave her alone and sometimes even included her. To this day, Amy Summers remained the most beautiful woman Jess had ever met—time had only amplified her appeal in Jess’s eyes, and it infuriated her, especially since it made this entire ordeal even worse. She didn’t want to still be attracted to the woman who had crushed her, a woman whose beauty had proven to be only skin-deep.
When Jess realized that Amy would accompany her to Germany instead of Emilia (All the work they’d done to prepare for this job would be in vain as Amy surely would want to do it her way.), she’d spent the night going over their agreement to see if she could get out of it. But no. They could sue her for breach of contract. 
She doubted Robert would do that, even so, it wasn’t worth the risk as Jess remained too paranoid after having been burned once before. Her reputation needed to remain spotless. After getting little sleep, Jess rushed to the airport early, or so she hoped, before her wish to arrive at their gate ahead of Amy fell to pieces.
When she saw Amy sitting in that chair with her eyes closed, her long auburn hair in a messy bun, dressed in gray jogger pants and a black hoody, Jess halted and first merely stared at her. She thought that if she took her fill now without the other woman noticing, she’d get used to it, to seeing Amy again, and to still feeling completely enthralled by her. 
She hated this. This had to be some kind of cosmic joke. Why had she sat down in the empty spot next to Amy? Who knew? Perhaps she held some low-key masochistic tendencies she’d never been aware of before. Then again, she also knew it would irk Amy, and that most definitely was a bonus, or a temptation she couldn’t resist.
“Do we have to do this?” Amy’s question drew Jess back to the present.
“Do what? Go to Germany? I’m afraid so, unless you want to explain to Robert why his deal with CodeAim went up in flames.”
Amy scoffed. “I doubt us not going would cause the entire arrangement to fall through.”
Jess tilted her head. “This is time sensitive. Tell me you read the files Robert sent you?”
“Sure. I mean, I had days, weeks to prepare for this. Not as if I don’t have a daughter whose soccer game I’ll miss and instead must spend with…” she trailed off and dipped her head.
“It’s not as if this is a holiday for me. Emilia and I got along well, and we were prepared, and all the research we’d—”
“We don’t need to change any of that. It’s too late, anyway. I’ll just go with whatever you guys came up with.”
Jess’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead.
“Don’t look so surprised. I’m a team player.”
Jess laughed, then sobered when she caught Amy’s wide-eyed gaze. “What?”
“I just forgot how much…” Amy shook her head. “Never mind. You were saying?”
“I wasn’t saying anything. You were the one who started with, ‘do we have to do this’ and never explained further.”
“Because you always distract me.”
Jess blinked furiously. “Always? We haven’t seen each other since graduation, Amy.”
Amy narrowed her eyes. “I’ve seen you around, and my mom has—”
“Told you all about me. Yes, my mom did the same. Mind you, I never asked, and—”
“Neither did I!”
“Be that as it may, we’ve only seen each other in passing, at the most, since high school.” The run-in during last Thanksgiving thanks to her meddlesome little sister Gretchen didn’t count. 
Amy grumbled. 
They both fell silent, and Jess listened to the airline spokesperson go over a list of cancelled flights. Thank God theirs only showed a ‘twenty minutes delay’ sign. She needed getting stuck at the airport with Amy as much as she needed a root canal. Then again, they could just go home if the airline cancelled their flight.
“I want to leave it all behind.”
“What?” Why did she always have to speak in riddles? Amy used to drive her up the wall with that tendency when they were friends. Her heart slowed, and she felt awash with a strange sadness she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in ages. She blamed Amy’s presence. This trip couldn’t be over fast enough.
“The past. We have a lot of work ahead of us, and this merger is important for our business. If we… if we keep bringing up all that, it’ll only distract us and make this entire trip more exhausting. So, can we, I don’t know, agree on a truce? At least for the duration of this trip. I’m not saying we should try to reconnect or anything.”
“Perish the thought,” Jess grumbled, then sighed. “I suppose. Our job will suffer if we’re constantly at each other’s throat. And knowing you—”
“Knowing me? Do you think I’m still that girl who trusts the wrong people, and then—”
“Excuse me? You trusted the wrong people? You’re quite the revisionist, but I suppose that fits,” Jess ground out.
“And what’s that supposed to mean?”
Jess opened her mouth to volley a stinging retort at Amy, when the older lady sitting next to her cleared her throat.
“Now, girls, I understand that today’s youth doesn’t appreciate the concept of privacy, but there are folks who’d prefer not being a part of your little row. Also, might I suggest couple’s counseling? It did wonders for me and Arty. I’m not sure we’d have made it without it.”
Amy’s brows furrowed. “We’re not… She’s not—”
“Again, save all of that for a non-public location.” The woman smiled, then once more picked up her book and continued reading.
“This is all your fault. You’ve always gotten me into trouble. That’s how we met, and I should’ve known it wouldn’t change,” Amy muttered.
“Do you regret punching Tommy?” Jess’s voice cracked.
Amy’s gaze snapped up and for a second, Jess forgot where she was or that they were fighting. She’d always loved Amy’s warm, brown eyes. “Don’t be silly. Of course I don’t regret punching that asshole. He deserved that and more,” Amy mumbled.
Jess smothered a smile and cursed the warmth spreading through her.
“Did your mother tell you about him, too?”
“About Tommy? No.”
Amy grinned. “He’s a big shot lawyer at Sandhurst, but he declared bankruptcy last year. He’d married this wealthy woman from England, Elizabeth something, signed a prenup, cheated on her and knocked up his mistress, and together, the two ladies cleaned him out.”
“Why would a rich lady get his money? And mistress? Do people still say that?”
Amy waved her off. “She supported him financially and gave him the money to become a partner at the firm. Apparently, the prenup foresaw him paying it all back and then some if he cheated. Then there’s child support for the kid he fathered. He works seventy hours a week and still ended up filing for bankruptcy. But that’s not even the best part.”
“Oh? What’s that?”
“The wife and the mistress are together and are raising his kid, but he’s still on the hook for paying child support.”
Jess laughed. “You’re joking.”
“Nope. My mom told me.”
“How does she know?”
“The ex-wife plays cards with them.”
“Huh. I didn’t know they’d added young blood to their circle.”
“Not that much younger. I think she’s closer to fifty than forty.” 
“Oh.”
Amy laughed.
Jess hated that she’d missed the sound.



lesson 2: resolutions are for the birds
AMY COULDN’T BELIEVE SHE was sitting there laughing with Jess Daniels. After the Tommy story and the reluctant truce agreement, both seemed to relax a bit and continued to chat more or less peacefully. Amy wondered if this development also stemmed from their desire to avoid the wrath of the old woman next to them. She looked frail with her big, horn-rimmed glasses and bird-like features. Yet, appearances and wrong assumptions had gotten Amy into hot waters too often, and so she currently tried this new thing where she attempted to avoid forming any assumptions at all. People too often proved you wrong. 
In the end, their flight took off half an hour late. Although Amy dreaded the next ten hours and the trip a little less, their interactions on the plane remained stilted and awkward. At one point, Amy had startled when the thought that talking to Jess used to be as easy as breathing filled her with both longing and sadness.
“How often have you been to Germany?” Amy asked while fiddling with the folding table fastened in the seat's backrest in front of her.
“This is the third time. I was there last for about a month… let’s see, seven years ago? And two years before that I stayed for three weeks.”
“And you speak German.”
“You know I do,” Jess said, picking up her cup.
“Did you add more languages than just French and German like you’d planned?”
Jess hummed. “Perhaps.”
Amy rolled her eyes. “I hate flying.”
“I know,” Jess murmured, and her tone made Amy recall the moment during take-off when she’d dug her fingers so hard into the armrest that her knuckles had paled. She’d thought for a second, and through her haze of panic, that Jess had minutely reached out as if to grasp Amy’s hand. Nothing had happened, obviously, and Amy had chalked it up to her mind hurling her back in time for an instant.
“Right.” Amy cleared her throat. “These metal tubes shouldn’t even be up in the air. Do you know how heavy a plane is?”
“Are you talking just the plane? With or without fuel? What about passengers and their luggage because all of that changes things. Just the plane is likely about ninety thousand pounds, but the gas adds around forty thousand pounds. Isn’t that insane? The fuel is almost half as heavy as the plane itself. Once it’s filled up and in the air, I want to say the average plane will clock in around one hundred and fifty to one hundred and seventy-five thousand pounds.”
Amy’s eyes widened.
“What?”
“That was a rhetorical question. I was thinking more like it weighing a fuckton, but…”
Jess shrugged. 
“How do you know all this?”
“I don’t enjoy flying either.”
Amy held her gaze but said nothing. She wondered if this remained the easiest way to get Jess to elaborate on something.
After a moment of silence, Jess sighed. “Knowledge helps me to stay calm. I used to think that if the motor of a plane dies, we’d drop like a stone, but that’s not the case. We’d still glide, and planes always fly the closest route so as to reach land in an emergency.”
“Didn’t you study engineering?”
Jess flushed. “Yes, but my focus was more on computer science, and I’d wondered about that before…”
Quiet once more fell between them.
“Isn’t it weird that we still know so much about each other?” Jess asked finally.
“What do you mean? I wouldn’t say we still know each other that well. The past is just that. We’ve changed a lot since we were seventeen.”
“Of course we have, but I doubt our core personalities have altered significantly, though I mean more like… My mom kept telling me about you, although she knew we were no longer friends.”
“Mine did the same, and I’ve never reacted to any of her stories, yet she kept on going.”
Jess chuckled. “Why do I find that hard to believe?”
Amy ducked her head. “All right. I might have bitched about you whenever your name was mentioned, but that makes it even stranger. Why would she keep telling me stuff about you when my reactions were negative?”
Jess shrugged. “Beats me. I never understood why my mom told me about you, either. She had seemed so relieved when… when we stopped talking.”
“Really? I always thought Lauren liked me. She was never… warm, but she seemed friendly enough.” Amy pouted.
“She never talked about you like she disliked you or anything, but once we… When it all happened, she seemed happy. I could be wrong and just misunderstood her mood back then. Or perhaps it was unrelated. It’s been so long.”
“Right.”
“Did you ever tell Catherine about what happened?”
Amy clenched her jaw. “No. I thought we agreed to let the past rest.”
Jess drank from her cup. “So we said.”
Amy rummaged through her bag and grabbed her e-reader, hoping Jess would catch on. Naturally she did and wordlessly pulled out a crossword puzzle book. Amy guessed neither of them felt like watching a movie. 
She tried hard to concentrate on her novel, but her thoughts irrevocably drifted back to Jess and the past she yearned to forget. If she managed to quiet that issue, then she recalled the awkward run-in they had during Thanksgiving when Nicole and E had dragged Amy to a bar to meet up with Jess and her sister Gretchen. 
Funny how neither had brought up that incident or counted it when discussing how long they’d spent apart. Best friends. God, she’d never thought they’d end. They had wanted to go to the same college and even talked about being roommates, and… She sighed.
Amy needed to put a lid on this and not be stupid for the sake of nostalgia. Their friendship had ended for a reason, and it hadn’t been Amy who’d blown them into smithereens. It had been Jess and her… She couldn’t even call them lies. No. Betrayal, plain and simple. The saddest part, and something Amy hadn’t shared with anyone—she’d have forgiven Jess if she’d confessed and apologized. 
During the first year, Amy had felt confident that it would only be a matter of time before Jess came to her senses and sought her out, and then everything could go back to normal. She’d waited. And waited. And with each passing month, her heart had grown heavier, and the hole in the pit of her stomach had expanded until she had to admit that she’d lost Jess. While Amy could have forgiven what she’d done, she couldn’t forgive the lies and the denials. 
As such, Amy couldn’t afford to fall into old habits. Avoiding Jess had enabled her to remain resolute, to ward herself against these pesky feelings of affection and the desire to shield her from harm that had always engulfed her from the moment that idiot Tommy Pittin had pulled at Jess’s ponytail, calling her the “Damn ugliest heifer from this side of the Mississippi River” at the playground right before her ninth birthday. She still marveled at that insult and where he’d picked it up. 
Either way, she couldn’t trust Jess, and despite their truce, Amy wouldn’t permit herself to fall back into their easy-going relationship. They were flying to Germany to get a job done. That was what she’d do, and once she returned home, her life would return to its ‘Jess-free’ routine. She shot a furtive glance in Jess’s direction and noticed how the other woman almost stabbed the paper as she wrote another word.
Amy must have drifted off at some point because before she knew it, the pilot announced that they’d be landing in Frankfurt within the next twenty minutes. She rubbed her eyes and gazed at Jess, who by now had turned on the screen and seemed to be watching something, or pretending to, as she wasn’t wearing a headset and no subtitles dotted the screen.
“When does our train leave again?” She hated small talk, and she recalled Jess did as well, but it was an important question, not to mention a safe topic to discuss. Perhaps she could work on that? Keep everything between them either work related or drenched in small talk. She chuckled. Jess would choke her after only a couple of days.
Jess frowned. “What’s so funny?”
“Oh, nothing. Just thinking.”
Jess’s eyebrows rose. “Understandable.”
“Whatever,” Amy grumbled. “And?”
“And?”
“The train?”
“Oh, right. Uh, let’s see. If I recall correctly, we have about two hours after landing to get to the train.”
“You didn’t write it down?”
“I’m not the only one on this trip. Why didn’t you note all the important times?”
“Because you’re always so anal about everything.”
“Perhaps I’ve relaxed in the last two decades.”
“How heavy is this plane again?”
Jess narrowed her eyes.
Yes. This would all go swimmingly. She’d add a piece of coal to her father’s Christmas stocking this year and wouldn’t allow Abby to talk her out of it.



she needed this like a bullet to the head
JESS DIDN’T KNOW WHY she’d hoped the Deutsche Bahn would have improved their timeliness issues. It must grate on Germans, given their love for punctuality, that their national transit system always ran late. 
“I’m so sick of waiting. I’m tired, and I need a shower. They do have showers here, right?”
Jess rolled her eyes. It was refreshing to see how little Amy seemed to have changed during the last twenty years. Her impatience had been legendary. “No. Germans don’t bathe.”
Amy laughed. “I was joking, obviously. Emma, my daughter, she’d asked me if Germany has internet, and so…” She shrugged.
Jess smiled. “You must miss her.”
“I do. It’s awful only seeing her on weekends, and now I won’t see her for two weeks.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Hmm. Thank you.”
“I want to point out, though, that you slept through most of the flight, so you shouldn’t be that tired.”
“That’s not true. I rested my eyes for maybe a minute.”
Jess snorted. “Right. Do you usually snore and drool when you rest your eyes?”
“Take that back, Jess Daniels! I neither snore nor drool when I sleep, and you know it.”
Jess bowed her head as heat rushed into her cheeks.
Both women fell silent, and relief seemed to flood them when the shrill whistle announced their train.
Silence reigned between them again, and Jess wondered if that was how these two weeks would pan out: a few moments of peaceful chatter, filled with small talk (She abhorred small talk. Although unavoidable professionally, she preferred to stay clear of it in private.), until one of them stumbled onto the past, and then they’d argue and fall quiet. Repeat ad infinitum.
After a short stop in Mannheim and a connecting train that actually arrived on time, they exited at the Hauptbahnhof in Kaiserslautern in the early afternoon, then took a taxi to their hotel after Amy had shot down Jess’s suggestion of walking, as there “Is no way in heaven or hell that I’ll walk a mile to my hotel after a damn transatlantic overnight flight.”
At the reception when trying to check in, Jess worried she’d forgotten all her German because she couldn’t have heard correctly. “Wie bitte?” Did the lady just inform her that Emilia had booked only one room? There must be some kind of mistake. “Nein, nein,” she said, then continued with a rapid-fire explanation on why she could not share a room with Amy.
After the receptionist, Christina, had left to speak to her boss, Jess closed her eyes and slumped against the counter.
“What’s going on?”
Jess sighed. She was not looking forward to updating Amy. “It seems there’s been a mishap with the reservation.”
Amy stood straighter. “What kind of mishap?”
“Maybe nothing. She went to talk to the manager.”
Amy chuckled. “There’s a Karen joke here somewhere.”
Jess glared at her. “I assume you’d have just accepted sharing a room with me?”
Amy gulped and her eyes widened, for a second reminding Jess of her late pet beta fish, Rocky.
Fortune must favor the foolish, as Christina hurried back with another woman at her heels before Amy could find her words. Jess should have never agreed to this, or at least, once Robert had revealed his grand plan to send Amy instead, she should have quit. So what if it hurt her reputation? Anything had to be better than what was about to happen if she read Christina’s tight smile correctly.
“Es tut uns aufrichtig leid, aber bedauerlicherweise sind wir für die nächsten vier Tage komplett ausgebucht. Ab Donnerstag können wir Ihnen für den Rest Ihres Aufenthalts zwei Zimmer anbieten, natürlich mit einem Rabatt.”
Jess gritted her jaw and nodded. What else was there? “OK.”
“What did she say?” Amy asked.
“We’re stuck with one room for the next four days, but starting Thursday, they’ll offer us a second room at a discounted rate.”
“Whatever. I just want to shower and sleep.”
“At least German hotels have double beds.” At Amy’s frown, she continued. “They don’t have one big mattress. It’s two smaller ones next to each other, but they’re still connected, so we cannot push them apart.”
“Again, whatever.” Amy plucked up her bag before snatching the room keys Christina had placed on the counter for them.
“Room thirty-four is on the third floor and the elevators are through there,” Christina said in a heavily accented English. 
“Of course,” Jess muttered.
“Thank you,” Amy said, shooting a blank glance at Jess, who sighed before following her to the elevators. 
Inside their room, Amy dropped her bag in front of the bed and disappeared into the bathroom.
“Right, after you,” Jess grumbled, and after pushing her bag next to the desk, she settled into a chair and checked her phone, wondering what else would go wrong on this trip. Then she groaned. Jess didn’t hold many superstitions, but she worried that she’d just signed up for her own doom. 
The shower went on in the bathroom and Jess shifted in her seat, trying to concentrate on reading through her emails. Why had she received so many messages? Was that always the case, and she rarely noticed because she tried to answer them as they came in? 
Robert had emailed with an update about their contact at CodeAim. Jess skimmed the email before her gaze zeroed in on a name. Martina Weber. That couldn’t be… Surely this was a common enough name that it wouldn’t be the same person. 
Last time she’d been to Germany for a tech conference on web security, she had met a Martina Weber who worked for a net security company. They got along at first and attended the same panels—even socialized outside of the conference, with Martina showing her around town. 
They’d visited a wine festival, and Martina had taken her to several clubs and bars. However, once Jess had declined Martina’s more… romantic advances, things had turned sour. Their last interactions had been awkward and strained and they had exchanged some unpleasant words. 
The universe couldn’t be that much of a dick that it would add this now on top of the current two-week trip with Amy, where they had to share a room and a bed for four days. Oh, who was she kidding? The universe was exactly that much of a dick. 
She replied to a few emails and then picked up her crossword puzzle. 
“Sorry about taking ownership of the bathroom right away, but I felt so gross,” Amy said when she returned to their bedroom.
Jess raised her head, then shifted her gaze to the floor when she noticed Amy pulling a shirt over her head. Why on earth didn’t she take her clothes with her to the bathroom? Jess didn’t need to see the smooth expanse of skin or the black, lacy bra.
“Can I make it up to you by letting you pick a side of the bed?”
“You’re not offering to sleep on the couch, then?”
“Are you?”
Jess shook her head. 
“Well?”
“The left side.”
Amy chuckled and pulled the blanket back to slide into bed, only to freeze and stare at the mattress. 
“What? Is it dirty?”
“I thought you said they have separate mattresses here.”
“They do.” Jess rose and stepped closer to the bed. “Oh,” she breathed once her gaze fell on the single queen-sized mattress.
“Yes, oh.”
Jess rubbed the back of her neck. “This is a new hotel, and it’s been quite a while since my last visit.”
“Fantastic.”
“It’s not that big a deal,” Jess argued.
“I remember how you hog blankets and space. You’re a heat-seeking missile.”
Jess flushed. “That’s not true!”
Amy snorted. 
“Even if you were right, which you’re not, having two mattresses wouldn’t have affected such… traits.”
“It would have given each of us a separate blanket, though,” Amy argued.
“We’ll manage somehow. Not like this is the first time we’ve shared a bed.” Jess strode to her bag and opened the zipper with so much force she nipped her finger. “Damn it,” she muttered.
“What’s that?”
“Nothing. I’m gonna shower.”
“I’m taking a nap.”
“Not sure that’s a good idea. You’ll be up all night and never get into the rhythm here,” Jess said, watching Amy wave her off as she snuggled deeper into the mattress and wrapped the blanket around herself. 
“And she’s calling me a blanket hog,” Jess mumbled before heading to the bathroom. 
By the time she returned from her shower (dressed fully in new, clean clothes, thank you very much), Amy was indeed fast asleep, snoring lightly. Jess snickered. She should record her. But then again, Jess preferred to live. 
She glanced at her phone, noting it was already close to five p.m. Jess picked up the room phone and ordered dinner for them—assuming Amy’s eating habits hadn’t undergone a drastic change. 
Half an hour later, when the knock and call of room service still didn’t wake Amy, Jess took care of the dishes and tipped the delivery person. She touched Amy’s arm, then nudged her. “Wake up. Food is ready. You must be starving.”
No reaction. 
“Amy, come on. You need to wake up. You slept for over an hour.”
“Le’me ‘lone,” Amy mumbled, trying to shake off Jess’s hand. 
“No, I won’t.” Jess pulled the sheets off Amy.
“Hey!” Amy shrieked and scrambled into a sitting position. “You’re so rude!”
“You’ll thank me later.”
“I doubt that,” Amy grumbled and ran a hand through her long, red hair. 
“True, but you will thank me once you see what food I’ve ordered.”
Amy sniffed, then jumped out of the bed as if starving and rushed to the still covered plates. “That smells like pizza.” She uncovered the plate. “I might forgive you after all,” she said.
“Thought so.” Jess smiled and picked up her own plate to eat her dish of spaghetti and tomato sauce with shrimp. Some things truly didn’t change. While this notion carried a certain comfort, here it also introduced danger of a magnitude Jess had spent the last two decades actively avoiding. She didn’t do close, intimate friendships. She didn’t do romantic relationships. Her marriage didn’t count as it was neither, at least from her side.
Jess focused on her job, and she needed nothing else. She knew how to handle that. How to deal with people in that setting. The rest? The personal aspect of life? Why should she risk being flayed open again? Risk losing everything that ever… She shook her head. And to do that for Amy, the person responsible for all of this? She’d neither lost her mind nor given it away. 
Jess needed to compartmentalize all of this. She refused to go down this path again, no matter how achingly familiar and yearned for her interactions with Amy seemed. It wouldn’t last. It couldn’t. And she didn’t have the strength to once again pick up the pieces after Amy Summers shattered her world with her lacrosse stick.



lesson 3: memories are traitors and cannot be trusted
“I WONDER,” AMY SAID after swallowing the first few bites of her food. 
“What’s that?” Jess asked.
“How close were you and Emilia?”
Jess spluttered, and Amy would refuse to admit she enjoyed seeing Jess’s pale skin turn crimson. “We were friendly.”
“Mmhmm,” Amy said, recalling she’d always enjoyed flustering Jess. “That’s why she booked one room with a queen-sized bed for the two of you. For a two-week work trip to Germany.” She added air quotes around the word work.
Jess wiped her mouth with a napkin before folding it and placing the cloth next to her plate. She held Amy’s gaze, and to Amy’s horror, the tables turned. This had never happened before, and while a part of her almost trembled with excitement by this change in Jess, a much bigger part of her—her brain—sounded a shrill alarm. 
“Are you insinuating I’m in a relationship with Emilia or that she had designs to seduce me on this trip?” Jess’s gray eyes glinted with a challenge Amy longed to run away from, yet she couldn’t. 
She sat up straight. “Yes.”
“Which one?”
“Whichever one is correct.”
“What if it’s neither?”
Amy would deny the relief bleeding through her at Jess’s words until the day she died. “What business of mine is it who you sleep with? You’re divorced now, right? Who cares if you have some fun?”
Jess tilted her head. 
Amy wished there’d be a knock on the door, a ringing phone, a blaring fire alarm, or alternatively, that the ground below her would open and devour her. Neither happened, and instead, she resembled a fly after crashing into the web of a spider she’d thought a harmless beetle. 
“Aren’t you divorced, too?”
Amy’s shoulders slumped. How awful that this seemed to be a safer topic. “Almost. In a month or so. We’ve separated, and both want the divorce, so that makes it go faster.”
“Lucky you.”
“I heard… I remember yours was more… contentious.”
Jess released a dark chuckle. “One way of putting it.”
“I’m sorry,” Amy said.
“Are you? I didn’t have the impression you cared about me one way or another.”
Amy flinched. “I suppose that assumption cuts both ways.”
Jess smiled, but her eyes held no mirth. “Here’s where we differ. Your memories only tell you what you want to believe.” She rose. “I’m going for a walk.” She grabbed her phone and a room key and strode outside without a backward glance. 
Amy released a trembling breath after the door fell shut. This was the second time Jess called her a revisionist, if not verbatim. Was that who she was? Did she recall their past incorrectly? Was she missing something? 
“God,” she whispered. She didn’t want to revisit senior year. It still ranked as one of the most miserable and embarrassing times of her life—filled with mistakes and rumors, and worst of all, she’d lost Jess. But no. That wasn’t on her! No matter how Jess tried to spin it now. Who gave her the right to play the victim when she was the one who had betrayed Amy and never owned up to it? Even today, she still played the damn victim. “I’m going for a walk,” Amy sneered. 
Her phone ringing interrupted her stewing in righteous anger. She picked it up, expecting to see Ben’s number, but instead, it was her mother. She sighed, then accepted the call. 
“Hi, Mom.”
“Hello, sweetheart. How are you? Did you girls make it safely to Germany and to the hotel? Lauren just called. She hasn’t heard from Jess yet either,” Catherine said, mild reproach coloring her tone. 
“Sorry, we got distracted. Yes, all went well. I took a nap, then we ate. Jess is out right now.”
“You were too tired to join her?”
“I doubt she’d appreciate me tagging along,” she grumbled.
“Amy!”
“What?”
“Why can’t you move on and let go of the past? Do you want to turn seventy and still nurse and pet this grudge? It’s so unlike you.”
“You don’t even know—”
“Because you’ve refused to tell me, or anyone else. All we’ve ever gotten out of you was, ‘that backstabbing traitor, Jess.’ You were best friends.”
“Were being the operative term here.”
Catherine ignored her and continued as if Amy had said nothing. “Inseparable, really. It’s funny. I used to think you were in love with her. I always thought you’d be my gay child, not Nicole.”
Amy snorted. “Yeah, right.”
“You should have seen the two of you together.”
“That’s not… I’ve never thought of Jess like that.”
Catherine laughed. 
“I’m serious.”
“Of course you are, sweetheart. That’s what makes it so funny.”
Amy rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Neither of us is gay, anyway.” Then why had she jumped to the conclusion there could be something between Jess and Emilia?
“All right, if you say so. I just wish you guys would make peace. Your stay in Germany will be miserable if you remain hung up on the past. Besides, this deal is important, and our chances will be better if you work as a team.”
Amy sighed. “We’re professionals, Mom. Don’t worry about that. We don’t have to be friends or even like each other to get this done. And as for it being a miserable time, well, two weeks aren’t forever.”
“It’s such a pity.”
“Yes, but it wasn’t my decision.”
“That’s part of the problem, dear.”
Amy frowned. “What do you mean?”
“If you believe what happened occurred outside of your control or against your will, then how will you ever change anything?”
“Who says I want to do that?”
“Oh, sweetheart, who holds onto a two-decade old grudge with a high school friend without the hope of it changing one day?”
Amy scoffed. “Fat chance. Jess would have to apologize first, and she’ll never do that. She’s too pig-headed.”
“Oh, Amy, I love you, but do look into the mirror.”
Amy’s eyes widened. “What?”
“I gotta go. Your father’s calling me. Bye, sweetheart. Enjoy your time.” Catherine hung up while Amy stared at the phone. Did her mother just call her pig-headed? She didn’t even know the entire story! And for crying out loud, she gave birth to Amy. Shouldn’t that place her on her daughter’s side by default? 
Why did everyone always make excuses for Jess freaking Daniels? She flung her phone on the bed and marched to the window. Darkness greeted her, and she ground her jaw. How long would Jess stay out?
She gazed at the Stiftsplatz, the location of the annual Christmas market Jess had apparently visited during one of her previous stays. According to her stories, they visited several of them, all in different cities. Amy had been to one in Atlanta a few years back, and she recalled thinking she’d like to see one in Germany one day. Too bad they were a few months too late. Then again, she’d rather not deal with December in Germany. April was cold enough.
Her mother’s words—all of them—echoed in her head, and the implications made her dizzy. They’d been friends. There had been no signs of attraction, right? She’d been so in love with Simon during junior and senior year, she wouldn’t have noticed anything. Though her mother hadn’t said Jess had been in love with her. 
Yet Amy knew it couldn’t have been the other way around, as she knew her heart. Or didn’t she? She would have realized she was in love with her best friend. While she had never even kissed another woman, Amy admitted she’d thought about it and almost went there, especially after that date that wasn’t a date but was? She remained confused about it to this day. Then she’d met Ben, and that had been it. 
Her phone rang again, and this time it was Ben. The prospect of talking to her daughter drained the tension out of Amy, and she hurried to answer the call. 
After finishing her chat with Emma, Amy settled back on the bed with a glass of wine to unwind. She picked up her e-reader and after only getting halfway through the next chapter, the door opened, and Jess returned. 
“Hey.”
“Hey,” Amy said, placing her e-reader on the nightstand. “I’m sorry for saying you’re gay,” she rushed out. 
Jess froze and stared at her with wide eyes. 
“Not that there’s anything wrong with being gay! Nicole’s gay, but you know that. And I’ve always been an ally and gay marriage and all that.” She rolled her lips. 
“That’s… good to know.”
“Is that all you have to say?”
Jess shrugged. “It’s not the apology I expected, but that’s nothing new.”
Amy narrowed her eyes. Seriously? 
“But I am gay.”
“What?”
Jess sighed. “I thought you knew.”
“How? Because I have your phone number on speed dial? Besides, you were married to a man.”
“Bisexuals exist, though that’s not me. One reason my divorce was so much fun. I thought your mom would’ve told you.”
“She didn’t. And we were just chatting earlier!”
“How’s Catherine?”
“Fine. A meddlesome fool who keeps secrets from me, apparently.” She folded her arms. 
“Because you’re an open book.”
“Whatever happened to our truce?” Amy asked while glaring at Jess. 
“I’d say that was doomed from the start.”
“But—”
“Amy, please. I just want to wash up and sleep. It’s past nine and unlike you, I’ve neither slept on the plane nor here.”
“No one forced you to go on a several hours long walk. What if you’d gotten lost?”
“I had my phone with me, not to mention, I’ve been here before and I didn’t walk the entire time. I stopped for a beer at a local bar, and why am I explaining myself to you? You’re not my mother!” And with that, Jess tore into the bathroom. 
Amy clenched her jaw, still stuck on her mother calling her hard-headed. Had she met Jess? Amy’s stubbornness paled in comparison. In fact, Amy’s head was practically one huge fontanel in contrast to Jess Daniels. 
Her mother was deluding herself, though Lord knew Amy would never hear the end of it if she were onto something. Ludicrous. She refilled her glass with more red wine.



she always hated that song
JESS DIDN’T KNOW WHY it had always been Amy. There had never been another person who could rile her up in seconds the way Amy did. This had escalated in their teen years, and for the longest, Jess didn’t realize she’d been in love with Amy. In fact, she’d only grasped this reality after the big fight that tore them apart. What a doozy that realization had been. 
She’d never understood why she’d started to loathe their friend Simon with a passion, even more so than his girlfriend, Kelly-Anne, head cheerleader and wannabe mean girl of their year. Lost in memories as she walked, Jess had found herself outside of an Irish pub and had stepped inside. At first, its busyness almost overwhelmed her—you could hardly see the walls, and were those instruments hanging on the ceiling? Several deer skulls decorated the walls. 
Huh. She shook her head, and for a moment, she felt transported back to Texas. She settled in front of the counter and ordered a beer, reading a flyer for a scheduled live music event later that night. Jess hoped she’d be unconscious in bed by this hour, but for that she needed to avoid another argument with Amy. 
Jess grumbled and flicked the label of her bottle. 
Simon, the quarterback of their high school (Because why else would Kelly-Anne have dated him?), and Amy had been friends for ages. Longer than she and Amy. The three of them spent a lot of time together growing up, and Jess had always gotten along fine with him. 
Then he’d started dating Kelly-Anne at the end of sophomore year, and they saw less and less of him. Starting junior year, things got weird. Amy started to complain about Kelly-Anne and how she took Simon away from them. Jess didn’t care, in fact, she enjoyed having more time with just Amy at her side. 
Jess still recalled the day Amy told her she was in love with Simon. She hadn’t replied because words had failed her. Her mind had gone blank, and everything within her had turned numb. Still, she didn’t catch on. She couldn’t explain why Simon suddenly irked her, or why she discovered a newfound appreciation for Kelly-Anne, who remained rude to Jess while Simon had been his usual friendly self. She didn’t understand the impatience and frustration rushing through her whenever Amy went on another bout of “Let’s sing Simon’s praises.” 
When Amy, upon noticing Jess’s mood shifts, promised she’d never abandon her for a boy, and that even if it ever were to work out between them, she’d still make time for her “Bestest friend in the world,” Jess didn’t feel consoled or mollified. She was despondent. And she didn’t know why. For a while, she contemplated if she had a crush on Simon, too, and this had caused her emotional turmoil.
After their falling out, Jess had withdrawn. She’d never been social, but after losing Amy, she’d given up on anything besides her studies. Once at university, she struggled to trust anyone. If her best friend could turn on her, who else could she trust? So Jess focused on her work, earning her a reputation of the ice-cold, misanthropic, no-fun workaholic. 
She didn’t hate people. She also read others well, and after college, while working for a company in a position that entailed interacting with colleagues and supervisors alike, she became quite savvy at dealing with people. But she continued to have no social life. No friends to hang out with. 
Once she understood the depth of her feelings for Amy, and that she was attracted to women, she allowed herself to explore this facet of life, but the result left her unimpressed. She always believed her mother would never accept her sexuality, and her experiences didn’t instill the desire to fight her mother for relationships that stayed on the surface. Jess eventually realized she’d just given up. She’d thrown the towel before ever giving romance, love, a chance because she’d preemptively decided it would only end in disaster and wasn’t worth the effort.
Then her mother pushed Brian Loutre onto her, the heir of an old oil family, loaded and smarmy. She had no interest in him, but after endless pressure from her mother, and still so desolate and lost after her first attempt at launching her own business had crashed and burned, Jess agreed to marry Brian, regretting it almost immediately, even if he enabled a second shot at starting her own business. Part of their contentious divorce centered on him wanting a greater stake in her company than she felt he merited. After all, she’d paid back his initial capital, with interest.
Their entire marriage had been fraught with strife and littered with arguments. She sometimes wondered why they hadn’t gotten divorced earlier. Oh, right, because Brian’s family didn’t believe in divorce, and he’d been worried they’d disown him, or what such a shame would do to his reputation and business. Who still considered a divorce a shame upon their person? God, she could pave roads with the regrets clinging to her like tar. 
Over the years, she’d suppressed thoughts of Amy and shunned everything reminding her of the other woman. When she did explore her attraction to women, she avoided any woman who resembled Amy or reminded Jess of her in some way. She supposed she’d allowed a school-years friendship to influence the first two decades of her adulthood. 
Jess sometimes contemplated what that said about her, and she had no answer to why Amy still drove her insane. Perhaps she’d also withdrawn from Amy in the past because Jess flew off the handle during almost all their interactions. How could they do their job like this? She didn’t… 
Jess sighed. She’d experienced more emotions in the last forty-eight hours than she usually dealt with in a month. Or longer. She’d trained herself to be indifferent. That way, nothing hurt. If you had no expectations, you could never be disappointed. 
Now, back in Amy’s orbit, none of this seemed to matter anymore, and she remained without answers. She still reacted stronger to Amy than anyone else she’d ever met—in every aspect. What was it about her? This couldn’t just be melancholy, though the heaviness that often settled in her chest around Amy pointed that way. She’d likely not find the answer to this question in a pub. Then again, did she truly want an answer? 
A young blond man with glasses and dimples sat down next to her. “Hallo,” he said. 
“Hi,” Jess replied and finished her last sip of beer.
“Kann ich dir einen ausgeben?”
“Nein, danke. Ich bin müde und war gerade am gehen,” Jess replied with a small smile. “Schöner Abend noch.”
“Dir auch,” he said, nodding at her when she rose and walked out of the pub. Jess sighed as she strode down the cobblestone road back toward the hotel. How easy it seemed for men to speak to an unknown woman at a bar, offer to buy her a drink. She didn’t lie. She was beyond tired, and she had contemplated leaving, though she didn’t need to add that his offer of buying her a drink had sealed the deal. 
Jess wasn’t in the mood for small talk. Well, she never was, but even less so tonight. Not when she still felt so keyed up over Amy, and hanging out with a guy who had looked to be in his early twenties and who was surely hoping for more than a drink, didn’t make her list of things to do for tonight. Would she have accepted a drink from a woman? Perhaps. A woman would have had a better chance—at least for a beverage. 
Once she got back and realized that not only was Amy as infuriating as ever, but she also still suffered from the ‘foot in mouth’ disease, Jess overreacted—feeling both angry and cornered, which made her defensive, so she escaped to the bathroom. She needed to get a handle on this. 
She had little hope Amy would already be asleep by the time she returned to the bedroom and slid under the covers. At least Amy had turned the light off and seemed ready to go to sleep, too. Jess wouldn’t have been able to handle another confrontation. She lay on her back at the very edge of the bed. The room stood silent, aside from the low hum of street noise carrying inside through the window. 
“I always make the wrong decisions,” Amy finally mumbled into the dark.
“Welcome to the club,” Jess whispered. 
“Is that why we’re here?”
“In Germany? I’m still blaming your dad.”
“No. You know I’m not talking about that.”
Jess sighed. Amy had never been able to let things go, unable to recognize when another needed space and time to think, to deal, to just breathe. Though that wasn’t fair. This remained the only way to get anything out of Jess, and she’d taught Amy that in their friendship. Still, Amy had a natural relentlessness about her that had always both scared and excited Jess. 
“I don’t know. We all think we do the right thing, or even if we don’t, that we had no ill-intentions and… I don’t know. Others shouldn’t hold our mistakes against us,” Jess said.
“I loved you, you know.”
Jess’s head snapped to the side, but it was too dark for her to recognize any details in Amy’s facial expression. “How much wine did you drink?”
“Two glasses.”
Jess sighed. “Go to sleep.”
“I just wanted you to know,” Amy added in a voice so small it tore at Jess. 
She gritted her jaw. Talk about a curveball. God, how did she already arrive at the place again where she started to sound like Amy? “It doesn’t matter,” Jess rasped and closed her eyes.
“It matters to me,” Amy said, her voice stronger now. “Do you remember the song we always listened to?”
“No,” Jess lied, while the lyrics played in her head. They weren’t close, never had been close enough, and the distance between them stretched beyond anything they could bridge.
“Oh,” Amy said. 
Jess turned to her side and pulled the covers tighter around her as tears shot into her eyes, leaking down her nose until they silently soaked up the cotton of her pillow. 



lesson 4: murder should only be committed in places without the death penalty
AMY DIDN’T WAKE UP with a headache, though she wished she had. That way, she could have used it as an excuse to spend all day in bed, hiding under the covers and wishing she’d die without having to face Jess. 
She rarely drank alcohol, but when she did, she underestimated her limits. Alcohol, especially wine and tequila, made her talkative. While some people got angry or turned into regular jokesters, Amy, under the influence, revealed thoughts and feelings she’d never say out loud sober. One reason she generally abstained. Unlike her sister Nicole, Amy hadn’t been engaged in a long-lasting love affair with control and restraint, yet there were still aspects she’d like to keep to herself, and that included everything relating to one Jess Daniels. 
That she didn’t just break that rule—well, not a rule, more like a preference—but did so with Jess around, vexed her beyond words. More than that, she wanted no part of that dull ache still reverberating inside her like an encroaching plague when she realized that their relationship had meant a lot more to her than to Jess, or worse, that it had meant next to nothing to Jess. 
“Do you prefer to order breakfast in or go out?” Jess tore her out of her thoughts. 
“I’m sleeping,” she replied, refusing to open her eyes.
“Right. I think I’d prefer to go out. We could explore the area and have breakfast in one of their little cafes.”
“Since when do you eat breakfast?”
“I don’t, but I’m well aware of how cranky you get when you skip a meal.”
Amy tightened her jaw. 
“Come on. Do you really want to stay in a hotel room all day? We’re going to be so busy with work all week. Lord knows if we’ll feel in the mood to do anything after. Do you want to waste your time in Germany?”
“I thought they close stuff on Sundays.”
“Hmm, yes. That’s mostly stores, though, not cafes or restaurants. They’ve gotten better with all of that.”
“Better for whom?” Amy asked.
Jess sighed. 
Silence spread.
“So?”
“Fine,” Amy grumbled and sat up. “Give me about twenty minutes in the bathroom.”
“You used to be faster.”
“Yes, well, I also used to be a teenager.”
Jess laughed. “Are we worried about getting older?”
“I don’t know, Jess. Are we?”
“Nah. Getting older means you get to live, and that’s… a good thing.” Her brows furrowed.
Amy snorted and entered the bathroom. At least Jess seemed to have chosen to ignore their little talk from last night, and Amy was more than fine with that. 
An hour later, after meandering through the pedestrian area of Kaiserslautern, they decided on a cafe that overlooked a cobblestone courtyard with a fountain and a large concrete soccer ball.
They placed their orders, Jess of course only asked for a cup of coffee, black, which made Amy roll her eyes as she ordered a breakfast sandwich—why call it a sandwich if it’s a filled croissant—and a slice of San Sebastian cake because she’d never heard of it. Turned out to be cheesecake.
“I see you still can’t decide if you prefer sweet or savory for breakfast,” Jess said, sipping her coffee.
Amy placed her croissant back on her plate and finished chewing. “Why decide when you can have both?”
“Has this attitude bled into other aspects of your life?”
Amy’s eyebrows rose. She felt unsure how to take that question. Surely only her mind had meandered into the gutter. “I wanna say most other areas in life don’t lend themselves to this outlook.”
Jess chuckled. “True.”
“I need to read up on CodeAim some more. Dad sent me an email about a change in direction, and I’m a bit confused about it. I thought everything was set up for the sale.”
“I’ve received the same email. CodeAim had another company, Devorium, assess the viability of their services, and they now believe you guys aren’t offering enough.”
“They’ve already agreed.”
“But they haven’t signed anything yet. They have the right to receive an additional outside assessment. And I must warn you, if this Martina Weber he mentions is the one I’m thinking of, we’re in for a rough ride. That woman’s a shark.”
“How do you know her?”
Jess drank more of her coffee. “We’d attended the same conference years back.”
There was more to this, at least if Amy’s reading of Jess’s body language remained accurate, yet she also knew pressing Jess on an issue she didn’t wish to talk about would prove futile. She should know, given how often she’d tried and failed in the past. 
They finished their breakfast and after another walk, they returned to the hotel to review their files and discuss how they’d approach their meeting with the head of CodeAim. Amy could tell she surprised Jess by suggesting she should take the lead. Did she used to be that bossy? Wasn’t it common sense that the person who worked longer on a project took charge?
The next morning, right after eight, they strode into the offices of CodeAim and were led into the conference room, where Rüdiger Mann and Martina Weber greeted them. Judging by the way Jess’s posture stiffened, this woman was exactly who Jess had warned her about. 
Rüdiger stepped forward. “It’s so good to meet you.” He shook their hands. “This is Martina Weber, head of Devorium, who evaluated our firm and came to quite a different conclusion. We prepared a presentation outlining the differences, and we hope you keep that in mind during your audit and tech evaluation.”
“Of course,” Jess said.
“This way, please.” Rüdiger led them into their media room, and they sat down for the presentation. This would be a long day.
Once they were done—Amy only had a few hours during which she could do her work—they picked up food at a nearby deli and then headed back to the hotel. 
They ate their dinner and after both had showered, they each returned to their files. After a moment of silence only interrupted by the clacking of their fingers typing away on their laptops, Amy stopped and closed her computer. “Do you think that Weber lady is onto something? Did we undervalue them? Based on what I’ve seen so far from their financial statements, she could have a point.”
Jess snorted but typed for a moment longer before she also closed her device. “No. I don’t believe her. Devorium is great at… padding firms up, making them look better so that when they’re bought up, the investor pays more, and they take in a percentage of that. In the end, the firm gets paid what they’d have gotten before employing Devorium, while they pocket the rest.”
“Aren’t you perhaps… biased here? You have a past with Weber, and—”
“I’m a professional, Amy. We don’t have the sordid past you’re imagining.”
Amy narrowed her eyes. “How do you know what I’m picturing?”
Jess sighed. “I know you.”
“We’ve established that we’re hardly the same people anymore.”
“No. That’s something you’ve come up with in your head. A delusion to make you feel better. People don’t change.” 
“That’s not true! People change. I see it all the time. Nicole has changed a lot since dating E, and Ben and I are getting along better now.”
“Your baby sister’s still a control freak, and E’s just chill enough to put up with her. Or she might reap certain benefits that make it all worthwhile.” Jess grinned.
Amy grimaced. “Don’t talk about my sister like that. And again, you’ve met E once and seen them together just then. What do you know about them? Nicole has been more open and relaxed since she’s with E.”
“I’m observant, but aside from that, people don’t change. They might meet someone that matches them well enough, so they seem more relaxed to you, and Lord knows, perhaps she’s happy now that she’s got your lot off her back with wanting her to get married.”
“They’re not married.”
Jess waved her off.
“And our lot? I thought you liked my family.”
Jess pinched the bridge of her nose. “Look, I’m glad Nicole is happy, and that she and E seem to be a great match. I still don’t believe that her basic personality has changed because she’s in a serious relationship.”
“What about Ben and I?”
“You married each other, so we can assume that you’re not fully incompatible.”
“That’s funny coming from you.”
Jess clenched her jaw. “Brian and I wouldn’t have worked out even if I held any affinity for men. The point is, both of you chose to get married, and you did it out of love. Things turned sour, and you realized you don’t fit or whatever. So, once that stress is over, you get along again because you no longer need to function as a unit, as a relationship neither of you wants anymore.”
Amy looked away. She hated that Jess was right. “Martina is pretty.”
Jess chuckled. “Deflection has always been your go-to method when you realize you’re wrong but are too proud to admit it.”
No, Amy hated Jess. Why did she have to be so…
“First, just because Martina is pretty doesn’t mean I have to be attracted to her. Being a lesbian doesn’t mean I’ll desire every woman I meet.”
“Seriously? When did I say that? You were hinting at this drama between you two and were super vague, so what am I to assume?”
“I don’t know, Amy. Given we both work in the same field and met at a conference, that we had a professional disagreement?”
Amy scoffed.
“What?”
“I know you, too. I can tell when you’re lying and when something embarrasses you. I don’t see you getting easily ruffled at work.”
“So now you’re agreeing that people don’t change that much?”
Amy suppressed the urge to smoother Jess with a pillow. Though, if she were to commit murder, she should do it here, where they didn’t have the death penalty. 



killing old habits by suffocation or was that a peace offering?
JESS DIDN’T KNOW HOW she was supposed to live through the next two weeks without either murdering Amy or knocking herself unconscious. As an opponent of murder (though self-defense existed for a reason), she crossed off the first option. However, she’d fail at her job if she were to spend the coming fortnight unconscious, and that was an anathema to Jess as well. 
She still struggled to fathom that she’d have to deal with Amy and Martina during this trip. Jess recalled Gretchen’s obsession with reincarnation years ago, when her sister had been trying to figure out why we were who we were, and what we did in a past life to earn the disaster that sometimes rained upon us in this one. Utter nonsense to Jess, though right now, she caught herself wondering what she could have ever done in a past life to deserve this current situation. 
“Look, Martina will try to convince you that CodeAim is worth more than they are. I can guarantee you that. So, your job is to ignore what she says and focus on what’s there. Let the numbers speak for themselves.”
“Now you’re telling me how to do my job? Anything else you want me to do while you’re at it? Not like you can give relationship advice given your own history, but I’m sure you got other life improving knowledge that you just must share with me.”
Jess ground her jaw. She’d forgotten how viciously Amy could cut you. “I’m offering you my take on this situation based on my personal experience with Martina. You can do with that as you wish. I get paid for this job no matter the outcome. If you relish your company paying too much here,” she shrugged, “that’s no sweat off my back.”
“Whatever,” Amy grumbled. “I’m going to the bathroom.”
Jess watched her leave but said nothing. She hated this, and while she didn’t enjoy having to spend all this time with Amy, in such close quarters no less, she had to make this stay more bearable for them both. If only Amy weren’t so combative. It almost seemed as if she was the one waiting for an apology. 
“Yeah, right,” Jess muttered before picking up her laptop. She tried to get some work done while she sat in blissful silence that eventually got interrupted by Amy calling her daughter. Jess tried to work through that, but their chatter derailed her thoughts, and not because of the noise level. Amy seemed to try to be considerate and kept her voice down. No. What distracted her was hearing Amy talk to Emma. 
Her voice took on a tone that settled in Jess’s chest whether she wanted it or not. She felt mesmerized by Amy’s care and humor, by how soft and loving she sounded, and it aggrieved her because there was a time when she had that, too, when she sat on the receiving end of Amy’s goodwill and affection. But those days were nothing but a relic of a long gone past. 
The next day played out much the same, though thankfully they were separated while working on their tasks, which meant Jess enjoyed almost eight peaceful hours without Amy at work. 
They left the office close to five, and instead of heading back home, Jess suggested they do something else first.
“Like what? You want to go for a walk again?”
“No, we could pick up a döner kebab, walk through the Altstadt until we find a bar and hang out there. We could play pool or darts, even.”
Amy eyed her suspiciously. “I don’t know. We still got a lot to do, and—”
“We just had another full day at work. I’m not a big fan of bringing a ton of work home. We clocked out. Let’s have some fun. Germans expect you to do that. Their work-life balance is much healthier than ours.”
Amy frowned. “Who are you, and what have you done to Jess Daniels?”
Jess shook her head. “Come on. I know you can be fun.”
Amy chuckled. “Fine, but I still need my sleep, or I’ll be—”
“Cranky, yes. I’m aware. Come on. I saw a place for döner over there.”
They ordered their food and ate as they strode through the pedestrian zone until they settled on a bar for the evening, with Jess declining the first two Amy had suggested as they had neither darts nor billiards. 
“Are you trying to revisit our disaster meeting from last year?”
Jess laughed. “No. I’ve tried to erase that from my memory.”
“Then we’re here because you enjoy bickering a lot?”
Jess sighed. “Amy, I don’t want to fight with you, and if we’re left alone, cooped up in that hotel room, that’s all we seem to do, and I’m tired. I don’t…”
“That’s why I’d suggested the truce, but you said it was a losing proposition from the get-go.” Amy pouted.
Jess averted her gaze. She needed to block out everything that endeared Amy to her. “The past will creep up on us, but maybe we can try to ignore it more and focus on the present. That way, we don’t have to be so on edge, so guarded all the time.” She shifted and looked at Amy.
Amy held her gaze. “All right. Let’s try this.” She put down her drink and picked up a cue stick. “But you’re going down, Daniels.”
Jess snorted. “You wish, Summers. I’m still ahead.” 
Amy’s eyes widened. “You kept score across two decades?”
“Perhaps,” Jess said, shooting the cue ball.
To Jess’s chagrin, Amy won the first round, and she couldn’t even call foul as she allowed herself to be distracted by Amy’s shirt, or better, by the skin it revealed whenever Amy took a shot. With great effort, Jess refocused on the game and won the next two rounds, preening a little.
“Rotten luck,” Amy complained. “Let’s play a round of darts. Or are you too inebriated for that?”
“Please. I had one beer.”
They stepped up to the board and Amy picked up the darts, hesitating before holding the black set out for Jess. “Is this a good idea? Us playing with sharp, flying objects?
Jess laughed. “Do you plan on stabbing me?”
“Me? I’d never. I’m more worried about you losing your cool.”
Jess narrowed her eyes and snatched the darts from Amy. “You start.”
Amy smiled and turned to throw her darts. 
Jess groaned after the first several rounds had Amy in an almost unreachable lead. While she might have an edge in pool, she’d never beaten Amy at darts. Why had she agreed to this again?
“And she wins again!” Amy called two rounds later, doing her little victory dance, and with that, Jess remembered. She’d always enjoyed not only seeing Amy win but also watching her dance. She tilted her head. Perhaps she could convince her to visit that club in the middle of nowhere Martina had shown her back then. First, she needed to research if it was even still open. Too many businesses faltered during and right after the pandemic, and she didn’t want to drive out there only to find it closed. 
“Are you ready to return to the hotel?” Jess asked.
“Sure. I assume you’re done losing for the night.”
Jess chuckled. “I would like to point out that you lost at pool while I lost at darts, so we’re even.”
Amy canted her head. “I suppose. Though we could come up with another game to break the draw.”
“Or we could ignore how competitive you are and just call it a tie and move on.”
“Spoilsport,” Amy groused while smiling. 
They paid their bills and headed back to the hotel.
“I was thinking. Back when I was here last, I went to this little rock club, less than half an hour drive from here. It was a lot of fun. If it still exists, we could go there?”
“On the weekend, you mean?”
“That, or tomorrow. They used to be open on Wednesdays, too. I’ll look it up back at the hotel and we can decide then.”
“What about a car?”
“Don’t you remember Rüdiger saying CodeAim will gladly lend us a car if we need one?”
“I doubt he had clubbing in mind,” Amy drawled. 
“One club isn’t clubbing, and besides, it’s for educational purposes.”
Amy snorted. “How’s that?”
“Well, we’ll explore German culture and whatnot.”
“I love how specific and detailed you are, Ms. Daniels. Your eloquence is especially impressive.”
“Oh, shut it,” Jess said and playfully bumped into Amy. “What do you say?”
“Does this go along with your peace offering?”
“When did I ever do that? At the most, I posed an overture.”
Amy waved her off. “Same difference.”
Jess chuckled. “You must be an awesome negotiator.”
“Uh uh. You can’t be rude again, not after you invited me to go dancing with you.”
Jess halted. “I didn’t!”
Amy stopped and turned around, smiling mischievously.
Jess couldn’t decide how she’d prefer to wipe that smile off Amy’s face. 
Amy reached out and grasped Jess’s hand, pulling her along. “Come on. I’m cold and I need sleep, especially if you’re going to drag me to a club tomorrow.”
“So you’re coming? If they’re still open…” Jess hated the hopeful lilt in her tone. What was happening? How did they go from constantly arguing to this? And it had all been her idea. She must have lost her mind, after all.
“Yes, Jess. I’ll go dancing with you.”
“That’s not—”
“Oh, hush.”
Jess snapped her mouth shut and followed Amy to their room. 



lesson 5: blood isn’t a beverage 
AS PROMISED, RÜDIGER CAME through and lent them a fire-red compact car with a manual clutch. Amy had no idea how to drive that monstrosity, but thankfully, Jess knew ‘how to drive stick.’ A statement that made Amy howl with laughter and resulted in Jess shooting her a baleful glare. 
“Come on. You loved to watch Buffy with me, and that’s a great episode,” Amy said.
Jess scowled at her, remaining silent, but Amy saw a small smile threatening to spill over her lips. 
“Why are we leaving so late?”
Jess chuckled. “Nine isn’t late. They open around nine, and I want to get there early so we can choose where to sit.”
“It’s funny. I used to not mind leaving this late or later for stuff in my teens and early twenties. Now, I groan when someone wants to meet past seven.”
“You’ve turned into a regular grandma, haven’t you?” Jess said.
“Whatever. Tell me with a straight face that you don’t feel like that?”
“I’m not sure I can tell you anything with a straight face.” 
Amy groaned. “That’s a lame joke.”
“But driving stick wasn’t?”
“No, because it included a pop culture reference to something we’re both familiar with.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “I may or may not have felt that way, too.”
“I knew it!” Amy exclaimed with a triumphant smile.
“Yeah, yeah. Enjoy your hollow victory of getting both of us to admit we’re getting old.”
“We’re not getting old. We’re just getting wiser.”
Jess laughed, and Amy couldn’t stop the smile that spread over her face at the sight and sound. She indeed had missed this terrible woman. Today at work, they’d seen each other more than the previous day, but they still mainly focused on their individual tasks. Amy had gotten annoyed by that Weber woman hovering over her, probably trying to sneak a peek at her work—as if Amy would carry anything sensitive with her on site. 
So far, Jess seemed to be spot on, and while CodeAim appeared more productive on the surface, as highlighted in the presentation they had watched on Monday, when she dug deeper, the numbers aligned more with what Silsum Tech had estimated in their previous evaluation. 
Jess had also been correct about the different attitude toward work and leisure between Germany and the USA, and Amy enjoyed not being as stressed or hounded by deadlines and demands. It was especially refreshing to learn that CodeAim did not expect them to continue their work at home. Their interactions that day had been mostly friendly—there had been a tense moment where the past had once more reared its head, but without delving deeper, both had retracted their claws and moved on. 
Amy couldn’t tell if this happened because neither wanted to ruin their plan for the night, or if they’d truly managed to move on. She wished for the latter, but she also wondered if it would ever be possible to put such a harrowing episode behind them without clearing the air. 
That thought, however, brought up a question Amy preferred to ignore: did she wish to clear the air between them? Because if this ‘moving on and letting bygones be just that’ business worked out, why rattle the boat again? That would risk capsizing it and then drowning, and given whom she was dealing with, that remained a sizable risk. Then she reminded herself of the temporary nature of it all; once they returned home, everything would go back to normal, to a world without Jess. 
That was what she wanted, what she’d longed for from the moment she had stood in her father’s office and realized she’d have to join Jess on this trip to Germany. But now, here, riding with Jess to this little village in the middle of nowhere, this thought, this vision of the future filled her with an unease that even Emma’s earlier cheerful chatter couldn’t dispel. 
“Hey, where did you go?”
Amy started and shifted her gaze from the window to Jess. “Work. I’m wondering—”
“Uh uh, no shop-talk tonight.”
“Fine. What will we talk about then?”
“No clue. Tell me something I don’t know about you.”
Amy sighed. 
“You don’t have to. It was just an idea.”
“No, no. It’s not that. There’s just so much… It’s been twenty years.”
“Right. Especially since we’re such different people now.”
“Oh, hush,” Amy said, once more fighting off a smile. “I went on a date with a woman once. A few months before I met Ben.”
“You did?”
“Mmhmm.”
“And?”
“You asked me to tell you something you didn’t know, not to tell you all the details about it.”
“Come on! That was a given and doesn’t need to be stated separately.”
Amy snorted. “And you’re calling me a terrible negotiator.”
“Amy!” Jess complained.
Amy shifted in her seat. “All right. It was an arranged date. Friends of ours thought we’d hit it off, but well, neither of us had ever been with a woman, and we were both expecting to meet with a man, so—”
“Wait,” Jess said laughing. “What friends do you have that would set up two straight women on a date?”
“It was a misunderstanding.” Heat crept up Amy’s neck. 
“But Amy’s a pretty girlie name, so at least your date should’ve recognized she was about to go out with another woman.”
Amy rolled her eyes. “Julie used to call me Amado as a joke. It had become so ingrained to her she’d refer to me like that when talking to other people, and my date, she’s the friend of another friend of Julie’s, her name is Maxine, and—”
“Let me guess, goes by Max?”
“Yes.”
Jess laughed. “That must have been quite the rude surprise when you met.”
Amy hummed. “It was a surprise, but… we adapted.”
“Oh, I see. So you’re both not so straight after all,” Jess said. 
“Well, nothing happened. We were both open-minded, and while I was curious, there was just nothing between us. We had a nice evening and called it a night.”
“And nothing ever since?”
“Like I said, I met Ben a few months later.” Amy shrugged. “Now you tell me something I don’t know.”
“Hmm.”
“Not that easy, huh?”
“Never said it was. Let’s see… My mom has no idea I’m gay.”
Amy’s eyebrows rose. “Wait. Why were you then surprised that my mom didn’t tell me you’re a lesbian?”
“Because Catherine knows.”
“How’s that?”
“I told her.”
Amy opened her mouth, only to close it. What in the world is going on here? Since when were her mother and Jess that friendly? “I didn’t know you’re friends with my mom.” Amy couldn’t prevent a touch of petulance from entering her tone. 
Jess shrugged. “We’re not friends. It just sort of happened. Doesn’t matter.”
Right. Because Jess was a total blabbermouth who accidentally spilled her secrets to random people. “Why doesn’t Lauren know?”
“Because I never told her. She… she’d hate it, and I don’t want that fight. I’m so tired of arguing.”
“What about your divorce?”
Jess released a bitter laugh. “Brian would never tell. He’s too embarrassed at having married a lesbian.”
Amy sighed. “Did you know when you married him? I mean, did you know you were gay?”
“Yes, but… It’s complicated. It’s also a total downer, so maybe let’s switch topics? We’re almost there, anyway.”
“What? Here? We’re still in the middle of nowhere.”
“That’s not true. Look, there’s another village coming up right over there. You must admit, ‘middle of nowhere’ means something vastly different in Germany.”
Amy laughed. “True, but it’s still such a small place. How do they have a club? And who even goes there?”
“Don’t know the history of it, but it’s quite popular and people from all around the area come here.” Jess parked their car. “Though we’re early, so it won’t be packed yet. Also, why we’re getting a good parking spot.”
“If you say so,” Amy said, exiting the car and following Jess down the street over a small canal bridge. “Are you sure we’re in the right location?” she asked when they drew closer to what looked like a regular house.
“Yeah. That’s it,” Jess said, pulling Amy along. 
They entered the building and paid the entrance fee, after which a man with a long beard placed a stamp onto their wrist. Invisible ink? Amy rubbed her skin. 
“What’s the purpose of this? You can’t even see the stamp.”
Jess chuckled, grasped Amy’s hand, and drew her to the left into the room. They strode by the DJ booth and halted right before the dance floor. Jess released Amy’s hand, turned it around, and held it up. 
“Oh,” Amy breathed.
“You only see it in black light.” 
“That’s neat. I’m sure this has allowed teens entrance before they’re twenty-one without getting in trouble with their parents.”
Jess snorted. “You really don’t know German culture.”
Amy frowned. 
“You’ll see. Come on. I want some Dracula. I hope they still have it.”
“What?” Amy allowed Jess to drag her along once more—didn’t people become less tactile with age?
The bartender brought out a wooden rack containing five glass test tubes filled with red liquid.
“What on earth is that?”
“Dracula liqueur. It’s delicious. A mixture of cherries, red currants, and ginger.” Jess grabbed a vial and drank it in one big gulp, smacking her lips.
Amy’s gaze rested on Jess’s throat. She swallowed hard and shook her head. “But you’re driving.”
“Yeah. I’ll only have this one. The rest is for you.”
“For me? I don’t even drink liqueur.”
“You used to drink tequila. It’s not that different.”
“I doubt that.”
“Come on. Besides, you’re the one who started with all the pop culture references.”
Amy sighed. True to form, Jess remained trouble. She picked up a tube and drank a sip. “Hmm.” 
“It’s good, isn’t it?”
“Perhaps, but it’ll go straight to my head.”
“Good.” Jess’s eye gleamed, and Amy struggled to avert her gaze. 
She shouldn’t, but the problem had always been that knowing better had never stopped her before, and so Amy shrugged and emptied the vial. “What’s next?”
“You got three more to go, and then we’ll go dancing.” Jess pointed at the dance floor behind her. 
“Since when do you dance?”
“I don’t. But I’ve always enjoyed watching you dance. So, while you do that, I’ll sit over there.” She pointed in the dancefloor's direction. “There are chairs anchored to the wall, perfect for what I have in mind.”
Amy emptied the next tube. Trouble. Jess had always been nothing but trouble. God, she hated lying to herself.



she should have known better
JESS SETTLED IN ONE of the wall chairs at the edge of the dance floor, with Amy by her side. By now, the club had filled more, and new people found their way to the dance floor in front of them. 
“This place is busy for a weekday,” Amy said, and she had to lean in close for Jess to hear her.
“Hmm, we’re here, too.”
“I suppose.”
A new song played, and Jess sighed. She’d missed this. Music so loud she felt it rattle in her bones.
“I see what you meant earlier,” Amy’s voice rang like a soft murmur in Jess’s ear, and she shivered when Amy’s warm breath ghosted over her skin. 
“What’s that?” Jess croaked, then cleared her throat. 
“That kid over there? How old is he? Twelve?”
Jess chuckled. “I’m sure he’s at least fifteen, maybe even sixteen.”
Amy grumbled. “Who’d let a sixteen-year-old go to a club on a school night? Much less a fifteen-year-old.”
“His parents, apparently.”
“You assume he didn’t sneak out.”
“Look around,” Jess said. 
Amy did, then heaved a sigh. “Why did you bring us to a club that’s frequented by children?”
“It’s not. Look over there, on the felt steps.”
Amy once more followed Jess’s instruction. “Huh.”
“There are all kinds of ages here. Fridays attract a younger crowd while you see the older years more on Saturdays, but Wednesdays are a mix.”
“How do you know all that?”
“I’ve told you. I’ve been here before.”
“Yes, seven years ago. Some of tonight’s… guests weren’t long out of wearing diapers then.”
Jess laughed. “I suppose it isn’t just people who don’t change.”
Amy elbowed Jess.
“Hey!”
“You deserved it.”
Jess smiled. “At least they stopped smoking in here.”
Amy’s eyes widened. “They used to smoke here?”
Jess nodded. 
A new song started that Jess didn’t recognize. 
“Oh, I like this one. Are you sure you don’t want to join me on the dance floor?” Amy asked, squeezing Jess’s arm.
“Yeah. Go have fun.”
Amy smiled and leaned closer, murmuring “Enjoy the view,” into Jess’s ear.
Jess flushed, grateful for the dim lighting of the club. “I will,” she pressed out, happy she’d been able to form any words. The Dracula Schnapps didn’t help as her body burned off alcohol fast, and she’d only had the one shot. 
Amy rose and stepped onto the silver, reflective dance floor, losing herself in the song. Jess needed to find out the name of that song. Later. Her gaze shifted from the various men and women dancing—wait, was that woman with the long blonde hair and flowing skirt barefooted?—to Amy’s swaying form. 
They had attended, and in Amy’s case hosted, quite a few sleepover parties in their teens, and watching Amy now transported Jess back to one of the last ones before their falling out. When they’d ‘borrowed’ (more like emptied) one of Robert’s rum bottles and spent hours dancing and laughing. Even Jess had danced for a couple of songs. Unlike Amy, who’d danced until her face had turned almost as red as her hair before she’d collapsed on the air mattress—sweaty and exhausted—exclaiming she’d never move again.
Jess, aside from having almost no rhythm and two left feet, had fumbled and stumbled through her dancing attempts, in large part because she couldn’t take her eyes off Amy. She’d always admired Amy’s zest for life, her genuine joy, even in little things, like when she seized Jess’s arm and exclaimed, “Look at these pretty purple flowers! The entire median strip is full of them,” as they’d driven down the highway one afternoon after school. Even Jess’s answer of “I believe they are weeds,” hadn’t been able to dissuade her. She’d gaze out of the window, enthralled, saying, “That doesn’t change that they’re beautiful.”
Growing up, Jess had been used to her mother’s demands for perfection, the notion that there was a ‘right kind’ of everything, the right clothing, the right hair, the right hobbies, the right friends. Down to the right husband. But no, she wouldn’t go there tonight. Or any night if she could help it. 
Lauren Daniels had always expected flawlessness from her daughters, and Jess had the tendency to fail, to fall short of her mother’s vision of how a daughter should be like. Unlike Gretchen, her baby sister by three years. Though even that was an illusion, yet their mother often fell for it and directed most of her ire and endless disappointment at Jess.
You’d think that would have created a lot of anger and resentment between the siblings, but it didn’t. Jess loved her sister, and she gladly absorbed the brunt of their mother’s barbs and jabs if it meant less trouble for Gretchen. She only wished her sister could drop the mask she donned to appease their mother and not feel the need to wear it in all other areas of her life. 
Jess leaned back in her chair, trying to forge a mental distance that warded her from the past, just as the years had done. The song picked up, and Jess’s gaze drifted back to Amy’s hips, and she sighed as her glance roamed over her belly, lingering for a second on the sliver of skin showing during a dance move before drifting higher. She hadn’t noticed before how snug Amy’s navy shirt clung to her figure. By the time Jess reached Amy’s eyes, their gazes locked. 
The world didn’t come to a stand-still, nor did all noise dim around her (She expected her ears to ring once they left.), but her heart thumped in her chest like an out-of-control bouncing rubber ball, and her palms grew sweaty when she realized that as much as Amy might have hurt her in the past, her stupid, foolish heart swelled even now at the sight of her; it still rejoiced at being in her presence again, at hearing her voice once more instead of just recalling it as a shadowy memory. 
She was truly fucked. And the worst part? She didn’t care. Not one bit.
Jess rose and stalked toward Amy, who held her gaze the entire time as a small smile played on her lips. 
Amy raised her arm, extending a hand for Jess to take.
So she did. Jess intertwined their fingers and allowed Amy to pull her close.
Amy’s arm snaked around Jess’s waist as she swayed them both to the rhythm of the music drumming through the room, amidst flickering strobes of light, black light that showed every white speck of debris on their clothing.
At this point, Jess lost focus of her surroundings, and while the sounds around them still didn’t vanish, they morphed into a conglomeration of white noise as she lost herself in Amy’s dark gaze. 
Amy smiled—neither a sad nor a friendly, happy smile. No, it bore a determination that left Jess almost breathless. Amy’s hot body pressed against hers as the fingers that held her tightly dug into Jess’s lower back, causing her to stifle a groan. 
Jess’s breathing sped up and her lips parted when Amy’s gaze dropped to her mouth. She’d dreamed of this, for years after everything had turned to ashes—once she’d realized that all her confusion and bewilderment had sprung from being in love with her best friend. The biggest cliché. She’d been furious with herself, and these nightly visions had only added a new, cruel level of torture to waking days she’d spent lost in a haze, both anger and grief coursing through her in equal measure at having lost even more than she’d first realized. 
The first time she had kissed a woman, while aroused, there had also been a hint of bittersweet sadness clinging to her as her traitorous heart had mourned that Amy would never be her first kiss. Of course, reason had then chimed in, telling her that Amy was straight, and— 
Her mind blanked as Amy surged forward, digging her fingers into Jess’s scalp, and crushing their lips together. 
Amy groaned and licked greedily into Jess’s mouth. 
Amy still tasted like a mix of ginger and cherries from their earlier shots. Jess felt faint, frozen for a fraction of a second, convinced that she’d drop dead any moment now because her heart surely couldn’t cope with the wave of arousal that thrummed through her as she tasted Amy for the first time. Jess’s arms encircled Amy, drawing her closer as she deepened the kiss, lost in the heated play of their tongues.
Amy sneaked her hand under Jess’s shirt and raked her fingernails along the skin of her lower back.
Jess shuddered and tightened her hold on Amy. 
A whistling sound drew them apart, and Jess flushed while Amy laughed. She pulled back, then grasped Jess’s hand and tugged, leading her off the dance floor to grab their coats and head out of the club.
They stumbled back toward their car, both laughing at the absurdity of causing teenagers to wolf-whistle at them while they’d been too busy making out to note their surroundings. 
Once they reached their car, Amy pushed Jess against the door, leaning close to sink into another kiss. 
Jess hissed at the combination of the cold metal of the car against her back seeping through her clothes, and the heat of Amy pressed against her. She opened her mouth to ask something, but she forgot what because Amy immediately captured her lips in a bruising kiss. 
Amy opened Jess’s jacket and pushed her hands beneath her shirt. 
Jess marveled at how Amy’s hands could be this hot in the cold night air around them. She moaned when Amy’s fingers climbed up and her nails scratched against the band of her bra.
Amy sucked Jess’s lower lip into her mouth before scraping her teeth over the tender flesh. 
With a tortured groan, Jess pulled back. “We need to stop.” She panted. 
Amy’s feverish gaze questioned her, and like always, Jess felt compelled to explain. “If this… If we do this, then I don’t want it to happen when you’ve had too much to drink, up against a car, outside with too many teenagers around.” She hoped the latter would add some humor and defuse the current tension between them, but no such luck.
“Do you even want this?” Amy rasped, and her voice, that tone, the knowledge that Jess had caused this, that Amy sounded like this after kissing her, shot heat straight to her core. 
“Ames, I…” She shook her head.
Amy froze, and blinking rapidly, she pulled back. 
Cold lashed at Jess. “I do. More than you could ever know or understand, but—”
“Not here.”
“Not when you’re drunk. If you still want me when you’re sober, then—”
“I’m not drunk. Perhaps a bit tipsy at the most, but I’m quite aware of what I’m doing.”
“We always believe that when we’re under the influence. I couldn’t… I can’t have you regret this,” Jess said, her voice brittle. 
“What if you regret it? What if we drive back to the hotel now, and during the trip, your rational side talks you out of this?”
“You’d rather have sex here where anyone could, and let’s be honest, would walk in on us?”
“Of course not. I just don’t want you to change your mind.”
“What if you change your mind?” Jess asked, straightening her jacket before stuffing her hands into her pants pocket.
“I suppose we’ll both have to take that risk.” Amy stepped closer to Jess, and for a second, Jess thought she’d kiss her again, but instead, Amy shifted and breathed into her ear, “Take me back to the hotel.” 



lesson 6: patience is a virtue, and whoever said that needs to step on a lego
BACK WHEN SHE WAS sixteen, Amy had gotten into a huge fight with her mother. Funny how she didn’t recall the details of said argument—something about Catherine ruining her life—and she’d climbed out of her window at night and snuck to Jess’s house, throwing pebbles at her bedroom window. When a sleepy Jess finally opened her window and gazed outside, Amy recalled a wave of calm rushing over her at the sight of her pale face in the moonlight, framed by tresses of curly, dark hair. 

“What are you doing here? Are you OK?” Jess whisper-shouted. 
“Can I come up?”
“How? You know I was joking when I called you a spider monkey?”
Amy laughed as her gaze traveled from Jess’s face down to the metal trellis Mr. Daniels had attached to the wall for his cucumber plants. It looked sturdy enough. Surely, she’d reach Jess’s windowsill from there, and then… Yes, that should work.
Amy strode ahead and began climbing the trellis.
“Have you lost your mind?” Jess hissed. “You’re going to break your neck!”
Amy didn’t answer but kept climbing, uttering a low curse when a sharp edge on the lattice nicked her finger. Once at the top, she stretched out and gripped the ledge of the window. All her lacrosse strength training paid off, and with a muted groan she pulled herself up, then almost toppled over, but before she lost her balance fully and crashed down, Jess’s hands grabbed her biceps and pulled her into the room. They landed in a heap of muffled laughter on the floor. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Jess muttered, scrambling to her feet.
“That would be an all-night conversation,” Amy drawled. 
Jess laughed. “You’re a reckless nutter.”
“Hmm, I suppose.”
“I assume your mother didn’t take your declaration of independence like you hoped she would?”
Amy sighed and rose. “Correct. But I don’t want to talk about that.”
“Then why are you here?”
“I wanted to see your face.”
Jess’s eyebrows rose. “You’re crazy. You see my face all the time.”
“Do you have to go to church tomorrow?”
Jess folded her arms in front of her chest. “What do you think?”
“I take that as a yes. What time do you get up?”
“Service starts at nine, so around eight-fifteen.”
“What about breakfast?”
Jess rolled her eyes. “Not everybody has their day ruined by missing breakfast.”
Amy pouted. 
Jess glanced at her nightstand. “It’s already past one. Do you…” She rolled her lips. 
“Yes. I want to stay here.”
Jess nodded. “All right. Come on, then.”
Amy smiled when Jess ruffled through her closet before coming back and handing her a t-shirt and shorts. 
“Put these on. You’re not getting into my bed with your clothes looking like that.”
“Thank you.” Amy threw the garments over Jess’s desk chair and undressed. 
Jess turned around and stepped closer to the door. “I should lock it,” she said, flipping the lock. 
“I thought your mother hates it when you do that.”
“Yes, but my punishment for having a locked door, which assumes she even notices, will be less severe than if she were to find you here in the middle of the night.”
“All right.”
“Are you dressed?”
“Yes.” Amy laughed. “You can’t be that much of a prude. Come on, you’ve seen me undress before.”
Jess didn’t answer, instead she marched to her nightstand and picked up a small package, pulling out what looked to be a tissue paper. “Here,” she held it out to Amy, who grasped it automatically. 
She sniffed it. “What’s this?”
“A baby wipe. Clean your hands.”
Amy snorted. “Why do you have baby wipes in your room?” 
Jess shrugged. “They’re handy little things to have around.”
“If you’re germophobic.” Amy scrubbed her fingers, hissing when it stung her cut. 
“Oh, you’re hurt.” Jess opened her nightstand drawer and pulled out a first aid kit.
Amy fell silent when Jess carefully tended to her wound. She grimaced when she cleaned it with an alcohol wipe.
“Sorry,” Jess mumbled.
“It’s all right. Thank you.”
Jess smiled before picking up the wipes again, handing Amy another one. “Wipe your face.”
Amy sighed, but did as Jess requested. “Am I now allowed to get into your bed?”
Jess’s gaze found the floor before she abruptly turned and got into her bed. “Come on. I take the left side.”
“Obviously.” Amy shook her head before padding closer and climbing into bed. She huddled under the covers and faced Jess. “Thank you.”
Jess snorted. “You’re an idiot.”
“Yes, but you love me.” She reached out and clasped Jess’s hand.
Jess sobered. “Good night, Ames.”
Amy yawned, closing her eyes. She mumbled, “Night,” before drifting off, never letting go of Jess’s hand.

Jess had always complained about Amy’s ability to be out as soon as her head hit the pillow. Amy used to counter that by pointing out that green didn’t suit Jess, which made her friend pout and Amy’s heart race.
Right now, though, with Jess putting their car into park and only a few minutes’ walk away from their hotel room, Amy doubted she’d be able to sleep at all that night. During their silent drive back home, each of them had seemed lost in thought. Amy’s mind had meandered across time and space, and she’d revisited countless moments that she’d spent at Jess’s side through the years. 
She examined and re-examined them to see if she’d missed something back then, if she’d been too clueless to see anything more than friendship in their closeness, or if this thing between them represented a new development, a moment of what exactly? Had Jess felt like this back then? Then her brain stuttered like a broken record back to Ames. 
When Jess had called her Ames again, a nickname Jess had given her shortly after they’d met, and one Amy had forbidden anyone to call her ever again after their friendship had ended, she thought for a second she’d faint. Her heart, already pelting her chest from the sheer excitement that had flooded her body, careened to a sudden halt at the sound. 
All noise faded, and for a second that stretched like a bubblegum bubble in slow motion before popping, Amy believed she could not move because if she did, her heart would stop beating forever. However, if she remained still, it might find its way back to her. And it did.
She rolled her eyes at herself. It was no wonder Jess used to call her a drama queen at times. Still, it must have been one of the most surreal moments of her life because not only did she hear that nickname again for the first time in ages, but she also realized, judging by the debilitating ache in her chest, that she’d missed hearing it. Not the name itself, but Jess saying it. Her voice. Her intonation. And she realized all of that while overcome with the urge to take Jess in public, against their borrowed car during a cold April night in Germany. 
She supposed she might have been pushing this tonight because she feared that she’d not muster the courage to go there again. After all, the list of reasons why this was a terrible idea ran endless, and the potential repercussions made her dizzy. She didn’t even want to contemplate them. 
Amy always had the tendency to go for what she wanted first and ask questions later, and she knew she had done this here, too. Add to that her impatience, and it was a wonder she hadn’t pushed things farther when they’d gotten back to the car. Then again, Jess remained too rational to put up with Amy’s insane ideas for too long.
While Amy’s first time with Simon had been an utter disappointment, most of her other encounters with men had been fun. She’d never fully grasped the emotional connection movies and songs crooned about, but she’d enjoyed herself with all her boyfriends.
However, she’d never given women much of a thought, though it never seemed an impossible divide to bridge either. Yet, she’d fought to keep her hands off Jess during the entire drive, and before in the club, and once they’d gotten to the car, she’d yearned to devour Jess, and that had never happened before. She didn’t know what to do with these… feelings. 
They walked to the hotel, now shortly after midnight, once more remaining silent. Was that a good sign? If Jess wouldn’t be so damn rational, then Amy wouldn’t have to worry so much about her changing her mind. 
Once the door closed behind them and Amy opened her mouth to ask if they should shower first, Jess pressed her against the door and kissed her, hard. 
Amy’s knees buckled—as if she were the tragic heroine in one of those goddamned romance novels—and she whined, clutching at Jess, pulling, tearing at her clothes. 
Jess dropped her own jacket on the floor before divesting Amy of hers. She pressed their bodies close together, breaking the kiss and instead pressing her face against Amy’s neck, nibbling at her skin while one of her hands disappeared under Amy’s shirt. 
Amy panted, and with her eyes closed, she arched into Jess, her head thudding against the door behind her. Then, she recalled all the dancing she’d done at the club, and how she’d sweated and now… No. “Wait,” she croaked, then groaned when Jess pulled back.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes, and don’t get it into your head that I wanna stop or have any regrets. I’m also stone cold sober by now, and—”
“All right,” Jess said, amusement twinkling in her gray eyes. 
“I just need to shower. I’m all sweaty and gross, and—”
“Like after the flight,” Jess said with a smile before pulling back. 
“Well, yes, though that was different. Given your germophobic tendencies, I’m amazed you didn’t shove me in the shower the moment we entered the room. Not to mention that—”
“Amy.”
“Yes?”
“Go shower.”
Amy worried her lower lip and nodded before hurrying to take the fastest shower ever. When she returned to the bedroom, dressed in nothing but a towel, she halted. “Why aren’t you undressed?”
Jess’s eyes widened, then she laughed. “You’re the most impatient person I’ve ever met.”
“And?”
“Nothing. But I’m obviously also going to take a shower.”
Amy groaned. “Fine. Hurry up.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Jess disappeared into the bathroom. 
Amy sighed and dropped onto the mattress, turning her head to look at the clock. Half past midnight. That wasn’t too bad. They’d still get enough sleep for tomorrow. 
The padding of footsteps drew Amy out of her reverie, and she turned her head and froze. Jess hadn’t even bothered with a towel. 
Amy rose to sit with her palms pressed against the mattress behind her.
“I’m surprised you dared to lie on the bed.”
“Huh?”
Jess chuckled and stepped closer. 
Amy’s eyes roamed over Jess’s lean figure, taking in her annoyingly flat stomach and small breasts. She’d always envied Jess in that department, though currently she was questioning all the thoughts she’d ever had concerning Jess’s body. 
“You usually fall asleep as soon as you lie down.”
Wait, what? Oh. Right. Amy blinked rapidly and licked her lips. “That’s a bit hard when I’m waiting for you.”
Jess’s face grew solemn. She took the last step that brought her to stand between Amy’s thighs. 
At the touch of Jess’s cool skin against her own, Amy tightened her jaw.
“Are you sure you want this?” Jess asked. 
“Yes. What about you?”
“I’m standing naked in front of you.”
“Good point. But what…”
“Yes?”
“What does it mean?”
Jess sighed. “It doesn’t have to mean anything more than this.”
“And what is this?”
“A night between… people who used to be friends.”
“I doubt that’s a regular occurrence between friends, even less so between people like… us.”
“No one says it has to be a regular thing.” Jess pushed closer and Amy scooted back to make room for Jess to join her on the bed.
Amy nodded.
A smile tugged on Jess’s lips, and she hovered over Amy. “What happens in Germany…”
Amy laughed. “That’s not how the saying goes.”
“Does that matter?”
Amy shook her head, shivering as Jess’s breath washed over her. “Kiss me.”
Jess did. 



resistance was futile, or whatever that cybernetic queen without legs liked to say
JESS KNEW SHE’D REGRET this, and that as bad ideas went, this one took the cake. Had she tried to talk herself out of this? Only for the entire drive back where she had struggled to focus her attention on the road and not on all the things she craved to do to Amy. She hadn’t expected this to happen. 
In fact, she’d been more worried about them coming to blows when she realized she’d not only have to travel with Amy for two weeks but also share a room and a bed with her for several days. Making out in a club had not been on her list of probable events for this trip, even after they’d created a somewhat fragile truce. 
The problem with listening to, and worse, heeding, all the reasons this would morph into a nightmare of epic proportions and therefore should be avoided like the plague (aside from the fact that humanity had recently proven to be incapable of doing just that), she didn’t want to. Oh, she knew she should, and that this path would once again lead to heartbreak—the only destination a journey with Amy Summers could offer—but being this close to Amy, tasting her, smelling her skin, and feeling the warmth of her body pressed against her on the dancefloor? 
Jess shuddered at the memory. No. She’d not be rational or reasonable about it. She’d just brace herself for the impact and the bill that would be due down the road. She’d pay it. Like she always did. 
All these worries and doubts vanished in the wet heat of their tongues meeting as Jess lost herself in a torrid kiss, reminiscent of the infinite dreams and fantasies that had inundated her mind for years.
After a long moment, she broke the kiss and pulled back, still hovering over Amy, taking in her blown pupils and flushed cheeks. “You’re overdressed,” she graveled.
Amy laughed. “I suspect that’s not what people hear when all they’re wearing is a towel.”
Jess smiled. “Do these people usually have a naked woman spread out on top of them?”
“Good point.” Amy shifted to roll Jess off her and to the side before she opened the towel, lifted up, and dropped it on the floor. “Better?”
Jess clenched her jaw and nodded, unable to formulate words as her gaze trailed over Amy’s nude figure. Her beautiful face, high cheekbones and full lips had always captivated Jess, and while she’d avoided seeing more of Amy’s body than she considered healthy for her sanity, she took her fill now. 
Her gaze wandered down Amy’s chest, lingering on full breasts with dusky nipples before sliding down to her rounded belly, the patch of light hair between her legs, and her athletic thighs before reaching her dark eyes once more. 
“You’re beautiful,” Jess croaked, then cleared her throat.
Amy smiled, reaching out to pull Jess closer.
Jess leaned in and seized Amy’s lips in a hard kiss. A part of her urged to cherish this, to memorize every second, every touch and scent, but yearning swallowed her whole. She had buried this. She had made peace with never being with Amy ages ago. Hell, she’d never wanted to be with Amy again, not as a friend, and most certainly not as something more. Yet, her desire for Amy shoved aside and eclipsed these aspects borne in suspicion, worry, and fear.
Amy pulled Jess fully on top of her, her fingers digging into her shoulders before she raked her nails down Jess’s back. She spread her legs and allowed Jess to fall into the space between.
Jess sucked at Amy’s lower lip, running her teeth along the soft flesh before deepening their kiss again. 
Amy pulled back and moaned. She cupped Jess’s cheek; a mischievous smile forming on her lips. 
Jess exhaled a rush of air—all words evaporated—when Amy spun them around and stretched out on top of her, pinning Jess’s arms next to her head.
“Remember when you complained about my lack of patience?”
Jess nodded. Her voice still seemed to have deserted her.
“I think I’ve shown enough restraint since that song played that made you want me.”
Jess chuckled. “You wanted to do this on the dancefloor?” Did Amy really think a song made Jess want her? Surely not.
“I’m honestly no longer sure since when I’ve wanted this,” Amy breathed, sinking into another kiss. 
Heat sloshed through Jess’s veins at this semi-confession, and she longed to draw Amy closer. Her mind wanted to analyze these words, debate them, even, but her body had other ideas as Amy broke their kiss and licked down Jess’s throat before drawing her tongue and teeth along her collarbone. 
Amy shifted and pushed her warm, strong thigh against the apex of Jess’s legs. 
Jess groaned and pressed her head deeper into the pillow. 
Amy released Jess’s wrists and scratched down her arms, leaving red lines on pale skin as she licked and nibbled at her breasts. Sucking hard, she made arousal coil low in Jess’s abdomen. 
Jess panted, her hips canting up and a long moan escaped her lips when Amy sucked her other hard nipple into her mouth, laving it with her tongue before drawing it deeper into the heat of her mouth. 
Jess’s eyelids flickered. As keen as she was on watching Amy’s ministrations, her body longed to let go and just ease into the delicious attention—enjoy this moment while it lasted. She found herself suspended in this odd instant where both her mind and body agreed that this likely would be a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence, yet both had diverging ideas on how to handle said conundrum. 
Amy released her nipple with a plop and scooted back up—covering Jess’s cool body with her warmth. She pressed a soft kiss against Jess’s lips. “Are you OK? You’re trembling. Do you want to stop?”
Jess shook her head, not sure which question she answered as she surged up and entangled Amy in a heated kiss, cupping her cheeks.
Amy pressed her thigh harder against the wet heat between Jess’s legs, seeming to delight in the groan that ripped from Jess as she broke their kiss. 
“I can feel you on my thigh,” Amy whispered in a rough voice that shot liquid arousal to Jess’s core. 
Jess tightened her jaw. Words still seemed so far away and removed. She couldn’t remember ever struggling to find words during sex. Or during any other situation, really, but Amy had always left her speechless.
“May I taste you?” Amy asked with kiss-swollen lips and flushed cheeks. 
Jess whimpered and nodded as tension inundated her frame. 
Amy claimed one sloppy kiss before her famous impatience tore her away and she scrambled down, laying between Jess’s legs. She kissed both trembling thighs and licked along the crevice of Jess’s groin. 
Jess’s fingers clutched the fitted sheet and her eyes fell shut at the first stroke of Amy’s searing tongue brushing through her sodden heat. 
Amy moaned, her hands tightening their hold on Jess’s upper thighs as her tongue trailed along her outer labia, then returned to the well-spring of Jess’s arousal, pressing inside, before swirling upward and circling the swollen nub. 
Jess lost her struggle and let go, her mind surrendering to the onslaught of Amy’s attentions. Her clever tongue and strong hands were drowning Jess in excitement, hurtling her toward an explosive climax at lightning speed. Too fast. She didn’t want to come just yet. 
“Amy,” Jess moaned as her hands found Amy’s head again, trailing through her auburn tresses, unsure if she wanted to press her closer or push her away to allow her a short respite, to delay this gratification that had been decades in the making and so far, had only ever found fulfillment as a fantasy playing in her head while her own fingers teased her slick heat. 
Amy released Jess’s clit and brushed her tongue through every nook and cranny of Jess’s pulsing, wet flesh. 
Jess gasped in a mixture of relief and lingering arousal at receiving the break she needed, while her body howled at the interruption. She gritted her teeth. 
Amy licked around her entrance before she placed a quick kiss on Jess’s curls and raised her head. “Can I go inside?”
Jess’s eyes widened, both at this additional display of Amy’s assuredness and the tone in which she said it. She wasn’t indulging Jess. Amy wanted this as much as she did. Not that Jess had thought Amy was doing her a favor, but her mind still lagged, struggling to comprehend and deal with a reality in which Amy Summers desired her. 
“Yes,” Jess rasped, falling helplessly onto the mattress when Amy dipped her head and once more sucked her into her talented mouth while pressing two fingers inside. 
Jess moaned. She didn’t get loud during sex. Or apparently, she had never done so before because right now, she hardly recognized her own voice as her body tightened and shook with each of Amy’s coordinated strokes. 
Beads of sweat dripped down Jess’s neck, as well as pooling at her lower back. She panted. 
Amy dug her free hand into Jess’s thigh, anchoring her against the bed as she sped up her tongue drawing hard circles around Jess’s clit while also picking up the pace of her thrusts in and out of Jess’s slick heat. 
Jess froze, then quivered—a drawn-out cry breaking free when she shook in fast tremors as a hard climax washed through her, leaving her boneless and trembling as Amy steered her through a series of aftershocks. 
Amy pulled out and pressed a lingering kiss against Jess’s mound before she rose and meandered up, once more settling on top of Jess. She smiled, then licked into Jess’s mouth. 
Jess groaned, clasping at Amy’s back and pulling her close. 
“You’re delicious.” 
Jess flushed and buried her face in Amy’s neck. 
Amy chuckled. “Gosh, you’re still a total prude.”
Jess shifted to look up at Amy. “Hey!” she exclaimed, though the twinkle in both sets of eyes belied the seriousness of their words. She held Amy’s gaze, then raised her thigh to press between Amy’s legs, shuddering at the copious amount of wetness that bathed her skin and the delightful shudder that rushed through Amy. 
“God,” Amy moaned and closed her eyes. 
“Now I feel you.”
Amy hummed and opened her eyes. “What are you gonna do about that?”



lesson 7: towels are more useful than expected
AMY HAD ONCE DESCRIBED most of her previous sexual encounters as sport fucking. She’d been tipsy and chatting with Tara, her best friend in college, discussing their sex lives in way too much detail. Tara had laughed tears and suggested that perhaps Amy had a penchant for choosing the wrong kind of men if that was all she got out of her encounters. 
Amy never spent too much time thinking about this. She viewed sex as healthy, physical and emotional maintenance work. Something to release tension, and she supposed, also a way to nurture an emotional connection in your relationship. It was fun, and the physical release most welcome at times, but in the end, it was just sex, and not something that had ever preoccupied her further.
At least it hadn’t until she couldn’t get the image of kissing Jess out of her mind. Jess hadn’t been wrong. Patience had never been one of her strengths, and once this vision had seeped into her mind, she needed to act on it. 
At first, she’d told herself that once they kissed, she’d prove that all her previous beliefs about physical intimacy could be generalized—a fun physical release—and she’d move on. Jess represented a safe choice because Amy knew her. There were no expectations or demands. Moreover, there was also no relationship to destroy. Once they returned home, they would split again, continuing their separate paths that resulted in neither being a part of the other’s world. 
Of course, these were all either excuses or incorrect assumptions based on faulty data, as she realized the moment their lips first met on the dancefloor. Then, back at the hotel, she had no words. The need to bring her partner to a climax had never consumed her before, yet here she’d been set aflame, and once she’d found herself stretched out on top of Jess’s glorious naked body, all was lost. 
Now, with Jess’s leg pressed between her thighs as Amy gazed down at her lover—that was what they were now—heat twisted in her lower stomach, and she doubted she’d ever been this wet in her life. 
Jess smiled, an expression that softened her features—draining away the anger and suspicion she had grown so used to seeing—and Amy’s heart stuttered in her chest. She’d always admired the delicate contours of Jess’s face, which contrasted with her lanky form, her elongated torso that continued into long legs that used to find their way against Amy’s side and lower back during sleepovers. Not to mention her pointy elbows. 
Amy rocked her hips against Jess’s thigh and couldn’t stifle a pleased smile when Jess’s lips parted as she stared up at her with wide eyes—her pupils had all but swallowed the gray. Amy delighted in her impact on Jess, even in a situation that shifted toward her own pleasure.
Suddenly, Jess rose and sat up, drawing Amy into her lap. 
She encircled Jess’s waist with her legs as both women came together in a fervent kiss. 
Jess ran her fingers up and down Amy’s damp back, pulling them closer together. 
Amy had never been fond of kissing, but here she could do this for hours. Jess’s soft lips beguiled her, and her taste drove Amy up the wall. 
After a while, Jess shifted and they collapsed forward, with Amy on her back and their heads toward the foot-end of the bed. 
For a second, Amy thought how lucky they were that the bed hadn’t turned out to be two mattresses, but her thoughts staggered to a halt when Jess’s mouth sought her breasts to suck and lick at her skin before she engulfed one pebbled peak into her mouth, scraping her teeth along wrinkled skin before sucking hard. 
Amy moaned, arching into Jess.
Jess smiled against Amy’s skin, releasing a nipple and kissing along Amy’s stomach, nibbling at her hipbones before settling between her thighs.
Amy froze, and her hands shot to Jess’s shoulders. “Wait,” she croaked. 
Jess ceased all movement. “Are you OK?” 
Amy nodded, worrying her lower lip. “It just…” How could she say this? She felt dumb for even having this thought, and then to air it? Jess would think her stupid, especially after what Amy had just done to her, and—
“Hey.” 
Amy blinked owlishly, having been so stuck in her head she hadn’t noticed Jess crawling back up until she hovered right above her. 
“What is it? Talk to me.”
Amy lost herself in Jess’s eyes for a moment, noting specks of green spiraling through slate-gray near her pupils. “It’s dumb.”
“Hmm, I doubt that. Do you want to stop?”
“No. But…” Amy sighed. “I’ve never been a… fan of oral sex.”
Jess’s eyebrows rose. “Could’ve fooled me.”
Amy dipped her head as heat inched up her neck. “It’s just so… wet.” She grimaced. 
“The sensation?”
“Yes. No. I mean, I don’t mind the feeling of it, but I get distracted by thinking how it’ll mess up the sheets and then there’s this big wet spot, and—”
“All right.” Jess jumped off the bed.
Amy sat up, leaning on one arm. “Where are you going?”
Jess didn’t answer and instead disappeared into the bathroom.
“Jess!” Amy grumbled. Was she going to leave her… not high and dry, but low and wet? Perhaps she needed to pee, but she could have said something, besides… Amy tilted her head.
Jess returned with a white towel in her hand. She picked up a hair-tie and drew her dark curls into a loose ponytail before she climbed back onto the bed and pushed Amy down. “Lift your hips,” she said, and when Amy did, she spread the towel beneath her. 
“Smart thinking,” Amy said.
“Mmhmm. That’s me. A problem solver. I doubt this concern was on your mind earlier.”
Amy cleared her throat. “You can be quite distracting.”
Jess smiled and sunk into another kiss, soft at first, but quickly escalating in intensity. 
Amy loved the sensation of their naked bodies pressed against each other, of Jess covering her and seemingly trying to get ever closer. 
Jess broke their kiss, and after trailing her teeth over Amy’s lower lip in parting, she once more meandered south, bestowing kisses and nibbles on Amy’s breasts, licking down her side before kissing her groin as she shuffled to lie again between Amy’s parted thighs. She sighed. 
Amy’s breathing quickened, and the visual of Jess between her legs left her restless with anticipation thundering through her veins. 
Jess nibbled at Amy’s inner thigh, using her tongue to paint nonsensical patterns across soft flesh before drawing the skin between her lips, sucking. 
Amy groaned. Her eyes fell shut, and she forced herself to keep them open as she didn’t want to miss this image, fully aware that it would never happen again. Was that why she was so aroused that she could hardly string two thoughts together? “Jess,” Amy moaned as she shuffled her hips, trying to entice Jess to pay attention to the ache between her legs.
Jess, undeterred and seemingly unimpressed by a plea that wasn’t one, shifted her attention to Amy’s other leg to repeat her ministrations. 
After what seemed like an eternity that only ratcheted up Amy’s arousal, while likely already causing a need for the towel beneath her, she trailed her fingers through Jess’s hair, trying to hurry her along. 
Jess chuckled, but then mercifully turned her head, first only blowing hot air against Amy’s wetness.
Amy shuddered, groaning as she tightened her hold on Jess’s hair. 
Jess followed up by burying her face between Amy’s thighs and licking up her length.
Both women moaned. 
Amy released Jess’s hair, afraid she’d hurt her, and so clutched the sheets when Jess’s tongue lashed through her heat, twirling around her entrance, never pushing inside, and instead, she sucked Amy’s labia into her mouth. 
Amy’s hips stirred, pressing closer to Jess’s mouth. 
Jess splayed her hands underneath Amy’s butt and lifted her hips, allowing for deeper access as she pushed her tongue inside Amy. 
“God,” Amy pressed out, rocking her hips in tune with Jess’s motions as she shifted back up, but still only added featherlight touches upon Amy’s straining clit. “Jess, I swear…” Amy started, but then her words morphed into a sob when a tremble rushed through her as Jess finally brushed her tongue over her bundle of nerves and moved one hand to join her mouth.
Jess’s fingers massaged Amy’s entrance, then pressed inside once Amy’s rough command of, “Go inside,” seemed to register. 
Amy congratulated her remaining two brain cells for voicing that request as it seemed to snap something in Jess. However, the moment of smugness dissolved in a hoarse cry bleeding from her lips when Jess sucked hard on her clit and swirled her tongue in rapid, hard strokes around the throbbing nub.
The fingers of Jess’s other hand dug into one of Amy’s ass cheeks as she sped up both her tongue and the three fingers that thrust in and out of Amy. 
Amy registered the sounds of Jess’s fingers and tongue filling the room, but at this point she was too far gone to care or even feel self-conscious. 
Jess moaned, giving Amy the impression that both women reveled in breathless anticipation of Amy’s climax. 
Amy’s knuckles paled when her grip around the bedsheets tightened, and her hips increased their gyrations. She arched her neck and exhaled a gust of air before her mouth fell open and she arrested, a moment where she felt like floating on the softest of airs, until a barrage of tremors wracked her frame as she tumbled into the hardest peak of her life when waves of pleasure crashed through her, lighting up every nerve ending from her head to her toes. 
Jess drew her fingers out and slowed her tongue, yet she continued to stroke smaller, softer circles across Amy’s clit while shudders and little quakes shook Amy.
Finally, Amy relaxed, only to groan when Jess pressed her fingers back inside, picking up the speed of her tongue again. “Jess,” she breathed, then bowed her back and cried out when Jess drew her back into her hot mouth, and Amy once more felt herself climbing, her arousal dashing ahead as Jess’s attentions catapulted her toward a second, rapidly building climax.
Jess shifted her fingers inside, splaying them, then scraping along the furrowed walls while her tongue brushed over Amy’s clit in a seemingly relentless pursuit of Amy’s pleasure.
Amy gasped, then stuttered before her body arched and she tumbled over the edge a second time, Jess’s name spilling from her lips as her body shook.
Jess slowed her tongue and pulled her fingers out. She didn’t fully relinquish her hold until Amy groaned.
“Enough. Come on up.” She panted. 
With a roguish smile that Amy longed to wipe off her face, Jess climbed up, pressing their slick bodies together as she connected their lips in a fast and deep kiss. 
Amy drew back, still breathless. “You were always an overachiever.” She chuckled. 
“I’ve yet to hear you complain about that.”
Amy laughed. “No doubt.”
Jess grinned and pulled the covers over them as she huddled close to Amy. “Are you sure you’re done?”
Amy shook her head in mock exasperation, then caught Jess’s gaze and shifted to press her hand between Jess’s thighs. She choked out a gasp at the abundance of slick heat that painted her fingertips. 
Jess moaned. Her face lit up in pure concentration until she shuddered when Amy couldn’t resist and pressed two fingers inside. 
Amy marveled at Jess’s expression, her flushed cheeks and eyes that refused to stay open, her parted lips and shaky breathing, the tortured moan that escaped her lips as Amy started to rub her clit. “It seems you’re not done yet,” Amy whispered.
Jess clutched Amy as her hips followed the rapid movements of her fingers. 
They both were sweating under the blanket, but neither moved to pull it off as it added a strange closeness while Amy stroked Jess higher. 
“I love making you come,” Amy murmured, capturing Jess’s lips in a bruising kiss before pulling back. “Come for me,” she demanded, and Jess, with her eyes screwed shut, shuddered almost violently, crying out Amy’s name before she dropped her head into the crook of Amy’s neck, trembling. 
Amy sighed and stroked her fingers over Jess’s back, holding her close. 



wishes, horses, weeds, and all that nonsense
JESS AWOKE WHEN THE phone rang, and she groaned as she glanced at the clock. They’d overslept but could still make it in time if they skipped breakfast, which meant Amy would be grouchy all day. 
Amy. Jess closed her eyes and grabbed the phone. “Hello?”
“Ich wollte Ihnen nur mitteilen, dass wir Ihnen ab heute ein weiteres Zimmer anbieten können. Sobald machbar, kommen Sie bitte zum Reservierungsschalter, und wir kümmern uns darum.”
“OK. Danke.” After saying goodbye, Jess hung up. The second room was ready. She sighed and shook Amy, who didn’t stir. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re running late. “
“I hate you.”
Jess frowned. That was faster than she’d expected. “OK.”
Amy shoved her. “You dragged me to this club, then kept me up all night and now we gotta go to work,” she mumbled into her pillow. 
“I’d say you were a willing participant in all of that.”
Amy groaned and slouched off the bed before stalking naked toward the bathroom. “Sex between women lasts way too long.”
Jess snorted. “You were the one who refused to quit,” she called after Amy once she’d shut the door. Shaking her head, Jess hurried to get dressed. She should have used the bathroom before waking Amy. Now she had to contend with a screaming bladder.
They made it to work only five minutes late, and even though Germans loved their punctuality, she hoped the fact that they weren’t German would cut them some slack. 
Jess generally had no issues with focusing on work and giving it her all, not just her attention, but also her energy and determination. Come to think about it, that was all she ever did. Today, however, her mind insisted on reliving last night, and so she vacillated between inappropriate memories and recriminations for allowing things to escalate. 
Did Jess regret last night? Yes, and no. She tried to console herself that even if this worsened their relationship in the long run (What relationship?), once back home, they’d go their separate ways like they’d done over the last two decades. Sadly, this attempt proved less successful than she’d hoped. 
She ignored the heavy feeling that spread over her as she contemplated this scenario by banishing it to the recesses of her mind, but that didn’t eliminate the glaring red flag her more rational side had been waving for the last twenty-four hours. Not just standing there and brandishing the red cloth from side to side like a flagman at a NASCAR race, no, this included stomping feet, raised and shaken fists, and eventually, a hoisted middle finger, followed by hurling the flagpole to the ground and storming away. Why? All because of work? If only.
While she had some misgivings about how this may affect their work, this alarm blared because of a new and more urgent concern that dwarfed everything else: her desire for a repeat of last night. She should have known she wouldn’t be able to sleep with Amy and move on as if nothing had happened. 
She may have been able to do that in the past with other women, but this was Amy. They didn’t talk more about the previous night, definitely not about what it meant, and so Jess assumed it meant little to Amy—nothing more than a night of fun. She wished she felt the same. 
The biggest problem, though (as if the laundry list of issues didn’t offer plenty of concerns already), remained that Jess didn’t trust Amy. How could anything grow between them—no matter how raw and intense their connection may be—when she couldn’t trust the other woman? She’d bet that Amy shared this outlook. After all, there had been no love or trust between them for so long. 
As such, this was nothing, or it should be nothing. The incident should march out of Jess’s brain and stay gone. Yet, wishes and horses and all that, and so she faced the opposite, whether she wanted to or not. 
“Excuse me? I missed what you just said,” Jess said when Martina seemed to expect an answer to a question Jess hadn’t registered. 
Martina rolled her eyes.
Jess continued to stare at her, unfazed by both Martina and her attitude throughout the day. “Well? I don’t have all day.” Jess pointed at the computer screen in front of her. 
“Your colleague’s reports are unacceptable.”
“In what way?”
“She’s arguing that CodeAim’s output is below the level we’ve established.”
“Have you considered your analysis could be faulty?”
Martina crossed her arms. 
Jess canted her head. “I wasn’t even aware that Amy had handed in any reports. We haven’t finished our assessments, and—”
“You’d be farther along if you didn’t play hooky or roll in here late,” Martina griped.
“We’re ahead of schedule, and Rüdiger seems pleased with our efforts. Your own company will receive a cut either way, and you can be assured that Silsum Tech’s offer will be fair.”
Martina frowned. 
“I’m sure the fact that you’ll make more money if we ascertain a higher value for CodeAim than previously established has nothing to do with your current concerns.”
“Of course not. I’m only interested in CodeAim receiving their due.”
“Naturally. If you’ll allow me, I’d like to get back to work.” Jess returned her focus to her laptop and ignored Martina, who, after a moment of stewing in silence, stalked off, then halted when she ran into Amy. 
“I don’t know how you can stand working with her. She may be talented, but she’s rude, unapproachable, and not a team player. I’m disappointed that your firm would send such a person on this important trip,” Martina said with a sneer, well aware and not caring that Jess overheard everything. 
“Our firm sent the most competent person for the job. I’ve just talked to Rüdiger, and he praised Jess’s work, so perhaps take your complaints up with him?”
Martina stormed off without a reply. 
Amy shrugged and strode to Jess. “And you guys were friendly?”
“It’s funny, isn’t it? Sometimes people disappoint you when they’re not who you thought they were.”
Amy rolled her lips and her shoulders slouched.
Jess startled. “Oh, no. I’m sorry. I wasn’t… I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s all right. It’s true what you said, in general, and for us…” She sighed. 
“Amy, I—”
“No, no.” Amy waved her off. “It’s fine. I get it. I’m sorry that your relationship with Martina went sour and that she’s now causing problems.”
Jess narrowed her eyes. How could Amy offer an apology here, with no hesitation, and for something that didn’t even relate to her or affect her, yet for… She clenched her jaw. Perhaps that was the crux of the issue. It had to be easier to apologize when you’d done nothing wrong. 
“Anyway, Rüdiger asked if we need the car again for the weekend. I guess he thought we might have plans.”
“Oh, OK.” Jess rubbed her hands over her thighs. What was she supposed to say to this?
Amy drew her foot over the hardwood floor before once more catching Jess’s gaze. “Do we have any plans?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. You’ve been here before. Is there anything else you wanna show me?”
Jess’s mouth went dry as her thoughts jumped back to last night, to the vision of Amy writhing beneath her. She shook her head. 
“Oh, OK.”
“I’ve always wanted to visit the Panthéon in Paris.”
“Paris?”
“Yeah. You’ve ever been?”
“I’ve never been to Europe before.”
Jess’s brows furrowed. “Right. You said. So, how about it?”
“You want to drive to Paris?”
“Yes. Well, no. Not with the car. We can go by train, maybe tomorrow after work? I’m sure the train ride there is less than three hours.”
“Where would we stay?”
Jess laughed. “Much like Germany has showers and internet, France has hotels.”
Amy shoved her arm playfully. “Oh, hush.”
“What’s the verdict?”
“Sure. Why not?”
Jess smiled. Another idea that would end in a disaster, but while she was at it… Might as well careen down this road until she crashed. Not something she’d previously tried, but Amy had always had the tendency to get Jess to leave her comfort zone, and there’d been no one and nothing that had ever led to more tears for Jess than Amy. 
Didn’t she argue the other day that people and things didn’t truly change? If that were true, why did hope blossom in her heart like one of those damn weeds masquerading as wildflowers that Amy had always been so fond of?
“Hey, Amy?”
Amy, who’d been about to exit the room, turned around. “Yes?”
“Do you still like weeds?”
Amy frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“You know, those red and purple flowers on the middle and side strips on highways.”
Her eyes lit up. “Oh, those. Yes. They’re so pretty! And they’re not weeds, Jess Daniels.”
Jess laughed. “If you say so.” 



lesson 8: regrets are for losers
THAT EVENING, THEY ACCEPTED the German hotel’s offer of the second room, and after a short debate where both volunteered to relocate there, Amy had done so. She’d started all of this… business between them, and so it would only be fair that she should pack her bags and move to the other room. 
Not that she raised that argument, but Jess eventually relented. A rare occurrence indeed. Thankfully, the new room was just across the one from Jess. Not that Amy had any plans to continue her lapse of judgment from the other night—because what else could you call that harebrained decision? Why did she insist on lying to herself?
Amy didn’t know why she had gone after Jess like that—while impulse control had never been her strong suit, this ill-advised move still had to rank in her top three of all-time terrible decisions. Yet, she didn’t regret it. In fact, she’d have stayed and continued to share the room—the bed—with Jess if the other woman had asked her to. Fat chance at that. Jess likely brimmed with regret and angst over that night. 
Amy would deny that she had found Jess’s dressing down of Martina at the office earlier appealing. Well, she’d deny it to everyone but her brain because what would be the point of that? None of this changed anything, though. 
Then Jess had to suggest going to Paris. She recalled the promises they had made as teens, even though she’d shoved them back into the deepest corners of her mind, where she stuffed everything she longed to forget. Jess and her bloody obsession with all things related to the French Revolution. She rolled her eyes at the unintended pun. Jess must have forgotten the sleepover when they were fifteen, unlike Amy. 

“Are you serious? Oh my God, Amy! I didn’t realize you knew I’ve been interested in this necklace,” Jess said, raising her head.
Amy’s breath caught at the light that shone in Jess’s eyes. “I do pay attention to you,” she drawled.
“Of course. I wasn’t trying to make light of—”
“Good Lord, Jess. It’s fine. It’s just a little present. A sign of my appreciation for... coming out to suffer through my lacrosse matches even though you hate sports.”
Jess frowned. “I don’t hate sports. I just don’t understand the concept of school spirit and why—”
“You like it, though?”
Jess chuckled. “My joyful squeal wasn’t a dead giveaway?” Jess traced her fingers over the silver pendant. 
“I’ll admit it’s an unusual gift. My mom,” Amy laughed, “she said it’s morbid even for you.”
“Hey!” 
“Don’t look at me. Take any complaints to my mother.”
“I find it highly unlikely that those were Mrs. S’s exact words. She likes me.”
“She can like you and still find you morbid.”
Jess pouted. 
“Come on! Who wears a necklace with a guillotine pendant?”
“I do!” Jess said and handed the chain to Amy. “As soon as you put it on me.” She rushed over and sat down on the bed, positioning herself with her back to Amy. Jess pulled her dark curls to the side.
Amy chuckled and shuffled forward before she placed the necklace around Jess’s neck. She fiddled with the clasp, her hands trembling until it closed. Amy sprang back, needing distance and not understanding why. She shoved her hands under her legs. “There you go. All done.”
Jess turned around. “Thank you. You’re the best.” She smiled again and leaned forward, pulling Amy into a crushing hug. 
“You’re welcome,” she mumbled into Jess’s neck as she shifted and returned the embrace. “We’ll get there one day. We’ll go to Paris and check out all your French Revolution sites.”
Jess pulled back, holding up her pinkie. “Promise?”
“Yes.”

Amy sometimes wondered if she’d been a clueless idiot about everything that went on between them in the past, or if it all appeared differently now in her memory because of that night. 
They left Kaiserslautern Hauptbahnhof Friday evening shortly after six and arrived at Paris Gare de l’Est two and a half hours later. They’d managed to book a room in a hotel near the train station, so a few minutes after nine, they’d settled in their room.
They’d only booked one hotel room in Paris. Jess had wanted to book two again, but she relented when Amy pointed out that staying in one room would be much cheaper, and they wouldn’t spend a lot of time in there anyway. Once again, Jess had agreed. 
Now here they were, lying in the same bed again. Amy had slept fitfully the previous night. Not even her call with Emma had settled her nerves, and at some point, she’d strongly considered marching back to their old room, but what would she have even said?
Besides, it was her brain that kept her awake, not the fact that she missed Jess, which she didn’t. Preposterous. She’d spent the last two decades perfectly fine and at ease without Jess Daniels in her life. How could not even seven days have changed that? Sex or no sex. Ridiculous. 
Amy tuned to her side and watched Jess for a moment. “Are you sleeping?” she whispered finally. 
“Yes.”
Amy snorted. “Are we also going to the Bastille tomorrow?”
“You know that no longer exists, right?”
Amy scoffed. “Yes, I still recall too much trivia about this particular historic event. I even remember your essay about how the American Revolution was the blueprint for the French Revolution.”
Jess hummed. “I never realized you paid that much attention to my ramblings.”
“Whatever,” Amy grumbled. “I obviously meant the Place de la Bastille and that July Column.”
Jess snorted. “Colonne de Juillet.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Your French is atrocious.”
Amy slapped her arm. “Not everyone can be as gifted in the languages and arts as you are. It still surprises me sometimes that you studied engineering.”
“And computer science. Mainly that.”
“So?”
Jess sighed. “It’s a long story.”
“We have time.”
Jess glanced at the clock. “It’s past midnight. Shouldn’t we try to get as much sleep as possible since tomorrow will be an insane day?”
“We didn’t go to sleep until almost four on Wednesday. Well, Thursday morning.”
“Yes, and you were a grouch all day.”
“You’re so rude!”
“Speaking the truth isn’t rude.”
“Whatever.”
“You sometimes sound like a teenager when you say that.”
“Take that back!” Amy grabbed a pillow and hit Jess with it. 
Jess laughed. “You’re so silly. And no. I won’t take it back. I recall ‘Amy, the petulant teen’ vividly, and I still see her in you sometimes.”
“Please,” Amy scoffed. “I’m almost forty. Hardly a teenager.”
“In years, but attitude?”
“Jess Daniels, don’t make me regret coming to Paris with you!”
“I’d never! Besides, you promised.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You promised to take me to Paris and visit all the French Revolution sites with me.”
Amy released a shuddered breath. Jess did remember. 
“You forgot?” Jess’s voice sounded small.
Amy shook her head. When she realized that it was likely too dark for Jess to see, she croaked, “Of course not.”
Silence spread for a few moments. 
“Do you… regret what happened? After the club,” Amy asked.
“You’re not worried about what happened in the club?” Jess quipped.
“Be serious.”
Jess didn’t reply right away, and for a second, Amy contemplated taking back her question, telling Jess to forget she’d even asked. 
“No. I don’t.”
Amy sighed as tension fled her body. 
“Do you?”
“No,” she said. 
More stillness. 
“But that… It shouldn’t happen again,” Jess said. “Right?”
“Of course not. It was a… moment. Besides, it would never work.”
“Right. The very thought is…”
“Laughable?” Amy ground her jaw.
“I was going to say ridiculous, but yes. That’s it. We agree,” Jess said.
“Yes, we do. And once we’re back, then—”
“Everything goes back to normal. How it used to be,” Jess rushed out. 
Amy rolled her lips. That was what she’d expected. What she wanted, right? “Yes. That’s the idea.”
“So we’re good?”
“As good as we ever were.”
Both women fell quiet again.
“That’s terrible, then.”
“Yes, but…” Amy faltered. What was there to say? Just because they didn’t regret that night, one night of sex, no matter how fantastic, and potentially two weeks of getting along—considering their past—didn’t erase the minefield that lay between them. It didn’t create a sense of trust or hope for the future. They’d be deluding themselves. 
“Yeah. There’s no other way.”
“So what happened in Germany…?”
Jess laughed. 
Amy smiled, elated at hearing her laugh after how low Jess had sounded before. 
“That’s the idea, yes. No more sex.”
“No more sex. But no regrets either, right?” Amy asked again.
“Not on my side,” Jess said.
“Good. Me neither. I regret nothing.”
“Je ne regrette rien,” Jess breathed.
“Stop bragging and go to sleep,” Amy groused. She hated how Jess sounded when she spoke French. It made her chest feel all funny.
Jess chuckled. “Good night, Amy.”
“Good night.”



sisyphus was a nincompoop
JESS HADN’T BEEN TO Paris before. She’d had the opportunity twice before, but always came up with an excuse. Paris and Amy were linked, and the last two times she’d been to Germany, that subject had swirled much closer to the surface than she’d have liked. Hence, no Paris. 
On the flight to Germany, Paris had crossed her mind, but she’d dismissed it. Amy would never come along, and having her this close while she’d go to Paris alone? No. That had seemed less than appealing. 
On Thursday morning, while rushing to head over to CodeAim, Paris had once more popped into her head, and when Amy told her about Rüdiger’s offer to lend them the car again, she couldn’t resist. She still had the necklace Amy had given her when they were fifteen, though she hadn’t worn it since their falling out. Jess could never bring herself to throw it away, so it lay in her jewelry box. 
After eating breakfast, they headed to the metro station to ride to the Place de la Concorde. Yes. Amy’s first suggestion had been to visit the site of many executions during the French Revolution, and she figured they could hit the Place de la Bastille tomorrow morning. It wasn’t that far away from their hotel, and according to Amy, who had checked it out online this morning, it looked ‘kinda boring.’
Their sex talk popped back into Jess’s mind when they were riding the metro. Thankfully, the trip lasted less than fifteen minutes, so she couldn’t get too lost. But as Amy seemed to be stuck in her head as well, distractions proved to be sparse. The problem with their resolution? They both had lied. 
Oh, Jess didn’t doubt that Amy believed that abstaining (She rolled her eyes at that word choice.) from any further such activity was the smartest move they could make, and Jess totally agreed. But she also realized that Amy felt just as tempted as she did to cross this boundary again. Unlike back when they were teenagers, Jess now understood what glimmered in Amy’s eyes. And that made resisting and heeding her mind’s insistence of ‘hands off’ even harder.
“Did you ever think you’d be here?” Amy asked as they strode from the Concorde metro station to the square.
“I could’ve visited the last two times I was in Germany. A colleague even suggested flying here when I attended a conference in Spain.”
“Oh, really? Why didn’t you? I thought you’d always wanted to visit Paris.”
With you. Jess didn’t voice that, and instead, she shrugged her shoulders. “I’m here now, aren’t I?”
“You sure are.” Amy grinned, and the sight sped up Jess’s heartbeat. “In the place where all the people died.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “I’m actually glad you don’t speak French. Many more heads would be turning at your antics.”
“Don’t most people in Europe speak English?”
“More people are bilingual in Europe than in the States, but the French love their language a lot, so I have no idea about the percentage of French English speakers.”
Amy halted, pressing her hand against her chest. “There’s something you don’t know about? How come you haven’t researched that?”
Jess suppressed a chuckle, grabbing Amy’s arm and pulling her along. “Come on, you silly… goose.”
“Silly goose? And you called me childish?” 
“I didn’t. I called you a petulant teenager.”
“At least I don’t have to resort to kindergarten insults.”
“Oh, now I’m a toddler?”
“Kindergartners aren’t toddlers,” Amy said with a laugh. 
“OK, then, let’s see if I can improve my age. How about doofus?”
Amy canted her head. “Well, I suppose you might be in elementary school now.”
“All right.” Jess smiled. “Nutcase?”
“You’re moving in the right direction. I’d now give you teenager.”
“You’re too kind.”
“My middle name.”
Jess snorted. “Tell that to someone who doesn’t know you or your middle name.”
“Whatever.”
“I see you’ve joined me in teenagedom.” 
Amy narrowed her eyes.
“Lunatic.”
“Are we still playing this game or are you now calling me—”
Jess halted and grabbed Amy’s arm. “Nincompoop!”
Amy threw her head back and laughed, and Jess felt buoyant. It seemed like this terrible weight she’d shackled around herself, hidden in and used as a shield, unchained and shattered as she stood close to the River Fountain with Amy, laughing, being silly, and happy. Amy, whose beauty still left Jess trembling and at a loss as to what to say or do, or how to stop herself from kissing her. 
If one of them was a loon, it would be Jess. For what else would you call a person who made the same error again and again? Or perhaps she was Sisyphus? A more flattering, albeit equally doomed, image.
“I’d like to point out that all your examples, aside from the silly goose one, are versions of calling me an idiot.”
Jess shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”
“Hey!” Amy shoved her.
Jess staggered but caught herself. “You’re stronger than you look.”
“You’re the same bean pole a strong wind gust could knock over.”
Jess grinned. “That didn’t seem to bother you the other night.”
Amy’s face sobered, and Jess could have kicked herself. Why would she go there? “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”
“No, no. It’s fine. We only said we wouldn’t do it again, not that we can’t talk about it. Or crack a joke.”
“Right.”
They continued their stroll in silence for several minutes, taking in the sights and sounds of tourists chattering in many languages, and the upcoming Luxor Obelisk, before Amy cleared her throat. “Come on. I want to get a closer look.”
“Sure.” Relief thrummed through Jess as she followed Amy until they stopped in front of the monument.
Amy frowned. “That’s not French.”
Jess smiled. “No. Since it’s an Egyptian artifact, I’d say the inscription isn’t French.”
Amy suppressed a smile. “Don’t be a smartass. Tell me all about it.”
Jess shrugged. “It’s the oldest monument in France, over three thousand years old. It’s also the world’s biggest sundial, with the gnomon being the Obelisk itself. There are equinox lines and hour lines marked on the pedestrian areas.”
“That’s kinda cool.”
Jess smiled. “The French had tried to get it as some sort of trophy for ages, but it never worked out. Then the Ottoman ruler of Egypt in the early 1830s, the exact date and his name escape me right now, he gifted it to the French. I think a French guy translated the hieroglyphs. Anyway, there was some drama around it, too, and the French gave them a clock in return, if I remember correctly.”
“You’re kinda vague here.”
“I’m not a walking encyclopedia, and Egypt has never been a focus of my interests in history.”
“Right. So, what do the hieroglyphics say?”
“I believe it’s a praise of Ramses II, and it mentions Amun-Ra and Horus. The Obelisk, with its twin that’s still in Cairo, used to stand in front of the Luxor Temple. Ramses II commissioned them.”
“Because the Great Pyramids weren’t enough?” 
“No, no. Khufu is the one who started the Great Pyramids, and he was a pharaoh of the fourth dynasty, whereas Ramses II ruled during the ninth dynasty. There are almost four hundred years between them.”
Amy smiled. “But you know nothing about Egypt.”
Jess flushed. “Yes, yes. Let’s head to the fontaine des mers over there. Do you realize that this is the precise location where the guillotine stood that beheaded Louis XVI?” She clasped Amy’s hand and drew her toward the Maritime fountain.
“No, I didn’t, but I’m not surprised you know that.”
Jess hummed. “The amount of history in Paris is insane. We could spend months here and still wouldn’t be able to see everything.”
“And out of all the choices, we ended up where they’d executed how many people?”
“Over one thousand. There’s a reason they used to call it—”
“Revolution Square! I remember that.”
Jess laughed. “Yes, though I was about to say, Place de la Révolution.”
Amy sighed. “Of course you were.” 
A pause.
“Do you ever wonder what it must have been like?” Amy asked, breaking the silence.
“What? The French Revolution?”
Amy nodded.
“Hell no. I don’t want to live in historic times. Those only come with death, suffering, and an uncertainty that I want no part of. Mind you, we’ve had enough of that with the pandemic and people losing their minds over… everything.”
“True.”
“It’s funny. I had a conversation with this dude in college. Early on, I want to say in 2005 or 2006. He kept saying how he longed to live in exciting times, you know, when the really big stuff in history happened.” Jess shook her head. “I told him he’d lost his mind, and that he needs to be careful with his wishes, so he doesn’t jinx us all.” 
Amy laughed. “A powerful guy, huh?”
Jess waved her off. “Regular Joe. I still think he caused all this.”
“The pandemic?”
Jess shrugged. “Not specifically, but he put all that ju-ju out there in the universe.” She kicked at a pebble on the ground. “Living in exciting times, my foot. Have you ever heard anything crazier?”
“Well, he didn’t know better. I’m sure he’s changed his tune by now, unaware as he is that you’ve turned him into a scapegoat.”
Jess chuckled. “What can I say? People love a good scapegoating.”
Amy hummed.
“A few months before the pandemic started, I watched a long-ass lecture series about the Black Death in Europe. It was super interesting, and I remember sitting there, thinking, ‘Oh my God, how can people be so stupid? Surely things would go much smoother if this were ever to happen now. People know more, medical sciences, all the progress and stuff.’”
“Are you admitting that you jinxed us?”
Jess bumped into Amy. “No. I’m saying I gave humanity more credit than we deserve.”
Amy sighed. “On that depressing note, care to stop for a cup of coffee? I seem to recall reading about lots of coffee shops on Rue de Rivoli.” 
“Sure. But you started us on this path.”
“Oh, yeah? How did I do that?”
“You asked me if I would’ve wanted to experience the French Revolution.”
“That’s not what I said!”
“Sure.” Jess interlocked their arms. “Come on. I’m peckish.”
Amy rolled her eyes. “Lucky for you, I suggested a break, then.”
Jess glanced at Amy, holding her gaze. “Yeah. Lucky me.” And here she went again. How was she supposed to make it through the rest of their stay without… No. She wouldn’t go there, and if her mind knew what was good for her, it would spare her additional dreams about that awful, terrible, no-good night.



lesson 9: nostalgia is a double-edged sword
AFTER LOSING JESS, AMY had struck all of Europe off her to-do list, and for whatever reason, that had never changed as the years passed by. Ben had suggested a trip to Europe several times, first before Emma was born, and again when she was three, then five. Amy had shot it down each time. 
When Nicole and E had dragged her to that bar during last Thanksgiving and forced her to occupy the same room as Jess for the first time since high school, she’d had a moment where she’d questioned everything. She’d wondered why this story, this over two decades old history, still gnawed at her, why her reaction to Jess had remained this intense and volatile. Moreover, she grappled to understand why much of her life still seemed to revolve around a relationship she’d considered shattered beyond repair. 
Why did she continue to pour so much energy into this feud? She didn’t have an answer then, and right now, she sure didn’t like the answer she’d stumbled across. All thanks to Emilia getting hit by a taxi. She was relieved that the woman didn’t get seriously hurt, and no, she didn’t wish Emilia had been spared that accident so Amy could have avoided this adventure. She wasn’t that selfish. She just liked to complain. A lot. 
After a ten-minute walk, they settled outside in a cafe across from the Tuileries Garden where they’d both ordered a crepe—Amy with Nutella, whereas Jess opted for the salted-butter caramel version—along with an espresso for Jess, while Amy preferred the more palatable café crème. 
“What do you want to do next?” Jess asked. 
“We could walk through the Garden and then check out the Louvre.”
“You know we won’t be able to see everything there? That place is humongous.”
“Obviously. That’s no reason not to go. We also won’t see everything Paris offers, yet here we are. Tomorrow, we will check out your Bastille, the Pantheon, and then that garden your friend told you about, right? So why not the Louvre today?” Amy asked.
“I imagined you’d choose the Eiffel Tower.”
“Please. I have zero interest in that. As you recall, I’m not a fan of—”
“Heights. Yes. I remember. Though that didn’t stop you from climbing through my bedroom window.”
“Well, I don’t have a phobia or anything, but that tower is higher than your house. No offense.”
Jess laughed. “Why would that offend me?”
“How high is it, exactly?”
“Our house in Dallas?”
“No. The Eiffel Tower.”
“I want to say over a thousand feet.”
“See? That’s a bit more than the… fifteen feet of your house.”
“More like twenty, but yeah. The Eiffel Tower is a smidgen taller. That said, we wouldn’t have to go up there. We could just admire it from the ground.”
“What’s the point? Besides, the place will be packed. It’s still one of the biggest attractions in Paris.”
“And the Louvre isn’t?”
“Sure, but I’m more interested in that.”
“Why didn’t you say so right away?” 
Amy shrugged. “You made it sound like we might get arrested if we visit Paris and not stop by the Eiffel Tower, so I had to come up with a better reason than, ‘I don’t care about this insanely tall metal construct, and I’d rather tour the Louvre.’” 
Jess tilted her head. “Isn’t your preference a strong enough argument on its own?”
Amy’s eyes widened. “That has never occurred to me before.”
“Anyway, since you’ve called me a know-it-all, I—”
“I did no such thing!”
Jess smiled. “I’m joking, but I do want to dazzle you with another quasi-history lesson.”
Amy chuckled. “All right. Go ahead.”
“The engineer of the Eiffel Tower supposedly built the tower shaped like an A because the name of the woman he loved and never could marry started with an A.”
“Seriously?”
Jess held her gaze before grinning. “It’s more an urban legend, which was rekindled by a movie portraying it like that. Though he’d been in love with a woman whose father rejected him as a son-in-law as he considered Eiffel beneath his daughter.”
“I guess he showed him.”
Jess laughed. “One way to look at it. But I think the movie was quite popular in France. Romance combined with their famous landmark.”
“I believe it. Sometimes fiction is better than reality.”
Jess snorted. “I’ll drink to that.” She grasped her espresso and sighed. “I love this flavor.”
Amy grimaced. “Way too bitter.”
Jess chuckled. 
“This?” Amy hummed, mopping up the hazelnut spread with the last piece of her crepe. “It’s delicious. It tastes a bit like you.” 
Jess coughed, almost choking on her sip of espresso. “Excuse me?” she croaked.
Amy licked her lips while Jess averted her gaze at the sight.
“What? It reminds me of you.”
Jess rolled her eyes. Leaning closer to Amy, she whispered, “Vaginas don’t taste like chocolate, or peaches and cream, or vanilla, or cookie dough.”
Amy stared at her before throwing her head back, laughing. “That’s a very specific list you got there.”
Jess cleared her throat. “I’ve read enough books that love to use such similes to describe the flavor in certain scenes.”
“Jess Daniels, are you reading romance novels?”
“Once upon a time, yes.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that genre, so wipe that look of disdain off your face.”
“What? No! I… Most fiction I’ve read were romance novels. I don’t…” She huffed. “I just never understood why vaginas needed to have a food flavor or floral scent.” She frowned. “It’s weird.”
“For you information, I wasn’t talking about the taste of your vagina,” Amy said, smiling.
Jess flushed. “Oh.” 
“Yes, but I do like that your mind landed in the gutter.”
“Whatever,” Jess grumbled, then shook her head. “We’re spending too much time together. I’m already adopting your language again,” she complained. 
“English?”
Jess narrowed her eyes and picked up her cup once more, seemingly choosing to gaze at the groups of people passing by on the sidewalk instead of replying. 
Amy smiled, elated that she wasn’t the only one whose brain seemed stuck on that night. 
After their break, they strolled through the Garden toward the Louvre. 
“Look at this.” Jess pulled her toward an arch that Amy had forgotten the full name of, something with Triumph, too, but it had another term added to it. This wasn’t the big one. She knew she’d be in for another history lesson, so she smiled fondly—she’d still deny that—at Jess and allowed herself to be dragged along. 
“This is part of the Historical Axis. I mean, the Obelisk is too, and there’s a statue next to the pyramid at the Louvre that they’d added because the glass pyramid messed up the axis.”
“Explain that some more.”
“Well, they designed a lot of the big monuments to sort of stand on an axis? And you can see them, look that way. The Palace of the Tuileries used to be a part of the Axis, but it also blocked the view from here. It burned down in the late 19th century and since then you’ve got a better view.”
“All because of a fire, huh?”
“Be serious. From here, the Arc de Triomphe du Carrousel, you see the Tuileries Garden, the tip of the Luxor Obelisk on Place de la Concorde, the Arc de Triomphe de l’Etoile, and the business district of La Défense.”
“That’s the bigger Arc, the second one you mentioned, not the carousel one?”
“Yes. And let’s turn around and look toward the Louvre. See how the equestrian statue of Louis XIV lines up with the Louvre and the Historic Axis but the pyramid doesn’t?”
“Yes?”
Jess huffed. “You’re not impressed.”
“I am!”
“You don’t sound like it.”
Amy’s brows furrowed. “I don’t see how this is such an accomplishment.”
Jess’s eyes widened.
“You said they’d added the statue later once the pyramid messed it all up, and…” She shrugged.
“And?”
“They built it how they wanted it. They wanted this axis, so they built stuff on it. The monuments are impressive, for sure, but I don’t see why it matters where they stand.”
“But some of these monuments were built so long ago. All that planning that went into that, and to accommodate everything else in this vast city, it’s just—”
“I guess you’re an engineer after all, huh?”
Jess shrugged. “Perhaps.”
“All right. Now let’s go to the Louvre.”
“Lead the way,” Jess said.
Amy snorted and strode ahead. 
The Louvre turned out to be as spectacular as Amy had hoped. While she had no artistic bone in her body, she loved art and had always marveled at the skill of the great artists. She also loved how no two people who looked at a piece of art saw the same thing. She supposed that proved true for all art and most of life, but paintings and sculptures had always fascinated her. 
Right away, Amy looked up where the Egyptian exhibit was located and rushed Jess toward the sculpture of the god Amun protecting Tutankhamun. The figure must have been more than seven feet tall, and as Amy mumbled when reading the information on it, was made of dark diorite—whatever that was—and featured Amun wearing the traditional headdress that featured two tall feathers. To Amy, it looked like one of those dunce caps they used to put on wayward children’s heads in school back in the day.
Apparently, the braided beard that looked like a block of elongated wood attached to this chin was a sign of the gods. Amy noted his missing arm and the cracks at the base. She supposed he looked great for being created in… She looked again. Wow, 1347-37 BC. 
Jess glanced at Amy. “Huh. I didn’t realize you were interested in Egyptian history.” 
“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Jess Daniels. You harboring the delusion that people don’t change doesn’t impact that.” 
“So it’s a delusion now, huh?” Jess said, a small smile forming on her lips. 
“Yup.” Amy’s gaze remained glued to the black statue in front of her. 
“You realize both things can be true at the same time?”
“I never bothered much with logic,” Amy replied. “That has always been your area of expertise.” 
“Indeed. Why did you want to see this statue in particular?”
“I read a novel about them.”
“And?”
Amy sighed. “After the thing with Simon, and we…” she started and chanced a quick glance at Jess, who stood straighter, stiffer. “Never mind.”
“No. Go ahead.”
Amy rolled her lips. “I needed something that didn’t remind me of you. Something so far removed from all that I associated with you that…” 
“What?”
“It’s ironic, isn’t it? How we earlier stood in front of the Obelisk, and you told me all these facts about its history and Egypt, and… You had no idea.”
“And now?”
“Now I wanted a fresh memory. Sometimes it gets… difficult. To carry this load of the past, and... I’m not saying that things are how they used to be before. Too much has happened, and I don’t see a way back.”
“Right.”
“But this truce business, it has made me feel lighter than I have in a while.” Amy offered a shy smile to Jess. “Is that OK?”
“Yes,” Jess rasped, and for a second, Amy thought she saw unshed tears in Jess’s eyes, but when she looked closer, she realized it must have been a trick of light. 



the french-german friendship never entailed that
THEY RETURNED TO THE hotel right before six in the evening, took a quick shower, and headed back out for dinner. Amy had suggested ordering room service as “My legs aren’t used to all this walking. Doesn’t dinner in bed sound heavenly?” Jess had shot that nonsense down, saying that they weren’t in Paris to lounge around in bed, and that she’d seen a quaint, little restaurant nearby, but that she’d gladly bring Amy a doggy-bag if she was too old and tired to go out tonight. 
Amy had glared at her before disappearing into the bathroom, saying, “Just for this, I get to shower first.”
As if there was a world in which Amy would not use the bathroom first. 
They settled at a corner table in the restaurant, and Amy asked Jess to place their orders, which she did, a little confused and self-conscious from the way Amy stared at her through it. 
“Did this day live up to your expectations?” Amy asked.
“Well, we didn’t murder each other, so…”
Amy rolled her eyes. “Be serious. When you think back about your plans for Paris, and—”
“Our plans,” Jess interjected.
They stared at each other, then Amy nodded. “All right. Our plans.”
Jess sighed. This was a loaded question. At least they were sharing a bottle of red wine with their dinner of Boeuf bourguignon and Blanquette de veau. (Amy ordering the latter.) “I’m still keen on the Panthéon, mind you, but I’ll admit your suggestions for today’s itinerary were… adequate.”
Amy laughed. “That’s Jess-speak for saying my plans were brilliant.”
Jess grinned, sipping her wine. “And that’s Amy being modest.”
“Yeah. I never suffered from that disease.”
Jess snorted. No kidding. Another trait she’d always admired in Amy, especially since it never bled into arrogance or dismissiveness. 
“But did you like it?” Amy’s voice rang soft, as if she feared the answer, and the tone settled in Jess’s chest. She still had no idea what to do about that. Same with their conversation at the Louvre. 
Yes, this trip had drastically improved their… the way they interacted with each other (and she didn’t even consider the night after the club), but what did that mean in the end? Not much, as nothing had changed, except that both seemed to have (re)discovered their attraction. 
“I liked it a lot. It was… close to what I’d always pictured.”
Amy smiled. It wasn’t one of the forced, fake smiles that looked more like a grimace than anything else—Amy smiled at her like she used to back before everything collapsed, and Jess didn’t know what to do with that either, so she quietly emptied her glass. 
While eating, their conversation shifted into the amiable banter they used to share, and by the time they were ready to pay (Jess had no problem with caffeine but drinking an espresso at ten p.m. seemed excessive.), they were both slightly inebriated.
“Let’s go for a short walk,” Amy suggested. 
“This late? You recall how cranky you get when you don’t get enough sleep?”
“Then you better not keep me up until four in the morning again.”
Jess flushed. She didn’t understand how it seemed so easy for Amy to bring up what they’d done. Yes, Jess had done that today, too, but by accident, and she hadn’t fully realized it until she’d said it. Amy seemed nonchalant about it. Perhaps because she didn’t spend the entire time fantasizing about a repeat performance. Then again…
“Come on,” Amy said, grasping Jess’s hand to draw her down the road. 
They meandered through cobblestone streets lit by single candelabra lamp posts.
Amy sighed. “I like this. The city, I mean.”
“Paris or cities in general?” Jess asked, trying to ignore that Amy had yet to release her hand. 
“Both? Paris might have too many tourists for my liking, but I just love cities. There’s always something to do, and everything is so close by. Then there are all the lights at night.”
“I’m sure Parisians have their spots to visit that aren’t drowning in tourists.”
“True. Much like the park we’ll check out tomorrow. How long did your friend live in Paris? Did you ever meet?”
“Yeah. God no, Reggie and I have never met. I’ve not seen a picture of her either.”
Amy halted, pulling Jess to a stop as well and released her hand. “What? I thought you guys are friends?”
“We are.”
“But then…” Amy shrugged. 
Jess chuckled at Amy’s bewilderment—her wide eyes and parted lips. “We met online, and we’ve been communicating via email. She’s a very private person. I don’t even know her last name. She lived in Paris for a year, but I’m not sure why, and originally, she’s from New Zealand. She lives there now again.”
“Do you know her job?”
“No.”
“That just… This makes no sense. What do you guys talk about?”
Jess shrugged. “Books, shows, sports, the world. Music. People. Cats. Dogs. Politics. The weather.”
Amy opened her mouth, then closed it again. “Entertainment, politics, and the weather? That’s small talk. You don’t do small talk. In fact, it’s against your religion.”
Jess pulled Amy along and they continued meandering past closed shops and restaurants that still entertained guests. “Our conversations aren’t small talk, and you can’t consider politics small talk these days.”
“I suppose,” Amy said with a small sigh. 
“We’ve been talking for… let’s see, about twelve years now?”
“Twelve years? And you know next to nothing about her?”
“That’s not true. I know a lot about her. While I have no idea what she looks like or her last name, or what she does professionally, I know what she likes, dislikes, hates. I know what makes her laugh, sad, or mad. I know a lot of her favorite things. She’s my friend.” Jess couldn’t prevent hurt from coloring her tone. She didn’t have many friends, and she treasured her friendship with Reggie, even if it was odd. More so than she’d realized, given Amy’s reaction.
Amy stepped closer, so their bodies bumped into each other. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to belittle your relationship.”
“OK, thank you.”
“It’s just hard to imagine how this works.”
“I get that. To be honest, I didn’t even realize at first how one-sided certain aspects were, as in, what I shared with her versus what she shared with me about our real lives. But it never bothered me, and I... She must have her reasons she’s like that, right? If I am her friend, then I must accept her boundaries.”
“That makes sense. I shall reserve my judgment until after we checked out her park.”
Jess snorted. Amy had to be the silliest person she’d ever met, and she’d forgotten how much laughter Amy had always brought into her life. She supposed people focused too much on the negative, the heartbreak, and in retrospect, these things always seem heavier or push to the forefront like the rude, obnoxious, self-entitled asshole who skips lines. 
Or perhaps it all resembled the tendency to require a flood of positive reinforcement to wash out one negative event or comment. While she thought that made sense from an evolutionary point of view—positive feedback rarely led to danger or dying—they’d moved beyond that as a species, yet… She sometimes wished her brain would hyper-focus more on the positive aspects of life. Maybe that was too much to ask. 
Amy clasped Jess’s hand and pulled her even nearer. “May I ask you a question?”
Despite the chill that surrounded them this April night, heat crawled up Jess’s neck at Amy’s nearness and her hushed, low tones. “Mmhmm,” she mumbled. 
“That night, after the club, does it still play in your mind, too?”
Jess clenched her jaw. Her heart thumped hard, and her stomach dropped as her mind reeled and focused on the word, too. It shouldn’t be possible to feel aroused by a mere word. A suggestion. Yet, fire licked through her veins at Amy’s words, at feeling her breath ghost over her skin. “Yes,” she rasped. If Amy had the courage to say these words, Jess needed to show the fortitude to answer truthfully. 
Amy stopped and raised her other hand, trailing icy fingers over Jess’s cheek. 
Her touch raised Jess’s temperature despite the cold. “Ames,” her voice broke.
“Can we go back to our room?”
Jess held Amy’s gaze. She knew what Amy was really asking, and reason told her to shoot this down. Reggie’s words of comparing being reasonable with being dead before dying sprang to her mind, and before she realized it, she nodded, and Amy tugged at her hand and dragged her along. 
They kissed in the elevator. Jess started it, though she still blamed Amy because without her stupid words, without her stupid smile, her stupid, pretty hair, and especially without those stupid dark eyes that once more shone with warmth when they glanced at Jess, none of this would have happened. How could anyone resist all that? 
Amy had groaned and sunk into the kiss, clawing at Jess’s jacket and pulling her near. They’d pulled apart the moment the elevator dinged, and the doors slid open.
Jess darted after Amy, who fumbled with their keycard before she unlocked, then opened, the door. 
Once inside, Amy shrugged off her jacket and threw it on the floor, pulling off Jess’s coat and throwing it on top of hers before she pushed forward, shutting the door as she pressed Jess against it. 
Air fled Jess’s lungs, but before she could say anything, Amy pulled her lower lip between her teeth, then pushed her searing tongue into Jess’s mouth. She couldn’t help but pull Amy closer.
After kissing for what felt like hours, after hands traveled over bodies and under shirts, pressing against heated skin, Jess broke the kiss. “We should stop,” she panted. 
“Didn’t you say what stays in… Europe…” 
“I said Germany. We’re in France.”
“Germany, France. Same difference.” Amy sucked on Jess’s neck. 
“Well, historically speaking, the two countries—” 
“Oh, shut up, Jess.” Amy dropped to her knees as she unfastened the buttons of Jess’s jeans. 
“What… What are you doing?” Jess’s voice rose, and her eyes widened. 
Amy chuckled, pulling the pants down Jess’s thighs, and grabbing onto her panties. “What does it look like?”



lesson 10: repetitions don’t have to be boring
AFTER KISSING JESS ON the dance floor, after pushing her against the car in the parking lot in that small village in Germany, she’d been worried she’d chicken out because her courage, when it appeared, shone bright like a tongue of flame bursting into the air after feeding on a sudden rush of oxygen, yet it died as quickly as it ignited, and time had always been her enemy. But they didn’t stop, and that night refused to leave her mind. 
Then this awful, wonderful day at Jess’s side, setting out on the adventure they’d promised they would explore together twenty years ago, falling back into the familiarity she used to share with Jess for years—shattered a dam, and she yearned for a repeat of that night. 
Now that she understood the origin of at least some of their angst—and how to solve it—she struggled to hold back, especially knowing that once they returned home, all would fall apart again. As it should.
So no, she had no patience, and no, she didn’t hesitate, not when she longed to taste Jess again.
Amy took in Jess’s heaving chest and her parted lips. Lips she wanted to kiss again. 
“I… uh… Are you sure? I mean—” 
“Do I look particularly hesitant to you?” 
Amy slid Jess’s black panties down her long, pale legs she remembered didn’t tan, only grew red in the summer. The same red—with a different origin—that now adorned Jess’s cheeks. 
“No, but—” 
“Do you want me to stop?”
Jess opened then closed her mouth before shaking her head. 
“Then please stop making me talk when all I want to do is fuck you against this door.”
Jess tightened her jaw and nodded, while her hands tried and failed to find purchase on the smooth surface behind her. 
Amy’s stomach twisted. She loved making Jess lose control, and this new method turned out to be most delightful. Smiling, then, without preamble, Amy buried her head between Jess’s legs and licked up her length. She moaned. 
A broken sob flowed from Jess’s lips as she slammed her head against the door at the first touch of Amy’s tongue against her skin. She seemed to choke back a shout when Amy drew her clit into her mouth and sucked. Hard.
Amy trailed her tongue in fast strokes over the hardened nub as she raised her hands and dug her fingers into Jess’s thighs, pressing her closer against the door. 
Jess’s hands released the door and instead, she grasped Amy’s head, neither pushing nor pulling as her touch seemed more intent on anchoring herself. A low groan spilled from Jess’s lips and her thighs shook. 
Once Amy felt Jess getting close, she drew back, relishing the sounds of frustration escaping Jess’s lips. She traced her tongue down to Jess’s entrance and pushed inside.
Jess’s fingers tightened in Amy’s hair.
With a smile, Amy shifted once more and licked along Jess’s labia, sucking the soft flesh into her mouth.
Jess whimpered. “Ames,” she croaked.
Amy shuddered, then gasped at Jess’s blunt fingernails scratching along her scalp. Being impatient had its drawbacks as she struggled to prolong this, keen to witness Jess falling apart again.
She replaced her tongue with two fingers, pushing inside in one swift movement against no resistance while she once more latched onto Jess’s clit, flicking her tongue against the bundle of nerves, alternating between stroking and sucking. 
Jess panted. Her hands tightened and she gripped Amy’s hair before growing taut. A stutter that morphed into a tremor rippled through her as a drawn-out moan fled her lips, and she trembled in a hard climax while Amy continued with slower swirls and shallower thrusts. 
“God,” Jess rasped. “You’re killing me. Come up here.” She pulled at Amy’s upper arms. 
Amy pouted but released Jess and rose, sinking with a lazy smile into a deep kiss. 
“We have a bed, you know?”
“Yes, but I was in a hurry.”
Jess chuckled. “Because it’s so late already and you need your sleep?”
Amy canted her head. “That’s a good point. But no, I worried you’d insist on taking a shower again before… you know.”
Jess’s eyebrows rose. “First, earlier you told me to ‘shut up and let you fuck me.’ Those are your words, Ames, so that blushing nonsense right now,” she pointed at Amy’s face, “is convincing no one.”
Amy narrowed her eyes. 
“And second, you’re the one who always rushes in here saying, ‘Oh, my God, I feel so gross’ and then disappears inside the bathroom.”
“Have you ever heard of projection?”
“I think I just gave you a perfect example of that.”
Amy folded her arms across her chest. “I think I like you better when you’re coming in my mouth.”
“Amy!” Jess covered her face with her hands. 
“Who’s blushing now?”
Jess grunted. “You know what? I am going to take a shower.” She pulled up her pants and strode toward the bathroom. 
Amy snorted. “I thought we had a bed.”
Jess halted and turned. “Anticipation, my impatient friend.”
Amy thought her heart would claw its way through her chest wall, though she couldn’t decide if its current rapid pace related to their recent activities—be that arguing or sex—or to Jess’s words. The f-word and the suggestion. Would they continue this? She glanced at the clock. It was just past midnight. Friend. Why did Jess have to call her that?
Amy groaned and flopped on the bed. She was a disaster, and she needed to talk to Nicole. If anyone would understand her current dilemma, it was her. 
Once she realized that the time difference meant that it was only past five p.m. for her sister, she rose and fished her phone out of her purse, dialing Nicole’s number.
“Hey, are you OK? Aren’t you still in Germany?”
“Yes, though right now I’m in France.”
“Oh, a new business opportunity?”
“I wish,” Amy said, groaning. 
“What’s up?”
“Do you even have a moment to talk?”
“Yes, sure. I was reading. E is out working on a new batch of her moon and the stars.”
Amy chuckled. “All right. So, remember Jess? My… old friend Jess—”
“The one whose guts you’ve hated for the last two decades and who Dad has sent on this trip with you? I do recall, yes. I’m sure so does the entire family. Did you kill her?”
“Oh, shut it, Nic.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. Never mind that Jess had just said that Amy was killing her, though she was sure that hadn’t been on Nicole’s mind, and she didn’t feel like mortifying her little sister right now. 
“It’s a fair question. Anyway, what are you doing in France? Oh my God, you didn’t go on a romantic mini getaway with Jess? You know, I wondered about the two of you after that disaster evening at the bar last Thanksgiving… All that angst and drama. All the tension.”
“Nicole—”
“It’s a wonder E didn’t run for the hills after all we put her through during that holiday.”
“Well, most of that was on you.”
“Fair enough.”
Amy sighed. 
“Come on. What’s going on?”
Amy worried her lower lip. What was she even going to say? She didn’t know what she wanted, and the entire situation shaped up to be an endless, convoluted clusterfuck, and there was no way she could explain all this to Nicole in the likely five more minutes it would take for Jess to return from the bathroom. She really needed to start contemplating her ideas before putting them into action.
“It’s a lot. Too much to get into now, but… I… I needed to hear your voice, and… We need to talk, but I’ll try to avoid it once I’ve gotten a full night of sleep.” She rubbed her face.
“OK. So, you want me to harass you until you talk to me about whatever this is?”
“Yes.”
“Call you tomorrow?”
“No. It’s better we meet when I get back. That way, we have time and won’t be interrupted. Just promise you’ll—”
“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll corner you, all right. I owe you from the talking to you gave me about E.”
Amy smiled. “Well, it can’t have been that bad, since it all worked out in your favor.”
“Indeed. I didn’t mean to imply that ‘owing you’ here has a negative connotation.”
“Good to know. I love you, Nic.”
“Love you, too.”
“Say hi to E.”
“Will do. Get some sleep. Don’t do anything that… Well, do nothing that Joy wouldn’t do.”
Amy laughed out loud. “That doesn’t leave out much.”
“That’s the point.”
“Nutter. Talk soon.”
“Bye.”
Amy hung up the phone and sighed. Even though they didn’t discuss her issues, she still felt calmer. Not only because she knew Nicole would seek her out and make her talk about this, but because just hearing her sister who had struggled so much with relationships and love, and who’d resisted the entire concept for years, made her feel that even though all seemed lost for Jess and her, hope for the future remained. 
Why did that make her so sad?
“Hey, are you all right?” Jess asked, clad in a too-short towel wrapped around her tall frame after having unbeknownst to Amy returned to the bedroom. 
Amy cleared her throat. “Yeah.”
“Who were you talking to?”
“Nicole.”
Jess nodded. “Is she OK?”
“Yeah.” 
“Good, good.” She tightened her hold on the towel. “In my rush to storm off, I… neglected to bring my clothes, so I’ll just…” Jess bent down and snatched her pajamas from her bag, pointing back at the bathroom door. 
Amy rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen you naked. In fact, I’ve just had my mouth on—”
“Amy Victoria Summers, if you finish that sentence, I’ll…”
Amy laughed. “You were the one who made fun of me earlier for being bashful, and suddenly you turn into a prude. Mind you, it’s a common theme with you at times, but now? What happened?”
Red crept up Jess’s neck and she dipped her head. “I’ll go change.” And with that, she once more disappeared into the bathroom. 
“What the hell is going on?” Amy mumbled. 



no regrets, not because they didn’t work but because they cut
JESS RESISTED BANGING HER head against the wall repeatedly as she once again sought refuge in the bathroom. What was wrong with her? She didn’t regret sleeping with Amy, or, well, whatever you’d call that moment against the door. Was it still sleeping with each other when only one climaxed? Were there any specific requirements that needed to be fulfilled to refer to an encounter as sex? Was the difference between sex and making out an orgasm? She supposed that would mean she never had sex during her marriage, and that wasn’t… She closed her eyes. Her mind would drive her insane one of these days. 
She took a deep breath and dressed. Coming to Paris had been a spectacularly bad idea, and she should have known better. Even though she didn’t regret their encounters, Jess knew they were the opposite of smart and healthy, and she should avoid them, no matter how tempting Amy was.
And to be honest, Jess hadn’t known temptation before she’d fallen for Amy as a wide-eyed, naïve teenager, and now that infernal woman once more blew everything right out of the stratosphere. Even now, given all of that, a huge part of Jess longed to go outside, push Amy onto their bed, and have her way with her. 
Her stomach twisted at the mere thought. She was screwed. Why did she insist on breathing life into a forever old, long-forgotten and buried dream? Yes, yes. She was quite aware that all of this meant that the dream had been neither buried nor forgotten (She wasn’t that in denial.), and while she couldn’t make herself regret any of this—the sex, the trip to Paris—she knew it would make her bleed. Worse, she’d let it. Never since… Amy, she’d…
Jess gritted her teeth. For the first time since Amy Summers had ripped her heart to shreds, and after guarding it in the interim two decades (For crying out loud, she’d had it vacuum sealed inside of endless layers of bubble wrap.), she’d now allow the very same woman who’d caused this injury to shatter her once again. Because Jess knew that where Amy was concerned, no other destination existed. 
And much like her teenage self had done, thirty-eight-year-old Jess would do the same—walk along this path until it fractured, until the fissures would morph into cracks, forming gaping holes that would once more swallow her whole. Hopeless. Perhaps Jess needed to revisit the idea of merely having low-key masochistic tendencies. 
After lingering for longer than she should have, Jess trod back into the bedroom, steeling herself for a barrage of questions and warring between answering them, asking Amy to go to sleep, or shutting her up with a kiss. When she arrived at the bed, she realized she didn’t need to make a choice as Amy lay fast asleep on the mattress, sprawled out, leaving only a sliver of space for Jess. 
She shook her head but couldn’t fight the soft smile forming on her lips. Jess stepped closer and covered Amy with a blanket before turning off the night light and slipping under the covers. She shifted Amy back onto her side because good God, even Jess had her limits. 
The breakfast next morning had been an awkward, silent affair. It truly seemed like Jess found herself in this bizarre real-life version of the Groundhog Day movie: fighting, truce, getting along, having sex, fighting, being awkward, and then what? They start the cycle all over again? This would give her a headache. 
They first left for the Panthéon, and once there, Amy seemed to find her voice again for something more than ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ “So we went from the place where they killed all these people to the crypt where they buried them?”
Jess chuckled. “That’s one way of looking at it. Though before we do that, I want to look at the monument for the National Convention.” 
“Isn’t that the assembly that played a role in the Reign of Terror?”
Jess smiled. “Yes. I’m impressed by your memory.”
“Once again, hard to forget when your best friend was obsessed with the French Revolution. And I can tell this hasn’t changed.”
“Perhaps, though my outlook has.”
They passed the Foucault Pendulum, halting to observe the swinging, golden ball proving the earth’s rotation, when once again, unable to resist, Jess informed Amy that the suspension cable of the original pendulum had snapped and crashed down in 2010. In the process, it had irreparably damaged the bob and the marble floor of the Musée des Arts et Métiers that had housed the pendulum. 
Eventually, they meandered closer to the National Convention monument, gazing at the marble figures.
“In what way?” Amy asked after a moment of stillness, drawing Jess back to her earlier statement. 
Jess canted her head, her gaze stuck on the somber figure of a woman evoking the image of Marianne, seemingly unimpressed by the deputies next to her taking an oath, or by the soldiers symbolizing the army of the French Republic. “While I call BS on the notion that you grow more conservative with age, I now have a better understanding of the price that comes with such radical social change.”
“You mean how you don’t want to live in exciting times because it means widespread suffering and death?”
Jess nodded. “Back then, the French Revolution seemed so thrilling. The people rising to overthrow a corrupt and profligate government. Peasants picking up arms, storming the Bastille, demanding equality. Even this here.” She pointed at the inscription of the monument reading ‘vivre libre ou mourir.’ She sighed. “Live free or die. It would have appealed to me back then, but it’s all so black and white, all or nothing.”
“What do you mean?” Amy asked.
“What is freedom to you depends on a lot of things, from your culture, your upbringing, to the location you live in, and more, really. How do we define freedom, and at what point are you supposed to ‘rather die’?”
“I get your point, but isn’t there a way to simplify that? You’re free if you can live the life you choose to live.”
Jess shook her head. “Do you choose to work eight hours a day? Do you choose to send your kids to school? Do you choose that the factory down the road pollutes the river with their garbage? There are so many situations in life where we’re left with little to no choice, yet the notion that this makes life worthless…”
“Maybe it’s not that it makes life worthless, but that it shows you that your fight isn’t over. You can work on improving whatever circumstance makes you unfree,” Amy said.
Jess smiled. Amy had always seen boundless beauty in life and the world, and she seemed to carry an endless supply of hope and optimism that, by proxy, had resulted in Jess feeling lighter. “That is such a you thing to say.”
Amy grinned. “Thank you. But go back to teenage you digging the angst of the French Revolution and grown-up you knowing better.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “I meant that it isn’t just that you can’t trust people, but—”
“Well, that’s dark. Again,” Amy said. 
Jess shrugged before gazing at Amy. While she may sound like a misanthrope, Amy knew her, and so she should know better. “You can’t trust people in masses. We’re stupid in groups. Not to mention, masses never agree on anything, so nothing gets done, or better, nothing good.”
“Democracy is the rule of the masses.”
“Yes, and it’s slow, grinding work with little progress across most of our lifetimes.”
Amy released a wry chuckle. “So monarchy is a better option? Just because an autocratic system allows for things to happen fast doesn’t mean that’s a good thing.”
Jess smiled at Amy.
“What?”
“You’re cute when you get outraged.”
Amy huffed, dropping her gaze, but not before Jess noted color rising high in her cheeks. 
Jess sighed. “No. While democracy is far from perfect, it’s the best option we have. And slow has its advantages. It prevents a lot of damage. Democracy doesn’t allow for the whim of one person to ruin the lives of others.”
“So?”
“Hmm?” 
“Your point about masses being stupid?”
“Oh, well, they are. Individuals are smart, but put them in group, and… You recall all those group-think experiments and stuff we read about in our psych class?”
“You assume I paid attention or that I remember a class that happened over twenty years ago.”
“True. You were often too distracted with pining for Simon.”
Amy rolled her lips but remained quiet, while Jess felt the urge to punch herself. 
“I’m sorry. Anyway.” She cleared her throat. “People conform in groups and are easily riled up. That’s how mobs form, and history is full of cases of hordes on various rampages. These usually end deadly, and the people who die are often innocent. And even if they aren’t, they deserve a fair trial, not mob justice. That’s also how most genocides have started.”
“All right. I’ll give you that. But you were saying your outlook has changed. So?”
“Then I saw the ideal, the idea of freedom and equality, and I focused on that. The goal seemed so fantastic that it was worth any method of getting there.”
“Teenage logic.”
Jess hummed. “All these movements eventually turn on themselves. They devour what’s in their paths and then each other. It’s always the same. Change—true, radical change—seems to only come with bloodshed and suffering.”
“What about Martin Luther King Jr.?” Amy asked.
“Bloodshed and suffering. I mean, he was assassinated.”
“Yes, but the Civil Rights movement didn’t kill over sixty thousand and usher in Civil and Revolutionary Wars that killed close to half a million people.”
Jess held Amy’s gaze, then laughed. “Did you look that up recently?”
Amy shrugged. “No comment.”
“That’s so cute.”
“Oh, hush, Jess Daniels, or you can go to your park alone while I return to Kaiserslautern.”
“You’d punish yourself with that. Not only would you miss out on the gorgeous sights of the Parc des Buttes-Chaumont, but you’d have to make do without my company.”
“And you call that a loss?”
Jess clutched her chest. “Ow, you wound me.”
Amy laughed. “And you call me dramatic.”
“Must be your influence.”
“Right. Come on. I wanna see some tombs. You should have thought of this trip earlier and booked us spots to see the catacombs.” Amy pouted.
“Sure, because I knew weeks ahead that this was going to happen.”
Amy crinkled her nose. “Yes, why didn’t you?”
Jess narrowed her eyes. She hated how enamored she still seemed with Amy. Would this ever end? Did she want it to end? That likely remained the more important question. “Come on, you lunatic.”
“Hey!” Amy complained, but followed Jess toward the crypts, which proved to be as cold and humid as the rest of the building.
Later, they made a short pit-stop at the Place de la Bastille, and yes, Amy had been right. After everything they’d seen, standing in front of the green tower turned out to be… underwhelming. Still, Jess took a moment to allow her mind to drift to the past, to watch her teenage self dance and cheer at being here. 
After lunch, they arrived at the park and walked for a while. They had a cup of coffee in the charming Pavillon Puebla before Amy finally got her wish and dragged Jess into a photo booth. They’d seen a couple in Kaiserslautern and then a few here in Paris, too. Jess had always shaken her head and marched ahead. However, resisting Amy had never been one of her strengths.
“I knew I’d wear you down,” Amy said with a smug grin as they settled on the seat inside the booth. 
Jess resisted both an eye roll and the impulse to kiss the smile off Amy’s face because of… reasons. Again, she was screwed, literally and figuratively. She chuckled at her own dumb joke.
“Oh, do you actually agree?”
“Of course not. My amusement stemmed from my own witty thoughts, not your smugness.”
Amy scowled the moment the light flashed for the first picture. “Now look what you’ve done! You messed up our first shot.”
“I didn’t. It’s a candid photo.”
“Excuse you? Are you saying I look perpetually annoyed?”
“Don’t you?”
The next light flashed the moment Amy opened her mouth—Jess assumed to utter another protest. 
Jess grinned, then turned to the camera and smiled—the exact moment the light flashed again. She turned back to Amy. “See? This is how you take a great picture. All you must do is bridle your grumpy self, and—”
Amy surged forward and claimed her lips in a bruising kiss, immediately pushing her tongue into Jess’s mouth. 
Jess clutched Amy closer, sinking into the kiss as her head spun and arousal coiled low in her stomach. 
Neither woman noticed the last flash of light. 



lesson 11: letting go seems easier in the movie
AMY POCKETED THOSE DREADFUL images from the photo booth, though she’d begrudgingly allowed Jess to scan them with her phone when they’d returned to the hotel to pick up their bags and head to the train station. Amy had already taken way too many pictures, and perhaps she’d sometimes arranged the shot in ways that ensured Jess was part of the frame, so the last thing she’d needed were those pictures. Did that stop her? Of course not. 
She’d often wondered if her impulsive nature led her to making decisions she’d regret down the road. When she looked back at her life, she did see a few of them, and in fact, she currently wondered if even Ben belonged in that category. She didn’t doubt that her feelings for him had been genuine, and she’d never regret Emma, but they had already started to grow apart then, and perhaps there’d been a better solution to her pregnancy than getting married. Maybe this would have also spared Emma the turmoil of their divorce. 
She wondered if she’d bought into the narrative of ‘opposites attract,’ and dismissed any misgivings. The thing was, she didn’t recall having any reservations. He seemed the perfect fit when they’d met. Tall, lanky, handsome in a pretty way with his dark hair and high cheekbones. She sometimes thought he’d have made a great model. 
He’d been kind and funny at a time when Amy longed for those traits in a partner. She expected people to be on their best behavior when they started dating, and that all of this would change to a degree once you lived with someone, once the daily life with its routines and stresses got to you. They didn’t fight, but Ben became absent, not so much physically, but in his head. 
The worst part, for the longest time, Amy didn’t even notice this growing divide since they both did their own thing, separately, once they realized they wanted different things out of life. And when Emma had been on her way, neither wanted to give up on their relationship and worked to provide their daughter with a stable home life. 
Another line of bullshit she’d bought and swallowed. Yes, it was easier to raise a child with a partner versus alone, and it helped to offer a child two parental figures that they could turn to in their time of need. However, if the child’s home brimmed with tension and was full of arguments and fights—devoid of any examples of an affectionate and supportive relationship, you’d end up doing more harm to your child than a split ever could. Not to mention, single parents existed, and most of them did a fantastic job, even better than many couples. And they did all that alone. 
She consoled herself with the fact that there was nothing to ruin between Jess and her, and so it shouldn’t matter if she acted emotionally and without forethought or consideration for the future. Did the present matter when there was no future? 
All these thoughts tumbled through her head on their train ride home. Jess let her be, always having excelled at reading and adjusting to Amy’s mood. And no, that didn’t make Amy a selfish asshole who always expected others to cater to her whims. Both had always organically adjusted and offered what the other needed at any moment. It seemed that Jess hadn’t lost that ability, which she refused to accept as proof that people didn’t change. God, now she was arguing with Jess in her head. 
They arrived at their hotel shortly after eight p.m. Once in their room, Amy told a wide-eyed Jess to go take a shower first—as if that had never happened before—while she plopped into the chair and skimmed her emails. As expected, CodeAim hadn’t sent anything over the weekend, while she received ten emails from their company. Perhaps they should adopt CodeAim’s work/leisure balance along with their acquisition. 
She was so lost in thought, she started when her phone rang. “Yes?” Amy replied without checking the name of the caller. 
“Mom? Why can’t I see you?”
“Oh, ladybug. I’m sorry.” She flipped the phone and turned on her camera. She smiled. “Did you grow since I last saw you?”
Emma giggled. “You’re silly.”
“So they say.”
“How was the Eiffel Tower?”
“What?”
“Aunt Nicole said you’re in France, and I looked it up. Everyone seems to talk about that tower. So did you see it? Why were you there anyway? I thought you were in Germany.”
“We took a brief trip to Paris on the weekend, but no, we didn’t see the Eiffel Tower, not up close anyway.”
“Yeah. I imagine it’s pretty boring. What are you going to do there?”
“That’s what I said! I bought you a gift, though, well one in Paris, and I have something similar from Germany.”
“Ohh, I love gifts! What is it?”
“It’s a surprise, but I’ll give you a hint, or better, two whole hints. Are you ready?”
“Yes!”
“OK, the first one, it relates to your backpack.”
“You’re giving me a gift for school?”
Amy stifled a laugh at how outraged Emma sounded.
“No, baby. Of course not. Well, it’s not for school.”
“You’re so strange, Mom.”
“Well, you have to get it from someone.”
Emma giggled again. “What’s the second one?”
“It deals with your favorite hobby.”
“Soccer?” Emma squealed. 
“Yes, but you’ll have to wait and see.”
“OK, Mom. I miss you.”
“I miss you, too, ladybug.”
“Will you let me eat ice cream when you get back?”
Amy laughed. “I always let you eat ice cream.”
“I mean more ice cream.”
“We’ll see, baby.”
They chatted for a little while longer, and after saying goodbye, Amy kept staring at her dark screen until Jess’s voice made her head snap up. 
“You must miss her a lot.”
“I do. It’s been hard with the divorce. The timing of this trip could’ve been better.”
“I can imagine. Divorces suck, but at least you still get along.”
There it was again. Amy burned to know what happened between Jess and her ex-husband that made her voice sound like broken glass every time he came up; what made this shadow flash over her eyes? Yet this should be out of reach. She had no right to ask Jess about this. They weren’t friends, were they? 
“That’s true.”
A silence lingered, with Jess sitting down on the bed and picking up her phone. After a moment, she raised her head. “Aren’t you going to shower? Do you want me to order room service? I’m hungry.”
“Sure. Order for me, please. You know what I like.”
Jess blinked, then shook her head. 
Amy flushed. God, she didn’t mean it like that. “Are you OK?” 
A wry smile spilled over Jess’s face. “Yes. Why?”
“I just meant… your divorce and all. You... It seemed to have been a lot and... I was wondering…” She sighed. “Never mind.” So much for not going there. 
“Oh. It’s fine. I’m fine.”
Jess was lying. They both knew it, but Amy needed to let this go. It was none of her business. She nodded. “I’ll go shower.” She left, avoiding Jess’s gaze. You’re such an idiot sometimes.
Jess’s voice halted Amy in her tracks. “Thank you,” she mumbled. 
Amy turned around, tilting her head. 
“For asking.”
“Oh.” Amy nodded, and after tearing her gaze away from Jess, she escaped to the bathroom. Why did she have to complicate everything? She was so tired of herself, her brain, and her lack of filter sometimes. Wasn’t she old enough to have improved with all of this? 
Shortly after her shower, their food arrived. Jess had ordered lasagna for Amy, and she held back a groan at the sight. Perhaps people didn’t change. Not that she’d ever agree to that out loud within Jess’s vicinity. 
They ate in silence, both starved and still likely feeling too awkward about… everything to chatter along. Amy brought the plates back outside after they were done, and when she returned, Jess sat on the bed, her gaze glued to Amy. 
“Do you think we should talk?”
Hell no. “About what?”
Jess released a humorless chuckle. “You’ve always been like that.”
Amy folded her arms, halting about two feet shy of the bed. From Jess. “Like what?”
Jess sighed. “You deflect whenever something goes to the heart of a matter you don’t wish to discuss.”
“That’s rich, coming from you.”
Jess rolled her lips, looking to Amy like she tried to swallow back the first—probably scathing—retort that jumped to her mind. That counted as progress, right? But what about Amy? Could she escape all these forever old habits? 
“I’m sorry. I don’t wanna fight with you.” There! She could do this, too. Be a grown up about this. 
Jess nodded. “That seems to be a consistent theme with us.”
“Not wanting to fight?”
Jess chuckled. 
More humor colored this one. God, why could she read Jess more effortlessly than anyone else, aside from her daughter, but that was… neither here nor there. 
“No. I meant we get so easily riled up and fall into terrible patterns.”
“What awful patterns? We used to be best friends,” Amy’s voice broke. She cleared her throat. “We didn’t have any bad habits to fall into.”
“We made a lot of assumptions, and we still do.”
Amy lowered her head. She wouldn’t call them assumptions but cold, hard facts. 
“We need to stop this.”
“Making assumptions?”
“Having sex.”
“Oh,” Amy said. She supposed she’d known they were heading down that road, but did Jess have to make that argument now? “OK.”
“That’s all you have to say?”
She shrugged. “What else is there to say? You don’t want to sleep with me, and I’m not going to force myself on anyone.”
Jess grimaced. “I never said that. Gosh, I would never think that.”
“OK, Jess, how about this, since you’ve always preferred to talk everything out. Why do we need to stop having sex? It seemed to me we were both having a great time.”
Jess glared at her. “A desire to ‘talk things out,’ only seems to exist when you’re involved. So what does that say?”
“That I’m a positive influence and you live a healthier life with me around?”
Jess’s stare darkened.
Amy doubted she could ever stop provoking Jess. Her reaction alone… Though she supposed the feelings thrumming through her at the sight of Jess’s ire—red cheeks, parted lips, and wide eyes—were not conducive to Jess’s request.
“That’s exactly the point. We both know this can go nowhere and will be over once we return to the States. Why continue with something that carries an expiration date? Especially given our past.”
“You realize life has an expiration date? Don’t see you talking about quitting that.”
Jess paled. “Don’t be so glib! Suicide isn’t something to joke about.” Her hands clenched on her thighs. 
Amy froze, trying to catch Jess’s gaze, but to no avail. “When? Why?”
Jess grunted. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“I thought we had rules against deflection?”
“This isn’t a deflection. It’s protection.”
Amy frowned. “From what?”
“Forget it. It’s late. We should go to sleep.” Jess reached out to turn off the light. 
“Don’t you dare drop that bomb in my lap and then ask me to go to sleep!” Amy cried, her vision swimming. “Please. What happened?”
“Life, Amy.”
“But you… You’re so strong. Why…” Amy sighed, then stepped closer, climbing onto the mattress and settling next to Jess. 
Silence. Then Amy turned off the light on her side and shuffled under the covers. 
Jess reclined and pulled the sheets up.
Amy’s fingers trembled as she grasped Jess’s hand. “Are you OK now?”
“Yes, Amy. I’m over it. It was… a moment of hopelessness.”
“Good. The part that you’re over it. Not you losing all hope.”
“I know.” Jess squeezed Amy’s hand.
“I’m glad you’re still here,” Amy whispered a moment later.
“Me, too.”



was there another term for waving the white flag?
JESS HAD ALWAYS MARVELED, not only at Amy’s ability to read her and to cut through her bullshit defenses of trying to keep everything in and solve it on her own, but also at her inability to keep anything from Amy. Or her desire to talk to Amy. Infuriating. 
If she’d realized back then that she was in love with Amy, it would have been another secret Amy would have unearthed in three seconds. Jess had both hated and loved this—that Amy knew her to where Jess couldn’t fake anything with her. It made her feel seen, known, but it also left her raw and vulnerable, and while there’d been a time when she’d have trusted Amy with her life, with her heart, that had all blown up in her face, yet here she seemed to fall into the same old patterns. 
No. She hadn’t considered suicide after her fall out with Amy. She’d been full of righteous indignation and spent the next few years fueled by rage, entirely focused on her studies while eschewing any interpersonal relationship. That was anyone but Catherine Summers, who had stumbled upon a teary, nineteen-year-old Jess storming out of her house. Instead of visiting Lauren, Catherine had driven Jess to a nearby cafe, and they’d talked. For hours.
Almost four years into her marriage with Brian, she’d gotten pregnant. She never told him, still trying to figure out how to deal with this situation and what her next steps would be, when she’d miscarried at eleven weeks. To this day, no one knew about this, not even Catherine. It had often exasperated her that she seemed to have turned Amy’s mother into a substitute of the daughter, in the sense that she confided more in Catherine than anyone else. Yet that secret had been beyond anything. 
Jess vividly recalled sitting on the toilet, cramping, bleeding. She’d always wanted children, but not with Brian. She had never wanted to marry him, and she’d loathed herself for giving in to her mother’s demands, and for making it seem acceptable since it offered her a second chance at starting her own business. Still, what kind of adult let their parent rule their life? A feeble, weak-willed one—and the thought of binding herself forever to this man with a child? It had chilled her to the bone. But this had also been her baby, and she lost it. And she’d hated herself for experiencing relief intermixed with sorrow when she’d sat sobbing on the toilet that night. 
Jess had sleep-walked through the following two weeks in a numb haze. She couldn’t talk to anyone about this, and yet… The secret slowly suffocated her. Brian had complained about her being even more removed and cold than usual, but then he’d had to leave for a business trip.
On one of those nights, alone in their big, soulless mansion, Jess had lain curled up on the couch, staring at the half-full whiskey bottle and the film of sleeping pills on the coffee table. She’d researched this. How mixing alcohol with sleeping pills lowered the dosage requirement for a fatal event. It would end everything. 
Jess only needed to drink some whiskey, take the pills, drink more whiskey. She’d be done with it all. She’d never have to see her mother or Brian again. No one could ask anything of her ever again, and best of all, she wouldn’t have to force herself to say yes. 
She’d placed her phone next to the whiskey. When she’d researched this, the search engine had also offered the phone number of a suicide hotline. Saying “Help is on the way. Talk to someone.” Talking. What a strange concept. 
Eventually, rays of sunlight crept into the living room, crawling over the coffee table—transforming the dark liquid in the bottle into a warm amber. Jess had risen, grabbed the bottle, and padded into the kitchen. She had opened it, and with a smile, she had poured Brian’s favorite drink down the drain. There had to be another way out, one that could be adjusted, one that didn’t end it all. She used to like life. Perhaps there was a way to get back to that. She needed to research that. 
And so she had. She’d created a list of what she enjoyed in life versus what she hated, and then set to eliminate all that stood in her power to change. It had taken her years, but eventually, she crawled out of that hole, beginning her quest for freedom by divorcing Brian, who’d been as unhappy as Jess, but who’d have continued that life until they died.
Jess refused to do that, to settle for a life of misery. Because in the end, she’d realized that if she changed nothing, if she didn’t fight for living a life that at least left her feeling content, those moments in the dark with a bottle of whiskey and sleeping pills would occur more often, and one night, she’d not have the fortitude to resist the lure of oblivion. 
After the divorce, as contentious as it had been, and as much as her mother had raged—the shouts, the crying, the threats—Jess had felt as if she could breathe again for the first time in years. So, she’d smiled and walked away from them all. 
Oh, she was still in contact with her mother, but she no longer heeded anything Lauren said. She ignored her, and nothing infuriated her mother more. And a petty part of Jess enjoyed every such occurrence. 
After having almost ended her life, Jess developed a new outlook because what could her mother do to her that would be worse than what Jess had almost done to herself? 
And now Amy had caught on, and she’d only drop this for now. They still understood each other enough to know when the next move had to come from the other. The problem was, Jess wanted to tell Amy about it. Yet, she feared, not Amy’s reaction (though she was glad they were in Europe and so it was less likely that Amy would march into Lauren’s office and cause a scene), but what it would mean for them. 
Jess had tried to end their… intimate encounters because she had no defense for the tsunami of Amy once more ravaging her life. Yet, she still didn’t trust her—oh, she wanted to, but longing for something didn’t make it happen—and this would end, one way or another. 
As such, Jess figured it would be best to place more distance and reason between them. Hard to do when the person you’re dealing with had their picture printed in the dictionary as the natural enemy of reason. God, why did she still love this woman? Why did she still want to bare her soul to her?
Perhaps because Amy had been the only one who seemed to care for Jess beyond what she could do for them. This remained a blessing and a curse—she craved such a connection again, but it also terrified her beyond anything. Most galling, her stubborn heart didn’t want anyone but Amy to fulfill this role. How pathetic was she? Still so hung up over this woman who’d—
“Jess?” 
“Hmm?” Jess croaked. She’d assumed Amy had been asleep already while she’d lie there until dawn, wrestling her demons. 
“I know you said no more sex, and this isn’t…” Amy sighed. “Can I hold you?”
Tears leapt to Jess’s eyes, and instead of answering, she rushed toward Amy and fell into her arms, burying her face in her neck. She inhaled deeply, and the familiar scent of Amy’s perfume washed over her, cracking what remained of her restraint, and she cried, clinging to Amy.
Amy pulled her closer and rubbed her back, murmuring nonsensical words that somehow alleviated Jess’s burning eyes and throat. Amy’s touch and her warmth lulled Jess into a long-forgotten comfort, and she cried harder because this had been all she’d ever wanted (even if she’d never added that to her list back then), and she’d never felt this connected, this at peace in the presence of another human being, yet it remained doomed—forever out of reach. 
“It’s all right,” Amy said.
“No,” Jess whispered.
“Yes. We’ll figure it out.”
“How?” Jess sobbed into Amy’s shoulder. 
“I don’t know. But we will. You’re here. And you’re all right. You’re not… gone,” Amy’s voice cracked. “Please don’t leave.”
No words. At least none she dared to utter. 
To Jess’s disbelief, she, or better, they, must have fallen asleep shortly thereafter until she woke up disoriented by the heat that swamped her body. She blinked rapidly and turned her head toward the nightstand, then dropped back down against the pillow with a groan. Four-thirty-eight. Well, she supposed four hours of sleep were better than what she’d expected after that conversation that hadn’t happened yet had still sent her spiraling. 
Amy rested pressed against Jess’s side, with her arm slung over Jess’s chest and her leg draped over her hips. She turned her head and gazed at Amy’s slumbering features. While dark outside, the curtains hung slightly ajar, and the city lights streamed into their room, illuminating the soft planes of Amy’s face—so peaceful and beautiful—it tore at Jess’s heart. What am I going to do with you?
Jess stroked her index finger down Amy’s cheek. How often had she woken up during sleepovers in a similar position? 
Amy stirred and snuggled closer. 
Jess sighed, withdrawing her hand. 
Amy’s eyelids fluttered open. “Jess,” she graveled before a lazy smile spread over her face. “Are you OK?”
Jess nodded. “I…” She knew what she’d said earlier, and she felt like a hypocrite, but good God, if this was all she had, ever would have, why would she even think of putting an end to…
“Hey. What is it?” Amy reached out and cupped Jess’s cheek. 
She leaned into the gesture and closed her eyes for a second before forcing them open once more. “May I kiss you?” Jess asked, in a voice so heavy and rough it sounded foreign to her ears. 
Amy’s eyes widened, now seemingly fully awake. Her lips parted, but no words left her mouth. She nodded instead. 
Jess trailed her fingers over Amy’s cheek again and inched closer. Her heart thrashed in her chest as she connected their lips in an achingly soft kiss. 
Amy gasped. 
Jess moaned, deepening the kiss and clutching Amy closer, intertwining their legs.



lesson 12: there are distinct benefits to not complaining
AMY FIRST THOUGHT SHE was dreaming—that she even found herself in Jess’s bed now that she had her own room. Both had been so used to sharing a room since arriving in Germany and then in Paris, they’d automatically gone back into Jess’s room. Then all these emotional revelations—Amy’s heart still ached at the notion of almost having lost Jess. 
Ironic, given that she’d lost Jess when they’d been seventeen, and since then, her best friend had been out of her life. And while Amy doubted that this would change once these twelve insane, mind-blowing days were over, it wasn’t the same. Jess might not have been a part of her life anymore, but she was alive. She’d been out there, walking through life much like Amy had. Separate, yes, but still potentially reachable. 
Amy had never wanted Jess to be hurt. She’d never desired revenge or wished misfortune would befall Jess. Quite the opposite. As much as she’d liked to bitch about her, in her heart, Amy still had hoped and wished that Jess would live a happy life. 
To hear that this had not been the case, worse, that something had almost driven Jess to commit suicide, had shaken Amy more than she cared to contemplate. However, her focus had been on Jess, and on making sure she was all right, on ensuring she wasn’t alone. 
When Jess had clung to her, bawling, trembling in her arms, the fierce desire to shield and protect her that had first risen within her when she’d seen Tommy bully Jess on the playground, had roared back, and she’d been too tired to fight it, too tired to act like always, like Jess meant nothing to her. 
When Jess had first suggested that they should stop having sex, Amy had hated the idea. These measly twelve days were all they’d ever have, so why make it even shorter? But she’d obviously respected Jess’s wishes, and then after that conversation, and while holding Jess, sex had been the last thing on Amy’s mind. 
Once she opened her eyes to Jess’s smiling face, to her soft, affectionate expression that suddenly turned stormy again, worry had jolted her awake, only to be replaced by liquid fire sloshing through her veins when she realized that the origin of Jess’s current predicament lay in desire. 
God, yes, I want you to kiss me. Then she did. Jess kissed her and drew her near, and Amy shuffled closer, whimpering into their kiss when she failed to get as close to Jess as she yearned to be. 
Jess broke the kiss as Amy tried to push her to recline. “No,” she rasped. “It’s my turn. I owe you.”
Amy frowned. Her mind wasn’t following since the excitement coursing through her almost left her lightheaded. “I don’t—” 
“The door. When you took me against the door. I’m still not over that visual,” Jess whispered, and her words resembled a gut punch of arousal twisting in Amy’s core. 
“But—”
Jess kissed her, then pulled back. “No. You fell asleep and ruined my plans.”
“Your plans? You’re the one who almost canceled all plans, not to mention that—”
“Ames?”
Amy swallowed hard. That damn nickname. “Hmm?”
“Shut up.” Jess shifted and rolled on top of Amy, settling in the v of her thighs. 
Amy gritted her teeth as her body grew taut and she stifled the urge to press up against Jess. For now. This woman would be the death of her. If only she wasn’t so stubborn, and… No. Amy refused to go there now. Instead, she captured Jess’s lips in a bruising kiss; tangling their tongues as her hands found Jess’s ass, pulling her closer. Amy needed pressure. Friction. 
Jess broke the kiss, chuckling. “You’re so impatient.”
“Yet you do nothing about it.” She pouted.
Jess raised one eyebrow before ducking her head and sucking at the sensitive skin of Amy’s throat. She kissed and nibbled for a moment as Amy grew more restless by the second. 
“Jess, please,” Amy murmured. 
Jess reacted to Amy’s request by shifting lower. She pulled up Amy’s T-shirt and sucked one nipple into her mouth while tugging at the other with her fingers. 
Amy moaned. She’d never fully realized how sensitive her breasts were. She buried her fingers in Jess’s thick curls and urged her on. “Harder.” She panted. By now, her hips were pressing up into Jess, who drew back to avoid offering the pressure and friction Amy craved. Rude!
Jess sucked harder and rolled her other nipple with more force, too. 
Amy scratched along Jess’s scalp. 
Jess released her nipple and groaned before turning to the other, repeating her ardent ministrations. 
The moment Amy wondered if she could come from this alone—it seemed like a distinct possibility—Jess drew back and once more claimed her lips in a hard kiss. 
Amy’s hands found their way back to Jess’s butt. This time she stole beneath her pants and panties and pressed her closer. 
Jess groaned. 
Amy smiled, then shuddered when Jess turned her head and her warm breath ghosted over her ear. “After I’m done with you, you’ll still feel the echo of my hands and mouth later today.”
Amy trembled. 
Jess scooted farther down, licking from Amy’s collarbone over her sternum to her stomach. She dipped her tongue into Amy’s belly button, which resulted in Amy trying to escape Jess’s wicked tongue. 
“I’m ticklish.” Amy laughed, swatting playfully at Jess. 
Jess hummed. “I know.” Then she moved lower, trailing her tongue along Amy’s hipbone, following up the line of her belly before dipping back down. She pulled off her shorts and panties and threw them on the floor.
Amy closed her eyes and forced herself to remain as still as she could since requests for Jess to hurry would result in the opposite of what she desired. 
Meanwhile, Jess nibbled and sucked along Amy’s groin, splaying one hand on top of her lower abdomen before she settled fully in the space between Amy’s spread thighs. 
Amy groaned when Jess’s breath washed over her heat, and she clutched the fitted sheet between her hands. She could feel Jess smile while she pressed kisses against the inside of Amy’s thighs. 
Jess, after what seemed like an eternity of teasing, and by the time Amy feared she was wetter than she’d ever been in her life, gave in and lowered her head between Amy’s legs to slide her tongue up her length. 
Amy released a long moan as her grip on the fabric tightened. 
Jess swirled her tongue around Amy’s entrance before sucking at her labia, pressing two fingers inside her core. 
Amy groaned, gyrating her hips along with Jess’s firm thrusts. 
Jess licked around her fingers before shifting up and circling Amy’s clit with the tip of her tongue, never offering enough speed or pressure to do anything other than drive Amy to distraction. 
But Amy had resolved to be patient—what an awful word. How was it the same as the patients of a doctor or psychiatrist? Who’d—
“Jesus,” Amy hissed when Jess sucked her straining clit and lashed it with hard, fast strokes while picking up the speed of her fingers. 
Jess’s other hand dug into Amy’s upper thigh while she continued her relentless onslaught on her senses. 
Amy’s body stiffened, and she strained her neck, pressing her head harder against the pillow, panting, with a sheen of sweat glistening on her heaving chest. 
Jess pulled out and pushed back in with three fingers while continuing to swirl her tongue around Amy’s bundle of nerves, alternating between sucking and grazing it with her teeth. 
Amy arched, then froze and with a choked shout, she trembled and shook in a drawn-out, hard release. Her hands relaxed, and she moaned and shivered when Jess seemingly slowed only to guide her through a series of aftershocks before she increased her pace again, deepening her shallow pumps while her tongue once more painted over her still hardened nub.
Oh God, they’d forgotten the towel! Amy sighed. Oh, well. She’d have to deal, as she had zero interest in Jess stopping the delicious things she was doing between her legs. 
Amy quaked in yet another climax as their alarm rang, her legs turning to jelly. “God.” She groaned. “I can’t believe we’ve got to go to work now.”
Jess sighed. “A pity indeed.” She pressed a soft kiss against Amy’s lips. 
“Let’s shower together. It’ll save time,” Amy suggested, hoping Jess would ignore the fact that they had access to two showers. Logic was overrated anyway. 
Jess opened her mouth, then closed it, and smiling, she shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s how it usually works.”
“Come on.” Amy got out of the bed, grabbing onto the chair of the nearby desk. “Shit,” she mumbled.
“You OK?” Jess asked, jumping out of the bed and hurrying to Amy. 
“Yeah. Just… Never mind.” She refused to inflate Jess’s ego by telling her that her knees were shaky from their recent activities.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, yes. Let’s go.” She marched toward the bathroom with a naked Jess in tow, with plans that Ms. Daniels would not derail this time. She was already four times behind! 



competition by any other name
THE LAST TIME JESS had felt this hot, she’d had a fever spiking so high it almost landed her in the hospital. Gretchen had threatened to take her there if it didn’t abate within the next hour after taking pain killers and enduring the cold leg compresses her little sister insisted on putting on her. 
This time, though, no virus had caused this, and instead of feeling lethargic and exhausted, Jess brimmed with wired energy, and she knew Amy, she knew why she had asked for them to shower together. All after offering Jess to take a shower in her own room last night, but no. Jess wouldn’t point out their second room for it would end whatever they had going on. 
Amy didn’t know that Jess wouldn’t be fooled so easily, and while standing under the warm flow of water, each of them acting as if this was just another regular shower—soaping themselves and all that jazz—Jess watched Amy’s every move. They’d always been competitive, and so it didn’t come as much of a surprise that this trait would bleed into the bedroom, though that there even was a bedroom still astounded Jess. Then again, she had always resembled a moth addicted to Amy’s flame, and the years hadn’t changed this one bit. 
She didn’t know why last night, the moment when she didn’t share what had happened and Amy still knew, when she’d understood, and even more when she’d asked Jess to stay (She refused to examine what that sentence had done to her.) had crumbled her resolve to end this thing between them. Not only did it shatter her resolution, but it had created a new urge, one she’d indulged in for several hours with delight. 
They rinsed off and before all the suds had found their way to the drain, they collided in a hungry kiss. Jess couldn’t tell who made the first move, and it didn’t matter. Being taller (“Two inches, Jess Daniels! You’re only two inches taller than me!” she still could hear teenage Amy exclaim, then pout when Jess pointed out that two inches could make a significant difference in certain circumstances.) had its advantages, and when Amy tried to push her against the wall, she reached above her to redirect the shower head, effectively distracting Amy and allowing Jess to pin her against the tiles instead.
“Are you serious?”
“As a heart attack.”
Amy groaned. “Isn’t the line ‘deadly as a heart attack?’ Don’t tell me you’re still listening to his music?”
“Hey! He’s great. And… perhaps, but this fits better. Artistic license and all that.” She smiled. “Uh uh, don’t even.” Jess pressed closer against Amy. 
“But you had your way with me all night.” She pouted. “I want a turn, too.”
“Three hours isn’t all night,” Jess replied before claiming Amy’s lips in a fast and deep kiss. 
Amy returned the kiss, seeming as feverish as Jess still felt. 
The warm water continued to pour when Jess pressed her thigh between Amy’s legs. “If I let go of your hands, will you keep them down, away from me?”
“Why should I?”
Jess smiled. “I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”
Amy chuckled. “You’ve been doing that. Nonstop.”
“So?”
Amy sighed. “Do your worst, Daniels. Just remember, there will be payback.”
“I’m counting on it.” Jess once more connected their lips, releasing Amy’s hands to reach for her breasts with one hand while the other touched between her legs, softly stroking amid still swollen lips. 
Amy hissed. 
“Too much?” Jess asked, concern coloring her voice as she slowed her fingers. 
Amy shook her head. “No. Keep moving,” she pressed out in a harsh whisper that settled between Jess’s own thighs. 
Jess sought Amy’s tongue again while gliding her fingers through Amy’s heat. 
Amy broke the kiss. “We don’t have time for slow.”
“I don’t want to hurt you. What are they going to do? Fire us?”
Amy chuckled. “I hate being rude.”
“Since when?”
Amy narrowed her eyes. “Are you really going to argue while your fingers are between my legs?”
“We always seem to argue, no matter what we’re doing.”
Amy sighed. “I’d rather come than argue.”
Jess grinned. “That can be arranged.” She continued her soft, slow strokes.
Amy pulled Jess’s lower lip between her teeth, grazing it, biting down. She grabbed Jess’s hand between her legs, stilling it. “Being sore doesn’t equal pain. You won’t hurt me, but I’ll hurt you if you keep up that pace and… tenderness.”
Jess’s eyes widened, and she could only nod, then moan as Amy grasped two of her fingers and, with a sigh, pushed them inside.
“That’s more like it,” Amy breathed, slinging her arms around Jess, licking into her mouth. 
If Jess were a betting woman, she wouldn’t have dared to place a wager on whether the shower or her own arousal would drown her first. While having no special affinity for control, one way or another, the way Amy took charge of situations, especially those where she shouldn’t be in charge in the first place, affected Jess more than she’d ever admit to anyone. 
She’d had good sex before, and she’d always enjoyed bringing her partner pleasure, but this seemed beyond anything she could have imagined. And of course, it would happen with Amy Summers, her former best friend, her first love turned archenemy, the bane of her existence. The only person to ever touch her heart.
Amy shuddered when after pulling out, Jess rubbed her fingers over her hardened nub.
Jess drew back, and they both stared at each other, panting, while water still rained down, pearling on Amy’s eyelashes that fluttered as a moan escaped her lips when Jess pressed back inside while stroking her clit with her thumb. 
Amy’s fingers dug into Jess’s back when she arched and rocked her hips along the rhythm Jess set. 
Jess nuzzled Amy’s neck, picking up her strokes inside and the movements of her thumb, getting lost in the smooth, silky skin and the heat of Amy’s core. 
Amy groaned, and clutching Jess, she scratched down her back as her body shook and trembled in a hard release. She shivered when Jess pulled out, giving one last, soft pass over her clit.
“God, enough,” she rasped as her knees buckled and Jess caught her. 
“I got you.” 
“We’re going to be so late.” 
“I suppose your idea of showering together didn’t save us any time. It’ll be fine.” 
“My idea would have done that if you didn’t insist on continuing your quest to fuck me into oblivion.”
“You were the one who started things in here.”
“I did not!”
Jess rolled her eyes. “Are you really complaining?”
“That’s not the point.” 
“Uh huh.” 
Amy glared at Jess. “You’re too competitive for your own good.” 
“Right. Because you’re not already calculating how many times you owe me now.” 
“Five, Jess. I owe you five times.” 
Jess grinned. She didn’t see how any of that was a bad thing. They still had four full days in Germany, and she planned on making the most of it. 
They arrived twenty-five minutes late, and Jess ignored the glare Martina shot her way. Aside from not caring what the other woman thought, Jess remained too distracted by Amy wearing her clothes. Did Amy truly forget that they had another room that contained her suitcase? Sure, they’d been late, but…
Jess’s gaze continuously wandered from her screen—health checks weren’t that interesting after all—to Amy’s chest, as her shirt fit too snugly on her, while her pants were too long. She wondered if anyone else noticed that Amy’s clothes were Jess’s, or at least weren’t her own. Jess also didn’t understand why no one else seemed to be as distracted by Amy today. She looked so appealing; it was almost nauseating. 
While no stranger to getting on her own nerves, Jess, at times, felt like banging her head against the wall to make her brain stop contemplating Amy—how she sounded, how she tasted, her facial expression when lost in pleasure. The last one especially made Jess wish she’d worn a T-shirt instead of a long-sleeved shirt as she crossed her legs, only to regret such an action since pressure remained the last thing she needed in her state.
She had an earlier meeting with Rüdiger, thankfully without Amy, so her focus there had been sharper. He’d been so sweet, and he’d been much more helpful than what Jess usually experienced when dealing with mergers. Usually, the CEOs of any acquisition were wary, yet Rüdiger went above and beyond to aid Amy and Jess. Unlike Martina. 
Jess sighed. She wished they hadn’t hired Devorium as they’d only cost CodeAim money and would gain them nothing, given the data she’d collected and Amy’s reviews so far. At least, none of that would be her issue, as Robert would handle all that. They were just here to confirm Silsum Tech’s prior assessment of CodeAim and do a deep dive into their tech and finances. 
Jess didn’t notice Martina settling into the seat next to hers. 
“Isn’t that a syntax error?” She pointed at Jess’s screen.
Jess startled, closing her laptop. “Can I help you?”
“It’s funny. When we attended SecurNet together, you were so focused on your career and your work. It’s a shame, really.”
“What is?”
Martina shrugged. “That you’re now more concerned with screwing your boss’s daughter than doing the work they hired you to do.”
Jess clenched her jaw, fascinated by how fast a mood could change. “What I do in my time off is hardly a concern for CodeAim.”
“It is if it affects your… performance.”
Jess opened her mouth with a retort on her tongue she knew she’d regret when Amy appeared next to them out of nowhere. 
“Could I have a word, Martina?”
Martina smiled at Jess before turning to Amy. “Of course.” She rose.
“Go ahead. I’ll meet you in the conference room. I asked Rüdiger to join us. He should be there any moment.”
Martina hesitated, but then nodded before striding away.
The moment Martina left their vicinity, Amy turned and glared at Jess. “Don’t. She’s not worth it. Whatever she said, ignore it.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jess grumbled, but loosened her hands that were balled into fists on her lap.
“Sure. Much like you haven’t been staring at my breasts all day,” Amy mumbled.
Jess flushed. “That shirt is…” She tightened her jaw. 
Amy rolled her eyes, grabbed her jacket, and put it on. “Better?”
“No.”
Amy snorted, leaning closer to whisper, “Consider it a successful attempt at distracting you,” and left. 
Jess sighed. This day couldn’t be over fast enough. 



lesson 13: sneakers aren’t projectiles 
AMY HAD HAD GOOD sex before, great sex, even, and though she had always focused more on the physical aspect of it, or better, that seemed to be at the heart of her intimate encounters—much like this thing with Jess, at least according to the never-ending mantra she insisted on repeating to herself—she’d never spent a night, morning, whatever, quite like this one. In fact, every encounter with Jess so far had approached uncharted territory. An aspect that both thrilled and terrified her. 
She’d dressed in Jess’s clothes for two reasons: one, she had nothing clean in her weekend bag aside from a set of underwear and a bra, and two, she wanted to. They mostly fit, apart from her chest filling Jess’s shirt more and her pants being a bit too long and a little snug at the waistband. Aside from that, they were acceptable and not something that should cause any raised eyebrows at work. 
Amy couldn’t decide if Martina’s glares all day stemmed from them being late again, her wearing Jess’s clothes—not that she could know—or Amy figuring out how Martina’s company had come up with their results for CodeAim’s sudden increased performance. Probably a combination? Not that any of that mattered, as Amy’s mind insisted on replaying the events of this morning, both in bed and in the shower.
When Jess had said she wanted Amy to feel her later in the day, she’d filed it away as an exaggeration, but it hadn’t been. Amy had already been quite aware of her before the shower incident. That one still sent her reeling, not only because she’d been determined to have her way with Jess and then had allowed herself to be thwarted in that goal—she’d been serious about payback—but also because she’d not come that often in one encounter, nor had she ever been this swollen or sore. More importantly, she’d never expected to enjoy such a situation as much as she currently did. 
Still. This record couldn’t stand, but at least there were a few more days left to rectify this untenable situation. Jess wouldn’t know what hit her when Amy got her hands on her next. 
Amy may have been preening a little at Jess’s distraction all day, but once Martina had joined her and she’d noticed the rapid pulse ticking high on Jess’s temple, she had intervened to avoid bloodshed. 
Jess rarely lost her composure, but when she did, things got ugly quickly. She still recalled the moment during P.E. in seventh grade, when they’d played volleyball and Jess had lost her mind in the locker room.

Their P.E. teacher, Ms. Ruther, had been a total asshole and favored a certain set of students—an obnoxious set of cheerleaders—and everyone knew it, but nothing ever changed. She delighted in dividing the class for games into opposing teams, watching her favorites wipe the floor with their opponents.
A dodgeball game during the previous class had been competitive, and the usual losers would have won for the first time if Ms. Ruther hadn’t unfairly called errors on them during the last minutes. They had all been livid and complained about the unfairness for the remainder of the day, while the teacher’s pets group teased them mercilessly. 
Jess had always possessed an innate sense of fairness and she’d generally not mind losing if things were fair and she did her best, not to mention if there’d be a rematch she could win down the road. But somehow that event had been a step too far because during the next P.E. class, all hell broke loose. 
Huddled together before P.E., they’d decided to intentionally lose the game of volleyball they were going to play that period. Amy supposed their logic had been ‘why should they bother and exert themselves, fighting and sweating, only to lose regardless’? The whole insult and injury thing. 
Ms. Ruther blew her whistle, sending spit flying, and everyone stood in formation.
The teacher’s pets served first, and while it wasn’t unusual for the rest of them to play badly—that Amy played lacrosse didn’t have any bearing on her overall athletic prowess—this game morphed into a ludicrous slow motion of utter incompetence. 
They dropped the ball left and right—comically stretched, yet failing to reach the ball, every spike pushed into the net, or landing way out of bounds, or they played it by four instead of three players. 
Ms. Ruther blew the whistle so often and so hard, her face turned the color of an over-baked brick. Even more spit flew in the air and Amy wished she had an umbrella or stood farther away. They lost the first two sets twenty-five to one each—their one lone point per set had been an accident each time. 
Ms. Ruther shouted and waved her hands around to the point where Amy feared for a moment she’d keel over. 
Jess had been great at volleyball, perhaps the fact that she stood almost a head taller than the rest helped, so the circumstance where she morphed into an uncoordinated mess must have stood out more to Ms. Ruther than the others, or alternatively, Jess was a terrible actress. 
The ball flew toward Jess, and she raised her hands as if to push it back into the air, when instead, her arms collapsed as if they were wet noodles and the ball plunged to her feet. She stepped back, her facial expression a mixture of glee and surprise. 
At that moment, Ms. Ruther had enough. She blew the whistle in one long, never-ending shrill scream and rushed toward Jess. She grabbed her arm and yanked her to the side. “This was intentional! You’re throwing this game on purpose! This is the worst case of underhandedness I’ve ever seen, and you can be assured, Ms. Daniels, this will affect your grade.”
Jess’s eyes widened, and she jerked her arm out of Ms. Ruther’s grip. 
Amy’s glance shot to the red handprint on Jess’s arm and she stepped closer, opening her mouth only to close it when Jess’s gaze met hers and she shook her head. Amy halted. 
“All of you, back to the changing room,” Ms. Ruther commanded, once more blowing her whistle. 
Amidst moaning and groaning, the students filtered out of the gymnasium and rushed to the locker room.
Jess sullenly kicked off her sneakers and pulled off her shirt. Meanwhile, the teacher’s pets were two rows behind them, giggling and laughing, throwing verbal taunts and barbs in their direction. 
Amy eyed Jess while undressing, but she noticed the change in her friend too late.
With rapid speed and red blotches on her neck and cheeks, Jess bent, snatching one of her sneakers and launched it over benches and rails toward the teacher’s pets.
Silence. A shout, then screams as a gaggle of teenage girls stormed toward them, one of them rubbing her head.

So yes. When Amy noticed Jess’s temper approaching shoe-throwing territory, she stepped in and directed Martina to the conference room, even if ten minutes too early. Besides, how could she resist such a parting shot when Jess’s phantom presence remained with her every step she took? 
The conference with Rüdiger and Martina proved to be both reassuring and aggravating. CodeAim was a good fit for their company, and with Rüdiger at the helm, Amy was assured it would remain in capable hands. She understood the desire for a second opinion, and after researching Devorium, it made sense he’d hired them. Still, Martina’s attitude irked her, and she didn’t understand it at all. They’d get paid regardless, and the increase in pay if Silsum Tech were to offer CodeAim a bit more in the buyout wouldn’t be significant enough to justify her attitude. 
At the conclusion of the meeting, Rüdiger had received an urgent phone call and had rushed out of the office with an apologetic smile and a nod in their direction, leaving Amy and Martina alone. 
Since it was nearing the end of the day and she’d planned to suggest visiting the Pfalztheater for a performance of Last Paradise Lost tonight, Amy packed her belongings and intended to leave right away in search of Jess. 
“You realize you’re undervaluing this company. Is that how your firm approaches business deals? You gobble up small, excellent companies and pay them a pittance while you fill your coffers and add the extra talent to your roster. Or worse, are you going to gut and dissolve them?”
Amy sighed. “Look, I don’t know what your issue is with me and our company, but no, that’s not what we’re doing, and Rüdiger seems eager for the sale.”
“He’s a fool, probably as blinded by your pretty face as your computer specialist.”
Amy laughed. 
“Too bad he doesn’t realize he stands no chance. It makes sense now why you don’t mind Jess’s attitude.” Martina gave Amy a baleful once-over. 
“I understand Jess is a hard person to get out of your head, believe me, but this cattiness over being shot down seven years ago is quite pathetic, not to mention unprofessional.”
Martina’s eyes widened. “That’s what you think happened?”
Amy canted her head, but remained silent. 
“Perhaps you should ask your superstar out there what happened with the Jules Lutz account before coming at me talking about unprofessional behavior.” And with that, Martina waltzed out of the room, leaving a wide-eyed Amy behind. 



the ghosts of whatever past could suck it
JESS HAD FRETTED THROUGHOUT dinner, worried about the reason behind Amy growing so quiet. Once they were back in their room and Amy had sighed three separate times while seemingly playing a game on her phone that involved a lot of stabbing the screen, she’d had it. 
“What’s going on? What happened? You said the meeting went fine.”
“Huh?” Amy blinked rapidly, finding Jess’s gaze.
Jess rolled her lips. Amy’s efforts to hide her emotions, or rather, that something upset her, had always fallen short, and the signs hadn’t changed in all those years. God, at this point, a stranger could tell something bothered Amy. “Why are you upset?”
Amy continued to hold her gaze, as if contemplating what to say, or perhaps if she should say anything at all. Then she sighed again. “I spoke with Martina.”
Jess crossed her arms. “And?”
“She made some insinuations, and when I called her out on it, she suggested I should ask you about a Jules Lutz account. Does that ring any bells?”
Taken aback, Jess mumbled the name, as if saying it would jog her memory. It didn’t. “No. I have no clue. Actually, I don’t even recall an account with that name.”
“Interesting.”
“How’s that?” Jess couldn’t prevent a touch of defensiveness from creeping into her tone. Her life had sucked when she’d met Martina at the SecurNet conference, and she preferred not to revisit that period. 
“It just seems that this… event had left quite an impression on Martina, judging by how she appears to resent you. It’s rare that these things are one-sided.”
“Oh, and you know all about that,” Jess ground out.
Amy narrowed her eyes. “I’m not talking about us.”
“What us is there?”
Amy huffed, her gaze seeking the floor. “I don’t want to do this. We’ve only got… Look, we’ll go back home soon anyway, and then we can fall back into old habits. Let’s just try to get along while we’re here?”
Jess swallowed the temptation to snark that ‘getting along’ was an unusual euphemism for sex. “I’m not the one who’s accusing the other of… what, exactly? That I’m hiding something from you? Or that I’m lying?” Some things never seemed to change, and not in the good, comforting way that reminded you of home or offered solace in a disorienting and cold world. 
Amy looked back at Jess, and for a second, Jess felt dizzy, unable to avoid getting dragged back in time to when they had a similar confrontation, back when for the first time, Amy hadn’t believed her, and how Jess had experienced almost nothing more painful. She released a shuddering breath.
“I wanted to ask if you felt like going out to see that rock opera Last Paradise Lost with me tonight,” Amy said in a small voice. 
Jess shook her head. “What?”
“Remember when we wanted to go to the movies to watch The Hours back then, before it all?”
Jess’s eyes widened. Was Amy serious? She wished to talk about that now? “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“You’re right. It’s just been on my mind, I suppose, and what you just said...” She sighed. “I believe you that you don’t recall what Martina said there. Sometimes what’s significant to us doesn’t register with another.”
Jess’s heart grew heavy and hung like a lump of coal in her chest. She nodded. 
“Maybe we should call it a night and see what tomorrow brings?”
“It’s six in the evening. I can’t sleep yet. What about Martina?”
Amy shrugged. “I don’t really care.”
Jess rubbed her hands across her pants legs. Amy didn’t care, yet she had unleashed all those demons? She shifted her focus back to Amy and forced herself to look at her without the hurt swirling inside clouding her vision. Jess took in Amy’s drooped shoulders, the fidgeting hands in her lap, and how she avoided Jess’s gaze. 
“Why do you want to see that opera? Isn’t it an adaptation of Paradise Lost? I remember you hated that book. Didn’t you call it ‘militantly Christian?’”
Amy’s head snapped up and her eyes widened. “You remember that?”
Jess flushed. “I have a great memory.” She left out the words ‘where you’re concerned,’ though she knew she wasn’t fooling Amy, who now grinned like an idiot. 
“I don’t. Like the book, that is. But it’s a rock opera, and it reminded me of a certain shock rocker you still seem to favor, and so…” She shrugged. 
Jess smiled. How would she ever be able to quit this again, or for the first time, really, as before all they had shared had been an intimate, but platonic friendship, when Amy said and did… stuff like that? “Do we still have time?”
“It starts at eight, and the Pfalztheater is a five-minute walk from here.”
“And tickets?”
Amy lifted her phone. “I may already have bought them.” She smiled sheepishly.
Jess snorted. “All right. Let’s go, then. We can grab a drink before.”
Amy nodded and rose, whipping back on her feet. “Great. This is great, right?”
“Yes, Ames. It’s great.”
Amy bumped into her before grasping her hand and pulling her toward the door.
Jess didn’t enjoy dystopian narratives—given the times they lived in, wasn’t the news enough? Why would anyone want to add that to their fiction? So, while she didn’t enjoy that part of the story, the forever question of free will in conjunction with the push and pull between rebellion and conformity did appeal to her. She supposed falling in love with the French Revolution as a teen predisposed her to like such a story in her later years. 
They bought two T-shirts before they headed back to the hotel—a memento, Amy called it, adding, “Besides, I like daggers,” to a bemused Jess. 
“Since when?”
Amy shrugged. “People change, right?”
Jess rolled her eyes. “I see we’re back to that argument; bold, given you’ve already lost it.”
“Not true.”
“Oh?”
Amy stepped close to Jess, who held her breath—anticipation and trepidation warring within her in equal measures. “We were friends once, right? Then it all went to shit, and we became enemies. That’s a change, no?”
Jess clenched her jaw and nodded. 
“Now, move forward from that and look at us now. Another change. And do you know the most important one?” 
Amy had stepped so close to her, Jess felt her breath wash over her face, as her heart throbbed in her chest. “What’s that?” she breathed, unable to resist Amy’s glowing face and wide eyes. 
“Now I know how you taste. I’d say that’s quite the difference.”
Jess feared her heart might stop as her stomach plummeted and she felt herself getting wet. She swallowed hard. “You might be onto something,” she croaked. 
Amy smiled. “You bet. And tonight, I plan to be in something.”
Jess groaned. “Really?”
“Well? You coming?” She pulled at Jess’s hand. 
“That depends on you later, doesn’t it?”
“Were we this bad as teens?”
“What?” Jess stumbled before catching up. 
“The puns and stuff. Not the sexual innuendos, as we didn’t see each other like that back then.” Amy dropped her gaze. 
Jess’s shoulders sunk. “Right. To be honest, no. I don’t think we were in the habit of making such terrible jokes. We were much cooler.”
“Speak for yourself. I’m still super cool today.”
“Right, because cool people call themselves ‘super cool.’”
“Whatever. You’re just jealous.” Amy sped up and entered the hotel ahead of Jess. 
“No. I used to be, though, without ever realizing it,” Jess mumbled before entering the hotel as well. 
Jess took a longer shower than she intended, getting lost in thought about both the wisdom of this rollercoaster ride she’d jumped on, and the effects it had on her equilibrium. Her interactions with Amy during her childhood hadn’t been chaotic or volatile. Quite the opposite, as Amy and her family had been the primary source of calmness, at times even tranquility, in her life. 
Her late father, who had loved his children dearly, had never spoken out against his wife, even when he’d disagreed with what she’d said or demanded. He’d stand there giving them this soulful look of pain. It felt like a gut punch and often made everything worse.
After Amy and Jess had gone their separate ways, she’d often tried to rediscover this sense of calmness, this peaceful quiet. Her work came close—getting lost in her computer, on the easily solvable riddles and equations on her screen—it turned into an idle work that shut up her head and allowed for some moments of serenity. Yet her private life never matched that again. She’d never connected with anyone like she did with Amy. 
Reggie once said that Jess was sabotaging herself. That she wanted to be hung up on Amy because that would prevent her from putting herself out there again, from risking getting her heart clobbered into a bloody pulp again. Jess groaned at the mere thought of telling Reggie about this trip. She’d never hear the end. 
By the time she left the shower and returned to the bedroom, dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, Amy lay stretched out under the covers, reading. She put her e-reader on the nightstand once Jess drew closer. 
“I was about to check if you’d drowned.”
“A bit late, no?” Jess said with a smile. 
“Perhaps I give your abilities more credit than that.”
Jess hummed. She would not touch that statement. 
“Are you all right? You’ve been quiet. Did you like the show tonight?”
“I’m fine.” Jess slid under the covers and turned to face Amy. “And I liked the show a lot. The music especially.”
Amy rolled her eyes, and Jess’s heart warmed at the sight of the fond smile that bloomed on Amy’s lips. 
“Thank you.”
Amy’s brows furrowed. “For what?”
“Everything, really.”
“Oh,” Amy breathed and drew closer. “On that note…” She brushed her lips over Jess’s. “I gotta play catch up.”
“By all means.” Jess smiled. 
Later, they lay entwined in bed, Amy stroking her fingers along Jess’s arm. “Tell me something I don’t know about you. Some… new development. A new insight into life.”
Jess tilted her head. After a minute of silence ticked by, she said, “I don’t have expectations.” 
“What does that mean?”
Jess shrugged. “If you don’t have any expectations, people won’t disappoint you, though sometimes they pleasantly surprise you.”
“That’s still pretty pessimistic. And how do you even stop yourself from having expectations?”
“I recognize that I wouldn’t react a certain way in a situation, yet another does. It might irk me, and often, I don’t understand why someone would choose to do x or don’t do x, but that doesn’t mean I place it on them.”
“I’m not sure I follow,” Amy said. 
“That I don’t understand why a person acts a certain way doesn’t make it… invalid or wrong. And so in their world, how they act is right and rational. It’s not… People rarely do anything intending to hurt others.”
“That doesn’t mean we don’t injure others.”
Jess released a wry chuckle. “Oh, I know that. And so do you.”
Amy dropped her head. 
Jess sighed. “My point is, if you expect nothing from another, especially nothing in return, then nobody will ever fail to meet your expectations, and as such, no one will disappoint you.”
“But that’s just rationalizing emotions. You’re still going to feel a certain way if, let’s say, you remember someone’s birthday, and they forget yours.”
“I suppose, but I don’t wish someone a happy birthday with the mindset of, ‘oh, you better recall mine and reciprocate, or else.’ I mean, if I do something for you, it’s because I want to do that, not because I’m expecting an equal return down the line.”
“Most people don’t function like that.”
“So I’ve noticed. But why should I change, given this serves me well, just because the majority doesn’t know better?”
Amy held her gaze, then laughed. “You’re so modest.”
“You must rub off on me.”
Amy flushed. 
Jess smiled. 
“Anyway, I’m not even saying people will only help you because they expect a payment, but... Isn’t it human nature to crave a certain level of reciprocity?” 
“Yes.”
“But then—”
“Ames.” Jess leaned forward, noticing Amy’s breath hitch at her nearness. “That I’m not expecting something doesn’t mean I don’t want it.”
“Oh,” Amy breathed.



lesson 14: confessions don’t have to be awful
THIS TRIP HAD UNEARTHED a flood of memories from Amy’s teenage years and even from the time after their split, her choices in college, and her decision to marry Ben. Most of the time, Amy managed to push them aside because she feared examining them closely would lead to conclusions she couldn’t stomach yet. 
Instead, she chose to focus on the here and now, on Jess’s taste, her searing tongue and the well-spring of wet heat coating her fingertips as she stole her fingers beneath Jess’s panties, rubbing through the abundance of wetness that greeted her after just one heated kiss.
Once Amy had managed to narrow the score to only being two down, Jess insisted on sleeping, reminding her of their plan to visit the ruins of a nearby castle the next day, and so, with a sigh and a lingering soft kiss, they settled for the night. 
Work proved to be smooth and uneventful—filled with a few meetings and more number crunching on Amy’s side while Jess had been busy going over a few remaining issues with the tech department. They both avoided any run-ins with Martina, who appeared to be off site that day. 
They had a quick snack after work and, with the aid of Rüdiger’s car, drove near Burg Hohenecken after quickly changing at the hotel. There, they hiked from the parking lot up the hill to the castle ruins.
“Wow. I didn’t think it would be this big.” Amy gazed with wide eyes at the orange-brown structure. 
They marched up the stairs into a sort of courtyard that housed a barren tree with its roots exposed, next to a small, round gated fountain.
“Look at that.” Amy pointed at a section of the wall devoid of bricks but full of uneven pouches and jagged outcroppings. “It’s like time devoured all shapes and contours and now it’s just one big stone conglomerate.”
Jess halted next to her and brushed her hand over the slab. “That’s a fitting description for something that’s over eight hundred years old and has withstood the elements in that time.”
Amy smiled. “What else do you know about this?”
“It’s a spur castle, a type of medieval structure they built on high elevation spots with steep hills surrounding it so that it has natural defenses, like mountains or at least hills on three sides.” She stepped back and pointed in different directions. “You see, it’s got that from all these sides. Want to come look out through there?” Jess pointed at a section in the back.
“Nah, thanks. I’m good.”
“But the view will be awesome.”
“Views are overrated.”
Jess laughed. “You can’t be that scared of heights. You scaled up our house more than once.”
“Yes, but there was an incentive to do that.” Amy flushed at Jess’s wide-eyed silence. “I just meant, you know, I wanted to see you. Talk to you.” She stuffed her hands into her pants pockets. “Here it’s just trees and houses.”
“So not worth it?”
“Right.” Amy scraped her shoe sole along the gravel. 
Jess reached out her hand. “Come on. I’ll make sure you won’t fall.”
Amy tilted her head, trying to ignore the wild thudding in her chest that surely related to the prospect of having to step closer to an over eight-hundred-year-old piece of slab construction that could crumble at any point. “I’m not sure that’s how this works.”
“Indulge me? I’ll try to dazzle you with more information about this place.”
Amy smiled. “Is this part of your random knowledge trove, or did you look this up today at work?”
“I’ll never tell.” Jess still had her arm stretched out. 
With a sigh, Amy stepped closer and grasped Jess’s warm hand, interlocking their fingers. She bumped into her. 
Jess led her closer to the edge, and they overlooked clusters of trees and the black and red rooftops of houses in the distance. 
“It’s pretty. To think that this is so close to the city. All these wooded areas,” Amy said after a moment of silence had passed. 
“Yeah. I like how dense yet wide this country is. It’s like they press humans together because, well, there’s nature.”
“But their roads are terrifyingly narrow. I sometimes feel like screaming because I swear there’s not enough space on the road to allow two cars, and then there is, and we don’t die.”
Jess chuckled. “Yeah. I was floored by that the first time I came here, too. Small villages are even worse.”
Amy closed her eyes. “Yes, I remember that Kult place.”
“I’m surprised you noticed anything aside from the club and your desire to fuck me against the car.”
Amy flushed and ducked her head. This was getting ridiculous. She couldn’t get turned on by words. By a voice. Jess’s voice. By a cadence. Yet, when Jess said… stuff like that, when she dropped her voice as to prevent others from overhearing—not that there were any other people around them right now—or because she couldn’t believe herself what left her mouth at times, Amy’s head reeled while heat splashed over her as her abdomen coiled with need. Was it like that because they knew it would end?
“Yes, well, it was also pretty dark. Being night and all.” Being night and all? What’s wrong with you?
“That’s a valid point,” Jess humored her. “Come on. Let’s see if we can climb that.” Jess pointed at a raised structure ahead. 
“The tower?”
“What? Oh, the Bergfried. No, just that little section over there. We can send Emma some pictures of you amidst ruins.”
Amy snorted.
“The French did this, you know?” They later even discovered that the information sign of the castle mentioned the French attack in German and in French but withheld that information in the English translation of the placard.
“Of course they did. I’m sure that’s another contentious issue on the long list of reasons why France and Germany are such good friends.”
“They get along now,” Jess said. 
“After how many wars and centuries?”
Jess stilled. “Sometimes it takes a while to bury the hatchet.”
“Perhaps.” Amy followed Jess, unsure what to make of the subtext of that conversation, while hoping she wasn’t about to plummet to her death. 
Later that night, after stopping for fast food, they returned to the hotel and got ready for bed. 
Amy had the urge to tell Jess about Ben, not because of that other night when Jess… God, Amy still struggled to even think it. Her urge to share this story didn’t stem from that, and she didn’t expect her to reciprocate, but it was so tempting to share all her thoughts and feelings with Jess again.
There were moments when she felt like she had her old friend back, her confidante who knew her better than anyone else. If Amy were honest, she doubted anyone had ever gotten to know her better than Jess had once upon a time. 
“Can I tell you something?” Amy finally asked into the darkness.
“Of course.”
“I always felt as if I’m Abby’s faulty copy. Like, as if she is the right one, the twin who got it all together. Meeting her perfect match in high school, getting married early, having kids. She seemed to have the perfect life early on.” She sighed. 
“What was wrong with your life?”
You were gone. Amy didn’t say that. That was a thought that needed to die. Quickly, and with fire. “Nothing. Everything. College was…” She sighed again. This was harder than expected because she suddenly realized that a lot of her struggles back then had their origin in losing Jess. 
“Difficult,” Jess breathed, reaching out and grasping Amy’s hand. 
“Yeah. So, I just... I hung out with different crowds. Trying to find my own way, and to… I don’t know. Connect with people?”
“Did it work out?”
“Not really. Oh, I made it look like it did, but mostly, I let Abby do the talking. The living.”
“Must be convenient to have a twin there.”
Amy laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever looked at it like that. I suppose.”
Jess hummed. 
“I dated around a bit, but most men were just… a bit of fun. Sport fucking and all.” She cringed. This sounded so horrible, saying it out loud. And to Jess. “But I figured I needed to settle down, too. When I was twenty-nine, I met Ben, and he seemed so great.”
“But?”
“It lasted for maybe half a year. I realized we didn’t fit. Don’t get me wrong, we weren’t terribly incompatible, but we just… We ended up more like roommates than a couple. We fizzled out fast.”
“But you were married for so long.”
“I got pregnant with Emma. We didn’t try. She… she was a…” She frowned. She hated the word accident. Emma wasn’t a mishap. She remained the most beautiful part of her life—the best thing she’d ever done. 
“Unplanned?”
Amy closed her eyes, fighting back moisture welling. “Yes,” she croaked. 
“Did you want children?”
“Yes, but I probably wouldn’t have chosen Ben. I was getting ready to break up with him, but once I was pregnant, we… God, we got married instead. How stupid is that?”
“I’m sure that happens to a lot of people.”
“That doesn’t make it a good reason for getting married.”
“It’s a better reason than I had. You at least are… well, not straight,” Jess said, and Amy chuckled. “But you like men, too.”
“Yes.”
Stillness. 
“You can ask me questions, Ames.”
Amy squeezed Jess’s hand and shuffled closer. “Why did you marry him when you’re a lesbian?”



were the frying pan and the fire really that different?
JESS COULD HANDLE SEX with Amy— mind blowing sex, the kind she hadn’t believed existed, and yes, at that point, they seemed to have arrived at the unspoken agreement that they would indulge as often as they could while still in Germany. She was fine with all of that. 
What she struggled to deal with, and what would cause her to run away screaming if she allowed herself a moment to sit down and contemplate her dilemma, was the intimacy building between them. They were falling back into old habits, and Jess knew this had captured the top spot on her list of poor decisions, right next to marrying Brian. 
The fact that she longed for one while she’d dreaded the other didn’t seem to matter or change anything. And concerning the damage potential, Amy had always been the biggest threat. Yet, as something she’d craved for too long to even contemplate, Jess felt powerless to ward this off. There never seemed to be a barrier strong enough to keep Amy out.
Spending the evening with Amy at the castle ruins—chatting, laughing, eating, having fun—was all so achingly familiar, yet so removed from all she’d learned to associate with Amy Summers over the years. How funny that with this last name, Amy had the audacity to be the only bright spot that had ever shone a light on Jess, a warmth she yearned to bask in. And yet…
“My mother asked me to,” she said after a moment of protracted silence. 
Amy released Jess’s hand and sat up on her elbows. “Excuse me? You married a man, as a lesbian, someone who feels no attraction to men whatsoever, because your mother asked you to?”
It did sound stupid now. “I don’t think you need to add ‘lesbian’ and ‘feeling no attraction to men’ in the same sentence as it’s… redundant.”
“That’s what you’re gonna focus on?”
Jess sighed. “Like I said, my mother doesn’t know I’m not into men.”
“OK,” Amy said, stretching out the syllables in a way Jess hated because it made her feel stupid. Like she was missing something obvious when she totally got it. 
Jess huffed. “She said I owed her.”
Though the room stood mostly swathed in darkness, Jess noticed Amy covering her eyes with one hand.
“I’m lost. I’m sorry. Can you explain all of this more?”
When did Amy become so patient and considerate? “You’ve grown,” Jess said. 
Amy laughed. “I’d hope so, but please don’t try to distract me. I mean, you don’t have to share this with me, or you can take your time, and—” 
Jess once more seized Amy’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re adorable when you get flustered and start rambling.”
“Jess!” Amy groused. 
“I’m sorry. I’ve never… I’ve not talked about this with anyone.”
“Not even Gretchen?”
“God, no. I love my sister, but Gretchen is…”
“Gretchen.”
“Yes!” 
“Go on.”
Jess played with Amy’s fingers, stroking up and down between digits. “She said they spent so much time and money on my education, so much effort, that I… owed them.”
“I don’t… Children don’t owe their parents anything. It’s not like they chose to be born. How can you owe them that? That’s... your future. Your life. Your dad had already passed then, right?”
“Yes, but I doubt he’d have prevented this, even if he’d have wanted to. You know how he was.”
“Yeah.” Amy squeezed her hand. 
“Brian comes from this old, super rich oil family. My mother felt we’d make a good match.”
“For whom?”
“The family.”
“This is insane. I know Lauren has always been a piece of work, but I’d have never dreamed she’d go this far.”
“Well, she did.” 
“And you went with it?” Amy’s voice sounded as full of disbelief as Jess felt when thinking back on it. 
“Yes.” What else could she say?
“But why?”
She released a shuddered breath. “It seemed the easiest way. I wasn’t in a good place then. My first business had just collapsed after I’d fallen for a damn Ponzi scheme of all things.” Jess scoffed. “I’d moved back home. I was pretty much bankrupt, and I suppose the distance in between, the years on my own, had mellowed out how difficult mom used to be. In my head.”
“I can see that,” Amy said.
Jess shook her head. “Anyway, I also hoped, or I told myself, that marrying Brian could be to my advantage, as he wanted to invest in a new business venture, and he did, but…” She sighed. 
Amy stroked the back of Jess’s hand. 
“In the end, a combination of things made it seem like the right decision, though if I’d been less… down about everything, I doubt I’d have gone through with it.”
“Makes sense.”
Jess hummed. “When I was in college, I had several… not sure you’d call them serious relationships, but they’d been more than one-night stands or flings. Casual dating, maybe? I enjoyed my time with these women, in and out of the bedroom.”
Amy shifted, and Jess tightened her hold on her hand.
“A couple of them wanted more. They wanted to be serious and introduce me to their families, meet mine. So, I ended it.”
“Because you were afraid of how Lauren would react?”
“Oh, I knew how she’d react.” Jess released a humorless chuckle. “As awful as it sounds, none of the women I dated back then were worth all the drama that coming out to my mother would cause.”
“You don’t have to do that, you know?”
“Hmm?”
“Come out. I know everyone acts like you’re some kind of failure for not coming out to your family, but I think that’s a bunch of bullshit.”
Jess chuckled. “Tell me how you really feel.”
“I’m serious. Why does who you love make a difference in who you are?”
“It doesn’t.”
“See? So your parents still know you, even if they don’t know who you’re sleeping with or are making wrong assumptions about that. There’s no reason why you should have to lose your family because they… they were socialized… brainwashed, really, into believing that there’s something wrong with being gay.”
“I can see your point.”
“I’d never ask someone to choose between me and their family,” Amy whispered.
Jess placed Amy’s hand on her chest and caressed the back of it. “I know. But you also have an amazing family that no one in their right mind would want to lose.”
“You got Gretchen.”
Jess sighed. “Yes, but… That’s not even the point.”
“Then what is it?”
“Sure, my family doesn’t have to know who I sleep with to know who I am. It’s not even about being honest about me or my life, because what do I owe anyone? Nothing, right? I don’t owe anyone my thoughts, my feelings, my happiness.” Jess’s vision grew blurry. “It took me a while to understand that. So no, it’s not about that. But if you’re in a relationship that makes you so happy you feel like you’re going to explode, wouldn’t you want to be open about that? Share it with the world?”
“Aside from never having had such a relationship, I don’t know. Some people are really private. I’d still say your relationship with your partner is what matters, and if you both are on the same page as to what you mean to each other, what the relationship means to you, what does it matter if the world knows about it or not? It changes nothing, especially since the world can’t even see you right.”
“That’s true.”
“How long were you married to Brian?”
“About five years. The longest of my life.” She scoffed. “Sometimes I can’t believe I let it go on this long. I was just so done with everything. I was tired, Ames, and it seemed the easiest way out… of everything. There are moments when I… when I almost feel like I sold myself.”
“I’m sorry you felt that way, but that last bit? You selling yourself? That’s bullshit, too. You did what you could to survive. Sometimes we can’t handle conflict, and the strife of it might’ve been more corrosive at the time.”
Jess’s brows furrowed. “I doubt that.” 
“We’ll never know, but here’s the thing: It’s over. You cannot change the past, and if you allow it to act as an anchor around your neck, you’ll drown because well, it’ll always drag you down, no?”
Jess chuckled. 
“The important thing is that you got out of that… low again. That you moved on.”
“That’s true.”
“Is that… I mean, you don’t have to talk about this either, but did you try to… end things because of him? Was he awful to you?”
“No, he wasn’t. The first couple of years weren’t so bad. Brian had always been focused on business, so our life consisted of a lot of travels, and most of them he actually did alone. The sex was… bearable and not that frequent. I’m pretty sure he had affairs, and I didn’t care.”
“That still sounds harrowing.”
“Hmm, from a distance it does now, yes, but back then?” She shrugged. “It was all right. But no, it wasn’t anything Brian did or said.”
“I’m glad he wasn’t awful.”
Jess smiled. “I got pregnant about four years into our marriage. We hadn’t been trying, but Brian liked the idea of children, from the perspective of his legacy, not because he cared much for kids one way or another.”
“And you?”
“Hmm?”
“Did you want children?”
“Yes and no. I didn’t want them with Brian because it would have tied me to him forever. In some ways, I always knew that this marriage wouldn’t last, but I still had this urge to… not to please my mother, but to avoid any fallout? Then there was my new business that had taken off and more than doubled the investment Brian had contributed. So as long as it had been the lesser evil to marry Brian, and stay with him, I did that.”
“That’s sad.”
“I know I’m pathetic, but—”
“Don’t say that!” Amy rose while balling her hand on Jess’s chest into a fist. “You’re not pathetic!” 
Just a coward. Tears ran down Jess’s cheeks as the pressure of Amy’s presence became too much. “Anyway.” She cleared her throat. 
Amy settled down again, resting her head once more on the pillow; her hand now splayed on Jess’s chest. 
“I lost the baby, close to twelve weeks, and…”
“Oh, Jess. I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah.”
Silence.
“It wasn’t so much… Brian never knew I was pregnant as I kept it a secret, unsure if… if I’d keep it.” Jess trembled. “And again, he was away so often, I doubt he’d have noticed.”
“OK.”
“I’d decided I would… that I’d have the baby, and that I’d divorce him. I hated the idea of being tied to him, but… This was my child.“
“I get it.”
“About two weeks later, I started to bleed. Heavily.”
Amy clutched Jess’s shirt. 
“That was it. I lost the baby, and…” Tears once more meandered down her cheeks. “I hated myself because I felt like my indecision, that I even considered having an abortion...” She cleared her throat. “Caused it to happen.”
“That’s not true.”
“I know that. But back then? I was alone and already in a terrible headspace. I had no one to talk to, or better, no one I wanted to confide in, and it was all just too much.” She cried. 
Amy pulled Jess closer. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, and that there… That no one was there for you.”
“It’s fine,” Jess rasped. 
“It really isn’t.”
Jess waved her off. “It doesn’t matter now. For a while, I just felt ending everything would be the solution. I’d be gone and wouldn’t have to feel like that anymore.”
Amy sighed. “Come here.” She closed the remaining distance between them and pulled Jess into a tight hug. “I’m so glad you’re still here,” her voice broke.
Jess returned the embrace, clinging to Amy as she sobbed into her neck. This was becoming a terrible habit, but good God, for the first time, she felt able to grieve for the child she had lost, and for herself. 



lesson 15: history is a bitch
THEY’D EVENTUALLY FALLEN ASLEEP, Amy with an aching heart and tears she’d suppressed as this wasn’t about her, or about what she’d lost, or how much guilt she felt for not having been there for Jess during that time. 
They’d been quiet in the morning before work, but not in the awkward-after-fight stillness that had so often befallen them. It was a comfortable silence as both tried to allow the events of the previous night to settle. 
At work, things were nearing the end. Amy halted mid-sentence when she heard Jess’s voice ring through the door of the conference room. She excused herself and strode closer, knocking before opening. “Hey. Everything all right?” she asked Jess, who only shook her head and left, leaving Amy once again alone in a room with Martina. “Are you OK?” she asked the woman.
“Yes. We actually… It’s fine. I don’t know why she stormed off like that.”
“All right. We’re setting up the final report, so if you have any remaining issues or questions, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”
“I will. Thank you. Our firm had an older set of data on the security processes, and that’s why our results have differed from yours. So, we’re all good from our end.”
“Oh, that’s great.” Amy’s brow furrowed. Jess’s departure made no sense. “I’ll leave you to it.” She nodded at Martina before heading out to find Jess. It took her a moment to locate her sitting on a bench in the courtyard. 
“Taking an early lunch break?” Amy asked as she settled next to Jess. 
“Yeah.”
“You’re not eating.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Just grumpy.”
Jess tightened her jaw. “Don’t…”
“What happened with Martina? She seemed fine, yet you’re—”
“An idiot.”
“OK,” Amy said, drawing out the word. She stilled and merely sat there with Jess, watching two birds under a birch tree fight over a worm. 
Jess sighed into the silence. “You always do that.”
“What? Wait and give you space to tell me stuff in your own time?”
Jess grumbled, “Whatever.”
Amy smiled. 
“I wanted to go over the final numbers with Martina and explain why I think Devorium’s estimates were off. But… Ugh. I’m such an idiot.” She rubbed her hands over the face.
“Start from the beginning?”

Jess discussed the issue with technology mismatches with Martina, and for once, the other woman seemed amiable, and they made progress. At the end, Jess packed up her printouts when she noticed Martina’s intent gaze on her. “Was there anything else?”
“You’re not even going to say you’re sorry?” Martina asked, tapping her pen on the table. 
“For what?” Why did people insist on her apologizing when she’d done nothing wrong? “For not wanting to sleep with you?”
Martina’s eyes widened. “What? Of course not! What do you think of me?”
Jess shrugged. “I’ve done nothing to you. You were the one who got upset after I’d declined your invitation for a nightcap.”
Martina laughed, but the sound carried no humor. “That’s what you thought upset me?”
“I don’t know. Since nothing else happened…”
“You call stealing the Jules Lutz account nothing?”
“What are you talking about? I don’t even remember that name.”
“How convenient.”
Jess rose. “I don’t need to listen to this. I’ve done nothing—”
“You snagged one of the Heintz foundation endorsements right after the SecurNet conference. That’s how you got your big start, isn’t it?”
Jess frowned. She hated even thinking about her first failed business. “Yes, but how does that relate to you or to this Jules Lutz account?”
Martina held her gaze. “You’re not lying.”
“Of course not. I never stole anything.”
Martina sighed. “Jules Lutz had been my way into the Heintz foundation. It was the last account I needed for their endorsement, but when I contacted them to sit down and finalize the deal, they said they’d received a better offer via Gadus. Isn’t that the name of your company?”
“It was back then, yes, though I didn’t… I’d employed Black Holdings as a liaison, and they connected me with the Heintz foundation. They also streamlined most of my contracts. I recall a package deal they’d recommended, and it’s possible that the Jules Lutz account was a part of it. I can look into it, and I’m truly sorry if that’s what happened, but I didn’t intentionally go after this account. To be honest, I didn’t even know you wanted them.”
“I’d told you about that.”
Jess rolled her lips. “It wasn’t a good time for me. My father had just passed away, and I...” She rubbed her neck. “I knew you were interested in the endorsement as well, but I didn’t realize… that our path to get there had crossed.”
“I’m sorry about your father.” Martina released a wary sigh. “You really thought I was mad because…”
Jess flushed. 
“I suppose making snide remarks about you to Amy only reinforced that assumption.” She closed her eyes for a moment before opening them and holding Jess’s gaze. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to be awful, but I’d been so disappointed because it looked like you stabbed me in the back, and I liked you a lot.”
Jess froze, and a moment she’d buried beneath a ton of baggage and debris shook, pushed, and pulled before breaking free, swimming before her eyes. She jumped up, her vision blurring as dizziness swept over her. 
“Are you OK?”
“No. I gotta go,” Jess said, wondering why her voice rang so loud in her ears. 

“That’s when I showed up?”
Jess nodded. 
Amy didn’t know what to say. They’d stopped talking about the past, even hinting at it as it impeded their… newfound connection. This now, though, that wasn’t a hint but an anvil.
“I always seem to get it wrong. I didn’t pay close enough attention to the package deal, and worse, I didn’t know that it had been Martina’s plan for getting the endorsement. If I’d listened back then, if I’d not been so damned distracted with my tale of woe, none of this would’ve happened. I’d have told them that the account was off limits.”
“Grieving your dad isn’t a ‘tale of woe.’”
Jess sighed. 
“Wouldn’t you backing off that account have hampered your chances of getting the endorsement?”
“Perhaps, but they hand out more than one each term. I’d been in pretty good shape then, and even if… I don’t… I don’t play dirty. Either way, it was all for nothing, so…”
Amy nodded. She knew. That had been part of the problem. Jess had always been disgustingly fair and honest, even to where doing so would hurt her or mean she’d lose out. That made what happened between them all the worse. She was supposed to be Jess’s best friend, and yet when it came down to it, none of that had mattered. Amy had been bereft, knowing that their friendship had always meant more to her than to Jess. 
“History’s a real bitch, isn’t it?” Jess asked eventually.
Amy laughed. “I suppose that’s true.”
They remained cautious in their conversations and as close physically as they could until the last day, until they’d sent their final report to Rüdiger and emailed their recommendation to Robert. Then it was time to fly back home. 
Amy hated every second. She’d spent most of the last twelve days attached to Jess, emotionally in how they used to be, and physically in a way she had never believed possible. Now they were on their way back home. It would end everything. Once reality and everyday life, not to mention distance, swallowed them again, they’d continue in their rote and forget this ever happened. Would it be like a dream? 
They talked little on the plane, but this time Jess held her hand during takeoff and landing. When Jess released her fingers once the plane reached the gate, tears brimmed in Amy’s eyes and she furiously blinked them away, averting her gaze.
“Are you all right?” Jess asked, her voice low and full of concern.
“Yeah,” Amy croaked, clearing her throat. “Just glad to be back,” she lied. Not fully. She’d missed her baby, but this still… stung. 
“Of course. You have your life to get back to,” Jess said with a smile that failed to reach her eyes. 
“Jess, I…” 
Jess shook her head. “It’s all right. I understand. What happened in Germany, right?”
“Right,” she said, while her head groaned and hollered at her. 
“Take care of yourself, Ames,” Jess said. This time, her smile, while somber, felt genuine. 
“You, too.” There was so much she wanted to say, but it seemed like she was the only one, and so she watched Jess rise, stretch to get up and open the overhead compartment to reach her carry-on. 
Amy’s gaze dropped to the sliver of visible skin of Jess’s stomach as her shirt rose. She recalled kissing and licking that spot just last night. She remembered clinging to Jess as she trembled in her release while Jess’s fingers dug into her back. Amy bit her lower lip. She needed to let this go. 
“Here,” Jess said, pointing at Amy’s luggage she’d also freed from its overhead prison. 
“Oh, thank you.”
Jess nodded, and with one last, lingering glance, she turned and strode down the aisle, leaving Amy behind once more.



icarus should have known better
HOME. HER ONCE BELOVED, peaceful apartment—her sanctuary—now mocked her with its spartan decoration, its stillness, its emptiness, and worst of all, its silence. Jess hated every fraction of a second of it, and she blamed Amy for it, even though she knew in her heart that this rested on her. Not that any of this changed a thing. 
Jess sighed and took a shower before settling down on the couch with her tablet, searching for a documentary about cats. Or sharks. Crocodiles? Whichever would work as she longed to forget this time with Amy had ever happened. 
She’d fallen asleep on the couch and woke up past three in the morning with a crick in her neck. “I’m getting too old for this shit,” she muttered before rising and stretching. She stumbled into the bathroom, and five minutes later dropped face down on her bed. This sucked so much. 
She woke up right after five and took advantage of the early hour to go for a quick run through a nearby park, hoping it would help clear her mind and perhaps with the jet lag, she’d be drained enough that she’d sleep through most of the day. 
Jess had spent too much time already scowling at her phone for refusing to show a message from Amy. How pathetic, yet here she was. She refused to spend more time chasing after someone she’d lost two decades ago. 
She picked a random running playlist when halfway through the run, a Prince song she’d not listened to in ages almost toppled her. He lamented what she kept thinking, how this ache inside her would be bearable if she could talk to her best friend, yet her phone remained silent.
She grunted and changed the song. Yes, she’d rather listen to her shock rocker singing about feeding his Frankenstein, though to be fair, even that reminded her of Amy. They’d been fools. Then again, maybe only she felt this way and Amy truly had left it all in Germany. 
The next day, she met with Robert. A part of her hoped to run into Amy, but she feared the same, and in the end, disappointment settled like lead in her stomach when she’d driven off Silsum
Tech’s property without a glimpse of Amy. Yes, of course. It was for the best, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. 
During the week, she sought to focus on work. She’d been busy and in demand before going on that trip for Robert, and that hadn’t changed. In fact, she needed to play catch up for quite a while. There was so much work, she considered hiring someone to help her. Another tech or an administrator? Huh. She could afford to hire both, and in the long run, this would help her grow, as it would allow her to accept more work. 
Jess had contemplated this step before, but she’d always postponed it because it seemed either too soon or too risky, or, well, doing so required her to deal and work with people. This often seemed overwhelming, especially after her first venture had crashed and burned, and so she had moments when she questioned her judgment. Did she truly want to be responsible for the livelihood of others? The thought terrified her. However, those days in Germany had shifted something inside her.
On a personal level, her time with Amy had revealed that she didn’t wish to spend the rest of her life alone. As complicated as their situation had been, the moments of closeness, of companionship, showed her a new world, a new way of living. 
Perhaps being alone was overrated, especially when she’d chosen it out of fear. Still, she tried to ignore that she didn’t want this for the sake of it, or with anyone but… Yes. She was screwed, and sadly, not in the most enjoyable of ways.
Amy, as always, had upended everything. Again. This change, this lingering, distasteful dissatisfaction annoyed her the most, for she’d been happy, content to live on her own, to stride through life like she’d done—enjoying her routines, her solitude, and the professional life she’d built. She’d go running, hang out at the local bar now and then, chat with Reggie, and spend time with her sister. 
Life had been good. Predictable, with little excitement, but since leaving Brian, she’d prospered in so many ways, and she’d rediscovered who she was, and who she wanted to be. She’d never again live a life that wasn’t her own. Yet now she felt this emptiness gnaw at her, and she hated it. 
At least she’d managed to establish an uneasy truce with her mother. Lauren had accepted that her days of influencing Jess’s life were over. God, she’d lost it when Jess had first told her about the divorce, acting as if losing Brian would put Jess out on the streets, homeless, abandoned, and alone. 
Lauren’s face had lost all its color (A feat given the mass of make-up her mother always caked on.) when Jess told her she’d rather be that, alone, than spend another day living a lie, a life she abhorred and that was killing her.
“What about grandkids? What about your legacy? What will people say?”
“You still have Gretchen for that. I don’t give a fuck about my legacy, even less about what people say. It’s my life, and I think it’s about damn time I take back all you took from me.”
After that, Jess had stormed off, and they’d never talked about Brian, the divorce, or that day again. It almost seemed like Lauren and she had experienced different realities. How nice that she could forget about these years, while Jess still carried the scars, still experienced nights where she’d wake up crying, scrambling out of soaked sheets to hurry to the bathroom and embrace the toilet. 
At least now, it was only the nightly visions of a time long passed plaguing her. 
By the end of the week, Jess settled into a routine, and she could almost convince herself that things had returned to normal. Then, on Sunday, the phone rang, a Summers, the wrong one, but despite that, a most welcome sight.
“Hi Catherine. How are you?” Jess asked.
“I’m great, sweetheart. How are you? Did you enjoy your trip to Germany? I hope you girls did more than work there.”
Jess flushed and rubbed the back of her neck. “We did, yes. We saw a rock opera and castle ruins.”
“Oh, that sounds fun. Did you take any pictures? I gotta ask Amy. I haven’t seen much of her since she got back. She spent the week in Waco with Emma.” Catherine sighed. “The divorce must weigh heavily on her, don’t you think?”
“Uh, I wouldn’t know.” 
“Gosh, right. I’d have hoped you girls would’ve made up during the trip. I suppose I should’ve known better. Amy is so stubborn.”
Jess chuckled. Nope, she wouldn’t go there. 
“Anyway, this isn’t a social call, dear. I want you to join us for lunch next Saturday.”
“Oh,” Jess breathed. That didn’t sound like—
“Isn’t that a splendid idea? We can celebrate the successful acquisition, and you girls can show us your pictures and tell us all about the exciting things you did there.”
Jess closed her eyes. “The sale isn’t finalized yet, is it?” That’s your argument? Jess pinched the bridge of her nose. 
“In all but on paper, and that’s a formality. What do you say? Will you be there? Nicole and E are here for the weekend, and they’ll join us too. You’ve met E last Thanksgiving, didn’t you? And you obviously remember our Nicole.”
“Yes, of course.” She stifled a sigh. 
“Good. We’ll start at one, so perhaps arrive around noon? I’m so excited. Take care, dear. Bye.”
“Bye?” Jess hung up, resisting the urge to throw her phone… somewhere. Catherine, much like her four daughters, was a force of nature and if she wanted something, you better not stand in her way because the sheer force of her will would blow you over. Freaking bulldozer. 
And apparently, Catherine wanted to have lunch with her and Amy. And with Nicole and E present, too. She could only hope that their horrid bar encounter last year would not see a repeat, for all of their sakes. 
Photos. She hadn’t looked at the pictures she’d taken with her phone. Most of them were of the sights, though she’d snuck in a few of Amy. She pulled her tablet close and opened her photo album. She sighed. Why would she torture herself like that? Yet, here she sat staring like a lovelorn idiot at their photo booth pictures. Amy may have kept the originals, but the scans were just as good. Even better, as she couldn’t lose them easily. 
The first few were so silly, and she smiled at the memory. The last one though, their kiss… She clenched her jaw. This definitely wasn’t an image they would show during the lunch at the Summers’ residence next weekend. She exited the files, drumming her fingers on the desk. She really shouldn’t. Yet resisting temptation when it involved Amy didn’t appear to be one of her strong suits. With a sigh, she pulled up the folder with the pictures she’d taken to print out a few for her journal. Yes, she was hopeless, but this was just for her—a memory of what she could never have. 
Seven more days and she’d see Amy again, two weeks after their trip to Germany had seen its conclusion. When she’d realized that instead of Emilia, Robert would send Amy along, she couldn’t wait for the trip to be over, to be free of Amy once more. Now she sat here, counting the days, because being apart from Amy was the last thing she wanted, no matter how foolish. 



lesson 16: one is the loneliest number for a reason
“SHIT,” AMY CURSED, BEFORE bending to pick up the shattered pieces of her teacup. She’d been back for a week, and aside from seeing Emma, everything sucked. Her visit with Emma had been a welcome reprieve, and she’d spent hours listening to her baby chat and offer play-by-plays of all the things Amy had missed—“You should’ve seen me score that goal! Daddy recorded it, but you know he isn’t that great at shooting videos.” She’d watched the shaky video several times after asking Ben to send it to her. 
Emma had squealed and cried when Amy had given her the two promised gifts—key chains from the French and German soccer teams. Emma loved adding key chains to her book bag for school, and Amy had bought them with the thought of that function, yet Emma had surprised her by stating that they were too precious to risk attaching them to her book bag. 
“What if someone breaks them? Or worse, what if someone steals them? No, no. They’ll stay in my room.”
Amy had stifled a little sob and hugged Emma close. She couldn’t wait to have her ladybug with her again. 
But then she had to return to her lonely apartment, and while work offered some distraction, even that often led her thoughts back to Jess. To be fair, she didn’t need a reason to think of her, and that proved to be a problem. She’d stare at her phone, contemplating texting or calling Jess, but she didn’t because if Jess wanted to talk to her, she’d contact Amy herself. 
So, Amy spent her free time avoiding her family, eating ice cream, and not looking at the pictures she’d taken during their stay abroad. She wasn’t moping, and she hadn’t ignored phone calls from her mother or her siblings. She was just… busy. Eating ice cream to stem the urge to look up Jess’s address and loiter in the surrounding area like a creep took effort. 
On the second Monday since returning home, and after cleaning up the mess she’d made earlier, Amy sat on her couch with a spoonful of hazelnut ice cream she was about to shovel into her mouth when the doorbell rang. She groaned, gazing down at her clothes, then at her watch. Was it inappropriate to still be in PJs at three in the afternoon? At least they were clean. That must count for something. 
“Oops,” she muttered when a glob of melting ice cream landed on her pants. 
The doorbell rang again. 
Amy sighed, wiped her pants, put her spoon back into her bowl, and padded to the door. She gazed through the peephole. “Abby,” she mumbled. There had been worse options, but also one infinitely better. “Keep dreaming,” she groused, then opened the door to greet her twin. “Hey.”
“Hi, Abby. How are you? I missed you, too. I’m so sorry that I’ve been avoiding your calls and text messages because I’ve been too busy…” Abby halted, sizing up her sister. “Moping?”
Amy narrowed her eyes. “I’m not moping, and if you’re here to berate me, you might as well leave.”
Abby sighed. “Oh, Amy. Was it that bad? Come here.” She closed the door behind her before drawing closer to Amy and pulling her into a hug.
Amy stiffened before relaxing in the familiar embrace, squeezing Abby. “It was all right,” she murmured, letting go. 
“Right.” Abby stepped farther into the apartment. “This is messier than I’m used to.”
“Will you stop criticizing me!”
“If you tell me what happened.” Abby held Amy’s gaze, seemingly unfazed by the glare her sister threw her way. 
Amy groaned. “There’s not much to tell. We went to Germany, did our job, came back home.”
“You realize I can tell when you’re lying, never mind that your behavior and… the state of this place also contradict your words.” Abby strode to the couch and sat down. “Get me some ice cream, then we can start over and you can tell me about your forced vacation with the backstabbing cow, Jess Daniels.”
“Don’t call her that,” Amy snapped. 
“I knew it! What happened?”
Amy crossed her arms. “If you already know, why do I need to tell you?”
“I swear, if you don’t get us more ice cream and start talking, I’m calling Mom and ask her to come here because you’re going through a crisis.”
“You wouldn’t dare!” Amy barely resisted stomping her foot.
“Watch me. I might even call Joy to join us.”
Amy groaned. The combination of their mother and their baby sister would be devastating, and likely end in murder. “Fine,” she huffed, stalking to the kitchen and filling two fresh bowls with strawberry ice cream after dumping her old one in the sink. She really needed to clean up. 
Once they had both settled on the couch, Amy told Abby everything. Her twin was the only person, aside from Jess and herself, who knew what had really happened back then. Everyone else assumed that Amy and Jess had fought over Simon. As if it had been that simple. 
Half an hour later, Amy fell silent once more, contemplating if now was the time to bring out a bottle of wine. Tequila?
“Wow. Are you serious?”
Like a heart attack, flashed through Amy’s mind, along with visions of Jess naked in the shower. She shook her head. Bad thoughts. “Yes,” she croaked. 
“That’s… I’m proud of you.”
“What?” 
“Your behavior, considering all of that is… full of restraint.”
“Tell me about it,” Amy griped. “But you see my problem? There’s no future, and—”
“Couldn’t you just let it go? My God, Amy, who cares what happened twenty years ago? Based on those two weeks, you seem to be more than compatible, despite the past. Isn’t that huge?”
“Yes, and no. We’d agreed to shelve all that for work first, and then for—”
“Really great sex.” Abby chuckled when Amy flushed. “Come on!”
“I wish I’d never told you,” Amy mumbled. 
“Don’t lie. We tell each other everything. Besides, your head would have exploded. What happened next?”
Amy rolled her eyes. “The point is, even if Jess enjoyed the last two weeks, it doesn’t matter because she doesn’t want more.”
“Because you guys communicated about all that openly and truthfully whenever you came up for air from diving—”
“Abby!” 
Her sister grinned unrepentantly. When people said, “You don’t need enemies with friends like these,” they never considered twins.
“So basically, you don’t know what Jess wants, and she has no idea what you want. You could also clear the air about the past and see where that leaves you.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
“Well, isn’t it? Enough time has passed, and—”
“It doesn’t change a thing! She lied! She never admitted what she’d done, and there’s no way that—”
“What if you are wrong?”
Amy frowned. “How? It’s quite clear what happened. Because of Jess’s blabbermouth, I lost Simon, and my entire senior year was a fucking nightmare.”
“Wow.”
“What?”
“Because of Jess? Didn’t your own actions cause all of this?”
Amy dropped her head. “Yes, but Jess made it worse.”
“Are you angrier at yourself or at Jess?”
Amy tightened her jaw. “Look, I’m not proud of what I did, OK? If I could take it back, I would. I’d have done so back then already, but none of that justifies what Jess did. She never even said she’s sorry!” her voice broke. “I’d have forgiven her, and we’d have been fine. But no! She can say sorry to everyone. She’s all about fairness and openness and whatnot, but when it comes to…” Amy deflated, her vision blurring. 
“I still think you should talk about this. These skeletons will never leave you alone.”
Amy shrugged. “Sometimes talking doesn’t help. We both know all the answers. There’s no reason to rehash all of that and come to the same conclusion.”
“What if it could offer a future with Jess?”
Amy feared her heart would expire from the shock her sister’s words had ricocheted through her system. She could only shake her head, her pulse roaring in her ears. “Jess doesn’t want that. She’s not into relationships.”
“Did she tell you that, or are you assuming again?”
“She said so. Not in those exact words, but the message was clear,” 
“If you’re sure.” Abby seemed skeptical. She would be, given how things in her life usually worked out. 
Amy hugged herself. “I wish it were different, but—”
Her phone rang. She snatched it off the table, her shoulders sagging when she saw her mother’s name flash across the display.
“Answer her. She’s worried, and you know what’ll happen if you don’t.”
With a sigh, Amy pressed the green button, then put her on speaker. “Mom, hi!”
“Oh, honey. You should get your phone checked out. There might be something wrong.”
“Yeah.” Amy cleared her throat. “I’ll be sure to do that.”
“Good, good. Listen, I spoke to Jess yesterday, and—”
“You have?” Amy sat up straighter. “Why?”
“To invite her for lunch next Saturday. Nicole and E will be in town, and I thought it would be nice to combine their visit with the little get-together I wanted to host for the successful deal with CodeAim.”
Amy’s brows furrowed. “Since when do you do that?”
“Since now. Why? Is something wrong with that?”
“No, no. Of course not.” Amy hated that tone of her mother’s voice, as it evoked memories of being ten years old and getting grounded. 
“Good. I’ll see you Saturday at noon. I love you, honey.”
“Love you, too. Bye.”
“Bye.”
Amy hung up and dropped her face into her hands before jerking up and glaring at her sister. “Tell me you will be there, too?” 
“I wish I could be, but Dan and I have promised to take the kids to the game.”
Amy groaned. “This will be a nightmare.”
“Look at it this way, at least Joy won’t be there to drown you in innuendos.”
“True. That’s very true. But Abby!” she whined. “I have to see Jess again, and—”
“I thought you wanted to see her again?”
“Yes, but not if she doesn’t want to see me, and not when Mom and Dad are around!” She pouted.
Abby laughed. “God, I’m so mad I can’t be there. I might ask Nic to take some pictures or shoot a quick video.”
“You’ll do no such thing! This will be a total horror show.”



the lions’ den shouldn’t leave you wet
JESS CONSIDERED CANCELLING ABOUT a million times, but then she kept seeing Catherine’s disappointed face in her mind, and that made her feel like shit. So, she decided to be brave and enter the lions’ den. What could go wrong? 
She should have known better, and one of these days, she would learn and make wiser decisions. Perhaps. Oh, who was she kidding?
When she arrived a few minutes after noon, everyone else had already gathered, and Catherine and Robert greeted her with hugs. She’d truly missed this family. While she had stayed in contact with Catherine, it wasn’t the same. 
“I’m so happy you could make it,” Catherine said, drawing back to take a look at Jess. “Are you eating enough?”
“Thank you. It’s good to see you, too,” Jess said, unsure what else to say. 
“Mom, come on. Don’t harass our guest,” Nicole said, joining them. “Hi Jess. How are you?”
“Hi. I’m OK. How about you? Where’s E?”
“Oh, she’s in the kitchen handing out her newest batch.”
“Batch of…?” Cookies? French fries? Sandwiches?
“E makes alcohol. She’ll open her own distillery in a few months. You should join us for the grand opening. We’re inviting everyone.”
Jess smiled. That must be true if they were inviting her, given that she’d never been close to Nicole, and then there was the sordid history between her and Amy. Though, did Amy tell her sister about what happened in Germany? She blanched. 
“Let’s join the others. I’m sure Amy’s excited to see you again,” Catherine said, looping her arm through Jess’s and guiding her toward the kitchen. “Robert cooked his famous spinach and salmon lasagna, so I hope you’re hungry.”
“I can eat,” Jess said, hoping that to be accurate, as the nerves that rioted in her stomach all morning had wrecked her appetite. 
“Hey,” she rasped once they entered the kitchen. Her heart drummed wildly at the sight of Amy smiling softly, dressed in dark jeans and a creme-colored blouse that seemed to insist on almost falling off one shoulder.
“Hey,” Amy said, shifting away from the island and stuffing her hands into her pants pockets.
“Honey, let me help you,” Catherine said, releasing Jess and stepping closer to Robert by the stove.
“This is E,” Amy said, pointing at E, who fastened the lid on a clear bottle. 
“Yeah. We met,” Jess said, relieved that she didn’t seem to be the only nervous one. “It’s great to see you again.”
E smiled. “Likewise. You wanna try some?” She pointed at the bottle.
“Maybe after lunch?”
“Sounds like a plan. We wouldn’t want to get anyone in trouble here.” She gazed between Jess and Amy. 
“Right.” Jess still wondered how much Amy had shared with her family. 
Amy sighed. “Come on, let’s go to the dining room. They should be ready any moment.”
Jess followed Amy, and as soon as she exited the kitchen and crossed the threshold to the dining room, Amy clutched her arm. “I’m so sorry. I know my family is a lot. Don’t let them… They will…”
Jess smiled. “You’re fine. I’ve always loved your family. I’m OK. Where’s Emma?”
Amy released a harsh breath, yet didn’t let go of Jess. “Good. Good. I’m glad. She’s with Ben. It’s his mother’s birthday.”
Jess nodded. “Did you tell them about… you know?” Jess asked.
Amy’s eyes widened. “No! Of course not. Why would I tell my parents that we—”
“Not them!” Jess hissed. “Your sisters. Nicole and E seem a bit too… informed.”
Amy flushed and released her grasp on Jess.
“Amy! What about ‘what stays in Germany?’”
“I didn’t tell Nicole! But she’s made some insinuations about… Well, the real reason behind our feud, and she seems to assume it was because we were in love with each other back in high school.”
“Right,” Jess said, pulling back further, resisting the urge to wrap her arms around her chest.
“It’s ridiculous, and I’m sorry. I hope she won’t say anything to you.”
“It’s fine. I’ll manage.”
“But I told Abby,” Amy rushed out. 
“Really?”
“She’s my twin! She’d have known anyway.”
“What? She could tell we had sex by looking at you?”
Amy rubbed the back of her neck. “Can we change the subject, please?”
Jess rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”
“I’m sorry, OK? I know this thing between us meant nothing to you but a bit of fun, and I’m not trying to turn it into—”
“What are you talking about?” Jess’s brows furrowed.
Amy opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, the others joined them, Robert at the head carrying the food, followed by the rest of the Summers’ family and E. 
“Come on, everyone, let’s settle down and eat,” Catherine said, and they followed suit. 
The food turned out to be delicious—Jess had forgotten what a skilled cook Robert was—and the conversation didn’t shape up as stilted or awkward as she’d feared. She enjoyed watching the interactions between Nicole and Amy, and as odd as it seemed, but E’s mere presence seemed calming to her. She’d never met anyone that… serene. 
Jess wondered if there was anything that would rile her up, but then her gaze fell on an animated and laughing Nicole, and she noted the adoring expression playing on E’s features, and she figured that yes, a Summers woman would do. She should know, given the heated looks Amy kept throwing her way.
After lunch, while people remained seated around the table chatting, Jess excused herself to use the restroom. She was washing her hands when a knock startled her.
“Almost done,” she said, grasping the towel.
“Open up. It’s me!” Amy whisper-shouted. 
Frowning, Jess opened the door. “Are you all right?”
Instead of answering, Amy pushed inside and closed the door with her foot. Grabbing Jess, she spun her around and pressed her against the door.
“Wha—”
Amy surged forward and took advantage of Jess’s unfinished question to slide her tongue into her mouth.
Jess’s eyes fell shut, and she groaned, allowing Amy to deepen their kiss. She had missed this more than she’d admit, but now confronted with Amy’s sweet taste, with her warm body pressed close to her, Jess realized she’d been fooling herself. She’d never be over this woman. 
Amy ran her hands over Jess’s chest. She cupped her breasts before trailing down and unbuttoning her jeans.
Jess broke the kiss. “Here?” She panted, reeling both with surprise and arousal.
Amy’s hand snuck inside her underwear, right away trailing her fingers through Jess’s slick heat.
Jess moaned.
Amy gasped, her breath washing over Jess. “Why are you so wet?” She groaned.
Jess refused to answer that question and instead sought Amy’s lips in another bruising kiss as she fought to remain standing amidst Amy’s onslaught on her senses. Her stomach coiled and arousal spiked, coursing through her veins—a wildfire razing her senses.
Amy rubbed Jess’s clit in hard and fast strokes. She shuddered when Jess dug her fingers into her back in response.
Jess pulled Amy closer, undulating her hips in the rhythm Amy’s deft fingers set. She whimpered in protest when Amy halted her movements, only to release a low groan a moment later when Amy pushed three fingers inside. 
Amy ended the kiss, both staring at each other, panting. She picked up the speed of her strokes. “I love being inside you,” she rumbled.
Jess ground her jaw, struggling to remain quiet. She studied Amy’s flushed cheeks, blown pupils, and trembled when Amy pulled out, shifting to allow her thumb to reach her hardened nub before pushing back inside with two fingers. Jess’s T-shirt clung to her skin and her jeans felt oppressive as heat rushed through her. 
Amy claimed Jess’s lips in a sloppy kiss before burying her face in the crook of Jess’s neck, clutching her close as she kept up her ministrations. 
Jess trembled, grinding her teeth to suppress her moans. 
Amy lifted her head. “Look at me,” she said.
Jess’s eyelids fluttered open. 
Amy licked her lips. “I kept dreaming about this,” she croaked.
“Taking me against the door? Again?”
Amy smiled. “Hmm, not that exact scenario, no. I dreamed about being inside you, feeling your wet heat, and the way your velvety walls clutch my fingers.”
Jess groaned. “Jesus, Ames.” Could you die from arousal?
“I’m sorry,” Amy rasped, and Jess noticed tears filling her eyes. 
Jess reached for Amy, cupping her cheek. “Don’t apologize,” she ground out before once more sinking into a kiss, allowing Amy’s words and fingers to push her higher until she froze, stifling a drawn-out moan as her body quaked in a hard climax.
Amy slowed the kiss. She sighed before once more pressing her face against Jess’s neck. She kissed, then licked her skin. “I really love your taste.”
Jess groaned. “Ames, come on!”
Amy released a throaty chuckle, which didn’t help Jess’s situation either. 
“We need to get back.”
Amy hummed. “I suppose.” She pulled out of Jess, who hissed. “Are you OK?” Amy asked. 
“Yes. Don’t worry.”
“I didn’t hurt you?”
Jess suppressed rolling her eyes. “No. Go wash your hands.”
Amy chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.” She stepped to the sink.
“Why did you do this? We were even.” Jess pouted, fixing her clothes.
Amy seemed to stifle a laugh. She dried her hands. “I guess now you can owe me.”
“But we said we’d leave all that in Germany. “
“And France,” Amy added sardonically. “For the record, that was your idea.”
“You agreed! It’s for a good reason. We don’t work.” Jess hated herself for saying it, but she’d never been one to fool herself, at least not for long. 
“We used to. And we’ve never tried as adults.”
“There’s no foundation.” Didn’t Amy understand how hard this was? How much Jess wished things were different?
Amy pinched the bridge of her nose. “We need to discuss this further, but not now.”
Jess glowered. “So having a conversation is inappropriate during a lunch meeting with your family, but,” she lowered her voice, “fucking me in the guest bathroom reflects the proper decorum needed for such an event?”
Amy shrugged. “Stop looking so damn appealing.”
Jess’s eyes widened and she spluttered. 
“Girls, are you coming?” Catherine’s voice rang through the door. 
“One of us sure was,” Amy mumbled with a small grin. 
Jess clenched her jaw. “Yes, Catherine. We’ll be right there,” she called out, before turning back to Amy. “Or should I say, I will be, because I’m about to murder you.”
Amy chuckled. “I prefer the smaller, French version of death. Think you can arrange that? Though not now. We shouldn’t keep them waiting any longer.”
Jess ground her jaw and opened the bathroom door before stalking back into the dining room. Amy Summers would be listed as ‘cause of death’ on her damn death certificate.



lesson 17: rules exist to be broken, but what if they break you?
AMY HAD FELT LIKE she couldn’t breathe when Jess had entered the kitchen—dressed in black slacks and a gray button-up v-neck blouse, having the nerve to put her hair up in a loose bun, reminding her of Ms. Rivers in high school, who… Amy had shaken her head. Where had that thought come from? However, she’d refused to examine it any closer and instead just focused on Jess, who made her heart both soar and drop.
Had the bathroom stint been reckless? Yes. Did she regret it? Absolutely not. If she regretted anything, it was leaving before she could drop to her knees to lick and suck between Jess’s legs. 
“You were gone for quite a while,” Nicole drawled as they loaded the dishwasher, rudely drawing Amy out of the visions her mind had conjured about hotel doors in France, and—
“Hey, I’m talking to you,” Nicole said, laughing. 
Amy blinked. “Sorry. Spaced out. You were saying?”
“What were you and Jess doing for so long?”
“Nothing. Just talking,” Amy said, fighting off the flush that threatened to spill into her cheeks.
“Right. I enjoy those conversations with E as well.”
“Ew, gross Nic.”
“I knew it!”
Amy blanched. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Nicole chuckled. “Sure. Just like you didn’t have sex in our parents’ guest bathroom.”
“Shh, Nic. I swear, I’ll—”
“What? At this point, I’ve got more ammunition than you do.”
Amy narrowed her eyes. “That’s not true.”
Nicole paled. Her gaze darted to the people in the living room, still out of earshot of their low conversation. “You wouldn’t.”
“I wouldn’t, and neither would you, right?”
Nicole sighed. “You’re the worst. Do you have any idea what I’ve endured with you and Abby as my older sisters and Joy as the baby?”
“Yes, and it explains a lot.”
“Whatever.”
“Hey,” E said, bringing the last bowls into the kitchen. “Catherine is asking if you’re up for a round of Taboo?”
Both sisters shook their heads.
“Aww, come on. It was fun the last time we played.”
Nicole groaned, then eyed Amy with mischief dancing in her eyes. “I suppose it might be interesting to see how such old friends fare against two couples.” 
“Traitor,” Amy muttered, resigning herself to her fate. 
“We’ll be out in ten minutes,” Nicole said. 
“Great. I’ll tell them,” E said, leaning in and pecking Nicole’s lips. 
“You guys are still so gross,” Amy grumbled.
Nicole laughed. “Thank you. Wait until it’s your turn to be in love.”
“Hey! I was married before.”
“Right. That changes nothing of what I just said.”
Amy stared at her sister, before conceding that yes, Nicole had a point. But would she get there? She sighed. Definitely not with Jess, given how stubborn that infernal woman was.
After getting thrashed by Robert and Catherine, as always, but actually tying Nicole and E for second place, Jess said she needed to head home.
Amy excused herself as well, citing work, though no one seemed to believe her. 
“Why would they believe you when you end up getting into my car?” Jess asked with a low chuckle. 
“Oh, hush. Anyway, you’re the one who started it.”
“How so?”
“You wanted to talk,” Amy said. 
“No, you said we needed to talk.”
“Don’t start. I don’t want to fight with you. After the bathroom… There’s something there, no?”
“We knew that in Europe. But it changes nothing, Ames.”
Amy’s stomach clenched. She had begun to associate Jess using that name with more pleasurable situations, and it threw her body for a loop. “Why can’t we give it a try?” Amy demanded, visualizing stomping her foot like a petulant teenager. It surely would fit her mood. 
A pained smile spread over Jess’s face. She raised her hand and cupped Amy’s cheek, rubbing with her thumb along the edge of her lip. “It’s not going to work.”
“Why?”
Jess dropped her hand. “Because I don’t trust you.”
Amy flinched. 
“Do you trust me?”
She held Jess’s gaze, attempting to ignore the tears she noticed forming there. Amy shook her head and swallowed back the lump rising in her throat, blinking furiously. She hated this, more than anything else, but no. Amy didn’t trust Jess, at least not in the way she’d need to for this to work. 
“See?”
Amy shook her head again. This time, fury replaced her sadness. “Why won’t you just apologize?”
Jess canted her head. “Because I did nothing wrong.”
Amy gritted her teeth. Why were they still stuck in the same place as two decades ago? Why would neither of them let this go, not even after everything that had happened between them?
“Why won’t you believe me? You used to do that. What happened that made my word mean nothing to you?” Jess pleaded, her voice quivering. 
“That’s not it, but—”
“That’s what it comes down to, though.”
Amy clenched her jaw. “No one else knew.”
Jess shrugged. “That doesn’t change that it wasn’t me.”
“So you’re suggesting it was me or Simon?” Amy spat.
Jess sighed. “No, Amy. I’m not. I don’t know what happened, how this spread in school, but I know what I did and didn’t do, and you’ve always chosen to believe I’m lying instead of accepting a mystery or, better, not having an answer.” The wary smile on Jess’s face tore at Amy. “And that’s why neither of us trusts the other. So, this,” she gestured between them, “won’t ever work. No amount of fucking can change that.”
Amy recoiled—Jess’s words stinging like a slap. “Is that all it was to you?”
“Does it matter?”
“I suppose not,” Amy’s voice broke, while her mind shouted that yes, it mattered. A lot.
“Ames—”
“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “Not now. I gotta go.” She would not break down in front of Jess. 
“I’m truly sorry. I wish things were different, too.”
Amy wasn’t sure what did it, Jess’s words, her tone, or the entire situation, but something in her snapped, and she spun around to face Jess. “That’s a lie! You could change it, but this meant nothing to you, right? You just called all we shared fucking.” She jutted her jaw.
Jess jerked back, as if Amy repeating her own words resembled a blow. “I never said that.”
“Well, you heavily implied it, and then didn’t deny it when I asked you about it.”
Jess sighed. “Am…y. What would you have me do? Do you want me to lie to you? Tell you I’m sorry when I don’t want to apologize for something I didn’t do? What could we have with such a start?”
“Maybe things would work out, if we tried, and—”
“No.” Jess seized Amy’s hand and squeezed. “It wouldn’t work. We’d… break,” she rasped, shaking her head. “I can’t go through that again.”
Amy closed her eyes, but tears still leaked out and trailed down her cheeks. “I hate this.”
“Me, too.”
“So that’s it?”
Jess shrugged. “What else is there? We said in Germany we’d leave it there, and that we’d return to our lives, to how things used to be.”
“How’s that working out?”
“Better if we’re not in the same room.”
Amy released a shuddered breath, withdrawing her hand. “You… don’t want to see me at all, then?”
“It’s not that I don’t want to, but I just…”
“I thought you had no expectations.”
Jess sighed. “I don’t. But this would be torture.”
Amy flinched. “Spending time with me?” She hated how small her voice sounded. 
“Oh, Ames, no.” Jess reached out and brushed Amy’s tears away. “Our stay in Germany, France, God.” She shook her head. “I haven’t been so happy in forever.”
“Then why?”
“We would keep… doing what we’ve been doing. I mean, look, we just had to see each other once and within an hour, we were having sex again.”
“That’s my fault. What if I show more self-control?”
Jess laughed. 
Amy glared at her before chuckling as well.
“Aside from that loaded suggestion, I wouldn’t want to stop either. I was a quite willing participant, if you recall.”
“God, you were so ready for me,” Amy rasped, her eyelids fluttering shut.
Jess rubbed her eyes. “You need to stop talking like that.”
Amy nodded. “I’m sorry. Self-control.”
Jess smiled. “Here’s the thing, if we continued seeing each other, one thing would keep leading to another. Lord, we completely ignored the second room your family’s company paid for so that we could keep having sex each night. So, let’s not delude ourselves.”
“I suppose,” Amy grumbled. 
“And I’d want more,” Jess said into the stillness that had befallen the car.
Amy’s gaze flew to Jess’s, and she longed to close the distance between them, to pull her close and to lose herself in her. All these lies she must have told herself. God, what a fool she’d been, and there was nothing she could do to fix this. Unless… “What if I let it go?”
Jess tilted her head. 
“What if I work on letting things go, and... forget about the past? Could we… Do you think we could try to earn each other’s trust again?”
Jess’s smile turned sad. “I’m not sure that would work, either, and Amy, I wouldn’t want you to wake up one day and resent me for this. I’ve… Losing you almost destroyed me. It shaped so much of my life, and I can’t do that again. I’m sorry.”
Amy bit her lower lip, nodding. “I get it.” She cleared her throat. “I’ll… I’m leaving now. To go to my car, then home, I mean. I… God, just ignore me.”
Jess leaned forward and pulled Amy into a tight hug, breathing her in. 
Amy gripped Jess and pressed her face against her neck. 
“I’ve never been able to do that,” Jess croaked.
Amy’s fingers dug into Jess’s back before she abruptly pulled back and wiped her eyes. “Goodbye,” she whispered. 
“Goodbye,” Jess said.
Amy exited the car, closed the door, and strode to her car without looking back because she knew if she did, she’d never leave. 



pick your poison, they said, concealing that both would kill you
JESS HAD TO USE all her willpower to avoid bawling as she drove home after lunch with the Summers. This day had been a real rollercoaster ride of emotions, with the final parting shoving her off the tracks. They’d been careening toward this crash—she’d known it from the moment she’d allowed herself to kiss Amy on the dancefloor in Germany. That hadn’t stopped her, though, and now she had to pay the bill. 
By the time she reached her apartment, her eyes burned and her head pounded worse than it did after the concert of her shock rocker she’d attended the fall before the pandemic hit. Back when everything seemed so much easier. 
She dropped her keys into the Halloween bowl she’d repurposed as a key-safe-haven after misplacing her keys one too many times before she dumped her phone on the kitchen island and stalked into the bathroom, stripping naked along the way. 
When she stood under the hot stream, she allowed her tears to fall. Jess didn’t understand why she preferred crying in the shower, but she’d stopped questioning it and just rolled with it. She scoffed through her tears when an eighties song she’d always enjoyed ran through her head. Did it count if you did your crying in the shower instead of in the rain? 
Jess exited the shower with puffy eyes and scarlet skin. She threw on her most comfortable clothes—a concert T-shirt and baggy sweatpants—and flopped onto her bed, hoping to just fall asleep and forget this day ever happened. 
What felt like two minutes later, her phone rang. Like an idiot, she jumped up and rushed into the kitchen, but when she saw Gretchen’s name flash across the screen, her shoulders sagged. 
“Hello,” she rasped, then cleared her throat.
“Hi Jess! How are you? Listen, Mother wants us to join her tomorrow for lunch. She said it’s important, but that she hasn’t been able to get in touch with you, so she asked me to reach out. Greg can’t make it. He has a game tomorrow, and I’d usually go there and cheer him on, but Mother insisted. So, be there tomorrow at noon, all right?”
“Seriously? I don’t feel like it,” she protested. Seeing her mother tomorrow after today wouldn’t just be a nightmare. It was akin to cruel and unusual punishment. 
“Jess, come on. You know how she gets, and I’m sure you got nothing else to do. How was your trip with Amy, anyway? I’ve always wanted to go to Europe. I should ask Greg to go there in the summer. Do you think we’d still get tickets?”
Jess frowned. “Tickets for what?”
“The plane, silly.” Gretchen laughed. 
“Of course you’ll still find flights. Depends on how much you’re willing to pay for them.”
“I suppose we could also go in the fall. Might be a better time, not as many tourists. What do you think?”
“Sure.”
“So I’ll see you tomorrow?”
Jess sighed. She wouldn’t abandon her sister to the dragon. “Yes, Gretch, I’ll be there.”
“Oh, goody. I’m so happy. I’ve missed you!”
“I’ve missed you, too.”
“See you soon. Bye!”
“Bye.” Jess hung up as she fell onto an island barstool, sinking her head on the countertop. What was Lauren up to? Why did she lie and say she couldn’t reach Jess while never even attempting to get in contact with her? Strategy, likely. She knew Jess couldn’t say no to Gretchen. 
Jess arrived a couple minutes before noon at her parents’ house the next morning. Her gaze drifted to what used to be her bedroom window, and a wave of nostalgia hit her as her thoughts once more returned to Amy. She supposed it would take time to get over this. Because she clearly had no history of nursing fallouts with Amy for over two decades. 
When she entered the house, Gretchen rushed her before she could take two steps inside. 
“I swear, I had no idea. I would never have asked you to be here if I had even an inkling. I don’t know what she’s thinking, and I’m sorry. Believe me. I didn’t know!” Gretchen clutched Jess’s arm.
A ball of dread rolled through Jess and settled in her stomach. She clasped Gretchen’s hand, patting it. “It’s all right. Don’t worry, OK?”
Gretchen nodded, blinking rapidly, but unable to prevent one stubborn tear from falling. She wiped it away and snuffled, “All right,” as she squeezed Jess’s hand. 
They strode through the foyer and entered the sitting room. As soon as they set foot inside the room, the conversation stopped.
Jess’s jaw clenched, and all words fled her as rage and fear warred within her, lodged like a poisoned apple in her throat. 
“Jess. I see you’ve finally decided to join us. I don’t understand why you can never be on time.” Lauren sniffed.
Jess didn't answer, nor did she look at her watch, knowing it was only a minute or two past noon. 
"Hello, Jess," Brian said, rising and approaching her before folding his hands behind his back. 
Jess tore her gaze away from her ex-husband and turned toward Lauren. “You didn’t tell me we’d have guests.” Not that she’d told Jess anything about today.
“Oh, please, stop being so dramatic, and Brian isn’t a guest. He’s family. It’s about time you crazy kids got over your little disagreement. It would behoove you to get out of that little apartment.”
Jess gritted her teeth. “We finalized our divorce seven months ago. I think that’s far removed from getting over things,” Jess said. 
“Mother, don’t you think—”
“Not now, Gretchen,” Lauren snapped.
Gretchen’s shoulders slumped. “Of course not.”
Jess wanted to shout. She couldn’t deal with any of this. Not with her sister once more wilting like a flower in their mother’s presence, not with Lauren determined to play matchmaker between her and Brian again, not Brian and his wounded expression, as if Jess had broken his heart (his ego, more like it). This would be a lot on any day, but today, not even twenty-four hours since she had lost Amy again… 
“Let’s go sit down. I’ve hired Anna for today to cook for this special occasion, and I dare say she’s outdone herself.” Lauren strode toward the dining room, never gazing back, seemingly assured in her knowledge that everyone would follow. 
Brian smiled at her before trailing after Lauren.
Jess wanted to punch him. Yes, she was overreacting, but good God, what did she do to deserve—
“Jess, come on,” Gretchen said, tugging at Jess’s arm. 
“Why should I?” Jess spat.
Gretchen flinched. “I don’t know.”
Jess released a harsh breath. “I’m not going back to Brian,” she hissed. 
“Of course not.” Gretchen straightened. “But… Let’s hear what she has to say. Not knowing will bug you, too.”
Jess rolled her eyes, but Gretchen was right. So she joined her sister, and together they marched into the dining room, settled in their usual seats as Anna entered the room, placing steaming plates of beef stroganoff on the table in front of everyone. Jess hated this dish. In fact, when she was ten, her mother had forced her to eat it and afterward, Jess had vomited all over the dining room carpet, which had resulted in her being grounded for a week.
Jess spent the meal pushing the food around her plate. She wasn’t hungry, but even if she were, she’d not eat beef stroganoff. Lauren and Brian spent the entire time talking shop, as if Lauren cared one bit about Brian’s company, but she’d always been great at pretending, especially when it suited her purposes. 
Gretchen silently ate her food while shooting furtive glances between Lauren, Jess, and Brian.
Anna cleared the table and brought out dessert, tiramisu, something Jess actually liked, but her stomach remained on strike. 
“I’ve booked you two an appointment with Pastor James, as well as a couple counseling session with Dr. Eagan. You might first want to have an orientation discussion with the pastor, offering him a timeline, and then you can—
“What are you talking about?” Jess asked, a clang ringing through the room as she’d smashed her spoon back on the table, hitting the glass bowl.
“I don’t appreciate your tone, Jess. I’m trying to get you back on track, and—”
“And I don’t appreciate you meddling in my life. Again. I thought we were past that?”
Lauren’s brows furrowed. “I gave you time to get over yourself, and to see reason again. It’s not my fault that you equated my silence with approval.”
Jess released a hollow laugh. “Don’t worry, Mother. I have zero interest in your approval. And for the record, I am gay. As in, a lesbian. I love women, Mother. And even if I didn’t, I will not reconcile with Brian.” She turned toward the man, who stared at her with wide eyes and parted lips. “I’m sorry, Brian. I had no idea of this here, and I wish you the best for your future, but whatever may happen in your life, I will not be a part of it.”
“That’s enough! You are not a lesbian,” Lauren spat. “What? You spent two weeks with Catherine’s delinquent and you’re back to that?”
Jess froze. “What do you mean by ‘back to that’?”
“Please.” Lauren scoffed. “You were infatuated with that horrible girl as a teenager, but then you thankfully realized what a ghastly influence she was. You were fine until you went on that trip. I knew something like this would happen. I don’t understand what that girl has over you.”
“That girl is a woman, and her name is Amy. She’s not a terrible influence,” Jess pressed out as tears shot into her eyes. “She’s… the most wonderful person I’ve ever met.”
“Oh, spare me. It’s like you’ve jumped right back to being a teenager. I won’t have it. I didn’t allow it then, and I sure won’t allow it now.”
Jess laughed. “Guess what, Lauren? I don’t care. You have no say in my life anymore.” She turned to her sister. “Gretch, let’s go!”
Gretchen’s gaze flickered between the look of shock that hadn’t yet morphed into fury on their mother’s face and the determined, stony expression painted across Jess’s features. She flung her napkin on the table and rose. “Yes, Jess. We’re leaving.”
Without looking back and while ignoring their mother’s shouts and demands—“Don’t you dare! Come back here! You’ve lost your minds! You’ll regret this”—they marched out of the house.
“Oh my God, Jess. What have we done?”
“What we should’ve done ages ago. My place?”
Gretchen nodded, then got into her car, waiting for Jess to start her vehicle and navigate down the driveway before following her. 



lesson 18: life sucks, but ladybugs help
AFTER JESS HAD DRIVEN off, Amy had headed to her place, too keyed up to do anything but clean. The mess that had accumulated since her return needed to die, and so she set to work, angrily, and often with tears streaming down her face. There was something to be said about the strength and effort anger allowed you to funnel into cleaning. Her bathroom tiles surely had never sparkled before. 
She planned to drive back to Waco tonight so she could tuck Emma in and have breakfast with her in the morning, spend the day together before she had to return to Dallas for work. 
Amy was about to undress to shower when the doorbell rang. She groaned and pulled her shirt back down as she strode to the door, flinging it open without checking who’d rung. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when she spotted Nicole standing there. 
“Is now a good time to harass you like you asked me to? I mean, your exit earlier was quite dramatic.”
“Whatever,” Amy grumbled, waving at Nicole to come inside. “I probably stink as I spent the last two hours cleaning.”
“You could take a shower. Not sure you’ve heard of those,” Nicole said.
“Oh, hush. Why’s everyone such a smartass? I was on my way to take a shower when you showed up.”
“Don’t let me stop you. I have time. Go shower.” She sniffed. “You do stink.”
Amy mumbled a few curses, but pivoted and hurried to the bathroom.
When she returned to the living room, feeling more human after getting clean, Nicole sat on the couch eating her ice cream. 
“Hey! That’s the last batch!”
“I know,” Nicole said with a grin. “I rinsed out the container and put it in the recycling bin.”
Amy huffed. “What? You want a cookie for that? I needed that ice cream!” 
Nicole returned the spoon to her now empty bowl and placed both on the coffee table. “What you need is to tell me what the hell is going on with you and Jess.”
Amy sighed before dropping into the sofa chair. “We were friends, then weren’t, got friendly again twenty years later in Germany, and now we’re once more nothing.”
“You know, friends don’t usually have sex with each other. I mean, there are variations, but that’s not what you are, right?”
Amy pinched the bridge of her nose. “We’re nothing, Nic. At least not anymore.”
“OK, let’s start at the beginning. What ever happened between you two in the first place?”
Amy rolled her lips. “It’s too long to get into, but the short version, I told Jess a secret, she promised to keep it, she didn’t. Then she lied about that, never apologized, and walked away as my life turned to shit.”
“That’s… a lot.”
“Yes. And either way, it’s pointless. She clarified that she doesn’t want m… our friendship, and so, that’s it.”
“Then why did you clean your apartment like a maniac and just threatened to behead me over ice cream?”
Amy chuckled, then closed her eyes as first Jess’s shock rocker followed by the French Revolution danced in her head. She’d never get rid of her. “Because I’m heartbroken, Nic.”
Nicole’s face softened, and she patted the seat next to her. “Come here.”
“For what?”
“Just come here, will you?”
Amy sighed and rose before settling next to Nicole. “And now?”
Nicole enfolded Amy in a hug. “I’m so sorry.”
Amy’s face fell, and she pulled Nicole closer, allowing tears to fall, while her sister mumbled nonsensical words as she rubbed her back. 
They sat for a while, mostly in silence, but then eased into chatting about non-heartbreaking topics, and in the end, Amy felt glad she’d told Nicole to seek her out, and that she’d opened the door. 
Seeing Emma that night, listening to her chatter about her grandma’s birthday party and the piece of chocolate cake that flew off her cousin’s plate as he wanted to race back to his friends and stumbled over a toy his little brother had knocked onto the floor—“The cake went smash! Right against the wall!”—soothed Amy more than she could have hoped for. 
She’d watched Emma sleep and, without meaning to, succumbed to slumber, too, cuddled up in bed with her ladybug. 
The next morning, Ben had left for his pre-breakfast run while Amy made Emma pancakes. “Do you want blueberries or chocolate chip?” she asked Emma, who sat on the bar stool at the kitchen island, swinging her feet. 
“Yes!”
Amy laughed. “Which is it?”
“I want both.”
“Both, huh?” 
“If you can’t decide, take both.”
“All righty, ladybug. That’s an interesting philosophy you got there. Can’t really fault you.” She finished the pancakes and placed a plate with two in front of Emma, who immediately dug in. “What’s the plan for today?”
Emma shrugged, chewing rapidly, then swallowed. “I don’t know. We can play video games, or how about we go for a walk to the pond and feed the ducks!”
“You prefer feeding ducks over video games?”
Emma nodded vigorously as she shoved half a pancake into her mouth. 
“Woah, slow down. We have time.”
“But you leave again tonight.” Emma pouted.
“Oh, sweetheart. I know, I’m so sorry. But school is almost over, and then you come live with me in Dallas.”
“What about Daddy?”
Amy’s shoulders slumped. She settled next to Emma on the other barstool. “I’m sorry, baby. I wish things were different and that you could be with both of us all the time.”
Emma nodded. “Like it used to be.”
“Yes. But your daddy and I…” She sighed. “We’ll always love you, you know that, right?”
“Yes.”
“And while we’re friends, we no longer fit as a couple.”
“Why don’t you fit anymore?”
Amy stroked Emma’s brown curls. They’d talked about this before, with and without Ben, but it was the part Emma struggled with the most. “Sometimes people change, and what worked back then stops working. And you know how it feels like when you wear clothes that are too tight, right? It’s uncomfortable, and—”
“But you don’t wear Daddy,” Emma said, scrunching up her face. 
“No, I just… I’m trying to give you an example that’s easier to understand.”
“What if you change again and we don’t fit anymore? Will you leave me, then?”
Amy’s face fell, and she surged forward and pulled Emma close. “Never,” she mumbled into her soft hair. “I’ll never leave you, Emma. You’re stuck with me.”
Emma giggled. “You’re silly. Humans aren’t sticky.”
“They are, too, if they’re dirty from eating too many chocolate chip pancakes and smeared it all over their hands and faces.”
“Uh uh,” Emma exclaimed, pulling back and raising her hands for Amy to inspect. “Look, all clean.”
“Well, I guess that means after you’re done and used the bathroom, we can head to the pond. Let me get the lettuce while you finish up, OK?”
Emma nodded, not able to talk anymore as the other half of the last pancake had disappeared in her mouth. 
The drive back home to Dallas, after tucking Emma in again and saying goodbye to Ben, had been lighter than her trip to Waco. Ruminating on Emma’s positive impact on her state of mind led her to worry about Jess again. Who would she turn to? Amy knew this had hit Jess hard, too, even if it seemed easier to assume that only she suffered while Jess didn’t care. 
Amy had been down that road before, and it had morphed into a barren wasteland she refused to revisit. Yet, they remained at an impasse, and as long as that didn’t change, there would be no future for them as anything. 
She arrived at her place around nine p.m. and, after taking a quick shower, settled in bed to read. She must have dozed off because by the time her phone started her awake, the display showed past eleven p.m., and she’d not been reading for that long. 
“Hello,” she croaked, wiping her eyes and sitting straighter. 
“Are you Ames Summers?”
Amy frowned. “Who’s speaking?”
“This is Vicky from Blue Nights, the bar down—”
“Yeah, I know where it is. I’ve been there before.”
“Good. How about you come by and pick up your buddy, Jess Daniels?”
Amy’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead. “Is she all right?”
“She’s been better, I’m sure, but I’ve seen worse. You’re coming?”
“Yeah. I’ll be there in half an hour.”
“Thanks.”
“Bye.” Amy hung up before hearing Vicky’s reply. She hopped out of bed, got tangled in the sheets and crashed to the floor. “God, damn it,” she hissed before scrambling up, pushing her phone into her sweatpants pocket while snatching her keys and heading out the door. What happened, and did Jess really save her phone number as Ames? Amy sighed and pulled out of her parking lot, heading toward Blue Nights.
She entered the bar thirty-five minutes after hanging up on Vicky. Amy spotted Jess, slumped on a bar stool with her head on the counter. She stepped up to her.
“Hey. Are you OK? What happened?”
Jess’s head snapped up, moving so rapidly that she almost fell off the chair. “Ames?” she rasped, blinking a few times, then rubbing her eyes. “What you doin’ here?”
“I got a call from someone named Vicky to come pick you up.”
“Oh, you know Vicky?” she slurred. “She’s nice, but also mean,” she said, and frowned. “She cut me off.”
“I’m assuming she’s the bartender?”
“Yeah,” Jess said with a sigh. 
“Hey, you Ames?” 
Amy gritted her teeth. “Amy. I’m Amy.” 
“OK. Good luck with this one here,” Vicky said before spinning around when another customer waved her over. 
“Thank you,” Amy said, then grimaced when she noticed Jess had once more returned to her slumped position with her head in her arms on the bar counter. “Let’s go home, hmm?” She grasped Jess’s arm and helped her up.
“Don’t wanna. I want more… whiskey.”
“Yeah, let’s not. I think… water maybe? It starts with a w too.”
Jess frowned. “You’re not funny. Water isn’t whiskey. It doesn’t make it stop.”
“Doesn’t make what stop?”
“My head. My heart.” She slapped her chest. 
“Enough of that.” Amy grabbed Jess’s other arm. “We can go to my place.”
Jess giggled. 
Amy rolled her eyes. “Not for that.”
“Too bad,” Jess garbled, then hiccupped as she leaned against Amy. 
Not expecting to carry most of Jess’s weight, Amy almost tumbled, but caught herself with a grunt and wrapped her arms around Jess. “All right, let’s get you home.”
“They ruined us, Ames. They did. Lauren and Gretchen.”



the devil you knew fucked you up like no other
AMY HAD BROUGHT HER home. To her own place. A place Jess had never stepped foot into, and tonight she hadn’t been able to take it in either, but it smelled like Amy, with an addition of… bleach? The drive back to Amy’s had sobered her up some, but she still toiled through the cobwebs of her thoughts. 
Amy deposited her on the couch. “You can sleep here.”
“On the couch?” 
“Yes, if you want. Or in the bed. Unless you think you’re going to puke, then the couch it is.” She handed Jess a bottle of water. “Drink.”
“You’re so bossy.”
Amy chuckled. “You never had an issue with that. Especially not when we were in Europe. Or in my parents’ guest bathroom.”
Jess sighed. “I love sleeping with you.”
Amy flushed and lowered her gaze. She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, we’ll have none of that. You’re drunk.”
Jess snorted. “We’ve had sex plenty of times.”
“That changes nothing.”
“Ames,” Jess asked, leaning deeper into the couch, closing her eyes.
“Yes?”
“Do you think… If back then hadn’t happened, do you think we’d have gotten together at some point?”
Silence. 
“Ames?” Jess’s eyes fluttered open. 
“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter, does it? That ship has sailed, as they say.”
“I didn’t do it.”
“Jess, I don’t think we should—”
“Gretchen did.”
Amy’s eyes widened. “What?”
“It’s complicated. I’m falling asleep, though. The room’s spinning.”
“You can’t drop this bomb in my lap and then go to sleep!” Amy exclaimed. She sat next to Jess and tugged at her to sit up straighter before she flipped on the lamp standing on the side table, shifting it to shine on Jess. 
Jess averted her gaze. “Hey! What’d you do that for?”
“To keep you awake so you can explain!”
Jess groaned. “Tomorrow?”
“Jess Daniels, I’ve waited twenty-one years for an explanation, and—”
“Shh,” Jess said, grabbing Amy and pulling her close. “Sleep with me.”
“I told you I’m not—”
“No, no. Not sex. Just sleep. I’m so tired, Ames,” her voice cracked.
Amy held her gaze. She released an angry stream of curses before she shifted and turned off the light. 
“Is that a no?” Jess asked, fighting against the burn crawling up her esophagus.
“When have I ever said no to you?” Amy rasped. “Come on. Let’s go to bed.” She stretched out her arm.
Jess clasped Amy’s hand and allowed herself to be pulled up. They stood so close. Jess wanted to kiss her. She leaned in. 
“No, no. We’re not doing that. Come on. We’ll sleep, and tomorrow, you owe me a detailed, explicit explanation.”
“Can I tell you while I lie between your legs?”
“Shut up, Daniels.”
Jess chuckled and followed Amy to the bed. She took off her shoes and was about to drop on the bed before she recalled where she’d been and what she was about to do, and as such, the hesitation made her run into the footrest of the bed. “Ouch,” she cried out.
“What are you doing?” Amy asked, sounding both worried and exasperated. 
“I gotta shower first.”
“Oh my God, I’ll murder you in your sleep. Go to bed.”
“But Amy, I can’t—”
“Fine, go shower, but if I’m asleep, don’t you dare wake me up.”
“You said you wanted to talk.”
“And you said you’re too tired to talk. So now I’m emotionally prepared to tackle this tomorrow, not to mention I’m tired, too. The shower’s right through here. There are towels in the cabinet, and if you’re lucky, you might even find a spare toothbrush.”
“Fine,” Jess ground out and stalked to the bathroom to shower. There was no one in the entire world as maddening as Amy Summers. There was also no one else who had this obnoxious effect on her, even when they were fighting. 
Jess took her time in the shower, allowing it to hasten sobering up, and contemplating how she’d manage to fall asleep after their argument and the shower had woken her. Knowing Amy, she would be asleep either way, whether Jess had hurried or not. 
God. This weekend had been insane. And to think this was only their second week back from Germany, and yet in some ways, their trip seemed eons away. She still struggled to wrap her head around the events of the last two days. If someone had told her Saturday evening that in less than thirty-six hours, she’d find herself at Amy’s apartment, standing in her shower after the mother of all showdowns with… well, her mother, she’d have asked them what they were smoking. Yet here she was. 
When Jess trekked back into the bedroom, Amy lay huddled on the right side, fast asleep and clutching her pillow. She’d switched on the light on the nightstand opposite hers and put out clothes for Jess to change into.
She sighed, dressed, and climbed into bed. Jess didn’t dare touch Amy, but she longed to. What she had learned earlier changed everything, at least for her. But would it be enough? Would it change anything for Amy? More importantly, would Jess be willing to embark on such a journey with the one person who had always held the power to ruin her? On the other hand, what was life without risk? Tomorrow, though. Sleep now. And for once, her brain seemed willing to listen as she drifted off almost immediately. 
The next morning, Jess groaned and rubbed her eyes. What had happened? Where even was she? She didn’t sleep on such a hard mattress. Jess opened her eyes, blinking, taking in the surroundings of this unfamiliar bedroom. She blanched when she noticed a sleeping body next to her. Did she have a one-night stand and went home with the woman?
She scrambled out of the bed. Whose shirt was this? These weren’t her panties either!
“Jess?” Amy rumbled, shifting onto her side.
“Ames,” Jess croaked, taking in Amy’s sleepy, soft face, her fluttering eyelids, and the waves of auburn hair spread out on the pillow. At the sight, the previous night, then her talk with Lauren and Gretchen crashed over her like a tidal wave. 
Amy sat up. “Are you all right?”
Jess’s gaze slipped to Amy’s collarbones, meandering down to the low hanging v-neck before she raised her head. “Yes?”
Amy’s brows furrowed. “People doubt your answer if you word it as a question.”
“I’m sorry. I uh… I should go home.” She nodded. Yes. She needed to go.
Amy jumped out of bed and rushed to Jess, invading her personal space. She stabbed Jess’s sternum with her index finger. “Don’t you dare! You owe me an explanation. You promised.”
“What about work?” Jess asked, utterly distracted by Amy’s nearness and her anger. She worried her lower lip.
“I’ll call in sick. You’re an independent contractor, so you don’t report to anyone about taking a day off.”
Jess swallowed hard as her heart thrashed in her chest. 
“All right?” Amy stepped closer, making Jess tread back.
Jess bumped against the bed, her knees buckling when she fell back on the mattress, her arms sliding back as she pressed her hands into the covers. She peered up at Amy, taking in her heaving chest and flushed face.
“You have no idea what I want to do to you right now,” Amy ground out in a hoarse whisper. 
Jess licked her lips, suppressing the first reply that popped into her head, you don’t know how much I want you to.
Amy’s gaze traveled up Jess’s nude legs, lingering on her panties before rising to meet her eyes. She shook her head and stepped back. “I’m gonna make coffee. Meet me in the kitchen.” She stalked to the door before halting and turning. “And put some pants on. I can’t concentrate with you… dressed like that. There are sweatpants in the second drawer of the dresser.” The door fell shut.
Jess released a quivering breath and resisted the urge to press her legs together. Right now, friction would not be her friend. Talk. They needed to talk. With a groan, Jess rose and padded to the dresser. 



lesson 19: hate may be a strong word, but if the shoe fits...
AMY HAD ALWAYS BEEN an impatient person, the worst afflicted with this trait out of her entire family. As she stood in front of her coffee machine—a boring, decrepit shame of a device that wasn’t worthy of carrying the name of coffee maker, or so Nicole had said—she felt she had shown more patience, not only based on what could reasonably be expected of her, but what had to be considered a fuckton by any standard. She still clutched the counter to prevent herself from returning to the bedroom to either throttle Jess or fuck her senseless.
“Hey,” Jess’s rough voice startled Amy out of her stupor, and she spun around. 
“Hey,” Amy said, hugging her torso. 
They stood there in silence, Jess shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Amy’s sweatpants fit like crop pants on Jess.
“Can I have a cup?”
“Huh? Oh, yes, of course.” Amy grabbed a mug out of the cupboard and filled it with coffee. “Black, right?”
Jess nodded, accepting the beverage. “Thank you.”
“Sure.” Amy poured her own coffee and together, they settled at the kitchen table. “I’ve called in sick.”
“You won’t get in any trouble?”
“You realize that my family owns Silsum Tech?”
“Yes, yes, but… Catherine and Robert don’t seem the blind nepotism types.”
Amy chuckled. “They aren’t, no, but still. No worries, all right?”
Jess nodded, dropping her gaze to the steaming cup in her hands. 
Amy wanted to press, to cajole, to demand, but there had always been something about Jess that slowed her down—not the mere knowledge that Jess opened up when given time and space, but there was a fragility about her that had always made Amy… soft, patient. As much as she could be... that.
Jess took a sip before brushing her fingers over the rim of her mug. “My… Lauren invited Gretchen and me to lunch yesterday.” She shook her head. “More like demanded my presence, and she’d sent Gretch as a messenger instead of asking me herself.” She sighed. 
Amy remained silent, but her entire focus rested on Jess. 
“It was a disaster. She’d invited Brian and seemed to labor under the delusion that we’d get back together.”
“What?” Amy exclaimed, cursing as hot liquid sloshed over the rim and onto her fingers. She shook her hand, grabbing a napkin and wiping her hands. 
“Did you get burned? Go put some ice on it.”
“I’m fine. Go on.”
Jess glared at her, leaning back in her seat. 
Amy sighed and rose to dump a few ice cubes into a kitchen towel before sitting back down, visibly cooling her fingers. She raised one eyebrow. 
“She’d suggested couple-counseling and a meeting with a priest.”
“You’re joking? If anyone needs a priest, it’s Lauren,” Amy grumbled. 
Jess chuckled. “Hmm, an exorcism might help.”
Amy laughed. 
Jess sobered. “Anyway, we left after I told her to stick it where the sun don’t shine. I’ll never get back with Brian, and that… that I’m gay.”
Amy’s eyes widened, then she smiled. “Good for you.”
Jess ducked her head and flushed. “The funny thing was, she talked about you, and about… Back then, what happened, and there was stuff she couldn’t know, but it seemed to have triggered something in Gretchen.”
“Oh?”

“I just… I thought of something, and I don’t know…” Gretchen mumbled.
“What?”
Gretchen dropped on the sofa. “Why does Mother hate Amy so much?”
Jess clenched her jaw. “Beats me. It’s also funny that she insinuated she knew I was in love with Amy back then.”
“Were you?” Gretchen asked.
Jess looked at her sister, and for the first time, she knew that something major had shifted. Gretchen always put on this uber happy and clueless façade because it was her way of dealing with their overbearing mother. Be obedient and happy while trying to escape as soon as you can. In some ways, they weren’t so different, just their outward demeanor varied.
“Yes. But I didn’t know it then.”
“Then how could she know?”
“I don’t get that either. Even if I’d understood my feelings, I wouldn’t have confided in her.”
“Jess, why… Why did your friendship end back then?”
Jess sighed and sat down, too. “Amy accused me of betraying her. That I revealed something she’d told me in confidence.”
“And you didn’t?”
“Of course not! I’d never have betrayed Amy,” Jess’ voice broke. 
Gretchen avoided her gaze and clenched her hands into fists. 
“What’s going on, Gretch?”
Gretchen shook her head. “I think… This may all be my fault. Is that about… that rumor that blew up about Amy in your senior year, about Simon?”
Jess blanched and fought not to shout. “What do you mean? Tell me everything,” she demanded.
“I never connected the dots before,” Gretchen said. “Beatrice, you remember my friend from middle school?”
“Yes, that busybody cow who turned on you over a boy.”
Gretchen smiled. “Right. You never liked her.”
“And I was right.”
“Hmm. She slept over at our place one night and we overheard Mother talk about Catherine, and how ashamed she’d be if… if you were such a… slut, having sex with the quarterback of your school.”
Jess closed her eyes. 
“I honestly thought little of it. I had other issues than whatever Amy did or didn’t do.” She shrugged. “Besides, she was your friend and Mother had always… She’s always so harsh, so I took what she said with a grain of salt.”
“What happened next?”
“That’s the thing. I didn’t register Beatrice’s excitement over what she’d heard, and at the time, I was dealing with… That was the time when I struggled with food, and…”
Jess grasped her sister’s hand. “All right. Let’s move forward. What else do you remember?”
“Just the rumors about Amy and Simon flying a week or so later. But by then, Beatrice had become distant, and I don’t know. I was so involved with my stuff that I paid no mind to anything else. I didn’t question why Amy stopped coming around or why you were so angry, then sad all the time.”
“It’s all right. You were just a kid. But you told no one about what Mother had said?”
“I didn’t. I swear. But I might as well have, since without Beatrice being there, none of that would’ve happened.”
Jess closed her eyes and took a deep breath before shifting forward to focus on her sister. She placed her hands on Gretchen’s cheeks. “Listen to me, Gretch, really listen. You are not responsible for what other people do. You are not responsible for their happiness. It is not your job to make peace, to ensure that things go smoothly, or to bend over backwards and do stuff you hate to appease others.”
Gretchen’s eyes filled with tears, and she clutched Jess’s hands. “But Jess—”
“No. You need to start making decisions based on what you want, what you need, and not put your own needs last because you want to make sure you won’t disappoint others. It’s your life. No one expects you to be happy and cheerful all the time. You don’t owe anyone anything. Least of all Lauren.”
“Do you believe me, though? I’m so sorry, Jess. I didn’t know or understand. I—”
Jess released Gretchen and straightened. “Yes. Of course. We’ll talk more later, but now I need to go see Lauren.”

“So Gretchen got it from your mom, and her friend Beatrice turned out to be a blabbermouth. But how did Lauren know?” Amy asked. 
“That’s what I needed to know.”
“OK, let’s slow down for a sec, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe Nic was onto something.”
“Your sister?”
“Yes. It clearly seems that our stories don’t match, in the sense that what we assumed seems to be off, because I doubt you’d have told your mother.”
Jess turned crimson. “I told no one!” she snapped, then deflated. “But it’s still my fault.”
Amy blinked furiously. “OK, that’s it. Start from the beginning, and by that, go back twenty-one years.”

Jess lay reading on her bed when someone knocked on her door. She frowned. “Come in?”
The door opened and revealed a teary-eyed Amy.
Jess jumped off the bed and rushed toward Amy. “What happened? Are you hurt?”
Amy shook her head, wiping at the tears trailing down her cheeks. 
“Oh, Ames,” Jess said, pulling Amy into a hug before guiding them to sit down on the bed together. She squeezed her hands before drawing back. “Talk to me. How did you even get in here at…” She glanced at the clock. “Nine thirty-four?”
Amy wiped her eyes. “Your dad let me in. He told me to be quiet, said your mom is already sleeping because she has a migraine.”
“Hmm, yeah,” Jess said, fidgeting with her hands. 
Amy stilled Jess’s fingers. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, of course.” Jess smiled, but it failed to reach her eyes. “What happened?”
“I slept with Simon.”
Jess’s eyes widened, and she scooted back until her back collided with the headboard of her bed. “You did what?”
“I know!” Amy cried. “I... We were hanging out, watching a movie. We laid on the couch together, and… it just happened.”
“It usually takes more than lying on the couch together to sleep with someone!” Jess hissed. “What about Kelley-Anne? Have they broken up?”
“No,” Amy said miserably, covering her face. 
“Wow. That’s…”
“Fucked up. God, Jess, you can’t tell anyone. Swear you won’t!”
Jess sighed. “Of course I’m not telling anyone.”
“Do you hate me?”
Jess frowned. “What? Why would I hate you?”
“Because of what I did! He’s in a relationship.”
Jess sighed. “While this is clearly not your finest moment, it’s on him. He’s the one in a relationship. It was on him not to… sleep with you.” She grimaced.
Amy worried her lower lip. “It wasn’t even good.”
Jess snorted. “So all for nothing?”
Amy rolled her eyes. 
“Did you at least use protection?”
“Of course. I’m not that stupid.”
“Debatable.”
Amy picked up a pillow and threw it at Jess. “Shut it.”
“Shh, don’t be so loud,” Jess said, glaring at Amy before sobering. “Why were you crying?”
“Because I slept with Simon!”
Jess’s brows furrowed. “What about your huge crush on him?”
“Yes, though at this point…” Amy sighed. 
“What? Now that you’ve had him, you no longer want him?”
“Don’t be crass, Jess.”
“Nothing about what I said is crass.”
Amy huffed. “I feel like an ass. I shouldn’t have done that. He’s in a relationship, but suddenly, we were kissing and…”
“What will you guys do? Is he going to break up with Kelley-Anne?”
“Nothing. And no, of course not. He was as distressed afterward as I was.”
“I doubt that,” Jess grumbled. 
“Why don’t you like him anymore?”
“I never said I don’t like Simon.”
“You don’t have to. Your face says plenty,” Amy said. “Has he ever said anything to you?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. His jokes can be insensitive at times, and I know you’re not big on that. So if he hurt your feelings or anything, I’m sure he didn’t mean to. He’s so oblivious about how he makes people feel.”
“I’d say he’s not the only one.”
Amy frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“Nothing. I… I wish you guys had remembered Kelley-Anne in all of this. It’s so unfair to her.”
Amy canted her head. “Yes, but… since when do you care about her? She’s always so rude to you.”
“It’s the principle of the thing.”
“All right,” Amy said. 

Amy felt like she couldn’t breathe. She could only stare at Jess who, after a moment, fidgeted much like her younger self used to do. 
“What is it?” Jess asked, and Amy registered both trepidation and impatience sparring in her tone. 
“I…” She opened her mouth, closed it again. 
“What?” Jess drummed her fingers on the table.
“You were in love with me,” Amy breathed, and for the first time she saw everything she’d ever missed, yet it all had been laid out right in front of her. 
Jess surged up, the chair scraping on the ground and wood grating against tile filled the air. Her chest heaved, and crimson settled on her cheeks as her jaw hardened. She edged backward.
“Please don’t leave,” Amy begged as tears filled her eyes.



there were times when all you could say was: fuck my life
JESS HATED HER LIFE. No, that wasn’t hyperbole. She sometimes truly detested her life. Yes, she knew that in the grand scheme of things she had a great life, and most of her complaints were not… essential issues unlike what many people in the world faced, but she didn’t quantify or qualify pain. Fuck that. 
She’d always known that her mother was a controlling dragon who only loved with a list of conditions (Did that even count as love?), and for most of her life, Jess had been the idiot trying to live up to her expectations so that one day her mother might… What? Love her? Accept her? Be proud of her? Why did kids continue to yearn for some form of affection from their parents, even when said parents treat them like shit, even abuse them? Jess didn’t believe she was abused, though she supposed that depended on your definition.
Yet, in the light of morning, her mood had shifted, only to take another downward spin. Clearing the air, revealing what her mother had done would require sharing a secret Jess wanted to fling into the core of the earth, and she’d been in the process of making peace with that (while getting drunk), but having Amy figure it out from Jess sharing—for the first time ever—her perspective of that night, when she’d been blind to it for so long, seemed unbearable. 
But leaving Amy? Yes, everything in her shouted to scurry out of this place and never return, but how could she do such a thing when confronted not only with Amy’s words, but while gazing at her beautiful face that looked utterly… crestfallen. So, she did the only thing her heart allowed her to do. Jess offered Amy a curt nod and once more settled in the chair.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to blurt it out, and I don’t mean to sound self-centered or anything, but it just hit me, and I—”
“You’re right. I was in love with you.” She’d expected ice to fill her, to weigh her down, but instead, pressure fled, and Jess reeled at the feeling, for she’d lived with this sensation for so long that being without it left her disoriented. 
Amy flinched, folding her hands on the table, but Jess noticed the small tremor racing through them.
“I didn’t know, though. I never realized it until months later.”
Amy frowned. “OK.”
“It’s funny. I’ve hated the number thirty-four, well, since then, really.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
Jess waved her off. “It’s… that moment when you came to me to tell me about Simon, that was the start, the beginning of the end, so to speak.”
“I still don’t get how any of that relates to a number.”
Jess smiled. “It was nine thirty-four when you got there, and it somehow stuck with me to where rage would fill me for years, decades, really, whenever I encountered that number.”
Amy chuckled.
“Pathetic, right?”
Amy gripped Jess’s hand. “I’d never call you that, and it’s overall not a word I’d use to describe you.”
Jess flushed. 
“But I’ve never encountered anyone who turned a number into a scapegoat.”
Jess laughed. “If you put it like that.” 
They smiled at each other before Jess sobered. “Do you want to know how my mother knew? 
Amy nodded.

“Look who the cat dragged back in,” Lauren said, raising a tumbler (a dry Martini, Jess assumed) to her lips as she lounged on the sofa in the den, reading glasses perched upon her nose. “Come to your senses yet?”
“What did you do?” Jess blurted, frozen to the spot like a statue, both by the cool indifference radiating from Lauren and the fire raging inside her body. 
“I’ve tried to save your marriage. I thought that was apparent. It’s unlike you to be so slow on the uptake. That’s usually Gretchen’s department.”
“Leave her out of this!” Jess spat. 
Lauren sat up, placing her glass on the coffee table. “I do not care for your tone.”
“I’d be here until tomorrow if I’d list everything I do not care for, but that’s… meaningless. I’ve not changed my mind, and my marriage no longer exists as we are divorced. That’s a legal concept. Not sure you’ve heard of it before.”
“Don’t be glib. It doesn’t suit you.”
“What did you do? You said that I’d fallen for Amy again. I never told you—”
Lauren scoffed. “Please. It was plain for anyone with eyes to see how much you pined for that girl.”
Jess tilted her head. “I never understood how you can be friends with Catherine yet hate her daughter.”
“Hate?” Lauren laughed. “I don’t hate Amy. For that, I’d have to care about her. It’s not Catherine’s fault that one of her children turned out like… that.”
“I’m sure Catherine would love to be privy to all of your thoughts on that.” Never mind that two of her children turned out like that. Jess suppressed an eye roll.
Lauren waved her off. “You’re not here to talk about Catherine.” She rose and stalked toward Jess. “I did what I had to do to save you pain.”
“Enlighten me,” Jess ground out. At this point, she feared the palms of her hands would start bleeding from the way her fingernails dug into her skin.
Lauren heaved a long sigh. “I read your diary, and—”
Jess jerked. “You what?”
“Stop acting so scandalized. I’m sure there isn’t one responsible parent out there who doesn’t read their teenager’s journals. How else are we supposed to protect you?”
Jess crossed her arms. 
“I read the gushing, heart-broken entry about Amy and that boy, that Steven, no. What was it? Sebastian? No. Simon. Not that it matters. You went on and on about how you didn’t understand why you were so angry and upset, and how much you hated Simon. You never seemed to realize why.” She chuckled. “You take after your father there. He’d never been that self-aware either.”
Jess refrained from shouting, knowing it would get her nowhere. “And then?” she pressed out. 
Lauren shrugged. “I talked to your father about Amy’s little adventure when Gretchen and her friend Beatrice were around. Your sister would never have grasped the meaning of that conversation or known what to do, unlike Beatrice, who’d never been able to mind her own business.”
Jess closed her eyes, swallowing the growing lump in her throat. 
“After that, it was only a matter of time. After all, you’d sworn not to tell a soul about what Amy had done. And you hadn’t, yet of course that slut didn’t believe you. Good riddance.”
Jess tread closer to her mother. “Don’t call her that!” She gritted her teeth. “You have no idea what you’ve done to me. To us,” her voice broke. 
“I’ve done what any good parent would have done. Ended that path she’d seduced you on.”
Jess released a mirthless laugh. “God, I don’t even know where to start. But you know what? It doesn’t matter. You’ll never change, and you don’t care about me.”
“Of course I care about you! Why else would I have gone through all this trouble to—”
“Perhaps you wanted to save yourself the embarrassment of having to tell your friends you have a lesbian daughter.”
“I do not have a lesbian daughter. You’re confused. This girl has once more—”
“You’re right. You don’t have a lesbian daughter because I’m not your child. I’m not anything to you anymore because you’re most definitely nothing to me.” Jess turned and stalked out of the room, once more ignoring her mother’s shouts. 

“Say something,” Jess said, resisting the urge to jump over the table and shake Amy out of her daze.
Eventually, Amy shook her head, as if clearing gossamer threads obstructing her vision. Her brows furrowed. “That’s so awful. Lauren… she…”
Jess fell back against her chair. “Yes. She is.”
“I’m sorry she treated you like that,” Amy said. 
Jess shrugged. “It’s nothing new.”
“That doesn’t make it better. The opposite, actually. Why did you keep that from me? I always knew she wasn’t… great, but I never realized she’s this vicious.”
“I didn’t want you to pity me.”
Amy’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you nuts? Why would I have pitied you because your mother is an abusive asshole?”
“I wouldn’t go that far, besides—”
“Well, I would. Abuse doesn’t have to be physical. And I’d have tried to be there for you.”
Jess sighed. Yes, she’d have needed that. More Amy. Though she’d have soaked it up like a sponge. She’d been hopeless and never even realized it. 
Amy reached out and clasped Jess’s hand. “I’m proud of you, even if that doesn’t mean much.”
Warmth filled Jess’s chest, and her stomach did that annoying little flip thing at Amy’s touch—she remained hopeless. Jess squeezed Amy’s hand. “Thank you. It means a lot.”
“Maybe Lauren will see what she’s lost and come to her senses? But either way, you owe her nothing, most definitely not your happiness.”
Jess laughed. “That’s what I told Gretchen.” She sighed. “Lauren won’t change, though. She’s the type of person who’d rather be right than loved.” She had to avert her gaze as Amy’s eyes shone with so much sorrow and affection, Jess feared something in her would shatter if she didn’t withdraw. 
“I’m sorry, too, for… my role in all of this. I should’ve known you’d never tell anyone.” Amy hugged herself. “Or like you said, accepted the mystery.”
Jess rolled her lips, willing away the moisture that dared to fill her eyes. “It’s… understandable. I was the only one you’d told, and neither Simon nor you would’ve said anything, given all that was at stake. Besides, it still was me, in a way.”
Amy jolted forward and gripped both of Jess’s hands, squeezing them hard. “Listen to me. This wasn’t on you. Lauren had no right to read your journal, and not only did she invade your privacy, but she weaponized what she’d learned and used it to hurt you,” her voice cracked. 
Jess blinked rapidly. 
“This isn’t on you. You couldn’t have known, and…” Amy sighed. 
“But it’s not just on Lauren, either. We could’ve... We let this happen, too,” Jess rasped. 
“We were both so sure we were right, and hurt, because if we were right, the actions of the other meant that they—-”
“Didn’t care.”
Amy nodded. “I’m so sorry I hurt you, Jess.”
“Me, too,” Jess said. “What happens next?”
Amy sighed and leaned back in her chair, maintaining contact with Jess. “I don’t know. What do you want?”
Jess held Amy’s gaze. She could lie. She could throw the question back at her. They could argue again. She could say they should wait and see. Spend more time together, see where it took them. But she knew the answers to all these questions. She also realized that Amy would defer to her on this, and that, more than anything, touched Jess in ways she had no words to express.
“You,” Jess finally voiced into the stillness that had settled between them. 
Amy released a ragged breath, closing her eyes before opening them, warm, brown eyes that, while brimming with tears, held no sadness, only relief. “That’s fortunate, as I want you, too.”



lesson 20: lemonade is delicious
AMY HAD READ ABOUT sensory overload in autistic people, and while she didn’t relish crowds or loud noises, she didn’t struggle with them either. The concept always seemed far from her grasp, but right now she wondered if emotional overload existed, because if it did, she suffered from it right now. 
When she had pushed for more, for them to see if they could be something after their tryst in her parent’s guest bathroom—her head still reeled at the memory—she had little hope it would amount to anything. Not just because of the baggage between them, but also because she was reluctant to jump, too afraid of the fall and the subsequent crash. 
Now she’d leapt off the cliff and found herself face to face with… her wish, her heartfelt desire, and not only that, but it had been granted, moreover, it represented a yearning she’d not understood for the longest, then relegated to a before unknown and never experienced physical compatibility—yes, she’d had that thought. 
Here she stood. Or sat, really, staring at Jess Daniels, her former best friend turned so-called backstabbing nemesis, and they both had lost so much through the meddling of Lauren. Where would they be without it? What about Emma, though? She couldn’t make herself regret the path that led her here, but she ached over the pain it had caused, especially for Jess.
“What happens now?” Jess asked. 
“Whatever we want.”
“Do we start over, date, and all that?” Jess asked. 
Amy smiled, struck by how adorable Jess seemed in that moment—noting the tension in the stiffness of her frame, the nerves as her fingers tapped the wooden surface of the table, but most of all, she registered Jess’s relief and the wonder shining in her clear gray eyes. Amy expected that if she were to look into a mirror right now, she’d see much the same.
“Don’t laugh at me! This is a… seriously confusing situation. You have a child, and you just got divorced. At least we live in the same city, so that will make things easier.”
“I’m not laughing at you. I… You’re so cute.”
Jess groaned. 
“But on a serious note, Emma… Do you think… I mean, would you mind if I introduce you as a friend to her for now? She’s been through a lot with the divorce, and this weekend, she asked whether I’d leave her if I changed, you know, I’d explained how Ben and I no longer fit together because we’ve changed, and she—”
“Ames, breathe,” Jess said, once more picking up Amy’s hands. She traced her fingers over Amy’s. “Yes, of course. I’m familiar with the role of your friend, and I think I’ll manage that again. Emma obviously comes first. You need to make sure she’s adjusted to all these changes, that she’s fine. I want that, too.”
Amy didn’t know what to say, so she just stared at Jess.
“I know you’re a package deal, and I’m excited to meet your mini-me.”
Amy cleared her throat. “Thank you. I… This means the world to me.”
“What about your family? 
“Ugh, Mom will be so smug. I’ll never hear the end of it.”
Jess chuckled, and the sound rumbled through Amy, settling like a balm over her heart. 
“Jess, are we really going to do this? After all this time?” 
“Looks like it.”
They both smiled at each other. 
“How about we order takeout and watch a movie? Sit on the couch and relax because after the insanity of these last few days, we deserve a break,” Amy suggested. 
“I like that plan. What are you in the mood for?”
Amy tilted her head. “Indian?”
“All right. Let me check what’s nearby that delivers.”
“Even if they don’t, there are tons of delivery services that’ll bring you the food.”
“Right. True. I never think of that,” Jess said, scrolling through her phone. 
An hour later, they ate their food while chatting before settling on the couch to watch a documentary on whales—Jess’s choice. While Amy would have chosen something else to watch, it seemed right to leave this decision up to Jess.
“Did you know Humpback whales feed only for four months during the year?” Jess asked. 
Amy smiled. “I did not.”
“They eat almost nonstop when they’re in the polar region over summer, but then they have to migrate to warmer areas to mate and have their babies.”
“That’s impressive,” Amy said, stroking Jess’s arm as she hummed in response. 
“Can you imagine how cranky you’d be?” Jess asked after a beat. 
Amy swatted her arm. “You’re lucky I’m not hungry now.”
Jess chuckled. “I’m lucky, indeed.” 
Around seven, and after having a small dinner together which comprised of pasta mixed with vegetables, Jess suddenly turned to Amy with a somber expression. 
Amy’s nerves fired and the rush of anxiety careening through her made her dizzy. Jess couldn’t have changed her mind? “What is it?” she asked. 
“It’s getting late, so I should probably head home. I’ve been taking up enough of your time.”
Amy frowned as she watched Jess fidget in front of her. She’d seen more of that in the last twenty-four hours than in all their days in Europe combined. It seemed almost as if teenage Jess had replaced the confident, adult Jess in demeanor. She reached out and stilled Jess’s hands. “Do you want to leave?”
Jess’s head snapped up and her eyes widened. “What? No, but—”
“I want you to stay,” Amy said, watching with a mixture of fascination and relief as tension bled from Jess’s frame. 
“OK. That’s good.”
“I’m fine with you leaving if that’s what you want to do, not what you think you should do.”
“I do want to stay with you,” Jess said, not catching Amy’s gaze. 
“Why are you so nervous? We’ve left the hard part behind us.”
Jess sighed. “I’m not sure. It’s a lot, and I’ve never done this. I’ve never had a serious relationship before, and no, Brian doesn’t count.”
“I didn’t think he would have.”
“Good. It’s… I worry that I’m going to mess this up. We said we’d date, and yet we’ve already done all the… stuff you usually don’t do before you date, and does that mean we can’t kiss until when exactly? Second date? What about sex? Do you want to wait for that, too? Because I’d respect it if you did, but if so, we can’t sleep in the same bed because it would be too hard since I want to—”
Amy surged forward and kissed her, claiming Jess’s lips in a bruising kiss.
Jess froze, then melted against her before drawing Amy nearer. 
Amy drew back. “Does this answer your question?”
Jess nodded, staring at Amy with wide eyes.
“Can we take this to the bedroom? The couch is comfortable, but—”
“You want to have sex?”
Amy rolled her eyes. “I wanted to have sex with you since you got here. And you were wearing only my T-shirt and panties. You were wearing my underwear.” She pinched the bridge of her nose.
“Because that’s what you gave me to wear!” Jess protested.
“I was tired and frustrated, and obviously not thinking clearly.” 
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Jess asked. 
Amy huffed. “After you picked a documentary about whales for us to watch?”
Jess frowned. “What’s wrong with that? I’ve been meaning to watch it, and—”
“There’s nothing wrong with it, but it’s not setting the mood for… more.” 
Jess’s eyes widened. “Oh. So you thought I wanted to wait.”
Amy shrugged. “I don’t know. And then you morphed into the nervous teenager you used to be, and I didn’t know what to think. How can you be nervous when you’ve already been inside me?”
Jess flushed, her fingers digging into Amy. “I’m sorry. I was confused about how all this would go, but I was mostly trying not to jump you because that seemed… wrong. I didn’t want to give you the impression that sex is all I want.”
Amy groaned. “We’re idiots.”
“Seems that way.”
“But to clarify, you’re OK with… joining me in the bedroom?”
Jess smiled, grabbed Amy’s hand, and stood. She pulled Amy off the couch before leading her to the bedroom. 



how to call a dream when you were awake?
JESS NEVER THOUGHT SHE’D be with Amy. Ever. Not as a teenager, and definitely not after everything went to hell. Before the change of plans for Germany, she didn’t expect to spend any time with Amy ever again, much less have sex with her, or to… date her? Jess still felt punch drunk by the recent events, and she tried to wrap her mind around how much her life had changed within less than a month. 
Yet, currently, her brain faced a different battle—how to still function with Amy all over her. Jess sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying Amy’s hot tongue trailing up her stomach. She’d dreamed about that too often over the past two weeks, waking up panting with her shirt clinging to her skin, damp sheets, and wet from images of Amy’s fingers, of her tongue playing with—
Jess groaned. 
Amy pushed up, hovering over her. “Stay with me,” she breathed into Jess’s ear as she slid her warm fingers through her heat. 
“I am. I thought of… this. Of my dreams.” She closed her eyes when Amy’s fingers parted her already swollen folds. She was almost embarrassed by how fast Amy always flung her into this state of blinding arousal. 
“You dreamed of me? What did you dream exactly?” Amy asked, in a voice so soft and full of awed excitement it had arousal coil low in Jess’s stomach while her heart warmed with affection and tenderness. 
“This,” Jess rasped. “Your fingers inside me.” She moaned when Amy entered her with two fingers at her words. 
“And?” Amy stroked in and out in slow, shallow pumps that only increased Jess’s need. 
“Your thumb on my…” She sighed, trembling as Amy ran her thumb over her clit in slow, soft brushes. 
“Like this?” Amy murmured, her breath washing over Jess, and she shivered, groaning when Amy licked along the shell of her ear. 
“Not so soft,” Jess whispered. 
Amy increased the speed and pressure of both her thumb and fingers as they hurtled Jess higher. 
“Anything else in your dreams?” Amy asked, now facing her, so close she gazed at Jess with blown pupils.
“Your mouth,” Jess pressed out, her hips rocking against Amy’s ministrations. 
Amy smiled. “That can be arranged, as you like to say.” She pressed a lingering kiss to Jess’s lips, drawing her teeth over her lower lip before trailing south, kissing and licking Jess’s torso, breasts and stomach along the way until she settled in between Jess’s legs. 
Jess widened her thighs, groaning when Amy pulled out of her and stilled the movements of her thumb. She grasped the bed sheets and whimpered when Amy licked up and down her folds, then pressed her tongue inside. 
Amy’s fingers raked along Jess’s inner thighs before they dug into her skin as she sucked Jess’s clit into her mouth. 
Jess sobbed when Amy’s tongue swirled in hard and fast circles over her hardened nub, the knuckles on her hands paling while her hips hurried to follow along Amy’s rhythm.
Amy groaned, sucking harder before she shifted and added her fingers, massaging Jess’s entrance, then pushing three fingers inside. 
Jess moaned, her eyes screwed shut as she pressed her head deeper into the pillow when Amy’s clever tongue and nimble fingers catapulted her ever higher. Arousal sloshed through her veins and her body quivered as she lay there panting, in utter disbelief still—always—at Amy’s mind-blowing effect on her body and heart. 
She opened her eyes and gazed at Amy’s head buried between her legs, at her hand digging into her skin as she anchored Jess to the bed while once again increasing her pace. 
Amy grazed Jess’s clit with her teeth between sucking as she continued thrusting her fingers.
Jess’s mouth fell open, and she panted, sweat dripping down her neck and lower back before her body froze, and with a shout she tumbled into her release, hard tremors racking her frame. 
Amy gave one last lick, withdrawing her fingers and sliding back up, she pressed her heated body against Jess, who groaned and wrapped her arms around Amy. 
“And you wanted to wait before doing this again,” Jess mumbled.
“Me? You’re the one who wanted to leave after making me watch an animal documentary.”
“You’ll never let that go, will you?” Jess asked, pouting.
Amy laughed. “Why would I?” She leaned down and kissed Jess. 
Jess clutched Amy’s back, drawing her closer while she raised one thigh, pressing against the sodden heat between Amy’s legs. 
Amy broke the kiss with a groan. “I’ve never felt like this,” she whispered, casting her gaze away from Jess. 
Jess lowered her leg and reached out to cup one of Amy’s cheeks. She drew her head back to connect their gazes. “Me neither.”
Amy blinked rapidly. “It’s… This isn’t just sex, and…” She sighed. 
Jess stroked Amy’s cheek with her thumb. “No. It’s not. I’m not sure it ever was, though we… turned it into that. In our heads. At least I did.” 
Amy nodded. “It was less scary that way, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry I’ve ruined the mood,” Amy said.
“You didn’t, and you should never apologize for expressing your feelings. Definitely not to me.”
Amy worried her lower lip. “I’m not used to that either.”
“Perhaps we can do that together, get used to that and all the rest?” 
“I’d like that,” Amy said.
Jess struggled to fathom that this was real. That not only did she lie here, naked in bed with Amy, in Amy’s home, but that this was more than physical, and that someone—not just someone, Amy—desired her as much as she wanted her. Yet, here she was, and she really wanted Amy. 
Jess surged up and claimed Amy’s lips in a fervent kiss while raising her thigh again to press hard against the soaked juncture of Amy’s legs. 
Amy moaned into the kiss. Her nails leaving half-moon imprints on Jess’s upper arms. 
“Mood not ruined, huh?” Jess ground out.
Amy released a low chuckle that morphed into a groan when Jess replaced her thigh with fingers that played skillfully through Amy’s curls. “Indeed.” Amy rocked her hips along with Jess’s strokes. 
Jess groaned, lost in touching Amy so intimately. While she’d always enjoyed bringing her partners pleasure in bed, her desire to please Amy, to watch her fall apart—to be the cause of that—transcended all previous experiences. She felt enthralled by Amy’s reactions, by her low, rough whimpers, by the unabashed chase of pleasure. 
“Inside,” Amy rumbled. “I need to feel you inside.”
Jess clenched her jaw, gazing at Amy as she pressed two fingers inside. 
Amy’s lips parted and her eyelids fluttered close as Jess observed and memorized every micro-expression that flickered over Amy’s face. “More,” she demanded.
Jess nodded, and after pulling out, she pushed back in, this time with three fingers.
“Yes.” Amy shuddered, dipping her head to kiss Jess deeply. She licked into her mouth and sucked at her tongue, grazing her teeth along the hot muscle as she squirmed against Jess’s hand. 
Jess loved Amy’s heady taste, and she could kiss her forever. She licked along her palate as the muscles in her arm burned from the strain, but she followed along the wild rhythm of Amy’s gyrations.
Jess’s other hand scratched down Amy’s damp back until she reached her ass, adding pressure to pull her closer, to make Amy strain to keep up her pace.
Amy clenched around Jess’s fingers, and panting, she broke the kiss. She shifted her head so she could whisper into Jess’s ear, “I want to feel your tongue press inside me after this.”
Jess groaned; Amy’s words, her voice, her nearness, and the sensation of their nude, warm bodies pressed together, Amy’s generous breasts rubbing against hers, shot heat directly to her core.
She curled her fingers inside before pulling out and instead rubbed Amy’s clit, fast and with added pressure. 
Amy moaned, clutching Jess tighter until she froze, shaking in prolonged quakes with Jess’s name falling from her lips as she called out her release. 
Jess slid one hand over Amy’s back while slowing down her fingers between her thighs.
Amy chuckled, sighing before she released a little squeak when Jess spun them around, and she stared almost breathlessly up at Jess. 
“Don’t look so surprised. I have plans, and it so happens that your demand and my schemes make up the perfect merger.” Jess scooted back, spreading Amy’s legs wider. 
“Is that so?” Amy asked with a lazy smile. 
Jess’s heart swelled. She had no words to express what Amy meant to her. She nodded, struck mute by the sight of Amy spread out in front of her. 
“Well then, far be it from me to stand in the way of a successful union.” 
Jess smiled before lying down between Amy’s legs. She kissed and nibbled the insides of both thighs, completely ignoring the puffy, glistening lips she longed to taste.
Amy’s hands found purchase in Jess’s hair as she brushed through dark curls with increasing speed and strength. 
Jess smiled against Amy’s skin. She would not allow her lover’s impatience to hurry her along, instead, she placed open-mouthed kisses against the soft skin of her thighs, licking up the creases between legs and groin, delighting in the shiver that ran through Amy at the caresses. 
Amy’s grasp grew taut as Jess stroked her tongue up her outer folds. She groaned in seeming frustration when Jess returned her attention to her legs. “Jess.” She sighed. 
Jess smiled and continued her mission to drive Amy insane. 
Amy shuffled her hips, pressing them closer toward Jess, who remained on task, avoiding even breathing near where Amy wanted her most.
After several minutes ticked by, Amy huffed. “Jess, I swear, if you don’t—”
Jess licked up her length before pushing her tongue inside. 
Amy gasped, and releasing Jess, her hands gripped the bed sheets instead. 
Jess swirled her tongue and pulled back out, lapping at Amy’s entrance, allowing her essence to coat her tongue before she trailed up and pulled her inner folds into her mouth and sucked. 
Amy moaned, and covered in a sheen of sweat, she pressed her head deeper into the mattress. She threw one arm over her face, trying to catch her breath before issuing a low, strangled cry when Jess drew her clit into her mouth.
Jess groaned as Amy’s earthy flavor exploded on her tongue and she sucked harder, swirling her tongue in fast, hard circles over Amy’s bundle of nerves, scraping her teeth against the sensitive flesh.
Amy arched her back, panting.
Jess gripped Amy’s hip, anchoring her as she picked up the pace of her tongue, adding her fingers and pressing two inside. 
“God, Jess,” Amy pressed out in a hoarse whisper. “Faster.”
Jess once more increased her pace and quickened her pumps, pressing in deeper.
Amy shuddered, her back bowing before she shook, tremors cascading through her frame as she seemed to collapse into a powerful climax.
Jess slowed down her movements but stayed with Amy, guiding her through a series of little aftershocks until Amy grasped her arms. “Come up,” she breathed.
Placing one last kiss on damp curls, Jess pulled out her fingers and crawled back up. She hovered over Amy for a moment, sighing when she lowered her body on top of hers.
“It’s good to see you can follow instructions.” Amy laughed when Jess flushed. 
“Hush.” 
“Make me,” Amy replied. 
Jess narrowed her eyes before claiming Amy’s lips in an eager kiss.



lesson 21: all that ends well sometimes does just that
THEY HAD INTRODUCED JESS to Emma as Amy’s childhood best friend—not a lie—saying they had reconnected once Amy had moved back to Dallas again, which was kind of a lie. Amy had worried about how Emma would adjust to Dallas, to being away from Ben more, though he still got her every other weekend, and they created a holiday schedule that worked for them all. Most of her apprehensions had centered on how Emma and Jess would take to each other. She had fretted, lying awake at night, plagued by nightmares of Emma hating Jess, of Jess getting annoyed by Emma. None of that had materialized. 
Not only that, but Jess turned out to be the cool one—according to Emma, and everyone knew children had a skewed perception of reality. How did that happen? Amy had no clue, and she felt some kind of way about that. Yet, watching Emma and Jess interact always made her heart swell, and too often she’d watch them with blurry vision, blinking away tears, and when caught, blamed allergies. They had worsened since moving from Waco back to Dallas. 
One moment that stood out—Jess painting a women’s soccer game, with a goal and goalkeeper; a striker that resembled a certain pink-haired US player shooting the ball that flew high in the air, clearly headed for the goal; along with a filled stadium in the background. The collage made up all of Emma’s walls, and Emma had bawled when Jess had revealed the final project to her the other day. 
Emma loved their ‘sleepovers,’ when Jess would spend the weekend with them at Amy’s place, whereas they’d stay every weekend that Emma spent with Ben at Jess’s apartment, where they tended not to leave the bedroom that often. 
They didn’t sneak around or anything, but they had held back any non-friendly displays of affection when Emma was around for the first several weeks. But in early July, Emma had entered the living room after hiding in her bedroom for hours and exclaimed that she wanted to read something to them.

“You want to tell us a story?” Jess asked. 
“No. It’s a… a propsal.”
Amy frowned. 
“A proposal?” Jess suggested.
Emma nodded vigorously. “That’s what I said.”
“OK, ladybug. About what?”
“You know how Aunt Nicole lives with Aunt E?”
“Yes,” Amy said. Surely, they hadn’t been caught by an eight-year-old. Almost nine, as Emma kept reminding everyone, including the cashier at the local grocery store. 
“And they’re happy together, right? They invited us to that party soon.”
“Yes.” Amy didn’t know what else to say or where this could go. 
“I want to make a propsal that Jess moves in with us and you guys live like Aunties Nicole and E do.”
“Honey, you realize that Nicole and E are a couple? Like grandma and grandpa?”
Emma giggled. “They’re not. They aren’t a man and a woman.”
Amy opened her mouth when Jess grasped her hand, focusing her attention on Emma. 
“Your mom didn’t mean they’re the same type of people. Just that they’re in love like your grandparents.”
“Of course they are, silly,” Emma said. 
“And you think your mom and I should live like that, too?”
“Yes!” Emma jumped up and down. 
“But—”
“You love each other, and it’s so much more fun with Jess around.”
Jess preened. 
Amy glared at her before turning back to Emma, the child who’d upended all their plans, their idea of taking things slowly. Hell, they hadn’t even said those pesky three little words to each other yet. “This is something that would be all right with you?”
Emma tilted her head and gave her a look that not only eerily reminded Amy of Jess, but it also bespoke the fact that Emma wasn’t impressed with the speed of her mother’s uptake. She shook the paper in the air. “That’s why I wrote the propsal!” Emma said with a silent ‘duh’ at the end. 
Jess snickered. 
Amy sighed. “What about you? Is that something you’d want?” 
Jess sobered. Her gaze shifted from Emma to Amy. “Yes.” 
Amy had read all those books—romance, fantasy, science fiction, adventures, and everything in between—where narrators wax on endlessly about the impactful moments when an important person imparted an essential truth. How their world shifted and turned on its axis. For her, it had always been Jess’s quiet and assured “Yes” that had done her in. 
She released a trembling breath and reached out to grasp Jess’s hand. “All right. If you guys are all in, then I suppose I am, too.”
Jess offered her a blinding smile that felt like a punch to her solar plexus while Emma cheered. 
“Can we celebrate with ice cream?” Emma asked, already bouncing with sheer excitement. The last thing that child needed was sugar. 
“Yes! Let’s raid your mom’s stash!” Jess jumped off the couch, racing toward the kitchen with Emma hot on her heels. 
“Hey! Why does it have to be my stash?” Amy called as she darted after them. 

Tomorrow, Emma and Amy would head to E’s place near College Station, while Jess finished up an appointment in Austin before joining them. 
“She’s knocked out,” Amy said when she entered the bedroom. “How long do you think this thing tomorrow will last?”
“The distillery opening?” Jess said, putting her crossword puzzle on the nightstand. 
“No, your work thing.” Amy crawled under the sheets, facing Jess. 
“Oh, I’m not sure, but I shouldn’t be more than an hour late, ninety minutes tops, depending on traffic. 
“Good,” Amy said, reaching out to clasp Jess’s hand. “There’s something I want to say, so… try to let me get this out, as it’s hard to get it right in my head.”
“OK,” Jess said, squeezing Amy’s hand. 
“A friend of mine once said that everyone you meet in life, who becomes more than a stranger or a random acquaintance you see maybe once or twice in your life, is a travel companion on your journey through life. All of them fulfill different tasks or roles. Some will take on the role of the villain, others will be love interests. Then there’s your family. But most will be some type of friend. Some friends will even turn into family.”
“Like Reggie,” Jess said, smiling. “I like this theory.” 
Amy hummed. “Now, there’s the romantic notion that your partner should be the end of all things to you, be your everything, fulfill every need. But that’s not only false but also damaging to your relationship. For sure, your partner fulfills more roles than anyone else and they accompany you through many travels, many diverse adventures. But there will also be cases where only you want to go on this one particular trip.”
“Like a specific trip, I mean, a real trip, or are we talking metaphorically?”
Amy laughed. “You can’t help asking questions, can you?”
“Hey! Try being more specific,” Jess said with a small pout. 
Amy chuckled and leaned forward to press a soft kiss to Jess’s lips. “It can be both. A real life trip, sure, but it’s more of a metaphor in the end. May I continue now?”
“You may,” Jess said; her eyes twinkling. 
Amy cleared her throat. “Anyway, let’s say you’re so in love with an idea that you just want to talk about it all day. Now, as your partner, I’ll obviously listen and go on this journey with you. Yet, this journey isn’t one I’d have chosen for myself. Sometimes, it’s even a trip I don’t want to take at all, and I’m bored to tears.”
“Like Emma at the museum the other weekend,” Jess said.
Amy snorted. That indeed had been a disaster. “Yes. Like that. So, you can see how we’d all be better off if you had another travel partner for such a trip, like a friend who’s as excited about this adventure as you are. Someone who can share this with you, make it even better. This then, you sharing this trip with your friend and not your partner will be a win for us all. You’ll get more out of it, and you’ll strengthen your friendship, while I don’t have to endure a trip I don’t wish to take.”
“So you’re saying we should’ve just left Emma at home? I mean, she’s almost nine, so… What could happen? Wasn’t that Home Alone kid ten or something?”
“That is your example?”
Jess shrugged. “Hey, at least we didn’t fly to Paris and forget Emma at home.”
Amy snorted. “Are you now ready to hear the rest?”
“Of course. I always love listening to you, though I might have a slight preference for when your voice is shaky and you’re all out of breath.”
“You’re unbelievable,” Amy said, but she couldn’t prevent fond amusement from creeping into her tone. 
“Go on with your tale.”
“You’re the one who keeps interrupting me, after you said you’d let me say my piece!”
“Well, you know me. I always have a lot of questions, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise. Besides, if you weren’t already aware of this wonderful trait of mine, why’d you even add the warning earlier?”
“A warning you refuse to heed!”
“Hmm, indeed. But do keep on. I have plans for you tonight.”
“You recall we have to get up early?”
“I guess that means you’ll have to be quick, like you were the other night when we—” 
“OK, OK, I get the point.” Amy flushed. “All of that is true for lots of situations. Again, your partner will accompany you the most, but that doesn’t mean the other adventures mean less or aren’t needed to make you happy and fulfill your needs. We’re all complex people with different and vast interests. To expect a single person to fulfill all your needs is ludicrous. It’s impossible. In fact, you’d need a clone of yourself for that. Not a partner.”
“God, can you imagine? A clone of you?”
Amy swatted her. “You should be so lucky.”
“Indeed.” Jess grinned.
Amy huffed. “You know there’s a point to all of this?”
“I’m counting on it.”
“My point is, a good partnership knows and understands all of that. As such, there’d be no jealousy because you prefer to take that trip with this travel companion instead of with your partner. Because a partner should want you to be as happy as you can be, even if that means, or especially if that means that you have to go on some journeys solo, and some with another travel companion. You don’t lose by gaining. Love isn’t something that diminishes by handing it out in masses. It also doesn’t lose color, vibrancy, or meaning.” Amy held Jess’s gaze, noting how her expression had softened. 
“What are you saying?”
Amy loved their banter, their somber moments, even their arguments, and not only because they led to delightful encounters in the bedroom, but it often helped to release all the tension that life rained upon them. Amy had never experienced such a relationship, and she sometimes worried she might be dreaming—that this couldn’t be real. “I’m saying that we have that, and I love it. I love you, Jess Daniels, and I’m so happy we found our way back together.”
Amy noted Jess’s eyes shimmering for the fraction of a second before Jess toppled her with a bruising kiss. 
She pulled back. “I love you, too, Amy Summers. Thank you for being stubborn enough to come after me.”
Amy smiled, trailing her fingers over Jess’s cheek before drawing her down for another kiss. 



sometimes you could have your cake and eat it, too
JESS LOVED HER LIFE, and she never thought she’d feel like that, or even that such a thought would cross her mind. She hadn’t spoken with her mother again, and neither had Gretchen, who finally seemed able to relax for the first time in her life. She no longer talked without comma or period, and with being more at ease, she now actually reacted to what other people said. 
Lauren still played cards with Catherine’s group of friends, but according to Catherine, they rarely talked about their children (except Elizabeth who’d stunned them all by gushing about her girl’s first birthday party the other day). With the Summers, Jess had regained the family she’d once lost, not fully, thanks to Catherine remaining in touch, but it still felt different now. 
One afternoon, after they’d had lunch at the Summers’ residence, Catherine had asked Jess to join her in the yard. 

“I’m so sorry about what happened with your mother,” Catherine said.
Jess stiffened. “It’s all right.”
“It’s not. You girls are the only family she has left, given she never married again after your father died.”
“Lauren doesn’t value family, or people, the way most others do, definitely not how your family operates.” Jess gazed out at the bed of firewheel flowers between two desert willow trees. 
“No, that’s true. Lauren doesn’t…” Catherine sighed. “She means well, but her views are… limited. She’s the kind of person who won’t realize how much damage her actions have caused until it’s too late.”
Jess nodded, unsure what to say. 
“It’s not you, though. It’s not on you, and it’s not your fault. You’ve always been a wonderful person, and you were the most marvelous friend to our Amy. It had grieved us beyond words when your friendship ended.”
Jess rolled her lips.
“I’m glad you’ve found a way to resolve your issues. Amy has always been a drifter. Different from Nicole, who’d withdrawn from us all for a while, but still as worrisome to a mother. You don’t worry less just because your child is nearby.” 
“I can imagine.”
“We were all surprised when she married Ben. They never fit, but we soon figured out it was because of Emma, though we didn’t say anything. You kids are grown and must make your own choices, but it… It was hard, you know? Watching your child struggle like that while you know it’ll never work, yet you can’t say anything.”
“Yeah. I can’t see Amy appreciating it if you’d tried to tell her all that.”
Catherine laughed. “Very true.” She sobered, grasping Jess’s hand. “To me, you were always part of this family. We love you, Jess, and you make Amy and Emma so happy.”
Jess dipped her head, fighting the moisture welling in her eyes. “I love you, too.”
Catherine smiled. “I know you do, honey. Sometimes these things need to be said, and please hear this: I do believe you guys will have an amazing and happy future ahead of you, but if things were to… break, please don’t leave the rest of us again.”
Jess nodded, not trusting her voice, and closed her eyes when Catherine pulled her in for a tight hug. 

Amy and she just worked. They had always clicked, and since Jess was right and people didn’t change, not at their core, they still functioned the same way, whether they were thirteen, seventeen, or thirty-eight. Yes, of course, hormones, maturity, and life experiences kept everything in flux, but when you’ve truly known someone once in their lives, you’ll know them forever. 
Jess loved spending time with Emma. That girl was a riot and reminded her so much of little Amy, it almost scared her at times. She seemed to have adjusted well to living in Dallas now and already had made friends with a few of the neighborhood kids, playing out on patios or in the yards of her friends’ families. She knew Emma had two parents already, and she was not trying to play the role of another parent, but it still felt… soft and peaceful to have a child in her life. 
So one day, when Emma had skinned her knee after falling off her scooter, she had run crying to Jess, who had swept Emma up and carried her to the bathroom to clean and dress the wound. Jess had felt touched and a little overwhelmed at not only Amy allowing Jess to take care of her baby like that, but that Emma had sought her out in the first place. 
Emma had also proudly announced to the rest of their family that Amy and Jess were only a couple because of her own “propsal,” and that they likely would have taken another fifty years to figure things out without her help. None of them felt any inclination to disabuse her of that notion. 
They spent a lot of time with the rest of the Summers’ family, and they saw quite a bit of Nicole and E, even though they lived almost three hours away. Jess had been excited to join the distillery opening and first had been bummed when she realized she had a previous engagement in Austin on the same day. However, after Diana, the new administrator at the Yellow Crayon, had made some phone calls, Jess could do both, complete her business in Austin, and then head to E’s. She’d be late, but she’d still make it. 
By the time Jess drove up to E’s property, the gathering seemed in full swing and neither Amy nor Emma first noticed when she strode toward them. 
Emma dashed to her and hugged her before rushing off to play with her cousins and the other children in attendance. 
Amy smiled, and her genuine joy and happiness at seeing Jess—she interrupted her conversation with Nicole to greet Jess with a tight hug and a quick kiss—made Jess almost lightheaded with happiness. “You made it,” Amy murmured. 
Jess smiled back. “I wouldn’t have missed this.”
“Move apart now, you two. I get it, you’re still in your honeymoon phase and all that, but you’re out in public,” Nicole drawled. 
Amy smacked her while still holding on to Jess. “Hush, you demon sister. I’m not sure you and E have left that phase yet either, given I caught you canoodling in the kitchen earlier.”
Nicole flushed. 
“Did you now?” Jess laughed when she noticed Nicole’s blush intensifying. 
“Oh, look. Over there. It’s Mom, Dad, and Marcus. Let’s go say hello.”
“You’re just banking on us not teasing you about your sexual exploits with your hot girlfriend once we’re around our parents,” Amy said. 
By now, Nicole’s face rivalled the shade of her hair. “Will you shut it!” Nicole grumbled. “What’s gotten into you?”
“You mean who, right, not what?” Amy asked. “She’s right here.”
“Amy, I will murder you if you don’t—”
“Woah,” Jess said, raising her hand. “Please don’t do that. I just got her back.”
“Aww,” Amy said, giving Jess a lingering kiss.
“I’m going to be sick,” Nicole muttered. 
Jess laughed. “And you, stop messing with your little sister. Speaking of little sisters and demons, where’s Joy? Marcus is chatting with your parents—”
“With Dad,” both Amy and Nicole said at the same time, then rolled their eyes.
Jess’s gaze shifted between them. “You sure Nicole isn’t your twin?” 
“Don’t let Abby hear you say that,” Amy whispered. “Marcus is talking with Dad, as usual, whenever those two are in the same area. And Joy followed E inside the barn for something. I think E mentioned a new flavor, licorice. Joy loves that stuff, so…”
Jess grimaced. “I don’t understand why this flavor even exists.”
Amy chuckled. “Different tastes and all…”
“Yes, but some flavors are just… offensive.”
“She’s right,” said Nicole. “I told E it wouldn’t sell. Too many people hate that stuff, but she wanted to try it.”
“Well, Joy will probably ensure she at least breaks even,” Amy quipped.
Nicole laughed. 
Jess glanced at the two sisters while pulling Amy closer. She allowed her gaze to drift over the people in attendance, taking in couples standing close, chatting with each other, friends laughing and bantering while the kids chased each other across the lawn. She saw a few unfamiliar faces, but they all seemed a friendly bunch, a family of sorts, forged by communalities and affinity, not blood. 
Jess loved Amy and Emma, and the Summers. She had no words to express her happiness over the calm chaos and the abundant color, the joy, life, and laughter this family brought into her life. 
Amy and she had talked about all the time they’d lost, and where they’d be now if their relationship had been allowed to blossom without the interference of others, but in the end, they came to the conclusion that their path to now had not only been worth it, but it had also gifted them a profounder appreciation for their bond, a deep knowledge of how fragile life could be, and how lucky they were to have paved their way forward, past all the obstruction so that they could now live a brighter future, together. 
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