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Chapter One

Parker stared at the flecks of dried paint coating her hands.  Flakes of red on her knuckles, burnt ochre on her fingernails, aqua on her thumb.  The hard work of hours was staring back up at her, splashes of color that should have left her with hope but instead, Parker felt nothing but defeat.

The canvas on the easel in front of her was a blur of shapes and colors.  What had started as a painting of flowers had turned into a painting of a woman, then into a painting of a sky, and finally into a plaster smattering of abstract blobs.  With this painting, and just like her last five attempts, Parker had lost her focus.  She had lost her inspiration.  And she was struggling to make a breakthrough.

She was under pressure to release a new series of paintings within the next month.  It was time to put up new artwork at the studio she sold her artwork at.  And she was under pressure to start making some real money.  It had been a very slow few months for her, making next to nothing in art sales.  Most of her money came from running the front counter at the studio, handing glasses of complimentary champagne to anyone who came to browse the art, and doing her best to convince someone to buy her work.  Or someone else’s work, which was even more of a blow to Parker’s confidence.

There were five other artists at the studio besides her.  It was a constant competition to be noticed and to make money to survive.  And one of the easiest ways to make more money was to create new art.  People liked new things.  But her inspiration was being smothered by the pressure to succeed, and Parker had made a mess out of at least ten canvases in the last few weeks.  At this point, she was just wasting whatever money she had left to buy new supplies.

She needed a strategy, and she needed to come up with something fast.

Parker reached up to face and pushed loose strands of light ash-brown hair back behind her ear.  They never liked to stay place in a ponytail.  Part of that was her fault, from a few weeks ago when she had impulsively decided to let her hairdresser cut her hair off into a shoulder-length bob.  She had hated her decision almost immediately.  But at the time, getting a haircut had felt like the one thing in her life Parker had any control over.  So she had gone with it, and let the hairdresser convince her that being bold was always the way to go.

There was probably no one in the world who would describe Parker as bold, so she had closed her eyes and let the hairdresser chop off her hair.  And now she could never seem to get it under control.  There were reasons she never made crazy decisions.  She was the type of woman who liked to play it safe.  Go by the rules.  Read the instructions first.

But maybe it was time for a change.  Because nothing in her life was going the way it was supposed to be.  Everything was a mess.  Not just her hair.

The words of her boss rang through her head.

“If you don’t start selling, you don’t get wall space in my studio,” he had said with the same gruffness he had always spoken to her with.  Salvador had never been a patient man.

But he was right.  She hadn’t sold a single painting in over three weeks.  Her contract with Salvador said she had to sell at least one painting a month in order to have wall space in his gallery.  He liked to say, “I won’t hang your art for free.  You can do that in your own home.”

She was a better artist than this.  But her inspiration had gone dry.

“What am I supposed to do?” She absentmindedly asked her empty apartment.  The living room, with a single couch pushed up against one wall was the only thing that said it was a living room.  Every corner and shelf and stretch of old wood floor was covered in paint trays, easels, canvases, tubes of paint and paint brushes.  Her apartment was her studio.

Parker stuck her fingers in the still wet paint on the canvas, pushing the layers of aqua and marshmallow-white around.  It didn’t matter.  The painting was already ruined.  It had been ruined before she had even started.  Where the hell was her inspiration?  Why couldn’t she just do the thing that she loved most in the world?

Her cell phone buzzed from the pocket of her paint-splattered denim overalls.

“Shit,” Parker ran her hands over a rag, doing her best to get what she could off so she could dig the phone out of her pocket.  It was no surprise that nearly everything Parker owned had the leftover residue of old paint on them.

In big white letters her screen read, LANDLORD - CALLING.

“Extra shit.”  Parker considered letting it go to voicemail, but knew her landlord would just call her back again later.  He was a persistent ass.

“Hello?”

“Parker, we need to talk.”

Goosebumps shot down her forearms.  “About?”

“Your rent.”

She didn’t need more of an explanation.  She knew she was behind on her bills.  “Yeah, about that Mr. Whitson.  I promise it’s coming.  I just need a little more time.”  Parker paced the length of her living room, biting at the dried paint on her thumb.

“Parker,” her landlord sighed on the other end.

“Really, I promise.  Just a little more time,” she pressed again.  This was at least the fourth time she had made this exact promise to her landlord. But there were no certainties in her line of work.  She only made money when she sold.  And she hadn’t sold in a long time.

“I’ve had enough of your promises.”  He was harsh, and it made Parker bite into her thumb too hard.  She winced from the sting, and Mr. Whitson continued, “I need your full rent and what you owe me at the end of this month, or you’re gone.”

Parker blinked, fighting back tears.  Tears of frustration.  “The end of the month?  That’s only two weeks away.”

“Yes,” he sighed again.  “It is.”

How was she supposed to get that kind of money together in two weeks?  It was impossible.  “I don’t,” she started, feeling the tears welling up in her throat, choking her.  “I don’t know how I’m going to get that kind of money by then.  I’m really struggling right now.”

“If you don’t,” he interrupted her, “Then you will be evicted.”

Parker couldn’t think of what to say.  She just didn’t want to start crying.  Not on the phone.  Not to her landlord.

“I’m serious about this, Parker.  You’ve got two weeks.  I’ve played this game with you long enough now.”

“Okay,” was all she could say.

“Get me my money.  I’ll see you at the end of the month.”  He ended the call.

Parker pulled the phone away from her ear, staring at the blank screen with horror.  She was going to lose everything.  Her space in the studio.  Her apartment.  Everything.

She crumpled onto the floor, her knees hitting the wood with a dull thud.  The tears couldn’t be stopped.  Parker choked back silent sobs, wiping away the fast-flowing tears.  Blue paint smeared across her cheeks.

What was she going to do?


Chapter Two

Parker woke up the next morning feeling groggy from the crying.  Her mind was still in a whirlwind, unable to focus on any one thing in particular.  Her landlord’s voice kept playing through her head, reminding her of her upcoming eviction.  How she needed a lot of money.  A lot of money fast.

The only thing she could think to do was to go down to the studio where she showed her art, Studio Nyx.  Her best friend, Harrison, worked there.  She needed his guidance.

This resolution came with a small boost of confidence.  The thought that maybe, just maybe, Harrison would have the answers for her.  That maybe his genius would help her get out of the hole she had so clumsily fallen into.  Hopping out of bed, she clawed through her old wooden wardrobe until she found some clean things.  Blue denim shorts, frayed at the edges and with splashes of paint that she couldn’t seem to wash out, but they were comfortable.  The fit over her thin scarecrow legs and made her look like she had a little bit of an ass.  The only clean shirt she could find was a white tank top, which her turquoise bra showed through in the wrong light.  It would be fine; she wasn’t dressing up for anyone.

She threw her mousey brown hair into a haphazard ponytail, not bothering with makeup.  Harrison had been her best friend since the second grade.  He had seen her at her worst: and though this moment felt close to her worst, she knew it wasn’t.

Parker didn’t bother calling down to the studio.  Harrison was always there.  He worked all sorts of functions, not being an artist himself.  He greeted people when they came in, offered them water or champagne, talked up the art and sculptures to curious buyers.  He was good at his job.  And the main part of it was to sell.  He was a damn good salesman.  He always joked the champagne he handed out did all the work for him.  But Parker knew he was just being modest whenever he made that joke.

***

It was still early when Parker got to Studio Nyx.  She checked her phone: 9 AM.  No missed calls.  The blank screen helped her breathe a sigh of relief.  She knew she wasn’t supposed to hear from her landlord for a few weeks, but the anxiety that he would call at any second was still there.

When she stepped through the glass door of the studio she was met almost immediately by her best friend.

He was grinning at her and rushing around the front desk to give her a hug.  “What are you doing here so early?!”

Parker couldn’t help herself but give a small laugh.  She let herself get scooped up in Harrison’s arms in his affectionate hug.  “I needed to see my best friend.”

Harrison pulled back from their embrace, his manicured nails still clasped to her shoulders.  “Don’t tell me something’s wrong?”  His face was earnest, those bright blue eyes sparkling as they dug into her face for some truths.

“Kind of,” Parker shrugged, feeling strange.  She hadn’t admitted her circumstances out loud yet.  It felt like a piece of tacky glue stuck to the back of her throat.  She couldn’t quite figure out how to spit out the words.

“Hun,” Harrison cooed and led Parker by her hand to the reception desk.  “Lemme get you some of that pink champagne we have, and you know Daddy Harrison is going to fix whatever is wrong.”

Parker laughed, despite herself.  He was so good at keeping her calm.  “Sure.  That sounds pretty good, actually.”

He poured them each a champagne flute of a sparkling pink liquid.  The bubbles tickled her nostrils as she took a sip.

Parker glanced around the studio, eyeing the paintings she recognized as her own, wishing they would sell off the walls right in front of her.

“Tell me what’s goin’ on.  I haven’t seen you in a few days.”  Harrison was propped up against the white-marble desk, his tanned calves crossed over one another, one of his hands wrapped around the stem of his drink and the other settled into the salmon-pink fabric of his shirt at his hip.

Parker barely heard him.  She kept staring across the empty studio, her gaze fixated on one of her paintings.  It looked so lonely, hanging there on the wall, untouched.  As it had remained for months.

“Hellooo?”  Harrison reached in front of her face and snapped his fingers.

Parker jumped, her cheeks blushing heavily.  “Sorry.”  She blinked quickly, glancing around as if she had no idea where she was.  “Uhm - what?”

Harrison cocked an eyebrow.  “Are you okay, hun?”

“I’m having a time,” she sighed.  It felt easier to be indirect.  The idea of telling her best friend the truth of what was happening in her life seemed an impossible task.

He laughed gently, trying to coax her into a better mood.  “That’s apparent, babe.  Want to let me in a little bit?”

She shifted on her feet, squeaking the bottom of her faded old sneaker against the smooth, polished wood floor.  “I need to sell.”

“Well, of course.  You always need to sell.”  Harrison shrugged her off, waiting for more.  He knew her well enough to know the full truth wasn’t out yet.

“Like, all of it.  Now.”  Parker was still hesitant, still keeping her thoughts bottled up.  It felt safer to keep them locked up, private.

Harrison’s groomed black eyebrows crinkled, obscuring his blue eyes.  “What do you mean sell all of it now?  You know that’s not how this works, right?”

Parker clutched her champagne flute close to her chest, feeling weak.  Vulnerable.  “I need the money, H.”

“What for?”

“My landlord called,” she could feel herself breaking down.  She knew she needed to tell him the truth.  “If I don’t give him the money I owe at the end of the month he’s evicting me.”

Harrison folded his arms over his chest, taking a moment to think things through.  “How much do you owe him?”

Parker sighed and looked at her best friend with glassy eyes.  “A lot, Harrison.”

“So you need me to sell your paintings?”

“I mean,” Parker was realizing how silly that sounded.  This debt was out of Harrison’s control, he couldn’t be made responsible for selling all of her art in the studio.  “I don’t know how else to get caught up.”  She felt like she was folding in on herself.  Her confidence from the morning was quickly draining.

Harrison was staring at the champagne in his glass, thinking to himself.  Eventually, he raised his shoulders, “There’s got to be a way.”

Parker took a sip of her champagne.  She wished it would make her feel better, but it was just making her stomach bubbly and sour.  “I just don’t know what to do, H.  I really don’t.”

Just as she was feeling ready to cry, the door behind them opened.


 Chapter Three

Parker glanced behind her shoulder, her attention lured by the sound of heels clacking against the floor.  A powerful noise.

A woman dressed from head to toe in black stopped to stare at Parker and Harrison.  She lifted a pair of expensive sunglasses and folded them in her hands which, Parker noticed with nervous appreciation, looked impossibly smooth.  The woman’s nails were painted a sharp, bold red.

Harrison set his drink down and quickly spoke up, “Welcome to Studio Nyx.  Can I offer you anything to drink? Champagne? Water?”

“I’m just looking, thank you.”  The woman answered with a coldness that cut Harrison short.

Parker bristled at the sound of the woman’s voice, the tiny peach-fuzz hairs on her arms standing on end.  She needed to look away, but she couldn’t stop staring.  She probably looked a deer caught in headlights.

The woman in black pursed her lips, painted in the same striking red as her fingernails.  She didn’t wait for another conversation to strike up, but she did stop - however briefly - to stare directly at Parker.  Her hair, long and dark, was pulled into a high, glossy ponytail that didn’t have a single strand out of place.  She was everything Parker wasn’t.  Poised, elegant.  Her skin, creamy and porcelain, practically dripped wealth.

The woman snapped her eyes away from Parker’s face and breezed past them without another word.

Parker glanced at Harrison and mouthed, “Whoa.”

Harrison nodded and waved his hand frantically for Parker to come to him.  He pulled her in close to his side and whispered, “Go talk to her.”

Parker grimaced and pulled away from her best friend as if he had gone insane.  “Are you crazy? Why would I do that?”

“So you can sell your art,” Harrison rolled his eyes.  He thought it was obvious.

Parker shook her head and gave a small, nervous laugh.  She felt small, silly in her ragged jean shorts and tank top that showed the straps of her bra.  She looked like she had wandered in off the street looking for a warm meal.  There was no way she could approach the woman who was wandering around the studio.

“Isn’t that your job?”  She asked.

“Well, yes,” Harrison rolled his eyes again, this time with extra drama.  “But no one can sell art better than the original artist.”

“What?” Parker was fidgeting nervously with her champagne glass, wishing she had never come down to the studio.

“If you tell her you are the one who painted something, she probably won’t be able to resist.”  Harrison was gently pushing Parker in the woman’s direction.  “Trust me on this.  People love meeting the artists.”

“I won’t know what to say,” she was leaning back against his hand, wishing he would just stop.  There was no way she could sell her own art to that woman.

“Just go and talk to her, P.  You can do it.”  Harrison pulled the champagne glass out of Parker’s hands and nudged her forward again.  “You need to do this.  Remember?”

Parker took a deep breath and nodded.  She knew she needed to do it.  What if Harrison was right?  If she could actually convince this woman to buy a painting then she would be one step closer to being able to pay off her landlord.  To being able to keep her apartment.

She brushed a strand of her hair back behind her ear.  Why hadn’t she dressed nicer today?

The woman in black didn’t seem to notice when Parker came up next to her.  “Do you like what you see?”  She asked nervously.

The woman shifted her weight from one leg to the other, eyeing one of the gallery paintings.  It wasn’t even a painting Parker had done.  “I’m not sure yet,” she said, and then turned to look at Parker.  Her eyes narrowed, driving daggers into Parker’s own gaze.  “Though, I think things could change.”

Parker felt like she was gasping for air.  Was she talking about her or the artwork?  Her brain fumbled for the right words to say until she finally blurted out, “Well, I could help you find something you might be interested in.”  She chewed at her lip.  “If you want.”  Was she being pushy?

The woman eyed Parker up and down with an intensity that made Parker shiver on the spot.  Parker felt like prey sitting in front of a hungry lioness.

To break the silence, and keep herself from collapsing in the weight of the woman’s stare, Parker shot her hand out and blurted, “I’m Parker.  I-I have some paintings here, actually.  I’m an artist.”

“Ava Windsor,” the woman wrapped her hand into Parker’s and shook it firmly.  Her touch was as soft as Parker had imagined.  “Take me to your art, then.”

Parker nodded.  “One of them is right here, actually.”  She took a few steps down the gallery wall and pointed to a large canvas with colors that mimicked ocean swells in a storm.

Ava’s heels clicked loudly against the floor as she followed.  The soft fabric of her expensive blazer rubbed against Parker’s forearm.  Parker sucked in a breath, afraid to move, wanting the heat of their bodies connecting to linger.  Was she doing that on purpose?

“How do you feel?”  Ava asked, but her eyes were fixated on the painting.

Parker took the moment to stare at Ava’s face, the delicate slope of her small nose and the high, dark eyebrows that framed sea-foam eyes.  “How do I feel?”  She repeated, confused.  She felt hot, a little sick.  Overwhelmed.

Ava’s red lips curled up at the corners, ever so slightly.  “Yes.  When you made this?”

Duh, Parker.  She closed her eyes, cursing at herself in a silent monologue.  Why was she being so frantic right now?  “I was going through a breakup, actually.”  She didn’t usually explain her process.  All of her paintings felt deeply personal in that way.  She didn’t want to share her stories with strangers.  She wanted her paintings to speak for themselves.

Ava didn’t turn her eyes away from the painting.  “It was painful.”

It wasn’t a question.

Parker chewed at her lip again and admitted, in a hushed tone, “Yes.  It was.”

Ava glanced to Parker again, her eyes burning with an intensity.  They looked like the ocean swirls in her painting.  Parker thought of drowning, thought of salt-spray in her hair, the foam on her lips.  Ava reached a hand out and ran her red-painted nails down Parker’s arm.  It was brief, but Parker felt like her arm was on fire.

“I’ll be in touch,” Ava spoke in what felt like a whisper, Parker was leaning forward to catch each honey-laced syllable.

Without waiting for Parker to answer her, Ava turned and headed out the front door.  She didn’t look back.

Parker felt like collapsing against the floor.  She’ll be in touch?  What was that supposed to mean?

Harrison was at her side in two seconds.  “How did it go?  Why did she just leave like that?”

Parker shook her head and wiped her fingers across her face.  She felt like she needed an ice bath to come back down to earth.  To feel reality again.  “I don’t know.”

“What?”

“She said she would be in touch.”

“Oh,” Harrison frowned.

“What?  What does that mean, H?”

“It’s an easy way to say you aren’t interested without hurting someone’s feelings, usually.”  Harrison tried to smile.

“Oh,” she felt like her best friend had just punched her right in the stomach.  “Really?”  It didn’t seem true.  There had been a connection between Ava and that painting.  She had seen it.  Or at least, she thought she had.  “She seemed…interested.”

“I could be wrong,” Harrison lifted his hands with palms to the ceiling.

“I hope so.”

“Did you find anything out about her?  She didn’t look pleasant.”  Harrison grinned.

Parker shook her head.  “She said her name is Ava Windsor.”  She didn’t want to tell him how pleasant she had been.  How nice her red fingernails had felt running across her arm.

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “Say that again?”

“Ava Windsor?”

“You’re serious?”  Harrison was grinning like a mad man, his eyes the size of dinner plates.

“Well, yeah?” Parker raised her shoulders.  She didn’t understand what the big deal was.

“Ava Windsor is a celebrity in the art world, Parker!”  Harrison was grinning.  “I’ve never  actually seen her before.  She’s like, this mystery collector.”

Parker felt herself blushing.  “Don’t mess around, H.”

“Parker, I’m not!  This is crazy!”

“Well, like you said, she’s probably not really interested in my stuff.”

“Forget what I said!”  Harrison grabbed Parker by the shoulders.  “You might have just had the biggest conversation of your life!”

“Do you really think so?”

“Absolutely!  Seriously Parker, she’s a big deal.”

“Well what am I supposed to do now?”

Harrison smirked.  “Have another glass of champagne with me.  It’s time to celebrate.”

Parker shook her head.  “I haven’t sold anything, Harrison.  What if I never hear from her again.”

“Ava Windsor is not the sort of woman to let you down easy, Parker.  If she weren’t interested, she would have said so.  She knows her art.”

Parker stopped to think about it.  Could it be true?  Could the woman she had just made a big fool out of herself in front of really become responsible for changing her life?

“She makes artists huge, P.  That’s what she does.”

“Really?”

“Yes!  She’s famous for finding people and making their art famous. I can’t believe she was just in here.  I can’t believe I didn’t even talk to her!”

Parker thought about how silly she had felt trying to form basic sentences.  “I wish you would have done all the talking, actually.”

“C’mon.  You must have done something right.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“Parker,” Harrison walked to the front desk and poured them two new glasses of champagne.  “You gotta work on that confidence, girl.  You sold to Ava Windsor.  You killed it today.”

She could feel her face blushing, but she was starting to finally believe him.  Maybe he was right.  Maybe she had said the right things, or at least made a good impression on Ava.  Maybe she was being too hard on herself.

“So when do you think I’ll hear back from her?”  She took a sip of her drink and stared at her feet, thinking of the shape of Ava’s red lips.  When would she see those again?

“Soon, I imagine.  I bet she has someone else come in to actually buy the paintings for her?”  Harrison shrugged.  “Cheer up, P.  You’re on the right track.”

Parker smiled.  “Thanks for all of your help, Harrison.”

“I didn’t do anything.  This was all you today.  And your painting.”

Parker glanced across the room to the painting of the wall.  Those ocean colors all swirling together.  The same as Ava’s eyes.

How long would it be until she heard from Ava again?  Parker couldn’t imagine her life was really about to change…but what if it were?

She took another sip of champagne and closed her eyes, imagining those red lips one more time.


Chapter Four

Parker had spent the rest of her day waiting on a phone call from Harrison with news that Ava had made some move on buying her painting.

No news had come.  Her phone had remained silent.  The hours had passed with Parker pacing around her apartment, trying to do anything to pass the time but she was unable to actually focus on any one particular thing.

She checked her phone again.  No missed calls or texts.  And it was already midnight.  There was no way she would be getting a text from Harrison this late in the night.  Plus, the studio had been closed for hours.  It wasn’t likely that Ava was going into studios after-hours to make big purchases.  No one did that.

Maybe Harrison had been right the first time.  Maybe Ava had really just been trying to get out of the studio and away from Parker without hurting her feelings.

“Shit,” Parker muttered to herself before tossing her phone onto the couch.  She needed to stop checking the damn thing before she drove herself insane.

“I need to calm down,” Parker kept talking to herself, as she so often did.  Living alone for the last eight years, since she had turned eighteen, had made her comfortable spending the time alone.  But it also meant that she only had herself to keep her company.  It was just easier to talk to herself out loud than to keep her thoughts bottled up in her head.  She found it helped to calm herself down.

Parker went into her kitchen and pulled a wine glass out of the cabinet, filling it with the cheap boxed wine that seemed permanently stocked next to her coffee machine.  “This will help?”  She asked herself for permission, and mentally gave it to herself with a little laugh before taking a deep drink of the rich red liquid.  It didn’t taste good.  It was more like tart three-day-old cherries.  But she was used to the sour pucker her lips made with each drink.  She didn’t have enough money to buy the fancy stuff, anyway.

She headed to her laptop, tucked neatly onto a tiny desk in the corner of her living room.  A big desk would only get in the way of her painting space, so the desk  held nothing more than her laptop and a small lamp.

She turned both of them on and headed into a job-posting website.  Maybe she could find some odd jobs for extra money?  “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Parker sighed at the bright computer screen, squinting into the blue light and typed help wanted into the search bar.

What seemed to be a million different choices filled her screen.

“My god,” she muttered and started to scroll.  Nothing caught her eye.  She wasn’t looking to get a full-time gig anywhere.  That would only take away from her time painting.  Plus, it wouldn’t even get her enough money before the end of the month when Mr. Whitson would come to collect his money.

What she needed was quick cash.  And a lot of it.

A ping sounded from her laptop, the email notification popping up in the corner.  The title read Do You Dare? and the sender was listed as Daring Art.

Stressed from staring at the job postings, Parker clicked the email.  Why not read some spam emails and finish her wine?  Maybe the task would help her take her mind off things long enough to be ready to sleep.  She needed sleep.

But as soon as Parker opened the email she realized it wasn’t a spam message at all.  It had been deliberately delivered to her, and featured an attached image of her painting from the studio.  Had Ava taken a picture, and she hadn’t noticed?

“What the hell?”  Parker gripped her wine glass and took a big drink.  She felt like she was going to need it.  She took a deep breath and began reading the email.

Dear Ms. Hayes,

We here at Daring Art are pleased to inform you that your artwork has made an impression on us.  We have attached an image of one of your particular paintings that has caught our attention.

Consider this email a formal invitation to join us at Daring Art: an art auction like you have never seen.

We have attached a contact form and contract that are necessary for your participation.

If you are interested in joining us, please get back to us.  The next Daring Art auction is this upcoming Friday.  We would love to share your services.

Sincerely,

The Daring Art Team

Parker leaned back in her chair.  An art auction?  So Ava wasn’t interested in buying her artwork after all.

But she had to be responsible for this email, didn’t she?  Who else would have sent her painting off like that?  Where else would the picture of her painting have come from?  It was too much of a coincidence to be anything else.

Parker was disappointed that she hadn’t impressed Ava enough that she was going to buy her piece.  She probably wouldn’t even make much money off an auction, would she?  Not enough to pay her bills, that was for sure.

And a contract?  What did that even mean?

She scrolled through the attachments until she found the contract.  A PDF of 15 pages filled her screen.

“Whoa,” she murmured and began scrolling.  She wasn’t expecting such a heavy file.  Why would the contract be so huge, and filled with so much legal jargon?  She could barely understand what all the clauses were telling her.

But halfway through she found something that caught her eye.

By signing this form you are accepting the terms and conditions that you and your artwork will be auctioned.

“You and your artwork?” Parker almost laughed.  She squinted at the screen, re-reading the sentence.  You and your artwork?

She scrolled further until she caught another clause.

You agree to provide yourself on a date of choosing to the highest bidder.

Wait a second. She was going to be auctioned off with her painting?  It didn’t make sense.  A date?  With the highest bidder?  Parker chewed at the edge of her lip and re-read the line one more time, trying her best to figure out what this email was all about.  The email had seemed weird at best when she first opened it, but now that she was beginning to understand what the auction entailed she was entirely confused.

She took a deep breath and pinched at the bridge of her nose, wondering if maybe the wine was hitting her a little too hard.  Maybe she was imagining all of this, and the email really was some sort of scam.  Maybe Ava had thought her painting was laughable and sent it off to this weird company as some sort of sinister joke.  Something to make Parker finally realize she didn’t have what it takes to be a prominent painter.

“No,” she reassured herself.  “She seemed to really like the painting.”

Her chipped fingernails flew to her keyboard and she opened a new browser window, typing in the name of the auction company into the search bar.  The first result took her to a website with the same flourishing logo and cursive print as the email had sent.

She read the website with speed.  The auction was only open to artists who were submitted by company curators.  Well, that was something, she thought.  It probably meant Ava really had submitted her painting.  Or maybe Harrison.  Would he pull a joke like this on her?  Either way, she doubted…it meant the auction house had thought her painting was worth putting up for sale.  But they didn’t know anything about her.  Who would spend money on a date with a girl who couldn’t even afford her rent?

There was barely any other information on the website.  Everything about it seemed shrouded in mystery.  There was no contact number, no physical address.  Nothing that Parker could trace for more information.

She sighed and went back to the email.  There was another attachment labeled FAQ.

The first question listed was the biggest question she had.

Q: How much money can an artist expect to make?

A: While Daring Auction can make no guarantees, the typical purchase amount is upwards of $10,000.  This includes payment for the artwork as well as bidding for a date night with the artist.

Parker nearly choked.

“$10,000?!”  She wiped her eyes and blinked.  No way could that be real.

The number stared back at her from the computer screen.  It was real.

But was she really willing to sell herself?

She scrolled through the FAQ until she found another answer to her own question.

Q: What does a date entail?

A: While there are certain legal restrictions as to what the highest bidder may ask for, they are still entitled to have a date of their choosing with their purchased artist.  Date details are up to the bidder to determine.  More information on legal restrictions can be found in the Consent Form that must be signed prior to the auction. 

Well, so much for answering her question.  That answer was as vague as dirty dishwater.  The highest bidder got to choose whatever date they wanted?  Parker guessed the legal restrictions meant anything that would lead to death.  Or, at least, she hoped so.  She wasn’t exactly a risk-taker, and the thought of someone making her go skydiving was off-limits.  But a nice dinner wouldn’t be so bad, would it?

Parker thumbed through the rest of the FAQ and realized she was not going to figure out much more information.

She clicked back through to the Consent Form.  There wasn’t anything to fill out except for a few dotted lines to put her signature on.  Signing it would surely be signing her freedom away.  At least for one night.  Parker wondered how many gross old men went to these auctions.  Even $10,000 didn’t seem worth spending a night with a man old enough to be her grandfather.  She guessed anyone spending that kind of money would want more than just a dinner date.

Then again…she would be able to keep her apartment with that kind of money.  Not just this month, but for the next year, if she wanted.

And, she realized, she did want.

“Have I lost my mind?”  She stared at the consent form and hovered her fingers over the keyboard.  A signature had never been worth so much for her.

Parker took a deep breath and typed her name into the document.

But she couldn’t help but wonder, who would be her highest bidder?


Chapter Five

The night of the auction arrived and Parker was filled with nausea.  She stood in her bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror, wondering what to do with her hair.  It was too short to put into a cute updo, and no matter how many times she ran a straightener through the light brown waves reappeared, curling into messy ringlets at her earlobes.

It had taken three hours to pick out her outfit, plus a full box of wine that she split with Harrison the night before as she poured through her sad wardrobe trying to find something that would both flatter her curve-less body and make her look appealing to any bidders.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had tried getting ready for a date, let alone a mystery auction where a crowd of strangers was going to be staring at her, considering whether or not they wanted to spend money on her painting and a night with her.  To do whatever they wanted.

Eventually, and while a little tipsy, Harrison had picked out Parker’s outfit for her.  She looked at it now, a faux-satin emerald green slip that barely dropped below her ass.  The straps were thin, and the front cut down low, but Harrison had reminded her to wear a push-up bra that would make her seem like she had some boobs.  He had been right.  As she looked at her reflection she was actually amazed at the cut of her cleavage that peaked past the silky edge of her dress.

She had found a simple gold chain to wear, and it dangled neatly around her neck.  It had taken her an hour, but she had finally figured out the perfect makeup: just enough blush to make her cheeks seem flushed and not just vampire-pale, a subtle black eyeliner that made the gold flecks in her dark brown eyes pop, and a glisten of pink lip gloss.

Maybe she did still have what it takes to get ready for a date.

Parker sighed and ran her hands back through her hair.  The one thing that she couldn’t quite figure out.  It would have to stay as it was: short, choppy, with awkward waves that did not at all resemble a woman coming off the beach, but more like a woman who had just rolled out of bed.

Her stomach clenched as she stared at herself.

“This has to be a mistake,” she told herself.  Who would want to buy a date with her?  It just didn’t make any sense.

“You need the money,” she reminded her reflection.  It was true.  The one thing keeping her going: a check.  A check that could cover all of her bills.  She could handle one date night for that, couldn’t she?

She grabbed a bottle of perfume and spritzed the hollow of her neck, warming to the scent of cherry blossom.  At least the perfume would give her a sense of confidence.

***

She had gotten a new email from Daring Auction that morning, telling her a limousine would be sent to her address that evening.  It was at her doorstep at exactly 7PM.  Parker felt ridiculous stepping out of her apartment and getting inside.

There was a bottle of champagne and a gift card lying on the backseat when she got inside.  The driver gave her a quick glance in the rearview and said, “Good evening, Ms. Hayes.”

Parker was dumbfounded.  “Uhm, good evening,” she answered, sliding into the backseat of the limo and folding her hands nervously in her lap.  An entire limo just for her.  It didn’t seem real.

“Can you tell me where we’re going?”  She dared to ask.

“I cannot, Ms. Hayes,” the driver answered her, but his eyes were back on the street as he pulled away from the curb and took off towards the center of the city.  “There is a card for you, if you’d like to read that.”

“Oh,” Parker glanced around and found the card. “Uhm, thanks.”

She opened the card and read.

Ms. Parker Hayes,

Daring Auction is looking forward to an exciting evening with you. When you arrive to your destination, please go to the check-in desk.  You will be given further instructions when you sign in.

Good luck,

Daring Auction

 Good luck?  Parker eyed the note one more time, and decided it was best not to think about what the rest of the night had in store for her.  All she got was vague answers and confusion, and if she got any more doubt she was likely to back out of the whole night.

She thought back to the consent form she had signed and wondered if backing out was even an option at this point.  Maybe not.

The champagne bottle bouncing against her hip looked expensive, but she decided drinking this early would be dangerous.  Knowing her anxiety, she would probably drink the whole bottle and be too drunk to even stand on a stage.  She needed to keep a level head.

What had Harrison told her to do last night?  Just count to ten, and then keep going until you hit 10,000.  It was a little joke, that seemed all too serious.  Just count to ten and keep going.  She took a deep breath and counted.

***

“We’ve arrived, Ms. Hayes,” the driver gave a small smile in the rearview.

Parker looked from the window and saw an unfamiliar building; it looked like a bank, or a hotel, but she couldn’t see any signs.  Or any lights.  The building looked completely empty from the limo.

“You’re, uhm, sure about that?”  Parker fidgeted in her seat, her hand wavering on the door handle uncertainly.

“Yes, ma’am.  There will be people to assist you once you go inside,” he answered her, but again, without any real details.

Parker thought about all the bad true crime dramas she watched in her bed, trying to figure out who the killer was and hoping that the main girl would live through whatever danger she always found herself in.  The girls always lived, and the bad guys were always caught.  But what about in real life?  Was she about to be one of those clueless girls wandering into an abandoned building, never to be seen again?  And no one knew where she was.

Count to ten, and then keep going until you hit 10,000.

Parker sighed and took a deep breath before opening the door.  “Thank you,” she said, a little too quietly, to the driver.

Her simple black heels clicked against the stone walkway as she approached the front doors.  They were all black, the windows had all been tinted to keep whatever was happening inside hidden from the outside world.  Before she could put her hand on the doors, it opened a small crack.

A man’s voice from the darkness behind the doors, “Name, please.”

Parker glanced one more time behind her shoulder.  “Parker Hayes.”  This had to be a mistake.

The man in the shadows took a second, then held out a white-gloved hand.  “Please come inside.”

Parker, against all of her better judgment, placed her hand in his and was led inside.

The door closed behind her and Parker stood in total darkness.

“Right this way, miss,” the man in the dark said to her and she felt a light tug at her hand.

She only took two clumsy steps forward and another door right in front of her opened.  Golden light flooded her eyes, blinding her for a brief second.  She was led into a giant entry-room, a grand chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling and marbled pillars lined the length of the long hall.  A luxurious red carpet stretched out in front of her, leading up to a wide staircase.

The man in the suit who had led her inside disappeared back in the door behind her, the darkness swallowing him back into that private place that separated this rich world from the outside.

A woman in an expensive gray blazer and pencil skirt appeared from behind the pillars, her red-painted lips a welcoming smile.

“Parker Hayes?”  She asked and held out her hand.

“Y-Yes,” Parker stammered and shook the woman’s hand.  She felt blinded, stunned by the wealth of the building, the glow of golden lights from the ceiling and the way the marble floors reflected that perfect glow.  This couldn’t be real.

“So happy you’ve come tonight.  Your painting is already here, we’ve just been waiting for your arrival.  The auction will begin soon.”  The woman was talking a thousand-miles-a-minute, and Parker felt like she could barely keep up, let alone breathe.

Parker clutched at her stomach nervously, feeling horribly exposed and cheap in her emerald dress and heels.  She wished she had worn something longer, something that covered her legs, or didn’t show off the curves of her breasts.

“Come right this way, won’t you?”  The woman took off down the length of the red carpet, and Parker followed.

They walked up the staircase and to the right, Parker could hear the quiet melody of gentle piano-playing and over it, the loud bustle of people talking over one-another, the laughter of men and women, the clinking of expensive glassware.  The woman in the suit led her to the left, away from that room where all the noise was coming from, and Parker gave a last look over her shoulder.  The door opened briefly as a waiter walked out with an empty tray, and she saw the rich colors of expensive gowns and suits, the heads of hundreds of people all moving about.

“Wow,” she murmured.

“What was that, Ms. Hayes?”  The woman turned.

Parker jumped and turned back around to follow after her.  “Oh, nothing.  I just…I guess I didn’t expect so many people.”

The woman laughed and opened a set of large white doors.  “Oh, yes.  Our auctions are quite popular.”

Parker felt her stomach flip.  “I suppose that’s a good thing.”

The woman gave Parker a look, her brow arched quizzically.  “Yes, I suppose it is.  For you.”

Right.  Because she was about to be auctioned off.  The more people in the crowd, the more likely it was that she would get at least one bidder.

The woman led Parker down another hallway with doors lining each side, until the finally found with HAYES written across it.  “All right, this will be your room for the evening.”

“My room?”  Parker asked.

The woman gave a quiet laugh and led them inside.  “Yes, a place to wait for your time on the stage.  You’re one of the first auctions, actually.”

“Oh,” Parker tried to swallow the lump growing in her throat.

“That’s a good thing too, don’t worry.”  The woman waited by the door while Parker went into her room.  “It’s always better to be early.  You’ll have more bidders with fatter pockets.”  The woman grinned devilishly.  “Try and relax.  There is some champagne next to the bureau.  An assistant will be in to get you shortly.”

Parker nodded and tried to figure out a way to relax.  Maybe champagne was the answer.  Left alone in the room, she figured it couldn’t hurt.  She sat at the vanity desk, checking her makeup in the mirror, and poured herself a small glass.

“Come on, Parker.  Get it together,” she told herself as she sipped down the fizzy bubbles.

She tapped her clear-glossed fingernails against the wood of the desk and tried to keep her anxiety under control.  It wouldn’t be much longer and she would be up on that stage, in front of all of those people…


Chapter Six

Parker was standing behind the curtain on stage, blocked from the view of the audience while on the other side the announcer was introducing her name and her painting.  She could hear the faint claps from the audience as they mentioned her accolades, and Parker stood wondering how they had so much information on her.  Had they looked her up?  Was Harrison responsible?  It didn’t matter.  It was too late to go back now.

“Let us start the bidding!”  The announcer called from his podium and the audience clapped loudly in waiting as the red curtain was slowly drawn away from the stage.

A spotlight shone golden light down on Parker where she stood next to her painting.  As they were revealed, she thought she heard several oohs from the crowd.  She blamed the champagne for the confidence, but was thankful for the several glasses she had swallowed down before being led out to the stage.  Without that liquid courage, she didn’t think she would have been able to stand like she was, the focus of every person in the room.

She couldn’t focus on any one face in particular.  Men and women were holding up white signs with numbers, making bids by the hundreds in quick succession as the auctioneer rattled off numbers and called out the highest bids.

Then she saw Ava.

Standing at the back of the room, Ava was unmistakable.  Her black hair was in that same sleek-backed ponytail, her pouty lips glossed in red lipstick.  She was wearing another sleek black dress that curved to every inch of her figure, but her eyes were hidden behind wide black sunglasses.  Parker squinted against the shine of the spotlight, fixated no longer on the people throwing up their bids, but instead on Ava.  On Ava alone.

Every few seconds Ava’s red-painted fingernails tugged at the soft drop of her earlobe.  She looked like she wasn’t even paying attention to the auction, and with those sunglasses hiding her gaze, Parker couldn’t figure out what she was staring at.

She crossed her arms over her stomach, feeling suddenly very exposed in her short green dress.  Her skin felt cold, exposed, and she wanted nothing more than to hide behind her painting, or to run off the stage.

Ava kept tugging at her earlobe.

The bidding went higher and higher, but it all felt like a strange blur to Parker.  She couldn’t understand what he was saying, the numbers he was rambling off, it felt like a foreign language.  There was a man in the front row who kept waving his paddle with an intense vigor that made Parker feel even more nauseous.  He was a wide man, his stomach barely tucked into the lapels of his suit, his cheeks were large and flabby and sunburnt, almost purple from what she assumed was a mixture of old-age and too many cigars.  She didn’t care how much money he wanted to spend, Parker did not want to be sold off to him.  She couldn’t imagine a date with a man like that.  Or what he would want to do with her if he did win.

She thought back to the contract and wished she had read the fine print more.  Instead, she had blindly signed away her consent, and had no idea what could be admissible in a date to the highest bidder.  She could guess that sex would be involved, or why else would there be such a lengthy contract with so many places to sign?

Oh, no, she thought to herself, regretting all of her choices as the bulbous man in the front row continued to out-bid every other person in the room.

The bidding slowed, but still Parker couldn’t figure out what was happening.

“Going once,” the auctioneer yelled from his podium.  “Going twice…”

Parker grimaced, making uncomfortable eye-contact with the man who she assumed was about to win a date night with her.

“SOLD!  To number 78!”  The auctioneer struck the podium with a gavel and the audience clapped.

The man grinned at Parker.

The curtain closed.


Chapter Seven

Parker was back in her room, drinking more of her champagne and considering how embarrassing it would be to start crying when the woman from the beginning of the night entered.  How many of the artists regretted what they had done by signing up to be sold on dates?  She couldn’t believe she could be the only one.  Based on the faces in that crowd, there were plenty of bidders who she wouldn’t want to spend a single night with.  But maybe other people were more willing to sell themselves for a handsome check at the end of everything.

Despite herself, she couldn’t deny that the money was going to be worth it.  Even if whatever date she ended up on was going to be one of the most uncomfortable nights of her life, at least she was going to be able to pay her rent for the next few months, at least.  And getting her landlord off her back meant she could be stressing out less about her bills and could focus more on her future paintings.  It will be worth it, she tried reminding herself.

It was going to take some serious convincing.  Her skin felt like it was crawling with invisible bugs, and her stomach felt like it was doing wild flips at the bottom of her stomach.

“Ms. Hayes, congratulations,” she was smiling as she walked in.

Parker couldn’t bring herself to give back the same smile or excitement.  All she could manage was a weak, “Thank you.”  The face of the man who had put in the winning bid was staring back at her every time she closed her eyes.  All she wanted was to get home so she could throw up in her toilet, far away from the eyes of the rich and powerful.  These were not the same kind of people as her.  This was an entirely different world, and all it had taken was a single night for her to realize that she was never going to belong.

The woman looked at a file of papers in her hands, grinning despite Parker’s clear discomfort.  She was probably used to seeing it.  “I have to say, you got quite the bidding war over you and your painting tonight.”

Parker put her hands over her face, wishing she could disappear.

“I mean, $20,000 is nothing to be ashamed of, Ms. Hayes,” she said.

Parker coughed and dropped her hands in her lap.  “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”

The woman laughed and nodded knowingly.  “I said your highest bidder paid $20,000 for your painting and a date with you.”

“That can’t be possible,” Parker shook her head.

“It’s very possible, Ms. Hayes.  Congratulations.”  The woman handed Parker a check, but the signature was made out by Daring Auction.  Not the highest bidder.

Parker held the check, staring in disbelief.  The numbers blurred on the check.  This was impossible.  Who would spend that kind of money on her?

She knew who.  That disgusting man.  The check felt sticky between her fingers, corrupted by the realization of what she was going to have to do for the money.

“And it says here your highest bidder was a Miss Ava Windsor,” the woman handed Parker the rest of the papers.

“What?”  Parker stared at the papers.  There had to be a mistake.  Ava?

“Ava Windsor won your auction,” she repeated herself.  “I’m sure you’ve heard of her?  She recommended your painting to the company.  She sends in pieces for the auctions quite often, but I’ve never actually seen her make any bids.”

Parker blinked.  Had she made any bids?  “I didn’t see her make any bids tonight, either.”

The woman laughed and nodded.  “Yes, she was using a client to make her bids for her.  Most of our bidders do that.  For discretion.  I’m sure you can understand why.  We have a lot of famous people come to these auctions.  You just don’t see them.”

Parker shook her head at the paperwork in her lap.  At the check for $20,000.  All from Ava.

“Wait,” she felt like she was swimming through her own confusion.  “So Ava Windsor paid for a date with me?”

The woman shrugged.  “I suppose she did.  I don’t have those details.  They are usually sent out to our artists the next day.  So bidders and artists can have a little privacy in their decision making.”

Parker nodded.  “I understand.  Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome,” the woman started walking back towards the door.  “You’re free to leave whenever Ms. Hayes.  And congratulations, again.  You’ve had quite the win tonight.”

Parker stared at the door as she left, and waited a few minutes before she followed.  All she wanted was to get back to her apartment as quickly as possible, to take a cold shower and get some sleep.  Maybe she would wake up in the morning and realize this had all just been a dream.

The auction room had already emptied, and the entryway had only a few stragglers as they mingled with drinks in their hands and smiles on their faces.  They were all probably celebrating their winning bids.  As Parker went down the stairs she glanced through the faces of the crowd, hoping to see Ava standing down there.  But she wasn’t part of the mingling people.  Of course she wasn’t.

Ava Windsor was a total mystery.

Parker snuck past the chatting people easily.  They didn’t even notice her.  Chances were they didn’t care.  They would never see her again, anyway.

The same limousine that had taken her to the auction was parked on the street.  The driver had the window rolled down, and he waved to let her know he was waiting to take her home.  But before Parker could get to the limo, red-painted fingernails grazed her elbow.

Goosebumps shot down Parker’s spine as she turned, shocked by the sensation of the touch.

“Sorry to startle you, Ms. Hayes,” Ava’s cool voice slid past her cherry-red lips, and she smirked, ever so slightly as she eyed Parker’s face, her sunglasses removed in the dark of the night.

“Ms. Windsor,” Parker started.

“Ava,” she interrupted and corrected.  “Please.”

“Ava,” Parker stammered.  “I, uhm, thank you.”

Ava stared with cool motionless, giving away no emotions.  “I should be the one thanking you,” she finally answered.

Parker blurted out a laugh, feeling stupid immediately.  Why couldn’t she keep it together?  “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

Ava raised a finger in the air between them, quieting Parker immediately.  “I am,” she said.  “And I think I have the final say, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Parker answered with a strange obedience that confused even her.  All she wanted in the moment was to make Ava happy, to please her.  To show her she hadn’t made a mistake by bidding.  “You are,” she confirmed again.

“Good,” Ava’s red lips twitched at the corners, a coy smile.  “Are you happy you came tonight?”

Parker considered her question.  Was she?  She hadn’t had the time to feel happy about anything, still in shock from the anxiety and nausea she had felt all night, from thinking she was going to be stuck in a date with a gross old man only to be surprised by the news that Ava had bid highest.  Nothing about the night made any sense to her.  So was she happy about it?  “I,” she started, and brushed a wave of her light brown hair behind her ear nervously.  “Yes, I think I am.”

Ava started.  “You think?”

“Oh, no-” Parker reached out a hand but stopped just short of touching Ava’s arm, but didn’t stop from noticing that beneath the moonlight the other woman’s skin was like milky porcelain.  To Parker’s surprise, she couldn’t help but think that Ava looked absolutely perfect.  “I am happy now that I know it was you,” she confessed, feeling silly.

“Well that’s good to hear.  I was starting to think I had disappointed you,” Ava’s voice purred in the darkness between them.

Parker felt like melting in the sound, uncertain if it was the way Ava’s words rolled off the arch of her pouting lips, or if it was from the champagne she had drank in her waiting room.  “Not at all,” she whispered.

Ava’s bright green eyes flashed, “Perfect.”

Parker rubbed her hands together in the chill of the city night air, and rocked on her feet, feeling silly and very much imperfect in front of Ava Windsor.

Slowly, Ava’s pale fingers reached out and grazed across Parker’s bare shoulder.

“You better get home before you catch a cold.  You’re barely wearing anything at all,” she smirked, and Parker noticed the other woman’s eyes trail down the center of Parker’s dress, hovering where the lip of expensive satin dropped over the curve of her breasts.

Goosebumps peppered across Parker’s skin, certain that Ava’s glance had just shocked her, somehow sending an electric bolt of lightning out to her body from her eyes.  “I suppose I should, yes,” she answered, feeling drunk beneath Ava’s hungry stare.

Ava pulled her hand away from Parker’s arm.  “I’ll be in touch, Ms. Hayes.”  She didn’t wait for Parker to answer her before walking off, disappearing down the sidewalk, the sounds of her heels clicking down the sidewalk reminding Parker of the first time they had met at the studio, when Ava had walked in like the most powerful woman in the world in those rich, black high heels.

Parker remained motionless, watching after Ava as she left, the way her hips swayed with smooth rhythm inside the tight sheath of her dress.

“Fuck,” she finally breathed out, realizing that she had been holding in her breath since Ava had stopped touching her arm.  The place where Ava’s fingers had been touching her felt like it was burning, like a scalding iron had been placed against her skin.  And despite herself, she didn’t want the sensation to go away.  It was the first time she had felt like this in years.  The first time anyone had caught her attention, and held it.  The first time someone else had touched her body like that.  Even if it were a simple touch, Parker couldn’t ignore the lighting bolts running up and down her arm.

Finally, she turned to the limo.  It was time to go back home.

But Parker knew she wasn’t going to be getting the sleep she so desperately needed.  Instead, she would be waiting for word from Ava Windsor.

They were going on a date.


Chapter Eight

Parker was sitting at her computer desk, staring at the empty screen of her email inbox for the fifth time that day.  She didn’t know how she was supposed to hear from Ava, but she assumed it would be by email.  But it had been three days, and still, no word.  Nothing at all.  And she couldn’t shake the thought Ava from her mind.  The cherry-red gloss of her full lips, the daring challenge that swirled through her deep green eyes.  The electricity that had snapped against her skin as Ava’s fingers had touched her arm.

A knock at her front door jolted her in her seat.

Parker peeked through the peephole in her front door, half-hoping despite herself that Ava would be standing on the other side.  Instead, it was just Harrison, his black hair flopping against his forehead as he reached up to knock again.

“Hey,” she opened the door to let him in.

“Well there she is,” Harrison stepped instead.  “I haven’t heard from you since you got back from the auction, P.  What’s up?”

Parker lifted her shoulders in a defeated shrug.  “No news.”

Harrison grinned cheekily.  “Well, maybe this will help.”  He pulled a pink and gold embossed envelope from his back pocket.  “It was outside your door when I got here.”

“What’s that?”  Parker’s heart leaped in her chest, and she ripped the envelope from his hands eagerly.

On the front, in gold cursive lettering, was her name.  Nothing else.  No return address.

“Is that a letter from your lover?”  Harrison teased.

“Shut up,” Parker rolled her eyes.  “She is not my lover.”

Still, Parker couldn’t deny the rapid flutter of her heart as she eyed the envelope in her hands.

“Well, open it already!”  Harrison pressured.

“Okay, okay,” Parker took a deep breath and opened the letter.

Inside, a single square of thick white paper, that read, simply: A limousine will pick you up at 8PM.  Please wear the provided attire. XO – AW.

 Parker shivered.  XO?  “Did you see a package, Harrison?”

Harrison shrugged.  He was already propped up in her kitchen, snacking on a bag of crispy snap-pea crackers like they belonged to him.  “I wasn’t paying that much attention.”

Parker sighed and tossed the letter onto her desk before running to her front door.  In the hallway was a flat golden box, secured with a pink ribbon.  She could feel her cheeks growing hot with nervous anticipation as she grabbed it and went back into her apartment.

“You really didn’t notice this, huh?”  Parker lifted the box and gave her best friend a quick smirk and eye-roll.

Harrison grinned with a mouthful of crackers.  “Well someone is getting showered with gifts.  What’s in it?”

“I think an outfit,” Parker mused as she ran her hands over the lid and pulled the ribbon apart.  “The note told me I should wear this for the date tonight.”

Harrison sputtered.  “Tonight?!”

“Tonight,” Parker reaffirmed.  Could it really be here already?  She had been dying for a single note from Ava for hours and hours, and now that it was finally here she could barely believe it.  And, still, she had absolutely no idea what to expect.

Harrison had come back into the living room, standing over Parker’s shoulder and clapping with enthusiasm, “Open it!”

Parker took a deep breath and slid the box open.  She pulled out a baby-pink dress, made of expensive silk.  “Oh,” Parker breathed as she looked deeper into the box.

A pair of expensive white heels, a necklace of layered pearls, and beneath everything: a bra and panty set.

“Oh, my, god,” Parker breathed nervously.

Harrison was holding the pearls up to his eyes, a look of stunned amazement silencing him before he quirked an eye towards her.  “I know, P.  These pearls are real.”

“No,” Parker shook her head and lifted the panties from the box.  They were white, lace, and very, very small.  “These.”  The bra was similar, expensive lace that would barely cover anything.

Harrison’s jaw dropped, “Oh, P.  She wants to see the goodies!”

Parker’s face flushed.  “I can’t wear these!”  They looked barely big enough to fit a doll, let alone cover any part of her most private parts.

“You’re going to have to, babe,” Harrison laughed.  “It could be worse.  These underwear probably cost more than a month of this apartment.”

Parker rolled the white lace through her fingers and realized he was probably right.

She took a deep breath.  “Can you, uhm, can you help me get ready?”  She felt silly again.  It didn’t make sense that anyone would spend this kind of money on her, let alone someone like Ava Windsor.

Harrison’s eyebrows shot up and he grinned.  “I thought you would never ask.  Come on, we have no time to lose.”

He grabbed her hand and started leading her into the bathroom.  “First things first, it’s time to give you a good waxing.”

“What?”  Parker tried to back out, but was pulled into the bathroom by her best friend.

If anyone could make her look like she belonged in the expensive things that had been sent to her, it was him.

***

The limousine had been right outside of her apartment at exactly 8PM, just like the note had said.  Once again, the driver wouldn’t give any hints to Parker about where they were going.  But when they arrived Parker could see that they were parked outside of La Bastille, one of the most famous restaurants in the city.

She had once read an article about how the reservations were booked out three months in advance, partly because of popularity and partly because they were well-known for having private rooms for dining guests.

It was a place where people came to get engaged, or to fall in love, or to hide themselves away from the rest of the world.  Was Ava trying to keep their date a secret?

“Wow,” Parker breathed as she stepped out of the limo.

Once inside, she was greeted by a red-haired hostess who greeted her immediately.

“You must be Ms. Hayes?”  She asked politely.

“Uhm, yes,” Parker answered, wondering how exactly the hostess had known who she was so immediately.  But it was probably their job to expect every guest who came in the door.  There had to be a million reasons why people would spend so much money to eat a restaurant.  And Parker was the kind of girl who ordered takeout Chinese and microwavable meals.  Not the type to know what to expect from a fancy restaurant.

“Right this way, please,” the hostess gave no clues to Parker’s question, and led her through the dimly lit restaurant, past the seated tables of couples eating their dinners, and into a private room.

In the center of the room was a small table set for two, decorated with burning candles and gold-rimmed glassware.  At the table sat Ava, her bare neck illuminated by the warm glow of candlelight as she lifted her head in apparent shock at seeing Parker enter.

The hostess gave a quick smile and left the room, closing the door behind her.

Parker stood, unsure of what to do, feeling suddenly incapable of movement in front of Ava’s direct stare.

“Ms. Hayes,” Ava waved a hand towards the open seat across from her.  “Won’t you take a seat?”

Parker swallowed the nervous lump in her throat and took slow steps across the room.  The walls were painted a thick oil-black gloss, making the room seem somehow more intimate, and there were no windows.  Total privacy.  The only light in the room came from the candles on the table.

She slid her chair out carefully, trying to keep her composure, though on the inside she felt like her stomach was rolling and her nerves were turning into mush.  She didn’t know what to say, so as she sat, she remained quiet, trying not to stare at Ava’s red lips, or the tendrils of sleek black hair that fell gently over her bare shoulders.  She was wearing a strapless black gown, the soft fabric tucked tightly over the round slope of her breasts, the tops of which glistened with a light sheen that Parker couldn’t help but notice.

“Did you like your gift?”  Ava broke the silence between them.

“Uhm,” Parker stammered at first, and couldn’t help but raise her fingers to touch gently at the pearls that hung around her neck.  “Yes, it’s all so beautiful.  I don’t know how to thank you.”

Ava closed her eyes gently and gave a soft shake of her head.  “There’s nothing to thank.  You received a paycheck, if I remember correctly?”

Parker had almost forgotten about the $20,000, somehow.  It was hard to think about money when she couldn’t stop thinking about the way Ava looked sitting across from her.  When she couldn’t stop wondering why in the world Ava had wanted to go on a date with her.

Ava’s red lips parted and curled in a subtle smirk.  “They suit you.”

“The pearls?”  Parker gasped gently.  Did she really think so?  She felt silly in them, like they didn’t belong on her body.

“Everything,” Ava corrected, and Parker noticed her green eyes flash from the pearls around her neck down her chest, to the pink fabric of the dress she was wearing.  “It all fits you,” she whispered across the table, her voice pouring like velvet, “Quite beautifully, Ms. Hayes.”

Parker could feel the heat rushing to her cheeks, and was thankful that in the darkness of the room Ava probably wouldn’t notice her blushing.  “I do like them,” she finally admitted, wanting to at least say something instead of looking like she didn’t know how to speak.

Ava reached for the bottle of champagne resting a bucket of ice and poured them each a flute.  “Tell me, how long have you been painting?”

Parker took her glass of champagne and gave it a slow sip, considering her words carefully.  She was afraid that if she started talking too fast she would stumble over her words, make herself look like a fool.  She could barely compose herself.  “Oh, my whole life, I think,” she gave a small laugh.  “I think my first memories are me holding a paintbrush.”  It sounded ridiculous, but it was true.

Ava didn’t seem to think it was ridiculous.  She only smiled, her bright eyes darting across Parker’s face as she sipped at her champagne.  “You have a real talent for it.”

“Oh, thank you,” Parker bit at her lip nervously, hoping that the pinch of her teeth would stop the flood of blood rushing to her cheeks.  “I have a lot to learn,” she sighed quietly, trying to take away some of the pressure by admitting that she had faults.

“I look at art for a living,” Ava breathed with a sternness that was shocking to Parker.  Like she was reprimanding her.  “I know what good art is, and I know that what you make is real.”

“Real?”  Parker’s heart felt like it was trying to beat out of her chest.  First the gifts, and now compliments like this?

“I can see your passion,” Ava’s tongue lingered at the corner of her lips as she spoke, her eyes staring with an intensity that made Parker shiver beneath her gaze.  “There is emotion in each stroke, real feeling in each color.  It’s been a long time since I have seen something so beautiful.”

Parker took a sip of her champagne, hoping it would calm her nerves.  Was Ava being serious?  Or was she just that unsure of herself?  “What did you see in the painting you bought?”  The question fell out of her mouth like word-vomit, and as soon as she spoke she was regretting her question, wondering what had compelled her to be so bold.

Ava’s black eyebrows quirked, apparently just as surprised by the boldness of Parker’s question.  “Well,” she started slowly, thinking over her words with a carefulness that Parker was envious of.  “I saw pain.  Heartache.”

Parker started, shocked by the answer.

Ava laughed softly.  It was a small chirping noise that made Parker soften, made the shock of Ava’s answer wear off a little.  “That surprises you?”

“It wasn’t what I was expecting,” Parker answered.  “But, you’re right.”

“I told you, Ms. Hayes.  Looking art is what I do for a living.”

Parker nodded, unsure of what to do next, so she took another sip of champagne. Luckily, the door to their private room opened and a waiter brought in a large tray of covered foods.  While Parker tried not to stare at Ava, the waiter spooned out fresh pasta and sauces into the empty plates in front of them, and gave a small bow before leaving.  The food in front of her steamed in the darkness.  It smelled delicious.  Her stomach growled audibly.

Parker started to grab for her fork when Ava interrupted with a sharp, “Stop.”

She waited, her fingers hovering over her fork, and she glanced at Ava nervously.  “Stop?”

“I want your first taste to come from me,” Ava whispered and stood from her chair, the long strands of her black hair sliding over her shoulders and falling across her cheek as she moved.

Parker blinked and moved her hand back down to her lap, not sure of what to do next.

“I paid for this date, Ms. Hayes,” Ava whispered as she walked around the table to stand next to where Parker sat.  She moved behind her, and draped one hand gently over Parker’s shoulder.  “I expect to receive what I paid for.”

Parker sat motionless, but she turned her face to the side, breathing in the scent of warm perfume that came off Ava’s body.  Finally, to break the silence, she asked, “And what do you want?”

Ava leaned forward so her red lips were hovering right next to Parker’s ear and she whispered, “Whatever I demand.”

Electricity shot down Parker’s spine, heat clutched at the space between her thighs as Ava’s grip on her shoulder squeezed, gently, but the edges of her fingernails dug slightly into her skin.  “Okay.”

“Okay,” Ava repeated back, and bent to pick up Parker’s fork.  “Close your eyes,” she whispered.

Parker did what she was told and closed her eyes, her heart fluttering in her chest wildly.

“Open your mouth,” Ava whispered her command, and Parker did as she was told.

She could feel the heat radiating off of the fork as Ava hovered it in front of her lips.  Slowly, and carefully, Ava slid the small bite of pasta past Parker’s lips, and Parker closed her mouth around the bite of food, her mouth watering as the warm food slid across her tongue.

“Open your eyes,” Ava commanded.

When her eyes opened, Parker saw Ava kneeling at eye-level, her green eyes piercing into Parker’s with a sudden intensity that made her legs shudder, and she wrapped her fingers into the soft fabric of her dress, trying to steady herself as Ava stared directly into her eyes, her face just inches away.

Ava reached her thumb up to the corner of Parker’s mouth, and wiped her finger over her lips, slowly, savoring the touch. “How do you like it?”

Parker sucked in a deep breath of air, wavering beneath Ava’s stare, her body feeling like it was suddenly on fire.  “It’s delicious.”

“Would you like some more?”  Ava leaned forward; her warm breath slid over Parker’s cheeks as she whispered.

“Yes,” Parker whispered in weak voice.  She could feel herself crumbling, caving in towards Ava’s knelt body.

Ava rolled another small bite of pasta into the fork and brought it to Parker’s lips.  This time, with her eyes opened, Parker took her small bite, making direct eye contact with Ava as she did it, swallowing hard as she braced herself for another wave of heat to shatter between her legs and grip at the base of her pelvis.

The tip of Ava’s tongue ran over the edges of her lips as she watched Parker’s mouth move.  “Perfect,” she whispered as she stood.

Parker wanted to reach out and grab Ava’s hand, to keep her close.  She didn’t want the moment to end.  But Ava was already moving back around the table to her own seat.  Parker took another sip of champagne, hoping the cool touch of liquid would calm her nerves.  But it did nothing to stop the rapid beating of her heart, the desperation settling between her legs.

“You do not owe me anything, Ms. Hayes, but I do have another request before the night is through,” Ava was sipping on her own champagne as she spoke.

“Yes?”  Parker had no idea what to expect.  Nothing about the night had been predictable.

“I would like to see you again,” Ava whispered.  There was a serious line crinkling her brow, a frown hovering at the corners of her lips.

Parker swallowed cold air, tried to keep her legs from shaking.  “I would like that,” she admitted quickly, before she was too scared to let out the words.

Ava took a deep breath and leaned forward in her seat.  “I would like to learn more about you, and your artwork.”

She wondered if Ava was in this for the art, or for something more.  It seemed unlikely that her paintings were the only thing responsible for this date, for the way Ava’s fingers had felt on her shoulder, for the warmth riding her nerves like steady currents of flames.  “May I ask a question, then?”

Ava’s eyebrows raised.  “Go ahead.”

“Could you call me Parker, then?”  She asked nervously.

Ava’s red lips curled across her lips in a surprised smile.  “I can do that.”

“Thank you.”

Ava took another sip of her champagne and stood from the table suddenly.  “I look forward to our next meeting, Parker.”  And without waiting for an answer, she walked across the room and left.

Parker sat dumbfounded in her chair.  Had the date really ended so abruptly?  There must be a catch, why would Ava be interested in another date if she weren’t going to spend more time with her now?  And, just like all the other times, she had no actual information on what to expect, or when to expect it.  All of the control was in Ava’s hands.

Everything was uncertain.


Chapter Nine

It had been three days since Parker had gone on the date with Ava.  She hadn’t heard a single thing.  Not an email, a phone call, a mysterious letter in the mail.  Nothing.  She was thirsty for contact, needing to know when she was going to hear from Ava again.  Or when they would have their next date.  She couldn’t get Ava off of her mind, and it was starting to affect her painting.

She hadn’t been able to create a single new piece of art in this time, not even the beginnings of something that looked promising.  Distracted by thoughts of her date night, the way Ava had looked with her long black hair down instead of in one of those high ponytails, the way her fingernails had dug into the tender flesh of her shoulder.  She couldn’t stop thinking about it long enough to create a single new thought.  Every time she put her brush to a new canvas, she painted strokes of vibrant red and midnight black.  The colors that she saw whenever she closed her eyes.  The colors that reminded her of Ava Windsor.

“Fuck,” she yelled angrily at herself and tossed her paintbrush on the ground. Another ruined canvas, a single stroke of violent red splashing line from corner to corner.

What made everything worse was that she had no control. She didn’t know how to contact Ava, and that lack of power was starting to drive her mad.

“Wait a second,” she murmured to herself, suddenly struck by a moment of genius. She ran to her laptop and typed Ava Windsor into the search bar. A thousand results flooded the screen.  Of course she would be able to find her on the internet. Ava was basically a celebrity in the art world. How had she not thought of this before now?

Parker clicked on the first link which led directly to Ava’s personal business website. And unlike the Daring Auction website, this one had an address for a physical building. Ava’s personal office.

Parker grabbed a pen and quickly wrote the address her palm. She was going to take things into her own hands. It was time to have some control in this partnership.

Ava’s office was only a ten-minute walk from her apartment building.

Parker stood outside the tall skyscraper, staring at her awkward reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows that vaulted in front of her. She was so excited to end her long series of desperation that she hadn’t stopped to get ready or check a mirror to see how she looked. Her hair was tied in a loose and messy ponytail and she was still wearing her art gear: a slouchy white tank top beneath a pair of torn and paint-covered denim overalls. She looked like she had just crawled out of a hole in the ground. A bright blotch of red paint covered one cheek.

“Fuck,” Parker said out loud for the second time that day.

She was not having a good time.

But desperate times call for desperate measures, and Parker wasn’t willing to go back to the apartment and stew over the craziness of not hearing from Ava for days. How many more days would she have to wait if she didn’t take some control of the situation?

Parker considered for a brief second that maybe Ava didn’t actually want a second date, and that’s why she had never reached out. And that would explain why she had left their first date so abruptly. Parker had proved herself to be too boring, too dull, too unexciting for the likes of Ava - and she had left her on the date early because she couldn’t handle spending another second alone with her.

A passerby ran into her shoulder and shook Parker out of her miserable thought-process. There was no use thinking such things. It wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She took a deep breath and headed into the building.

There were workers at a reception desk to the right, but Parker passed them to search through the larger-than-life map of the building. It was a building for office-space, not just Ava’s personal skyscraper. Which meant it would be harder to find her office.

But Ava’s name stood out like a sore thumb on the board: that series of letters that Parker had read and re-read to herself over and over again since their night together. Since Ava had slid a taste of pasta onto her tongue, and cleaned the droplets of sauce from her lips with her thumb.

Ava Windsor. 4th Floor, Room 202.

Parker took another deep breath and tried to steady herself. She needed to be brave. If she didn’t show up with courage to the office, she would probably be laughed out.  She got on the elevator.

When she arrived at the fourth floor there was nothing more than a single hall leading down to one set of large, mahogany doors.  Even from the elevator she could read the gold-lettered plague; Ava Windsor.  She wrapped her fingers together and set down the hallway, determined not to back down.  She wasn’t going to sit around in misery.

She opened the doors with haste, biting at her lip even as she passed the receptionist at her desk who tried to stop her with a quick, “You’re not allowed in there!”

Parker slammed open the only door in the room, glaring.  She had worked herself up into a roar, and wasn’t going to leave without some answers.

Ava jumped out of her desk chair, her hands planted firmly on her desk, the shock sending her black hair flying.  “What in the-”

“Oh, are you busy?”  Parker demanded to know.

Ava’s office assistant came running into the room, “Ms. Windsor I’m so sorry, she just stormed right past me.”

Ava took a deep breath and held up her hand.  “It’s okay.  Please excuse us.”

The assistant looked in shock, which turned into slow disgust at Parker’s disheveled appearance as she looked her up and down, and left them alone in the office as requested.

Parker stomped up to Ava’s desk and threw her hands in the air.  “Well?”  She wanted answers, and she wanted them immediately.

Ava motioned to a chair next to Parker, “Why don’t you sit down Ms. Hayes?”

Parker’s face flushed bright red.  “Parker.  I told you to call me Parker.”

“Sit. Down,” Ava commanded, growing suddenly cold and stern.  “Parker,” she added in that demanding voice.

Against her better judgment, she sat down, wringing her hands in her lap.  She had forgotten everything she had planned on saying.

“Thank you,” Ava murmured, though her voice was still sharp.  Her dark eyebrows were furrowed as she stared at Parker’s paint-covered face, and she moved around the desk to sit in the chair opposite her.  “Now tell me, what’s going on?”

“I…you…I haven’t heard anything from you,” Parker sighed, struggling to get out the words.  “You said I would hear from you.”

Ava’s glossy lips curled into an amused smirk.  “Yes, I did.”

“So why haven’t you said anything?”  Parker tossed her hands into the air.  “I have no idea what’s going on.  You haven’t given me an email, a phone number…I have no way of reaching you.”

“So you looked up my office address?”  Ava mused, that smirk still cutting across her face.

A furious blush bloomed across Parker’s cheeks.  “Well…yeah, I guess I did.”  She had left her apartment with a plan, or so she thought.  But her brain was a foggy mess, everything she had wanted to say had disappeared the second she had seen Ava’s face, and been reminded of their dinner date.

Ava stood and walked across her office to the door, flipping the lock.  “I am not one for antics, Parker.”  She paced back to where Parker sat, her heels clicking against the stone floor with slow, strong beats.  “I don’t enjoy surprises.”

Parker glanced over her shoulder, staring at Ava’s hands, too nervous to look up to her face.  “I just don’t understand what I did wrong,” she admitted, at a loss for anything else to say.

Ava moved around the front of Parker’s chair, that smirk still painted across her red lips.  “Parker,” she cooed, her voice drawling out like smooth honey off her lips, “You didn’t do a single thing wrong.”  She leaned forward and cupped her hand around Parker’s cheek, ran a finger across the blotch of red paint there.

“I-I didn’t?”  Parker choked out the words, staring in disbelief up at into Ava’s face as she hovered over her lap and held her face in her hand.

“Not until this little outburst,” Ava whispered and leaned down closer, her face hovering inches in front of Parker’s.

Parker could see down the front of her blouse, saw the ridge of black lace from her bra.  She could fell the heat off her body, the steam from her breath.  Waves of fire shot through her body, eating down her spine and shooting to the space between her thighs, and she shook her in her chair, hungry to reach out and touch Ava for once.

Ava’s lips pursed.  “Naughty girls must be punished,” she purred and slid her hand from Parker’s cheek down to her neck, tickling her earlobe with the edge of her thumb.  “Are you ready to be punished?”

Parker let out a small sigh, twisting her head so that Ava’s fingers could run across her neck.  She didn’t know how she would be punished, but she knew she wanted it. “If I must be,” she sighed.

Ava’s fingers dropped to the buttons on Parker’s overalls and unsnapped the straps.  “Stand up,” she commanded.

Parker stood slowly, obediently, and remained still as Ava slid her overalls past her hips, and down her thighs.

“Sit back down,” Ava demanded, and Parker obeyed silently.

With achingly slow hands, Ava knelt down to her knees in front of Parker, and carefully spread Parker’s legs with her hands.  She ran the tips of her fingernails from Parker’s knee to her inner thigh.

Parker’s head fell back against the chair and she let out a soft moan, her entire body caving in a shudder.  She wanted to reach out, grab Ava and bring her into a kiss, but she knew if she moved she would ruin the moment.  She needed her to keep going.

Ava placed her lips on Parker’s inner thigh, ran her tongue towards her center.  Her hand moved from Parker’s knee to her underwear, where she ran her fingers against the wet fabric, ran them between the folds.  She ran her tongue over her lips and looked up to Parker’s face.  “Tell me you what you want,” she breathed, deep and breathy, the heat from her voice running between Parker’s legs like a wave of fire.

“Please,” Parker let out a deep breath, “I need to feel you. I need you inside me.”

Ava wrapped her fingers through Parker’s panties and pulled them off her legs with a sharp tug and began rubbing her fingers in the wet folds between Parker’s leg, her thumb finding the soft bud, and she rubbed it with a vigor that made Parker’s legs buckle.

Parker rocked her hips against the chair in rhythm to the stroke of Ava’s fingers and arched her back violently as Ava slipped her fingers inside of her, thrusting with gentle passion as she found the sweet spot deep within.

“Beg me,” Ava whispered against Parker’s thigh.

“Please,” Parker was breathless, her hands wrapped tightly around the arms of the chair to keep herself from melting off the edge of the chair.  “Don’t stop,” she moaned.

Ava wrapped her arms beneath Parker’s ass and pulled her closer, tonguing at the sweet peak of Parker’s body. She kissed at the gentle center where her lips met and rubbed the tip of her tongue across the waves of pink skin until she drove her tongue inside, moaning as she licked up her taste. Her tongue darted expertly, rubbing in fast circles across Parker’s delicate peak.

Parker’s legs throbbed as she thrust her hips forward, and finally she let go of the chair and grabbed for Ava’s head, digging her fingers into Ava’s thick black hair, pulling her face closer into her body, wanting to be consumed by Ava’s soft lips.  Her hips were moving with frantic energy as Ava licked with furious passion, sucking at Parker’s bud with hungry pulses.

Silently, Parker’s body shuddered, and her mouth opened in a spasm of ecstasy as she rode the crest of her orgasm.  Ava kept her mouth between Parker’s legs, licking with gentle caresses to savor up the last bit of moisture dripping from Parker’s pleasure.

Parker’s hand let go of Ava’s hair and cupped her cheek as she looked down at the woman who had just sent her body to outer space and back.

Ava propped herself up, bringing her lips up to Parker’s mouth, but hovered just before letting their mouths meet.  She brought a finger to her mouth and wrapped her tongue around her red-lacquered fingernail.  “I want you to taste this,” she whispered before running that finger over Parker’s own lips.

Parker shuddered, and let Ava’s fingertip glide over her lips, and then across her tongue as she licked the honey-moisture off her fingertip.  She could taste them both.  Her eyes were clouded, fogged by the intensity of the heat, the blur of her release.

Ava stood and straightened her dress.  “I hope you trust me now,” she whispered down at Parker.

Parker pulled her underwear and overalls back over her body, snapping the buttons and feeling foolish that she had ever doubted Ava’s intentions.  She had been wrong all along.  “I do,” she said quietly.

“Good,” Ava returned to her office chair, slicking her hand through her hair to return it back to its normal, perfect state.  “I’ll be in touch.”  She winked and returned to the paperwork spread across her desk.

Parker backed away slowly, unable to find the right words to say.

There was no good way to end what had just happened.  No words to describe the things Ava had just made her feel.

For the first time, Parker had felt alive.

She just needed to be patient.


Chapter Ten

It had been 48 hours and still Parker couldn’t stop thinking about her meeting with Ava.  The way she had commanded her to do exactly what she wanted.  The sensation of Ava’s hot breath on her thighs, her tongue pressed against her.

At the very least, she had managed to finish a painting and start on a second.  Red was still the primary colors – but they were splashed in wild patterns, mixed with pinks and yellows and rusts, and painted in o-shaped swirls, with falling petals.  What she imagined her orgasm had felt like if she had to paint it.  She was already started on her second piece and was considering doing a series.  Maybe she would name it after Ava, somehow.

Parker was standing in her living room, staring at the half-painted easel, when there was a loud knock on her front door.

Her heart jumped out of her chest.  The last time someone had been at her front door, it was the letter and the gift box with her dress and jewelry, and panties.  The same panties she was wearing now.  She liked to feel the lace against her skin.  It reminded her of Ava.  Parker couldn’t help but think that maybe there would be a new gift box at the door.  Or a note from Ava.  Anything, to let her know what was coming next.

She opened the door and nearly screamed.  Ava Windsor was standing in her doorway, looking as perfect as ever, wearing a long black button-up coat.

Her black hair was laid straight down her back, her emerald eyes popping against the dark burgundy eyeshadow she had put on.  And, as always, those bright red lips.  Those same lips that curled into a smirk at seeing Parker’s shock.

“Were you expecting someone else?”  Ava asked teasingly.

“No,” Parker hurried to answer.  She didn’t want Ava to get the wrong impression.  Or that she was ever expecting any company.  “I just, wasn’t expecting you to show up on my doorstep is all.”

“Would you have preferred a gift box again?”

“Not at all,” Parker tried to sound bold in the same way that Ava always did, but knew that her voice peeped out like a timid mouse instead.  “It’s good to see you,” she breathed in a soft whisper.

Ava smiled sweetly, a softness spreading across her face that Parker had never seen before.  “Can I come in?”

Parker nearly jumped out of her skin as she dodged out from the doorway.  “Of course,” she choked on her own words.  Why was she so bad at this?  “I, uhm, I don’t have a lot of furniture though.”

Ava walked into the middle of the living room, looking all around her – canvases of finished and unfinished paintings, drop cloths spread across the floor, easels propped in odd places.  And the single couch, pushed up against the wall.  Ava turned back to Parker, “You really are an artist.”

Parker shrugged and gave a small shake of her head.  “I don’t know about that.  I just don’t need the room for anything else.  I don’t have the money for my own studio space.”

Ava nodded.  “Well, I think you’ve adjusted quite smartly.”

“I make do,” Parker stuffed her hands into the pockets of her saggy jeans, regretting that this was the third time Ava had seen her covered in dried paint and wearing raggedy clothing.  “I just can’t throw many parties,” she tried to joke.

Ava made a soft humming noise.  “I guess I will just start having to invite you to mine.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean-”

“I know what you meant,” Ava interjected. “But it seemed like a good excuse to see you more often.”

“Oh,” Parker stammered, wishing she could hide the blush rising in her cheeks.  “Well, I suppose I can’t argue with that.”

“No, I suppose you can’t.”

Ava stepped across the living room and started to examine the current painting Parker was working on.  She eyed the bright red splashes, the pink edges of fluttering petals.  “Is this your newest piece?”

“I think so,” Parker tilted her head, eying her own work.  “I’m just trying to work out some things.”

“Like what?”

“Like…” Parker hesitated, wondering if she told Ava the truth she would sound like a total creep.  “Well, like the way you made me feel, the other night.”

Ava turned to glance at Parker, her eyes wide and her mouth puckered into a gentle o-shape of surprise.  “Really?”

“Yes.  I guess, well, you inspired me.”

A pink tint rose in Ava’s pale cheeks, and she tried hiding her face behind a sheath of her hair as she turned away from Parker.  “I would like to ask for a favor,” she breathed in a soft whisper.

Parker stepped forward, closer to Ava’s side.  For a brief second, worry fluttered in her chest, and she wondered what sort of favor she could ever give to a woman like Ava.  A woman who seemed to have everything.  “What is it?”

Ava turned back to Parker, her face suddenly serious.  “I’d like for you to paint me.”

Parker’s mouth dropped open.  What was she supposed to say to a request like that?

“If you want,” Ava added quickly.  It was the first time Parker had ever seen her act so timid, so ready to be told no.  Ava always demanded exactly what she wanted and seemed to settle for nothing less.  It was weird to see her so unsure of herself, so ready to accept no for an answer.  But Parker couldn’t bring herself to let Ava down.  She wanted nothing more than to make her happy.

“I would love to,” Parker smiled sweetly.

“Are you busy now?”

“Now?  Like…right now?”

“Yes.  Right now.”

Parker looked around her living room.  Her paints were already out, like always.  Her drop cloths were down, an empty easel was ready for a new canvas to be set up on it.  “I could try to do it now, if you’d like.”

Ava nodded and unbuttoned the three black snaps holding her ankle-length black coat together.  It dropped past her shoulders to her ankles, and underneath, Ava Windsor was completely naked.

Parker couldn’t help but stare.


Chapter Eleven

Parker blinked slowly, trying to steady her reeling brain.  It was hard to believe Ava Windsor was standing in the middle of her living room, completely naked.  And it was hard even harder not to stare.

“Don’t look so shocked,” Ava mused with that famous smirk lining the edges of her lips.

“I can’t say I expected this.”

“Do you disapprove?” Ava pouted her lips.

Parker rubbed her palms against her jeans, trying to get rid of the anxious sweat that had built up.  “Of course not,” she managed to squeak out.  It was hard to keep her composure with Ava just standing there like a picturesque model, every curve of her porcelain body exposed.

“Good.  Where would you like me?”

Parker made a short cough and looked around her apartment, trying to decide what would be best.  She didn’t really have any options except for the couch.  She pulled one end so it could be centered in the room.  “How about here?”

“That works for me,” Ava was already moving across the room, her hips swaying with hypnotic energy, her full breasts bouncing lightly with each step.  She sat on the couch, then stretched out, her legs propped against one end, her head rested gently in the crook of her arm.  “Will this do?”

Parker backed away and stared, trying her best to look at Ava as a model to be painted, not as a woman she desperately wished to touch, to breath, to taste.  Her cheeks were hot as she nodded slowly, “Yes.  I think that will work perfectly.”  She wasn’t certain she would be able to hold a paintbrush with a steady hand, but she was going to try.  For Ava.

Parker quickly set up an easel and canvas and gathered her paints at her feet.  She wasn’t sure how she was going to paint Ava, but she was determined to do her best.  It would be the first beautiful thing she had painted in years.  And she would make each brush stroke count.  But before she could get started Ava made a clucking noise with her tongue and wagged her finger in the air.

“I think you have something wrong,” she crooned.

Parker glanced around her, not understanding what could possibly be wrong.  And how would Ava know what she was missing in the first place?  She tried to figure it out, but as she glanced around she counted: paint, brushes, canvas, naked Ava.  No.  Nothing was missing.  She was certain.  “What is it?”

Ava smirked.  “You’ve still got your clothes on.”

Parker pursed her lips together and glanced to Ava’s face, where she saw nothing but a mischievous glint in the glowing depths of her bright gaze.  So that was how she wanted to play this game.  There was a catch, after all.

“I don’t know if I can paint without my clothes on,” she whispered, the nerves in her body all mounting and popping off like mini fireworks, heating her skin and making her arms pepper with goosebumps.

“Oh, I do think you should try,” Ava’s velvet voice was a thick purr, and Parker couldn’t possibly tell her no.

“I’m not sure I can do my best work that way,” she tried to argue one last time.

Ava’s dark eyebrows twitched and turned downward, showing off the brief spark of anger at being denied.  She stood and walked across the living room to Parker’s side.  “Well let me help you.”  She reached out and ran her fingers down Parker’s arm and leaned her face into the soft hollow at the other woman’s neck, blowing warm air as she whispered softly, “Lift up your arms.”

Parker did as she was told, holding her hands above her head, and staring with disbelief as Ava grabbed the bottom of Parker’s t-shirt and pulled it up over head.  With soft touches, she reached around and unclasped Parker’s bra, and Parker let it fall to the floor.

Ava sucked in a gasp of air as she looked down at Parker’s breasts. She cupped her hand around the soft flesh, ran the tip of her thumb over the soft pink of Parker’s nipple.  Parker shuddered, her confidence in the moment quickly caving as Ava took control again.

“You’re beautiful,” Ava murmured, and leaned her face down Parker’s breast, placing her lips around Parker’s nipple and flicking the tip of her tongue over the peppered surface.

Parker’s back arched in response, her body caving in towards Ava’s own naked body.  “Let me touch you,” she made a soft groan of passion, and before she could stop herself Parker’s hands were wrapped in Ava’s hair, and she pulled the other woman’s head up to meet her own.

Their mouths collided in an explosion of lust and carnal desire, she could taste the cinnamon off Ava’s tongue as she slid her own tongue past Ava’s teeth, sucking gently at her lower lip. Ava’s body caved into Parker’s embrace, she wrapped her arms around Parker’s back, her hands floating to undo her pants and push Parker’s jeans down off her hips.

“I want you to taste me,” Ava breathed lustily.

Parker shivered at the request, her hips rocking forward so that their bodies were connected head to toe. “Let me inside you,” she moaned before placing brief kisses down the side of Ava’s pale neck.

Ava’s hands trailed down Parker’s spine, making every inch of Parker’s skin prickle and shiver beneath the touch, and as Parker felt her breaths mounting Ava whispered in her ear, “I want you to make me come.”

Ava started dropping to her knees, and gently coaxed Parker to do the same.  She ran her fingers through Parker’s hair and ran her tongue down the length of Parker’s neck before planting slow kisses on her chest.

“Lay back,” Parker’s brain was a blur of heat and desire, and with it  came a sudden courage.  She needed to give Ava exactly what she wanted.

Ava did as she was instructed, laying back against the ground, her body softened from the floor by the bunches of drop cloths that folded around her every curve.  The supple flesh of her breasts shook as her breathing heightened, and Parker couldn’t help but notice the line of goosebumps that trailed down the center of her smooth stomach. She stared up at Parker with hungry eyes, their deep green centers flashing with lust.

Parker drew herself over Ava’s body, straddling her hips so that she could bring her mouth to meet Ava’s lips.  They kissed tenderly, and as Parker pulled her mouth away Ava let out a soft, shuddering moan.

She moved slowly down Ava’s body, trailing her tongue along Ava’s chest until she circled over her breasts.  With teasing licks she sucked at Ava’s nipple until she felt Ava’s body tremble beneath her.  Ava’s hands were in her hair, massaging at the back of her head, pulling her closer with each tantalizing swoop of Parker’s tongue.

Parker traveled lower, wrapping her hands underneath Ava’s thighs until her hands were gripping the supple curves of her ass.  Parker’s hot breath spread across Ava’s mound as she drew closer to the space between Ava’s legs.  Slowly she began to kiss the sensitive skin at Ava’s inner thighs, before drawing gentle bites with her teeth.  Ava arched herself up from the floor, grinding her hips towards Parker’s mouth.

Parker glanced up, saw Ava’s head bending back, exposing the smooth white length of her tensed neck as she let out a soft moan.

With a tug, Parker gripped Ava’s ass and pulled her closer.  She slid her tongue into Ava’s lips and dragged it in soft circling rhythms inside Ava’s folds.  Ava’s fingers clenched into Parker’s hair with tension and desire.

Parker sped up her motions, feeling every vibration from Ava’s body as she shivered underneath her touch.  For once, she was in complete control of the situation.  She had the power to deliver Ava’s happiness; and Ava was powerless beneath her touch.  She found Ava’s soft peak with her tongue and flicked at, wrapping her lips around Ava’s bud so she could give soft sucks to her juicy part.

Ava squirmed beneath Parker’s body, thrusting her hips back and forth against the ground, grinding into Parker’s mouth as she moaned out a quiet, “Don’t stop.”

Parker’s tongue worked harder, running through Ava’s lips and overtop the sensitive mound as Ava bucked in response.  She kept her eyes trained up at Ava’s face, the arch of her smooth stomach as she suddenly let out a breathy cry as the orgasm shot through her body.  Parker ran her tongue through Ava’s folds, licking up every last bit of honey juice that dripped from between her legs as Ava’s body calmed.

As Ava calmed her breathing, Parker slid off of Ava’s body and laid down next to her, studying Ava’s body as she rode off the intensity of her orgasm.

Eventually, Ava’s eyes opened, pure bliss swimming in the flecks of bright green and emerald.  Her lips parted into a gentle, pleasured sigh.  “I’m glad I came over,” Ava whispered and reached out to run her hand down Parker’s side, trailing the curves of Parker’s body with her gaze.

She couldn’t explain, but Parker felt both nervous and confident lying naked in front of Ava’s stare.  Maybe it was the hungry lust in Ava’s stare, or that she still had the sweet taste of Ava’s skin on her tongue.  She was no longer doubting herself.

“I’m glad you came too,” Parker breathed.  “Would you like to stay the night?”  She was shocked by her own boldness, but, she wanted more of Ava.  To touch her skin again, to feel Ava’s tongue inside of her.

Ava’s face flushed for a moment and she sat up, the black strands of her hair falling past her shoulders and covering the side of her face.  “I can’t.”

It felt like a stab to all of Parker’s happiness.  A cold wave rushed through her body, settling at the pit of her stomach, replacing the sensation of ecstasy.  “Oh, uhm, sure, that’s fine,” she stammered out, starting to suddenly feel insecure once more.

Ava stood and quickly put her coat back on, buttoning it up quickly.  “I have business to take care of,” she said with a coldness that made Parker’s stomach clench.

Parker sat up, wishing she was no longer naked, but feeling too shocked to move to get her clothes.  She was staring at the floorboards as Ava’s heels clicked back towards the front door.

“Thank you, Parker,” Ava stopped to say.  “Maybe we can reschedule the painting?”

Ava was trying to offer a playful smirk, but Parker couldn’t find the happiness to respond back with anything teasing or joking.  There was an icy fist clutching at her chest, ruining any sense of joy she had felt just a few minutes ago.

Parker didn’t watch as Ava left her apartment.  Instead, she wiped her hands across her eyes, feeling like she was ready to cry.

Why was she so upset about something so stupid?  It wasn’t the end of the world that Ava couldn’t stay.  But, just once, she wanted their meetings to last.  It wasn’t fair that Ava could stop by whenever she pleased, get what she wanted from Parker, and just leave.

And Parker would have to spend days again, wondering when the next time she would see Ava would be.

At least for a few minutes she had had total control.

But she wanted more.


Chapter Twelve

“Wait, hold on a second,” Harrison was waving his hands at Parker, his face scrunched in disbelief.  “You did what?”

Parker glared at her best friend.  “Is it really so hard to believe?”

“Hard to believe that you fucked Ava Windsor?  Yes that’s hard to believe!”

Parker held up her hands, “Don’t be loud!”

Harrison did a full spin where he stood, arms outstretched as he glanced through the entirety of the studio space they worked at.  “There’s no one here, P.  Honestly, what did you expect me to do?”

“I don’t know,” Parker sighed.  “Be supportive?”

“Oh, no,” he smiled sweetly and wrapped his arms around Parker’s shoulder in a quick, squeezing hug.  “I am 100% supportive of this.  It’s just, kind of hard to believe, you know?”

“Yeah.  I do know.”  And she did.  It all seemed impossible.  From the auction, to the date night with Ava, to Ava showing up to her apartment, to having her lips pressed between her legs.

“Tell me what it was like,” he grinned, eager for more juicy details.

“Harrison!”

“Oh, come on.  It’s me.  I tell you all of my hook-up stories!”

“Well,” Parker rubbed her lips together, growing dizzy as she thought back to Ava lying naked on her living room floor.  The taste of Ava’s juice on her lips.  The way her perfect body had arched and caved as she rode her pleasure to climax.  “She’s amazing.  It was like…heaven.”

“So, what’s next?”  Harrison propped his hand on his hip.

Parker shrugged.  “That’s my question, too?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I always have to wait for her to contact me,” she sighed.  “I don’t know why.  It’s just one of her rules I guess.”

Harrison’s thick eyebrow twitched, and he frowned.  “She has rules?”

“She likes to be in control.  I don’t really know, Harrison.  I don’t like it either.”

“So why don’t you do something about it?”

“What do you expect me to do?”  Parker threw up her hands.

“Go talk to her.  Demand something more.”

Parker thought of the time she had gone down to Ava’s office, and how stupid she had felt when she left.  “I already tried that once.”

“And you told her how you felt?”

She sighed.  “Well, I was going to.  But once I got there…I…froze up.”

Harrison put his hands on Parker’s shoulders and squeezed, looking her dead in the face.  “So you need to tell her how you feel.”

“I don’t know, Harrison.  She really likes things to be exactly how she wants them.  I think she would probably end things if I tried to tell her what to do.”

Harrison rolled his eyes.  “And that’s the way you want to live the rest of your life, P?  Come on, girl.  That’s not the Parker I know.”

Parker gave her best friend an attempt at a smile, and knew he was right.  She did need to explain how she felt.  Or nothing would get any better.  If she kept living day in and day out waiting for a letter, or for a knock on the door, she was going to drive herself crazy.  It was hard to focus on anything when all she wanted was to hear from Ava again.  She needed a way to be in contact with her.  She needed to have at least some control.  And she needed Ava to know that she wanted more than random booty-calls and expensive dinner dates.

She wanted Ava.  And she wanted all of her.

“Thanks, Harrison,” Parker gave a courageous nod and took a deep, affirmative breath.  “You’re right.  I have to tell her something.”

“Be brave,” Harrison reminded her.

With a nod, Parker left the studio and took off on foot.  She remembered the way to Ava’s office.

***

Parker stood in front of the thick office doors that led into Ava’s office, wondering if she was making a mistake.  This would be the second time that she had barged in unannounced.  The second time that Ava would get annoyed with her for being impatient, and not waiting like she was supposed to do.

“Be brave,” Parker murmured under her breath, reminding herself of Harrison’s last words.  It was exactly what she needed.  To be brave.

She couldn’t back out now, and she couldn’t forget all the things she needed to say to Ava.  It was time to be direct.  Or to call things off forever.  She couldn’t keep up with things the way they were going.  Not if she wanted to be happy.  Truly happy.

And Ava made her happier than she had been in a long time.  She needed to fix things, in order to keep going.

Slowly, Parker opened the door and peeked her head inside.

The receptionist glared up from her computer, recognizing Parker’s face immediately.  “Do you have an appointment?”  She basically growled.

Parker stepped inside and shook her head quietly.  “No, I don’t.”  She wasn’t going to run past the receptionist this time.  “I just need to speak with Ms. Windsor.”

“What is this about?”  The receptionist asked, clearly thriving in her moment of making Parker practically beg.

“Business,” Parker spat out.  It was about business.  Kind of.

“Let me see if Ms. Windsor is busy,” she dialed into Ava’s office on her desk phone, and added snidely, “She probably is.”

Ava’s voice answered on the speaker phone, “Yes?”

“Ms. Windsor, a miss-” the receptionist paused and raised a determined eyebrow.

“Hayes,” Parker said.

“A miss Hayes is here to see you?  She doesn’t have an appointment,” she added with a smirk.

“Let her in,” Ava’s voice answered before the call ended.

The receptionist glowered, clearly annoyed that things hadn’t gone her way.  “Ms. Windsor is free to see you.”

“Thank you,” Parker looked from the receptionist to the door leading into Ava’s office.

“I take it you know how to see yourself in?”  The receptionist eyed Parker, making one last dig.

“Uh, yeah, sure,” Parker felt herself growing smaller and smaller beneath the receptionist’s stare.  She decided it was her fault for running past her a few weeks ago, and that she had every reason to be angry with her.  As she walked across the room to Ava’s office door, she couldn’t help but feel like her confidence had taken a hit.

Parker opened the door slowly, and Ava was sitting at her desk, back straight and eyes sharp as she stared at Parker with a mix of anger and curiosity.  “Ms. Hayes?”

Parker closed the door behind her and walked to the chair across from Ava.  “I needed to talk to you.”

Ava wrapped her hands together on the top of her desk, pursing her lips.  “I thought I told you I don’t like unexpected guests.”

“You did,” Parker sighed.  “But I…I needed to see you.”

“I’ll give you three minutes.”

Parker sat, and held the palms of her hands out, trying to make herself look somehow innocent even though she knew she wasn’t.  Ava was angry, just as she had expected.  And she had every right to be.  She had told Parker not to show up to her office like this.  To trust her.

“Please,” Parker sighed, trying to figure out the jumble of words scrambled in her brain.  Why hadn’t she written anything down?  If she learned from her mistakes in the past, she would know better than to think she could keep her head straight underneath of Ava’s stare.  “I can’t keep going through the motions like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have to wait for a phone call, a letter.  I have to wait for you to show up at my door.  I have to wait and it’s all I can do.”  Parker spit out the words quickly, knowing if she didn’t say what she needed to say now she never would.  “It’s impossible, Ava.  I don’t have any power, I don’t know how to find you except to show up here.  And I’m sorry, I am.  I know you told me not to.  But I can’t keep waiting around for a phone call when they never come.”

Ava’s eyebrows were furrowed in a messy bunch at the center of her nose as she stared at Parker while she confessed.  There were no emotions betraying her face.  She was emotionless.  A stone wall that Parker felt like she couldn’t break through.

Parker’s shoulders slouched, feeling more and more defeated by the second.  “I trust that you’ll come back,” she added, wanting to let Ava know that she did trust her.  “I just need you to know that the waiting is killing me.  I want to see you.  I want to hear your voice.  And all I can do is sit around waiting.”

Ava took a deep breath through her thin nostrils and leaned back in her chair.  “I see.”

Parker’s lips parted as she tried to catch her breath.  Ava was giving her nothing.  And what else had she really expected?  “I’m sorry for showing up like this,” she breathed.  “I just really needed to get that off my chest.”

“And what if you don’t get what you want?”  Ava cocked her head to one side, seeming genuinely curious, but Parker didn’t fail to notice the threatening spark in her eye.

“I don’t know.  I really don’t want to know.”  It was all she felt comfortable saying.  The idea of never seeing Ava again was terrifying, and she didn’t want to make that kind of an ultimatum.  But, inside, she knew that she couldn’t keep going on like this.

“Well, thank you for letting me know.  I hope you feel better about things?”

Parker stared at her lap, feeling foolish.  She wasn’t feeling better at all.

“You know how I feel about these little meetings,” Ava stood from her desk.  “They do not make me happy.  And I like to be happy, Parker.”

“I know, I know.  I shouldn’t have showed up like this.  But I needed you to know that I miss you.  I miss you every day that you’re not around.  And unless I showed up like this now, I wouldn’t be able to let you know that.”

Ava walked to her office door and put her hand on the knob.  “Well thank you for letting me know.  I had no idea you were feeling this way.  I thought I made things clear the last time.”

“You did,” Parker stood up, wishing she could erase the last thirty minutes of her life.  Why had Harrison convinced her this was a good idea?  It was going as poorly as she had expected it to.

“Could you wait out here for a moment, Ms. Hayes?”  Ava pulled the door open and stared at Parker.

Parker recoiled at the sound of her last name, the coldness in Ava’s voice as she pulled the door open for her.  She wanted to grab Ava, to wrap her fingers into her hair, but she was starting to realize this was the last moment she and Ava Windsor would ever be in the same room together.

She walked past Ava and into the waiting lounge, feeling crippled beneath the haughty glare of the receptionist.

The door shut behind her.

And as Parker went to sit in a waiting chair, wondering why Ava was keeping her around, and what was going to come next, she couldn’t help but think that was the last time they would ever see each other.


Chapter Thirteen

Parker had been sitting stock-still in the office chair for at least fifteen minutes, but she had lost count, and couldn’t see a clock on any of the walls.  She was too afraid to lift her head and look around, because even without looking, she could feel the cold, judgmental stare radiating from the receptionist across the room from her.

She didn’t know what she was waiting for, or what to expect.  With any luck she would wake up and realize this entire day had been nothing more than a cruel nightmare.  She wanted to be back at her apartment, even if that meant feeling lonely and desperate while waiting to hear something from Ava. Anything would be better than this.

The front office door opened and a man in a security uniform walked in, his muscles bulging beneath his button-up shirt, and Parker couldn’t help but stare at the handcuffs hanging from his belt.  What the fuck was going on?

The receptionist grinned with a glee like a kid on Christmas morning and she pointed at Parker, “You took long enough, Bill.  That’s the girl right there.”  And with a witchy finger she pointed straight at where Parker was sitting.

The security guard walked over to Parker, standing directly in front of her so that she couldn’t move.  Couldn’t run, even if she wanted to.

“Follow me, Ms. Hayes,” the security guard nodded and took a single step back.

Parker’s mouth dropped and she shook her head, “This must be some sort of mistake.”

“I’m just here to escort you, ma’am,” Bill growled in his gravel voice.

“To where?”  Parker couldn’t stand.  Her legs had turned to jelly.  “I don’t need help leaving, really.  I can find my own way out.  I’m not here to cause any trouble.”

From across the room, Parker couldn’t help but notice as the receptionist rolled her eyes.

“Ma’am, please, I wouldn’t want to cause a scene,” he took another step towards the door and waited for Parker to follow.

She tried swallowing the lump that had gathered in the throat.  Her throat was suddenly dry and felt swollen in her mouth.  This had to be some kind of mistake.  Why would Ava have her wait for a security guard to escort her out of the building?  She must not believe that Parker wouldn’t be dropping in like this ever again.  It was probably her final way of saying things were over, and not to come back.

An ache throbbed in her chest as Parker started to realize she had just ruined everything.

“Ma’am,” Bill said one more time, and by the frown etched across his face Parker knew he wouldn’t wait to say it again.

With shaking legs, Parker stood and followed the security guard out of the office, doing her best not to look at the receptionist as she walked by.  She didn’t think she could handle the sneer or the judgment.  She felt like she was about to start crying at any second.  Please, she begged herself, just wait until you get home.  You don’t need to embarrass yourself more than you already have.

Once she was on the elevator, feeling very small in the corner as the security guard towered in the space next to her, she wished she could just melt into the floor.  Was he really going to escort her all the way out of the building?

He reached forward, but his finger hit a button on the elevator that was labeled with a bright green circle.

“That’s not the first floor,” Parker blurted out.

“No,” Bill grunted.  “It’s the roof.”

“What?” Parker screeched.  Why the hell would they go to the roof?  Parker gripped her hands around the rail on the wall, tears starting to brim at the edges of her eyes.  Ava was pulling a sick final joke, and Parker wanted no part of it.  She got it.   She’d never talk to her again.

“That is what Ms. Windsor requested, ma’am.”

“To take me to the roof?  Really, I get it.  I won’t come back.  I promise,” she chattered away, squeezing her eyes shut as the elevator rode higher and higher.

Bill made a small laugh and shook his head.  “Are you afraid of heights or something?”

“No, no,” Parker blurted.  “I just don’t think I need to see the street from the top of the building.  I get it, she wants to me leave.”

The elevator door dinged before Bill could answer and slid open.  There was a short walkway in front of them, and through the glass door Parker could see the blue of the sky outside, and on the roof, a helicopter was sitting.

“What?”  She breathed out the word, shock making her jaw drop.

“Come this way, please,” Bill motioned and started walking down the hallway.  “Ms. Windsor is just outside.”

“She’s just…what?”  Parker couldn’t believe what was happening, even as she chased after Bill down the hall.  “She’s outside?”

Bill was already at the door, and he held it open for Parker, not saying anything else.

Parke.e.er walked past him and was helped onto the helicopter by the pilot who put a headset over her ears and made her duck as she climbed up into her seat.

Ava was sitting with poise on the other side of the seat, looking somehow still beautiful with the thick headset over her ears.  “Can you hear me?”  She asked into the mouthpiece.

Parker blinked, half-expecting Ava’s face to disappear at any moment.  This couldn’t be real.  “Yes,” she finally stammered into her own headset.

“Are you comfortable?”

Parker looked around, starting to realize that she was in fact sitting in a helicopter.  Sitting right next to Ava.  “Uhm, yeah, I think so.  What’s going on?”

Ava’s red lips smirked, and Parker felt a blossom of fire explode in her chest.  Ava wasn’t disappearing after all.  “I figured I owe you a sort of apology for not being in touch these last few days.”

Parker blinked and stammered, unable to form words.

“I hope you don’t have any plans for tonight?”

“No,” Parker shook her head and let herself give a small laugh.  This was really happening.  “No plans.”

“Perfect, because we’re leaving the city.”  Ava grinned, and the helicopter shook as it started to lift up into the sky.

Parker turned to look out the window, watching as the roof shrank smaller and smaller as they pulled away, until the building seemed like a tiny dot in a sea of skyscrapers.  “Where are we going?”

“That is a surprise,” Ava shook her head playfully.

Of course she had to keep control of the situation.

“I think you’ll like it,” she added, and reached her hand out, until her red fingernails slipped across Parker’s arm in a gentle graze.

Parker’s skin shivered beneath the touch.  “You can’t give me a hint?”

“No,” Ava shook her head.  “I think I need to teach you a lesson.”

Parker squinted, confused.  “A lesson?”

“Well, yes,” Ava folded her hands in her laps, tapping one end of her heel against the floorboard.  Parker suddenly felt small, like she had just gotten in serious trouble with the principal and was about to have a ruler smacked against her knuckles.  “I told you the last time you came to my office that I didn’t like unannounced guests.  And I asked you to trust me.”

Parker nodded her head slowly.  What Ava said was all true.

“And yet, you showed up to my office, once again,” Ava purred.  “I can’t just ask you not to do it.  You already proved that you don’t like to listen.”

Parker bit at her lip.  “It’s not that I don’t listen,” she tried explaining, but was starting to realize that whatever she said next wouldn’t be good enough.  She had done exactly what Ava had said not to do.  “I just…I needed to talk to you.  To tell you how I feel about all of this.”

Ava’s red lips pursed.  “And in doing so, you directly disobeyed me.”

Parker’s face flushed.  “Yeah, I…I guess that’s true.  I’m sorry, Ava.”

“I don’t need an apology,” Ava lifted a hand.  “That won’t quite be good enough, I’m afraid.”

“So what do you want?”

“You’ll see,” Ava answered, and a flash of mischievous danger shifted through her face.  “I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.  But by the end of the night, I do believe you’ll know not to disobey me again.”

Parker felt a shiver travel down the base of her spine.  She wanted to know what Ava had planned for them, but knew she wasn’t going to get any answers.  Ava liked to keep everything a mystery, and this was just one more example of Ava needing to have control over everything that happened between them.

Even though she was starting to regret showing up at Ava’s office unannounced again, Parker couldn’t help but think that they were sitting in a helicopter together, traveling to some mysterious location, and all of that was happening because she had taken the dive and went to her office.  If she had decided to stay at home, she would probably be sitting at her computer desk, waiting for a letter to arrive.  At least now she was sitting next to Ava.  Even if it did mean she was in some kind of trouble.

Parker reached out and set her fingers against Ava’s thigh, her touch gentle and afraid.  “I really am sorry, Ava.”  It wasn’t a lie.  She wanted Ava to know that she trusted her, but she kept messing that up for the both of them.  And she didn’t want Ava to think she was some sort of desperate lover, who couldn’t live without seeing Ava every waking moment.  It amazed Parker that Ava didn’t think she was as pathetic as she felt.

Ava’s red lips twitched into a soft smile, and she placed her hand over Parker’s for just a second.  “I believe you.”

The words made a weight lift off of Parker’s chest.  It felt so good to hear her say that.  “Thank you,” she whispered into the headset.

Ava lifted Parker’s hand off her thigh and placed it on the seat between them.  “But that doesn’t change anything.  You need to be taught a lesson, and I won’t be going easy on you.”

Parker shivered in her seat.  “I’ll do whatever I need to do.”

“Don’t be so eager,” Ava smirked.  “You have no idea what’s in store for you.  I really don’t like it when my rules are broken.  And it’s time that you learn that.”

Parker bit at her bottom lip, fighting to keep her composure, but Ava seemed done with the conversation.  She watched Ava turn away from Parker to stare out the helicopter window at the shrunken city beneath them.  Parker turned to look at her own window, wondering what kind of punishment Ava had in store for her.  She couldn’t help but think that whatever punishment Ava gave would be a blissful form of torture.  Even thinking about it made Parker’s thighs clutch together, her whole body tensing as she imagined Ava’s hands on her body.

As the helicopter flew towards an unknown destination, Parker couldn’t help but feel a little excited.


Chapter Fourteen

The helicopter landed on the top of another skyscraper building.  Parker wasn’t sure if they were even in the same city anymore, but did it really matter?

“You’re going to be escorted down to your room,” Ava said as they both stepped out of the helicopter.  A man in a black suit was already holding out an arm for Parker, waiting for her to follow him.

“Where are you going?”  Parker glanced at Ava, more confused than ever.  It would be nice to have even one clue as to what was going on.

Ava placed a hand on Parker’s cheek.  “I’ll see you in an hour.”  She took off across the roof to the access door, her heels making powerful clicks against the stone, her hips swaying in the tight black fabric of her dress.

Parker stared after her for a minute, wondering if she was ever going to figure out what was in store for her, and finally followed after the man in the suit.

Her room was on the top floor of the hotel building, and had double-doors leading inside, which could only mean one thing: the penthouse suite.

“Your room, Ms. Hayes,” the suit handed her the key card to the doors and left Parker to get situated on her own.

“This can’t really be happening,” Parker murmured to herself and scanned the card to the doors, swinging them both open with a deep inhale as she braced herself for what was inside.

Parker stepped into a room bigger than her own apartment.  In one corner, a jacuzzi-bath was tucked into the wall, and next to the ledge sat an ice-bucket with a bottle of champagne peeking out.  In the center of the room was a bed that Parker wouldn’t have even been able to fit inside her living room.  Large pillars ran from each corner of the bed up into the ceiling, and lush deep purple drapery hung from post to post.  The blanket on the bed was a thick, red fabric, lined with golden outlays of roses and vines.  Petals had been tossed on the bedspread, and Parker lifted a few of them in the air, letting them float back down onto the bed with a light laugh.

“This is all for me?”  She mused to herself as she looked around the rest of the room.

One wall had a stocked mini-bar, and a flat screen television propped onto the wall across from a cushioned loveseat.

But the biggest draw that Parker noticed was the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up an entire wall of the room.  One glass door opened out to a private balcony that had a hot tub on one end and a dining table with chairs on the other.  From beyond the tall stone railing, Parker could see the tops of the city buildings, all bright twinkling lights in the pink evening sky.

“Wow,” she breathed.  She wasn’t sure what city they were in, but Parker couldn’t recognize anything.  Or maybe it was just because she was so high in the air.  She had never seen her own city from these kinds of heights before.  She felt like she could be anywhere in the world.

Parker headed back inside the hotel room, and found the bathroom, which was in its own rights a studio apartment it was so huge.  Everything was white: white marble floor, white counters, white bath, white marble in the giant square of the shower stall that had overhead shower nozzles in the ceiling.

And on one of the bathroom counters was an entire outfit ensemble laid out for her.

“Of course,” Parker chuckled to herself, as she ran her fingers across the white fabric the floor-length gown waiting for her.  A note was laid on top of the dress.  Eager to read, Parker plucked up the note.

Dear Parker, I hope the room is to your liking.  Please put on this outfit and meet me in the lobby. XO – AW.

Parker smiled to herself and looked at the rest of the outfit laid out for her.  A white lace bra, similar to the first one Ava had asked her to wear.  Maybe this time Ava would actually see it on her.  A pair of white heels, and a long diamond necklace with matching earrings.  Parker couldn’t fathom the thousands of dollars that must be laid out in front of her.

If Ava was so mad at her, why was she getting spoiled like this?

Parker realized there was no underwear on the counter.

She lifted the dress, thinking maybe it had been misplaced, when she found yet another note hiding beneath the silk fabric.

If you’re looking for the panties, there is none.  I don’t want you wearing any tonight.  XO – AW.

Parker’s face grew hot.  The dress was nearly sheer – surely someone would notice if she wasn’t wearing any underwear.  Of course, even in gift giving, Ava wanted complete control.

And despite herself, the thought of meeting Ava in this dress, without any underwear on, was actually sending sparks through Parker’s body.  It meant that Ava wanted to spend time with her alone at some point.  And the idea of Ava thinking about her, pantie-less, was irresistible.

Parker quickly undressed and started to get ready.

***

Ava was already waiting in the lobby.  She was wearing a striking, floor-length red gown that had an open back, revealing the arch of her spine in the swoop of fabric.  Her black hair was pinned in a curled updo, thin strands pulled down around her ears to frame her cheeks.  And her lips, red as always, matched the bright red of her dress.

Parker’s heart leapt into her throat as she saw her from the top of the stairs.  Ava was illuminated, outshining everything around her.  It was impossible to keep her eyes off of the other woman.

Ava turned as Parker was going down the stairs, and her lips pulled back into a smile of shock, as she eyed Parker from head to toe.

“You clean up nicely, Ms. Hayes,” she whispered, her voice sliding like sweet honey off of her lips.

Parker felt her face grow pink.  “You look amazing,” she breathed out in a quiet whisper.  It was impossible to think that they were going anywhere together when Ava looked so damn incredible.  How did she ever get so lucky?

Ava’s bright eyes stared directly into Parker’s, “Thank you.”

Parker took a deep breath in, trying to steady herself beneath the intensity of Ava’s stare.  It was hard to remember that they were in the lobby of the hotel, and not in a private room.  She had to stop herself from reaching for Ava’s body, or to bring their mouths together.

“Will you tell me where we’re going yet?”  Parker asked.

Ava pursed her cherry lips and glanced down the lobby.  “Right across the street.”

“Really?”

“Why don’t you go and see?”  Ava turned to start walking to the front doors, and Parker followed.

When they stepped out onto the sidewalk, Parker didn’t feel like she understood anything.  She didn’t know where they were, and she didn’t recognize the building across the street.  She glanced at Ava, her brows knit in confusion.  “I don’t get it?”

Ava stepped to the edge of the sidewalk and stared across the street at the gray-marble skyscraper in front of them.  “That,” she breathed, “Is the city’s finest art museum.”

“Oh,” Parker gasped and stared, “Wow, Ava.”

“That’s not the surprise,” Ava smirked and started to cross the street.  “Follow me.”

Parker followed after Ava, excited to see the art in the gallery, but also confused as to what else she was missing.  What more of a surprise could there really be?

As they got closer to the front doors, Parker noticed a standing sign that read: FEATURED ARTIST OF THE MONTH.

And directly below, PARKER HAYES.

Parker stopped dead in her tracks, her eyes the size of small saucer-plates as she felt like she was suddenly falling apart.  “Ava?  Ava what is this?”

Ava made a soft laugh and placed the palm of her hand against Parker’s lower back.  “This is your surprise.”

“But that’s…that’s my name.”

“Yes it is.”

“What is this Ava?”

“Why don’t you come inside with me and find out?”

Parker took a deep breath, glancing between the sign and Ava and back again.  That was her name.  Her name beneath the words Featured Artist.  This couldn’t be real.

Taking a deep breath, Parker followed Ava inside.

Hanging from the ceiling rafters was a banner that once again read Parker’s name.  She gasped, overwhelmed by the surprise of everything.  “Ava,” she whispered.  “This can’t be real.”

“It’s very real.  Come with me.”

Parker followed Ava through another doorway that led into a large circular gallery room.  Across the walls were paintings that Parker had made.  People in suits and fancy dresses were mingling throughout the room, staring at Parker’s artwork.

“Ava,” Parker breathed, taking a slow look around the room.  “You did this?”

“I bought everything of yours at your gallery and had it shipped.”

Parker couldn’t believe what has happening.  There was just so much to take in.  Her art.  Hanging in a museum.  And she was the featured artist.

“When did you do all of this?”

“Well,” Ava mused with a sly smirk.  “I’ve been working on getting you a feature here since I first saw your artwork.  It just so happened that you showed up the same day I was going to call you.”

Parker felt her face flush at the realization.  “I’m so sorry…I ruined your plans.”

Ava shook her head from side to side gently, “No.  I still got you here.”  She leaned forward so her lips were hovering next to Parker’s ear so she could whisper, “It’s just now you have a punishment coming with it.”

A wave of heat rode through Parker’s body and she shivered, overwhelmed by the fact that she was standing in the middle of a gallery with her art hanging from the walls, and totally consumed by the thought of Ava’s threat, the closeness of her body.  She could smell the cherry and rose of her perfume, the heat off her breath was still rubbing against the side of her neck from where she had whispered.

“Why don’t we look around?”  Ava smiled and started towards the closest painting to them.

Parker was in awe, finding it hard to realize that there were actually people, total strangers, seeing her own artwork.  She couldn’t fathom the amount of career opportunities that had just opened up for her.  This could lead to her future; a real future, where she could make money as an artist, and not feel the pressure of not knowing how she was going to pay for her bills and her rent.

She glanced at Ava standing next to her and smiled to herself as her heart bloomed with a warmth that had nothing to do with physical desire.  It was more than that.  A sneaking sensation of admiration, and what Parker realized were the fresh embers of love.

Parker took a deep breath and watched Ava staring up at her artwork and wondered how much of her future might look like this.  A future of more paintings, of successful galleries, and at the center of everything in her future: Ava.

“Thank you,” Parker whispered, wishing she could figure out the right words – better words – to thank the other woman with.

Ava only smiled, looking perfect with the tilt to her red lips, with the strands of curled black hair falling around her smooth cheeks.

“I have something I need to tell you,” Parker murmured, overwhelmed by the flood of emotions washing through her body, needing to figure out a way to express them to Ava.

Ava’s dark eyebrow perked up curiously, “What is it?”

“I just,” Parker stammered as she whispered, trying to find the right words, “I just need you to understand what I’m feeling for you.”

Ava’s lips parted slightly, a moment of shock crossing her face.

“It’s not just physical attraction,” Parker said.  “It’s more than that.  Really, Ava, it is.  I don’t know how to explain it exactly, I just, needed you to know.  I want more than just your touch.  I want all of you.”

A perfect shade of pink lit up Ava’s round supple cheeks and she placed the palm of her hand against Parker’s cheeks, smiling at her sweetly.  Her stare made Parker feel like they were the only two people in the room.

“You’re sweet,” Ava whispered, her green eyes flashing across Parker’s face, studying every detail, every freckle, the small button slope of her nose.  “Would you like to stay with me tonight?”

Parker’s body shivered under the question.  It was a big deal that she was asking to stay the night – Ava was always the type to show up for what she wanted and then leave.  She never stayed behind.  Parker had assumed staying the night meant a closeness that Ava just didn’t want to share with her.  But, here it was.  Maybe Ava felt the same way.

“I-” Parker breathed against Ava’s hand.  “Of course.”

Ava smiled.  “I was thinking we could stay in your room?  You liked it up there, didn’t you?”

Parker grinned and thought back to the penthouse suite she had first walked into with the huge bed, the jacuzzi bath, the outdoor hot tub.  Maybe this had been Ava’s plan all along.  “I loved it,” Parker answered.  “I’d love it even more if you shared it with me.”

Ava lifted a finger and brushed a loose strand of Parker’s hair behind her ear.  “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

“I can’t believe you’ve planned all of this for me,” Parker sighed.  “It’s really turning into the perfect evening.”  Everything she wanted she was suddenly getting.  It barely made any sense to Parker – it hadn’t been that long ago that she had been wondering what she was going to do when she lost her apartment.  And now she was standing in the middle of an art museum, with her paintings hanging from the walls, and Ava Windsor was going to stay the night with her.  There was nothing else she could ask for.

“Don’t worry,” Ava smirked.  “It’s not over yet.”  She dropped her hand from Parker’s cheek and stared walking through the room to look are more of Parker’s artwork.

A trail of goosebumps shot down Parker’s spine.

What more could Ava give to her?


Chapter Fifteen

Ava led Parker back up to the penthouse suite, holding her hand against her lower back as they rode the elevator.

“I haven’t had a chance to ask,” Ava looked down Parker’s body, eying her with a hungry flash traveling through her eyes.  “Did you wear exactly what the note said?”

Parker’s eyebrows knitted as she glanced down at herself, checking from her shoes to her dress, and even the necklace around her neck as she reached up to make sure it was really hanging there.  “I did everything,” Parker sounded unsure of herself even as she said it.

Ava was smirking.  “So you aren’t wearing underwear beneath your dress?”

A laugh bubbled out from Parker’s lips before she could stop herself.  In the excitement of everything, she had forgotten all about that little rule when she had been getting ready to meet Ava.  “No underwear,” she admitted.

“Perfect,” Ava’s voice poured like sweet honey from her lips as she slipped her hand lower down Parker’s back until her fingers were grazing against the soft curve of her ass.  “I don’t want us to waste any time when we get to your room.”

A shudder traveled up Parker’s thighs and as she stared greedily at Ava’s face the elevator stopped moving and the doors slid open.  “Shall we go then?”

Ava grabbed Parker’s hand and led her off the elevator.  “I hope you know what’s in store for you.”

Parker was pulled gently from the elevator and followed Ava’s rushed footsteps as the two women went to the penthouse suite doors.  She wondered what Ava could mean by that.  What was in store for her?  She had some guesses, but then again, she had never been able to guess Ava’s next move.  Ava was constantly surprising her at every turn in their relationship.  She didn’t know what to expect, especially now that Ava was going to stay the entire night with her.

They opened the doors together and Ava strode straight to the bed.  She turned on her heels and propped one hip out to the side.  “Are you ready for your punishment?”

Shit.  She had forgotten all about a punishment.  Parker’s heart sank as she wondered what exactly was coming for her; she didn’t want anything about this night to be taken from her.  It had been the most perfect day, and she wanted it to stay exactly that way.  Perfect.

“I guess I don’t have much of a choice,” Parker murmured, scared to let go of the mental high she had been riding since seeing her art hanging in the museum.

Ava pursed her red lips and shook her head.  “No, you don’t.  This is what happens when you don’t listen to me.  And as I’ve told you before, I don’t like to be disobeyed.”

“I’m sorry,” Parker tried saying quickly, wishing that those words would somehow be enough for Ava to believe her.

Ava opened a small drawer next to the bed and pulled out a long silk sash.  “I don’t need an apology,” Ava said as she looked at Parker.  “I need you to listen.  Come over here.”

Parker lifted an eyebrow, her body slowly heating as she began to realize her punishment wasn’t going to be what she expected.  “Okay,” she said as she approached Ava slowly.

“Can you listen to every word I say?”

“Yes,” Parker said.

“Can you do everything I tell you to do?”

Parker’s body shivered.  “Yes.  Anything.”

“Close your eyes,” Ava commanded, and Parker did exactly as she was told.  Ava walked around Parker and slipped the silk scarf over her eyes, tying it in a gentle knot behind her head.  “I need you to give yourself up to me completely,” Ava said.

“I can give you that,” Parker whispered.  And she wanted to do exactly that; to give herself over to Ava completely.  In every way.

“Get on the bed,” Ava commanded and helped Parker find her way to the bed.

Parker climbed onto the mattress, her body slipping across the fabric of the expensive blanket as she laid on her back.

“Put your arms up,” Ava said.

Parker did exactly what she asked.  Even though she couldn’t see anything she could feel Ava’s hands grab her by each wrist and tie another silk sash around her wrists and the posts of the bed.  It wasn’t uncomfortable, but Parker could tell without trying that she wasn’t going to be able to move.  Ava knew how to tie knots.

Parker could feel the bed shift as Ava climbed up onto it and straddled her body over Parker’s hips.  “You promise me you aren’t wearing any underwear?”  Ava asked.

Parker’s body shivered and she shook her head against the pillows.  “I promise.”

“Good, because it’s time for me to find out if you’re telling me the truth,” Ava said with a velvety voice that was alarmingly powerful.  She had complete control, and it was clear she was enjoying every second of it.

Parker could feel Ava’s body shift as she pushed herself down between Parker’s legs.  With gentle fingers, Ava began sliding the thin fabric of Parker’s dress up past her hips.

Ava made a soft gasp as she pushed the dress up over her ass.  “Perfect,” she sighed as she ran her fingertips across Parker’s bare stomach, and then down the soft and tender flesh of Parker’s inner thigh.

Parker shuddered beneath her touch, straining her wrists at the silk ties that were keeping her hands away from Ava’s body.

Ava clicked her tongue against her teeth, “Now, now.  You don’t get to have any control.  I need you to give yourself up to me,” she whispered, and leaned down so that the heat of her breath was sliding over Parker’s belly before she placed a few slow, lingering kisses against her stomach.  “I need you to learn how to trust me.”

Parker bit at her lower lip, wishing she could just kiss Ava.  But she knew why this was happening: it was because she couldn’t listen.  Any time Ava asked her to just be patient, she had ruined it, barging into Ava’s office space and demanding attention.  It was time that she learned her lesson.  Ava was right.  “Teach me,” she whispered, craving Ava’s touch.

The bed shifted beneath Parker’s body as Ava crept over top of her, holding herself just above Parker’s lying figure.  Sheaths of her black hair was falling down, skimming against Parker’s arms and the side of her face as Ava leaned in closer.  Parker could feel the other woman’s breath on her face, smell the sweet floral scent of her perfume.  But all she could do was feel, and smell.  She couldn’t touch.  It was intoxicating.

Ava dropped her lips so they were pressed against Parker’s mouth, and Parker unfolded like a rose.  Ava slid her tongue past Parker’s lips and kissed with a passion that made Parker’s back arch, and she moaned softly when Ava finally pulled away.

“Can you give yourself over to me?”  Ava whispered into Parker’s ear, chewing at the soft lip of her earlobe with delicate nibbles.

“Yes,” Parker made a breathless sigh.

Ava moved back down Parker’s body until she was between her legs again, but this time, she swirled her fingertips just above Parker’s slit.  “Are you wet?”  Ava asked.

“I’m so wet,” Parker whispered.

Ava breathed as she slid a fingertip inside of Parker’s folds, rubbing between the hot spots of damp skin.  “Yes you are,” Ava moaned with hunger as she placed a sweet kiss on Parker’s thigh.  “I want to taste you.”

Ava dug her hands beneath Parker’s ass and gripped Parker’s body closer to her face as she kissed gently against the sensitive skin at Parker’s thigh.  Slowly, her kisses became nibbles, and then her teeth grazed at her skin harder and she squeezed her fingers into Parker’s ass until Parker groaned and arched back against the bed.

Ava pulled back and pinched at Parker’s ass.  “Lay back down,” Ava demanded.  “You’re mine to control.  My plaything.”

Parker did her best to listen, trying to flatten against the mattress and let Ava have full control over her body.  But it felt impossible not to respond to her touches, to let her know that she wanted more.  That all of Ava’s teasing was starting to burn across her skin like wildfire.

Ava put her head back between Parker’s thighs and finally slid her tongue inside of Parker’s lips, exploring through the wet folds with expertly placed, gentle licks.

Parker’s body twitched as she tried to keep still beneath Ava’s touch, but the other woman’s tongue was flicking teasingly against the tender peak of her mound, and each brush of Ava’s soft lips made her body tremble.  Ava had gotten exactly what she wanted: total control.  Every peak of Parker’s pleasure came from Ava’s mouth, as she drove her tongue against her body, until Parker was riding the tidal wave of pleasure, mounting up to that explosion of ultimate pleasure.

Parker felt her wrists burning as she pulled, mindlessly, against her restraints, wishing she could touch Ava, but more than that, she couldn’t control the trembling of her own body, she couldn’t stop the rolls of pleasure that sent shockwaves through her body as Ava devoured her.

Ava lifted her lips off Parker’s skin for just a second to whisper, “Come for me.” And she dug her lips back between Parker’s legs.

Parker didn’t need to be told; it was beyond her control.  Ava had power over everything.  As Ava’s tongue rolled in sweet circles over Parker’s knub and pulled with gentle sucks between her full lips, Parker found her edge and was sent crashing over it.  The orgasm ripped through her entire body, causing her to buckle inside of Ava’s grasp and, outside of her control, she let out a shattering moan of pleasure.

Ava ran her tongue once more through Parker’s folds, sucking up the sweet juice that ran between her thighs.  She reached up and untied the silk scarves binding Parker’s wrists, and then untied her blindfold.

Parker blinked slowly, trying to adjust to the light, trying to see anything but the stars that were shooting across her vision, blinding lights from the burst of pleasure that had just taken over her entire body.

“You listened,” Ava whispered as she laid down next to Parker’s still figure.  She was smiling, staring at Parker’s chest as it moved slowly up and down while Parker tried to slow her breathing back to a normal pace.

“I want you to know that I trust you,” Parker answered, blinking against the light outside of her blindfold as she tilted her head towards Ava.  “I need you to know that.”

“Well that certainly helped things,” Ava smiled.  “You do understand what I need from you now?”

“Yes, Ava.  You need me to listen.”

“I do.  But I realize now that I need to give you some of what you need.  More attention…” Ava paused and ran a single fingertip over the cup of Parker’s breast.  “Is that what you need in return?”

Parker took a deep breath and nodded.  “I just want you, Ava.”

Ava tilted her head against her hand, and eyed Parker’s face with a sweetness intoxicating the daring green flashes of her eyes.  “That’s what I want to give to you.”

“But not just fleeting moments.”

“What do you mean?”  Ava’s dark brows pressed together.

“I mean,” Parker sat up on her elbows, and reached one hand to brush a strand of Ava’s black hair behind her ear.  “I don’t just want you for sex.  I want you in the moments before.  And the moments after.”

Ava’s face weakened, and even in the dim light of their private room Parker could tell that a rose-blossoms had just spread across her pale cheeks.  “I can try my best,” she whispered.  “For you, Parker.  For you, I would try anything.”

Parker leaned over and pressed her lips against Ava’s with a tender pressure that made her knees shake even in her post-orgasm bliss.  “And I’ll do my best to listen.”

Ava laid down into the pillows, looking over at Parker with a softness that made Parker weak.

“But I do have to say one thing,” Parker added.

“What’s that?”

“I wouldn’t mind being punished again,” she laughed.

Ava grinned.  “I’m sure we can make that happen.”

Parker bit at her lower lip.  “Do I have to do something bad for that to happen?”

“No,” Ava shook her head.  “You can ask.  Or, if you really want to give yourself to me, I can demand it whenever I want.”

“What do you mean?”

Ava took a moment before she explained, “I mean that if you want to be all mine, Parker, we can make that happen.  And I would be able to command you like this whenever I wanted.  You would be my submissive.”

“A submissive?  I don’t know,” Parker stammered.  “Is that really what you think I am?”

Ava wrapped her finger’s through Parker’s own.  “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Parker.  It takes a great deal of courage to give yourself over to someone like that.  And to open yourself up to that kind of pleasure.  But that’s what a relationship like that is all about.  Pleasure, for everyone.  We would be getting different things, but it would be rewarding to us all the same.”

Parker gripped Ava’s hand in her own and squeezed.  “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It shouldn’t.  I would love to pleasure you like that again.  To see you give in to me, to see you find that kind of pleasure as I have my way with you.  It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Parker shook her head, her thoughts buzzing with every velvet word that fell from Ava’s lips.  It was overwhelming, knowing that Ava liked to give that sort of bliss to her.  “That’s hard to believe.”

Ava frowned.  “What did I tell you about believing what I say?”

“You’re right,” Parker nodded.

“Parker,” Ava put her hand against Parker’s cheek.  “You make me feel things that I haven’t felt in a long time.  I can keep doing all these things to show you, and I’ll never stop trying to make you happy.  But at some point you need to believe me when I tell you that you are all that I want.  That you are all that I need.”

Parker kept her eyes trained on Ava’s gaze, and she felt a slow explosion of heat in her chest as her feelings became overwhelming.  She was falling for Ava.

“Tell me more about your fantasies, Parker.  I want to know everything.  I want to make you the happiest woman I can.”


Chapter Sixteen

Parker awoke in the morning to warm sunlight shining down onto the bed from the floor-to-ceiling walls.  Her thoughts were instantly flooded with memories of Ava; the way she had taken control over her body and brought her to an explosive orgasm, the way they had confessed their desires to each other, the conversation they had had that lasted hours into the night, until they had both fallen asleep in each other’s arms.

She stretched out her hands and yawned, remembering that she had fallen asleep totally naked.  They both had.  The silk sheets felt like heaven against her bare skin, but Parker’s heart sank as she realized she was the only one still in the bed.  For a split second, she felt like her biggest fear was coming true: that Ava had slipped out in the middle of the night, unable to spend a full night together.

“Good morning sleepy-head,” Ava’s voice sounded from behind her, and immediately all of Parker’s fears vanished.

Parker turned her head and saw the shape of Ava in the kitchen, a satin pink robe tied around her waist.  She was standing over the stove, several pans steaming.  Parker took a big inhale and grinned.

“That smells delicious,” she said.

“Good.  I hope you’ve got an appetite.  I may have gone a little overboard.”

“Overboard for breakfast?”  Parker grinned.  “Impossible.”

She saw a robe that matched Ava’s hanging next to her side of the bed and slipped into it, relishing the way it slid smoothly against her bare skin.  Everything about this hotel was luxurious.  Ava had clearly spared no expense to treat her to a perfect getaway.  She didn’t want it to end.

Parker walked into the kitchen and leaned over Ava’s shoulder, pressing her lips gently into the crook of Ava’s neck.  “What are you making?”

Ava laughed and shrugged.  “A little of everything.  Bacon, eggs, French toast, some waffles, I cut up some fruit in case you’re feeling healthy.”

Everything looked amazing as Ava began sliding the cooked food onto different plates.  A full breakfast spread.  She could have whatever she wanted.  She grabbed a strawberry and bit into the sweet fruit, sucking at the sticky moisture as it dripped across her lips.

“You should have told me you were going to make breakfast.  I could have woken up and helped you at least.”

Ava waved her finger in the air, “I like to be in the control in the kitchen just like everywhere else.”

Parker grinned, partially shocked and partially unsurprised.  “Really? The kitchen too?”

Ava slid a batch of bacon out of a pan and onto a plate with a smirk.  “Everywhere.  Even in the kitchen.”

“Well I can’t say I have anything to complain about,” Parker grabbed a fork and piled some eggs onto a plate.

Ava gave a teasing eye-roll and ate some bacon, sitting next to Parker in the high-top barstools lining the kitchen island.  She sipped at some orange juice and toyed at the edge of Parker’s robe.  “You look cute in pink,” she said.

Parker grinned and made a motion at Ava’s own robe.  “I can say the same thing about you.  You got us matching robes?”

Ava took another sip of her drink and pursed her lips.  “What can I say?  I like to spoil you.”

Parker’s heart fluttered in her chest.  “Thank you, Ava.  Really.  It’s all so much.”

Ava waved a hand.  “It’s nothing, really.  I just want you to enjoy yourself.”

“I enjoy myself when I’m with you.”

“Then I guess we should start spending more time together.”

A wave of shock rode through Parker’s body, her breath catching in her throat.  That was all that she wanted.  All that she needed.  “If that’s what you want,” she tried to act casual, but she could feel her face flushing even as she tried to hide it behind her raised glass of juice.

“I want you,” Ava purred, and leaned forward.

“I want you, Ava,” Parker answered.  “It’s still so hard to believe this is all real.  A few months ago my life was totally different.”

“Tell me about it,” Ava perked an eyebrow.  “I would love to know more about your past.  You’re quite the mystery to me.”

Parker sighed and leaned back against her chair, not sure how much information about her private life she should really share.  Part of her wanted to tell Ava everything, to trust Ava with the knowledge of how she lived, and how she could barely pay for her own bills.  How much could Ava learn before she decided that Parker just wasn’t like her?  That nothing Parker ever did would make her on the same level as Ava, or make her deserve the kind of life that Ava was giving to her.

Ava reached out a hand and placed it on Parker’s wrist, smiling sweetly.  She looked radiant in the morning, a freshly washed face without makeup, her normally perfect pulled back into a messy ponytail, and the glow of the warm morning sun shining into their room made her pale skin glimmer like gold.  “Only tell me what you want me to know, Parker.  There’s no rush.”

Fingers of heat gripped at Parker’s heart, and as she stared at Ava she was beginning to see there was nothing to be afraid of.  She could see her entire future in Ava’s eyes.  A lifetime spent with her.  And that was nothing to be afraid of.  She took a deep breath and started to explain.  “Well, my parents kicked me out of their house when I was eighteen,” she sighed.  “I wanted to pursue a career in art, and they didn’t agree with that.”

“So they kicked you out?”  Ava frowned.

“Well, going to art school was just the last straw.  What they were really angry about was…well, they walked in on me with another girl.  And they just couldn’t understand what I was doing.  But I told them I wasn’t going to change just to make them more comfortable.”

“They made you leave because you’re a lesbian,” Ava sighed, and squeezed her hand around Parker’s shoulder, comforting her.

“Yes,” Parker took a deep breath.  “So I’ve been living on my own ever since.  I graduated and got an opening at the studio and have been trying ever since just to make enough money to pay my rent.”

“But you’ve made it.”

“Yeah, I mean, with your help my whole world has spun around.”

“I bought your art because I think your artwork is inspirational.  I think you’re incredibly talented, Parker, and I wanted the rest of the world to experience what you do.  It had nothing to do with you.”

“Nothing?”

“Not with the art,” Ava smirked.  “Of course I was interested in you the first time I saw you.  But I would have done whatever it took to get your art into the world even if we hadn’t made a connection that first night.”

Parker’s chest swelled as she realized it wasn’t just Ava’s interest in her as a woman that had made her do everything.  She really did believe in her talent as an artist.

“I’m thankful for all of it,” Parker smiled.

“I’m sorry that you’ve had such a difficult life, Parker.  I’m sorry about your family.  But you aren’t alone in this world, and you don’t have to struggle like that ever again,” Ava’s voice purred, and she planted a soft kiss against Parker’s shoulder and rubbed her back.

Parker took a deep breath and let out a long exhale.  It felt good sharing all of that with Ava.  Nothing had seemed to scare Ava away at all.  Maybe it didn’t matter that they were from totally different worlds after all.

“Have you tried talking to your family since then?”  Ava asked with a gentle voice.

“No, not really,” Parker sighed.  “I guess I invited them to my college graduation.  But that was a long time ago, and they never answered me.  I guess they just don’t want to see me ever again.”

Ava frowned.  “I don’t know, Parker.  If it’s been years maybe you should try again.”

“No,” Parker shook her head.  “If they wanted to talk to me they would have done it by now.”

“I know how difficult it can be to not get along with your family,” Ava whispered.  “And, well, could I share something with you?”

“Of course,” Parker set her hand on Ava’s lap.  “Anything.”

“I lost both of my parents three years ago,” Ava sighed quietly.  “It was a car accident.”

“Oh, Ava, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Ava shook her head with a gentle smile, appreciative of Parker’s support.  “I’ve come to terms with the loss.  But I didn’t have a good relationship with them, Parker.  I come from a very business-driven family, and we all just…got so busy with our own lives.  We forgot to talk.  I didn’t see them, or call.  Nothing.  And I’ll never get that time back.”

Parker frowned, her heart aching for Ava’s loss.  She couldn’t fathom the grief, and she wasn’t entirely sure how to comfort Ava.  She didn’t know how to make anything better.

“That’s my biggest regret in life, Parker.  Is that I forgot to spend time with my family.  And it’s too late to go back.”  Ava sighed and stared at her plate of food.  “It’s your own decision to make, but I think you should rethink reaching out to your family.  I wouldn’t want you to feel the way I do one day.”

Parker nodded, considering Ava’s words.  She was right.  One day, she would lose both of her parents, and if she spent the rest of her life avoiding them she would never get any of their love back.  Or be able to let them know she still loved them.  Even after everything.  They were her parents.  And she didn’t want them to die without knowing that she still wanted them in her life.  Or to let them know that she was becoming a successful artist.  Or that she had met the most amazing woman she had ever known.  It all seemed like things they deserved to know about their own daughter.

“You’re right,” Parker nodded.  “When I get back home, maybe I’ll reach out to them.  Try once more.”

Ava smiled and lifted Parker’s hand to her mouth, pressing her lips gently against the back of her hand.  “I think that’s a very good idea.  I’ve never told anyone about that before.”

Parker’s heart lifted, realizing that Ava was sharing such private information with her and her alone.  “Thank you for telling me,” Parker whispered.  “It means a lot.”

“You mean a lot,” Ava smiled sweetly, her green eyes looking fresh and vibrant without her usual makeup.  “I just don’t want to watch you make the same mistakes I did.  I want to keep you safe, Parker.  I want to protect you.”

Parker’s face flushed with heat.  “Ava, can I tell you something?”

“Of course you can.”

“I just need you to know that you don’t have to be alone in this world anymore,” Parker whispered.  “I’m here now.  You’re not alone anymore.”


Chapter Seventeen

Ava’s bright eyes widened, and her soft lips parted in a gentle oh of shock as she stared at Parker.  Without saying anything back, she leaned forward in her chair and wrapped her hands behind Parker’s her head, her fingers digging for a hold as she pulled Parker’s face into hers.  Their mouths collided, Ava teased at Parker’s lips until she opened her mouth, and they rolled their tongues together.  Ava’s teeth bit gently at Parker’s lower lip, and she trailed a line of soft kisses down the sensitive skin of Parker’s neck, nibbling at her earlobe and pulling gently at her hair.

Parker closed her eyes and leaned her head back, exposing her neck for more of Ava’s hungry kisses.  She moaned softly, and she drifted her hands down the front of Ava’s robe until she untied the ribbon, exposing Ava’s naked body beneath.

Ava inhaled Parker’s body heat, running her tongue in the hollow space of Parker’s clavicle, tasting her skin, and humming soft moans against her neck.

Parker’s hands flew against Ava’s body, her fingers finding the soft, supple skin of her breasts.  Her thumbs rolled across the pebbled flesh of Ava’s pink nipples, delighted as they stiffened under her touch and while Ava arched her back, pressing her chest forward and closer to Parker’s touch.

“Come to the bed,” Parker begged, and stood with her hands wrapped around Ava’s back, her fingers sliding clumsily across her skin, needing to feel every inch of her body.

“No,” Ava stopped her for a second.  “To the bath,” she murmured.

The jacuzzi bath in the corner was already filled with bubbles and water, to Parker’s delight.  “When did you do this?”

“When I woke up.  I was planning on taking some of our breakfast over here,” Ava was slipping her shoulders out of her robe, and let it drop down to her ankles as she stepped over the edge of the bath and dipped herself down into the water.  She moaned and arched her head back, “Come in, the water’s so warm.”

Parker untied her own robe and followed after Ava.  As soon as her toes touched the water she was covered in a wave of goosebumps, surprised by the amount of heat that the water still held.

Ava slid her soapy hands up Parker’s legs as she stood in the tub and kissed at the soft skin of her inner thighs as she knelt in the water.  Parker stared down at Ava, at the bubbles cupping around her bare, perky breasts, and the water that made Ava’s pale skin glisten like diamonds.  “You’re so fucking beautiful,” Parker moaned, touching her fingers to Ava’s hair as Ava kissed harder at Parker’s thigh.

“Do you want to touch me?”  Ava looked up at Parker from where she knelt, her wet lips bright and glossy from the water, from licking at Parker’s skin, and her eyes huge as she begged the question.

“All I want is to touch you,” Parker sighed and slid down until she was kneeling in the bath water, bubbles tickling at her back, at her nipples.  Ava’s lips curled into a smile as she leaned against the back of the tub and reached over to turn the jets on.

The bubbles around them started rolling as the underwater jets pushed waves of vibrating water through the bath.  Parker could feel the jets hitting her back, her knees, the power of the water rushing up between her legs and making her tremble as she stared at Ava’s naked body shuddering in the water, moaning as she arched her back against the currents that were massaging into her back.

Parker slipped her hands over Ava’s shoulders as she straddled across her lap, her hips grinding against Ava’s body as she pulled Ava’s head back and kissed her with a deep, passionate thrust of her tongue.  Ava opened beneath her like a flower, willing to let Parker do whatever she wanted to her.

“Make me come,” Ava commanded, biting at her lower lip as she made direct eye contact with Parker.  “I want to watch you.”

Parker kept her eyes focused on Ava’s face and slid her hand between Ava’s thighs beneath the water.  She found the sweet space between her legs and toyed at her opening with slow circles of her fingers, watching for Ava’s reaction.

Ava’s eyes drooped as she laid her head back against the jacuzzi tub, her lips parting to let out a slow, soft moan.  “Make me want it,” she sighed as she rolled her hips beneath the water, thrusting herself against Parker’s explorative hand.

Parker opened Ava’s folds with her fingers and rubbed in slow curling circles up and down, quickening her pace as she watched Ava’s breathing speed up.  The rise and fall of her chest was enough to make Parker’s body throb, her stomach clenching with lustful desire as she stared at Ava’s wet breasts heaving above the bubbles.  She leaned forward and began planting slow kisses across Ava’s neck while she rubbed at the space between her legs.

Slowly, she trailed kisses down Ava’s chest until she circled around her full breast, exploring Ava’s perfect skin with flicks of her tongue until she had Ava’s nipple in her mouth.  She sucked at that sweet pink perk, nibbling gently while Ava rocked her body beneath her.

Parker slid first one finger inside of Ava’s body, to the loud exhale of a moan from Ava’s pleasure, and then slipped another finger into that hot, sticky warmth.  She continued to nibble and lick at Ava’s breasts, moving from one nipple to the other, blowing slow circles over her prickled skin each time she rolled her lips across Ava’s skin.

Ava had her head thrown back, her eyes closed with tense desire as she let out another moan.  But Parker wanted more.  She wasn’t going to stop until Ava felt her pure bliss – the kind of earth-shattering orgasm that Ava gave to her.  It was her turn.

Parker moved her other hand down between Ava’s thighs, and while her fingers continued to stroke that sweet center inside of Ava’s body, she moved her other fingers up between those pink folds until she found Ava’s prickled knub.  She placed her thumb on that peak and began rubbing in tantalizing circles, while still thrusting with her fingers.  All the while, she kept her eyes trained on Ava’s face.

Ava rocked her hips beneath of Parker’s body, thrusting up and down in rhythm to the exploration of Parker’s hands.  Her swollen breasts were heaving in and out of the bubbles as her breathing quickened, speeding up as she was riding the shockwaves of pleasure tearing through her body.

“Don’t stop,” Ava moaned.  She reached her hand out and gripped Parker’s neck, squeezing gently as she opened her eyes in a squint to see Parker’s face.

“Come for me,” Parker groaned, working her fingers in and out of Ava’s hole, rubbing at her inner peak and turning circles around her bud with her other hand.  Pleasuring every inch of her with each powerful thrust of their bodies colliding in the bath water.

Ava’s fingers loosened as Parker brought her to the ultimate peak of pleasure, and she released a howling sigh, a shudder ripping through her body as she shook beneath Parker’s weight, her hips falling back against the jacuzzi wall as she tried to steady her breathing, her mind somewhere far away as she rode through the high of her orgasm.

Slowly, Ava’s eyes opened, and she gave a mischievous smile up at Parker’s expectant gaze.  “That was amazing.”

“I’m glad I could get a turn at you,” Parker admitted, and as she pulled her hand out of Ava’s body she immediately sent her fingers up to her mouth, and slowly licked at them, savoring the heat and sticky fluid clutching to her fingers.  “I’ve been waiting for that.”

Ava grinned, “I like letting you have your way,” she admitted.  “As long as I tell you to do it first.”

Parker laughed and slid her hips off of Ava’s lap.  She leaned into the jacuzzi water across from Ava and sighed as the jet streams vibrated against her back.  “This whole trip has been so perfect.  I don’t want to go back.”

“I wish we could stay,” Ava admitted.  “But we have lives we have to go back to.  You have paintings to make.”

Parker chuckled and rolled her eyes.  “Don’t remind me.  I could use a break from making more art, I think.”

“Oh, really?”  Ava frowned.

“Yeah, I mean, it’s just all I’ve been doing for such a long time.  It would be nice to take a break, to breathe for a second without any distractions.”

“But don’t you love painting?”

“I do,” Parker shrugged. “But sometimes I just need a minute to relax, you know?  It’s hard to be inspired when I’m worried about when my next paycheck will come through.”

“But you don’t have to worry anymore,” Ava was leaning forward, her eyes flashing in brief signs of anger.

“I know,” Parker leaned forward, suddenly concerned about why Ava seemed to care so much if she took a short break from painting.  “But that’s exactly why I need to take a little break.  Not forever or anything, just a small one.”

“I just don’t think you should stop,” Ava sighed.  “This is exactly the moment you should be producing more.  People are starting to know your name.  You need to have new stuff for them to see.  To buy.”

“Ava,” Parker’s eyebrows furrowed.  “I’m only talking about a little break.  Are you okay?”

Ava took a deep breath and sighed, wiping one hand across her forehead, and breaking their gaze.  “I’m fine, Parker.  I just don’t want to see you miss this opportunity.”

Parker made a shuddering laugh, taken aback by Ava’s sudden insistence.  “I didn’t think it would be such an issue.  I didn’t think you would care this much, honestly.  I don’t know how it affects you.”

Ava shook her head and stood up, grabbing a towel from the nearby hook, and wrapping it around herself.  “You’re right, Parker.  It doesn’t affect me at all.  I just want to look out for you.”  She stepped out of the bath and disappeared into the rest of the bathroom where Parker could no longer see her.  “I’m going to get ready to leave.  You should start packing your things,” she said from around the corner.

Parker sighed and stared at the bubbles dissolving in front of her.  What had happened to make Ava so angry?  It couldn’t be that big of a deal for her to stop painting for a little bit.  Unless there was something in it for Ava.  She shook her head, trying to ignore the fearful thoughts that were creeping up in the back of her brain.

After taking a deep breath, she got out of the bath.  But still, she couldn’t help but wonder, was Ava hiding something from her?


Chapter Eighteen

Parker was already dressed in her old clothes from the day they had arrived on the helicopter, and she was sitting in a chair on the balcony, trying to sort out her own feelings.

Everything had been so perfect on the entire trip.  The surprise of the penthouse suite, her own exhibit at the art museum, and then an entire night spent with Ava.  It had all started as the perfect morning, breakfast being made for her, a bubble bath where Parker got to bring Ava to climax.  But things had suddenly taken a turn.  Ava had dug past Parker’s comfort zone – trying to put her control over Parker’s private life.

Parker didn’t mind giving Ava control over their relationship, or their sex life, but it didn’t seem fair that Ava also wanted to have control over what Parker did as an artist.  It all seemed so strange to Parker.  Ava had never once made a hint that she wanted to have control over Parker’s art.  She had only ever shown support, buying her art, setting up a show for her at the museum, entering her into the auction.  Everything had been supportive.  So where was the animosity coming from?

As she sat on the balcony, waiting for Ava to finish getting ready to leave, she chewed at her fingernail.  She wished they hadn’t taken a helicopter to get here.  Maybe that way at least Parker would have been able to escape.  But she had no idea where they were, or how to get home.  And even if she was frustrated, she didn’t want to just leave Ava behind.  Not after everything else had been so perfect.  Maybe she could salvage the rest of the day.

Ava opened the sliding door to the balcony and brought out two steaming mugs of coffee.  As she sat down with them, she offered one to Parker, and said, “The helicopter should be here in a little while.  Are you ready?”

“Yeah,” Parker eyed the coffee cup but let it sit where Ava had left it.

“Look,” Ava sighed.  “I didn’t mean to upset you.  I just really want to help you succeed, and maybe I took that a little too far.”

Parker gave a side-long glance at Ava, already feeling herself starting to sink into forgiveness.  It was hard to stay mad at someone who was so perfect.  But still, she had lingering doubts, so she asked, “What exactly is it that you do, Ava?  I don’t think you’ve ever told me.”

“I assumed you had looked it up,” Ava teased, trying to lighten the tension between them.  “I’m a curator.  I travel to different studios and look for new and upcoming artists.  And I get their art into shows.  I do my best to make artists famous.”

“Oh,” Parker breathed.  It made sense, with what little she did know about Ava’s career.  “And I was just another artist you discovered?”

“Parker,” Ava frowned, taken aback.  “You were another artist I found, yes.  I’d been studying your art for quite some time.  Even before I met you at the studio that day.  But this, what we have?  This is new, even for me.”

A weight lifted from Parker’s shoulders, and she did her best to believe every word that Ava said.  She wanted to be the only one that Ava had ever done this for.  She wanted to be more than just another artist to Ava.

What if Ava did this for other people she found?  Whisked them away to private getaways to share their art with the world, but really, in secret, took them to private hotel rooms and touched their bodies and stayed the night with them…it was too much for Parker to even consider.  She tried to settle her thoughts down, to remember that Ava had asked for Parker to give Ava trust.  It was what she needed to do.

“Listen,” Ava took a sip of her coffee and stared at Parker across the table.  “I was going to talk to you about this earlier, but I didn’t want to upset you.”

Parker’s heart leapt into her chest and she took a deep breath, “Okay.”  She waited less than a second for Ava to answer her, but that second felt like a million years.

“There’s a gala auction coming up in a month.  I was really hoping that you could create a new series for it.”

“Like with the same company?”  Parker breathed.  “Daring Auction?”  Was she really asking Ava to auction herself off again?

Ava made a soft laugh and shook her head.  “No, not at all.  I would never want you to auction yourself off for a date again.”

Despite herself, Parker smiled.  It was good to hear.  “Oh.  So what is it, exactly?”

“It’s an art auction and charity event that I and other curators will be hosting.  The money spent on the art pieces will be matched by donators and other gallery hosts to low-income art schools.  So you’ll be able to make money, and so will a cause that I thought you might be interested in.”

“Wow, Ava.  That does sound incredible.”  Parker took a deep breath.  “I suppose I could try and get some pieces out for that.”

“Only if you want to,” Ava offered a sweet smile.  “I don’t want to pressure you, Parker.”

“Thank you.”

“But…I do need an answer by next Monday.  So I can save the space for your entries.”

Parker leaned her head back and sighed.  One step forward meant two steps back.  The pressure to perform for the gala felt overwhelming, and it only mounted onto the pressure Parker felt to make Ava happy and meet Ava’s expectations.  “Let me think about it?”

“Of course,” Ava smiled.  “I just want to give you every opportunity that I can.”

“I really do appreciate it Ava.”  Parker took another deep breath and felt herself melting beneath the other woman’s green gaze.  She wanted to believe everything that Ava was saying.  But she also knew that Ava must benefit in some way.  It was her job.  And she was very successful.  Which must mean that if Parker made money, Ava also made money.  So how much of this was for Parker, and how much of it was for Ava’s benefit?  She thought back to their night, the conversation that they had in bed that had lasted hours.  It couldn’t be a lie.  Or some scam for Ava to make money.  Everything between them felt so real.

Ava stood.  “You’ll let me know if you need anything before then?”

“Yeah, absolutely,” Parker murmured.

“I’m going to get the rest of my things together before the helicopter lands.”  Ava walked past Parker and brushed her fingers over Parker’s shoulder.

Parker leaned her head into the touch, savoring that moment of affection from the woman that Parker felt herself falling for.

The same woman that was beginning to scare her to death.


Chapter Nineteen

There was only one day left for Parker to give an answer to Ava about whether or not she was going to enter some paintings for the charity gala.  She had been weighing over her options, wondering if she did create more pieces if she was just going to be inevitably torturing herself by playing Ava’s games even longer.  Or, if maybe she was being too scared for her own good, and maybe Ava had no secret intentions.  She wanted to think she was just being silly and imagining things but still, the thought that Ava was scheming more artwork out of Parker just to fatten her own bank account wouldn’t leave her thoughts.

Parker was sitting in a coffee shop around the corner shop from the studio she and Harrison worked at, waiting for him to come back to their outdoor table with their drinks.  She had been driving herself crazy in her apartment, unable to work on new paintings and unable to think about anything except for Ava, so she had messaged her best friend the night before to meet up with him for advice.  Maybe if she explained to him how things were going with Ava, he could clear some things up for her.  He had a better understanding of relationships than she did.  And he was better at trusting people.

“So what’s going on?”  Harrison asked as he sat down with their coffee cups.  He had been invited to coffee last night, and Parker had simply told him that she needed to talk to him about something.

Parker shifted in her seat, wondering how to explain her concerns without sounding dramatic or foolish.  “Ava invited me to enter some art into a charity gala event.  I have until tomorrow to give her an answer on whether or not I want to do it.”

Harrison’s dark eyebrows furrowed, and he pinched his face in confusion.  “What are you waiting for?  That sounds like a great opportunity.”

“It is,” Parker sighed.  “But she also explained to me what she does for a living.”

“She’s an art curator, P.  Even I know that.  She’s an all-star in the community.  It doesn’t take a genius to know that much.”

“Don’t tease me,” Parker frowned at her friend and sipped at her coffee.  “I just…I didn’t realize that the more art she sells the more money she makes, you know?”

Harrison shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t really see the issue here, Parker.  She’s inviting you to get more artwork out there and get paid for it.”

“Yeah, no, all of that is great,” Parker struggled to figure out the right words to explain everything.  “But I can’t help but think that maybe that’s all I mean to her.  More money.”

“Why would you think that?”

“She was pressuring me the last time I saw her.  She didn’t want me to take a break from my painting but couldn’t really give me a good reason other than saying that she wants to see me succeed.  And then she told me about the gala, and I can’t help but think…she only wants me to keep painting so that she can make more money.”

Harrison sipped on his coffee and made a humming noise as he processed the information Parker was telling him.  “Do you really think that’s something she would do to you?”

“I don’t really know, Harrison.  I don’t want to think that it’s true, but I can’t help but have doubts.”

“You always have doubts, Parker.  You have a history of self-sabotaging any relationship you’ve ever been in.  And now that you have something really great sitting right in front of you, you’re going to ruin it again.”

Parker sighed.  “Maybe you’re right.”

“How has everything else been with her?”

“Everything else is, well, amazing.  I mean, she makes me feel things I haven’t felt in years.”

“Do you have any idea how exciting it is to hear you say something like that?  I’ve been waiting for you to find your perfect match for so long.  This is amazing!  So what are you so worried about?”

“When I stop and think about all the things she’s done for me, they all center around my paintings.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“I don’t know, maybe not.  But it does feel a little suspicious.  It makes me wonder if she’s only involving herself with me so that she can make more money.  That doesn’t make sense to you?”

Harrison leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath.  “I can see where you’re coming from with all of this.”

“Thank you,” Parker took a sip of her coffee and closed her eyes.  Even saying her doubts out loud made them feel more real to her.

“Well, here’s what I’ll do,” Harrison leaned forward.  “I can make some calls for you.  Ava’s life is pretty public, it shouldn’t be hard to dig up some dirt on her.”

“I don’t know if spying on her is a good idea, H.”

“It won’t be spying.  I’m just going to dig up a little bit of her history and see if she has any other examples of using women to make more money for herself.  It shouldn’t be hard to find the information.  Plus, I have a lot of friends.”  He grinned.

Parker rolled her eyes but knew her best friend was right.  He hung out in a hundred different art circles.  He liked to party, and he liked to have as many friends as he could gather.  So if he wanted to find some information on Ava’s history, maybe it really wouldn’t be that hard for him to do.

“I don’t know,” she chewed at her thumbnail and thought over her options.  “What if she finds out?”

“She won’t find out,” he shook his head.  “I can promise you that much.”

Parker nodded.  “Do you think it’s a good idea?”

“I don’t know, P.  But I think it will make you get the answers you need.  If you don’t, you’re only going to keep driving yourself crazy doubting your relationship with her.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Listen,” Harrison offered a soft smile.  “I want to see you happy.  You deserve a relationship with a woman who loves you.  And if Ava isn’t that person, I want to help you figure it out.  You’ve been hurt enough times in the past.”

Parker nodded and took a deep breath.  “Thanks, Harrison.  You’ve made me feel better.”

“It’s what I do,” he smirked.

***

Parker went back to her apartment after her coffee date, her mind going a million miles a minute.  Harrison had promised that he could get her some information within the next few days, which meant Parker would have to make a decision about the charity gala before she knew anything about whether or not Ava was using her to make money.

As she walked up the stairs to her apartment, she could see a golden box sitting outside her front door.

“Fuck,” she whispered.  Her heart lurched against her chest; she couldn’t help that she still felt excited that Ava was sending her little surprises like this.

She grabbed the box and went inside.

For five minutes she paced back and forth in her living room, staring at the golden box.  She hadn’t opened it, and she couldn’t decide if she even should.  What if Harrison found out that Ava was using her?  She didn’t want to keep getting closer to Ava only to get disappointed.

Then again, she had been missing Ava ever since their last getaway together.  It was hard not to yearn for her touch, for her body lying next to hers, for the way Ava stared at her with hungry desire.  Every day that Parker spent without Ava, the more she wished they were together.  She had gone from simple desire to having a real connection with Ava, one with deep feelings that made her care for Ava in a way that she hadn’t cared about anyone in a long time.

Finally, Parker decided that she would rather spend more time with Ava than never see her again.  If Harrison ended up finding out bad news in his digging, she would come to that bridge when she got there.  But until then, she wanted to enjoy everything about Ava that she could.

Parker opened the box slowly, with her breath held.  It was hard to know what would be inside.

There was a single pink card lying inside the box.  Familiar cursive writing was spread across the card.  I can’t stop thinking about you.  I think it’s time to take you on another date.  I have some surprises in store for you.  Hope you’re ready for them.  XO – AW.

Parker’s heart fluttered as she ran her fingers over the card, thinking about how Ava had been touching the same paper, writing this exact note out to her.  She felt so connected to Ava, even so far apart.

Maybe she was being ridiculous with her fears.  It seemed like the connection that she had with Ava was undeniable.  She doubted even a famous actor could pull off pretending at this level.  It would be too extreme.  And would it really be worth it for Ava?

Parker pressed her lips against the card and took a deep breath.  The faint trace of Ava’s perfume came off the card.

“I’m going to wait,” she whispered to herself.  She was going to wait for Harrison to find out whatever he dug up.  And until then, she was going to give in to Ava.  To give Ava the power and control she so desperately wanted.  Because she couldn’t imagine her life without Ava in it.  And she wasn’t going to ruin everything just because she was scared.  Not until she had proof that something was wrong.

Harrison was right.  She did self-sabotage.  She didn’t like to get close to anyone.  It was too big of a risk and not enough reward.  Or at least it had always been that way in the past.

Even though Parker didn’t like to think about her relationship with her parents, she wouldn’t be surprised if they had something to do with her abandonment issues.  They didn’t want to love her, so why would anyone else?  Maybe they had ruined her love life forever.

No one had ever been worth the heartache, so Parker had ruined every relationship she had been in before she could get left behind.

But Ava was different.  And she was willing to risk it all for her.  Even if that meant a broken heart.

Ava was something special to Parker, and she needed to see their relationship through to the end instead of just running away.  Parker was scared, but the reward was so much better.  The way she felt about Ava was just too strong to ignore, and she couldn’t just give up until she had a reason to.  A real reason, not just her brain trying to play tricks on itself and make her run away from something that could be really good her.

Parker took a deep breath and went into her room to start getting ready to meet the woman who was in control of her heart.


Chapter Twenty

Parker arrived by limo to a hotel building and a note in the backseat that had simply said Come to Apartment 32C when you arrive. XO – AW.

Standing outside the door marked with the right apartment, Parker was taking a deep breath and trying to guess what she was about to walk into.  She didn’t want to get her hopes up, but, could this really be Ava’s own place?  If it was, that meant Ava was inviting Parker into her very private and personal life – past whatever information Parker could ever dig up on the internet.  She had found Ava’s office online, but this?  An apartment?  Secret information.  Private information.  And Parker was being invited.

Parker took a deep breath and glanced down at herself.  Without a fancy outfit having been sent over, she had struggled to find the right outfit to wear.  Eventually she had settled on something basic and comfortable, something very much her.  A pair of denim shorts, frayed at the hems and with a few irremovable paint splatters around the pockets.  A white tank-top which she had pulled a loose red flannel over.  It was almost the exact same outfit she had met Ava in.  And it felt right.

She lifted her hand and knocked gently on the door, having to remind herself to breathe.

“Hello, stranger,” Ava’s voice purred even before the door was all the way open.

Parker made a barely audible gasp.  Ava was wearing a loose-fitting baseball tee and a pair of black sweatpants that hung loosely against the soft bones of her hips.  “How do you look so good even in sweats?”  She breathed.

Ava tilted her head back to laugh.  “You flatter me,” she teased.  “And I haven’t even gotten you inside yet.”

Parker’s face flushed and she stepped inside.  “Is this your apartment?”

“Yes,” Ava smiled and led Parker by the hand down a hallway into a giant open-space room; the setup for a living room to the right, to the left a state-of-the-art kitchen that was bigger than Parker’s living room.  “I thought it was time to show you a little bit more about myself.”

Parker looked around the room with wide eyes.  The couch probably cost more than three months of her rent.  “Wow, Ava,” she breathed.  “This place is incredible.”

Ava grinned and made a teasing shrug.  “You haven’t even seen the whole thing yet.  But I’m saving that surprise for later.”

“Oh?”  Parker shot Ava a glance.  “Does that mean we are having a date here tonight?”

“If that’s okay with you, yes.  I thought you would like it.”

Parker shook her head.  “Are you kidding me?  I love that you invited me over here.  I wouldn’t want to go anywhere else.”

“Good.  And I was thinking…” Ava paused, her finger trailing down the center of Parker’s back slowly.

“What?”

“I was thinking you could stay the night.”  Ava paused, her green gaze gentle in a way that Parker had never seen before.  “If you wanted to.”

A wave of heat crossed through Parker’s body.  She wrapped her arms around Ava’s shoulders, staring into those green eyes that had won her over, that made her melt.  “I would love to stay the night here with you.”

Ava’s lips folded into a smile and she brushed her fingers through Parker’s hair slowly.  “Perfect.”

All of Parker’s fears and doubts were quickly disappearing beneath a wave of happiness and desire.  It felt good to know that Ava wanted her.  That she wanted to let Parker into her private world, all the places that she liked to keep hidden away.  It was hard to be mad at the woman when she was inviting her to stay the night at her apartment.

“I’m glad you dressed casually,” Ava winked and gave Parker a playful nudge.

Parker looked down at her clothes and nervously crossed her arms across her stomach, feeling suddenly self-conscious about her choice in wardrobe.  “I just, wanted to be comfortable.  Since you didn’t require a certain outfit in your note.”

Ava stepped forward so she was standing right in front of Parker, and with gentle hands she moved Parker’s arms back down to her sides, so she could look Parker’s body up and down.  “I was teasing you,” Ava admitted, “But I was also serious.  I love the way you look in this.  You look like the day I first saw you.”

Parker blushed.  She was surprised that Ava had remembered.  “Thank you.  I didn’t think you would notice.”

Ava’s lips frowned slightly.  “You really think so?”

“I mean, I was hoping you would,” Parker laughed.  “But I wasn’t going to hold it against you if you didn’t.”

“I have noticed every single thing about you since the moment we met Parker Hayes.”  Ava’s green eyes flashed with a serious glint as she made intimate eye contact with Parker.

Parker felt herself sinking against Ava’s chest, her knees suddenly weak by the perfect sweetness of Ava’s words.  Ava meant everything to her; to hear that Ava felt the same way made the entire room spin.  She planted a lingering kiss on Ava’s lips, her eyes fluttering closed as their mouths met.

“I was going to hold on to the surprise for later,” Ava’s voice hummed in the small space between their faces, her lips grazing against Parker’s own damp mouth as she spoke.  “But, if you want, I could give it to you now?”

A wave of desire bubbled from Parker’s chest and she nodded, sucking a deep breath of air past her lips.  She didn’t know what the surprise would be, but she could understand that it would include more of Ava’s lips.  “I don’t want to wait,” Parker purred.

Ava wrapped her fingers gently around Parker’s wrist and led her to a room at the back of the apartment.  The black door was closed.

“I need you to trust me if you open this door,” Ava whispered.  “And I can promise you a world of pleasure.”

A tight knot mounted at the base of Parker’s pelvis, sending waves of heat down between her legs as she contemplated Ava’s words.  “I trust you, Ava.”  And though she did trust Ava to know exactly how to please her, Parker couldn’t help but think about the doubts sitting in the back of her mind.  But for tonight, she wasn’t going to think about those worries.  Tonight, she was going to give her all to the woman she was steadily falling for.

“Welcome,” Ava pushed the door open and revealed a scarlet room, “To my playhouse.”

Parker’s mouth dropped into a state of shock as she stepped into the room.  The walls were all coated in a thick, padded red velvet.  The carpet was plush and matched the red of the walls.  In the center of the room was a large bed with bannisters on all four corners attached to the ceiling.  From the ceiling there were rings dangling, a few of them held the strands of silk that Parker recognized as the ties that Ava had used to bind her wrists the night they spent in the penthouse suite.  In one corner stood a rack filled with a variety of what looked to Parker like riding crops, strands of black leather coming off the ends.  And on one wall, a giant mirror, reflecting back everything in the room.

“Wow,” Parker gasped, and turned back to Ava.  “I can’t believe all of this.”

“Are you disappointed?”  Ava asked.

A shiver ran down Parker’s spine.  “No, not at all.  I just…I didn’t expect all of this.”

“I understand it can seem like a lot,” Ava admitted slowly.  “But I’ll introduce you to this world slowly, if you want me to, Parker.”

Parker eyed the varied sexual instruments lying around the room and took a deep breath.  It was a lot to take in.  But, more than anything, it sent a wave of excitement through her body.  It was unfamiliar territory for her, but for Ava, and with Ava, she was eager to explore these new toys.  “Ava, I trust you,” she said, and turned to look at the other woman, her eyes hungrily scanning the curves of her body as her brain became dizzied with anticipation.  “If you help me learn,” she added.

“I’ll help you,” Ava whispered, and moved closer to Parker.  “We won’t do anything you aren’t comfortable with.”

“I want to experience everything with you, Ava.”

Ava’s lips spread into a smile and as she stood in front of Parker she slowly lifted her t-shirt over her head, exposing her bare breasts in the darkness of the room.  In the shadows, her white skin was illuminated like moonlight, and Parker stared with hunger at the soft red peaks of her nipples perking up against the full curves of the other woman’s breasts.  She took a deep breath and asked, “What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to take your clothes off,” Ava commanded with a velvet purr as she started stepping out of her own pants.

Parker moved quickly, tossing her shirts to the side, and shimmying out of her denim shorts with a quickness that she could barely control; she wanted to please Ava, and she wanted Ava to please her.  And fast.

“Good,” Ava said.  “Now get on the bed.”

Parker did exactly as she was told, lying on her back in the center of the giant mattress, staring at Ava’s naked figure in the dark.  Her breathing was already heightened, she could feel the goosebumps settling in ridges along the curves of her breasts, and the flat stretch of her stomach.  Ava hadn’t even touched her yet, and she was already mounting with desire.

“Close your eyes,” Ava ordered.  Parker did.  “I don’t want you to open them until I tell you to.  Can you do that for me?”

Parker pressed her eyelids tight and ran the tip of her tongue over her lips.  “Yes.  Anything for you.”

She could hear the rustling motions of Ava digging into a box of some kind, but she didn’t dare take a peek.  She didn’t want to disobey Ava’s commands.  And even though she didn’t know what was happening, the secrecy was making her shiver with hungry lust.

The sounds of Ava’s footsteps on the carpet crept closer, and Parker could feel the mattress shift as Ava climbed onto the bed.  Ava’s lips planted sweet kisses across Parker’s chest, trailing a circle around her breast until Parker could feel the other woman’s tongue flicking across the excited perk of her tender nipple.  Parker made a soft moan, wishing she could open her eyes, but refusing to ruin the moment by going against Ava’s orders.

Ava straddled her weight over Parker’s hips, and Parker could feel something unusual, cold, and smooth against her stomach.

“Open your eyes,” Ava whispered, running her fingers over Parker’s breasts, teasing at her nipples with gentle flicks.

Parker’s eyes opened slowly, and to her surprise, she was met with the perfection of Ava’s naked body sitting overtop of her, but between Ava’s legs was a black strap-on.  Parker made a small gasp of shock.

“Are you nervous?”  Ava asked gently.

Parker bit at her lip and made a small nod.  “A little.”

Ava slid her hand around Parker’s cheek, comforting her.  “I’ll take this very slow.  Don’t be afraid.  You’re going to be begging me for more.”

Parker nodded her head and shivered.  “I trust you,” she whispered once again.  She believed Ava.

Ava grinned and bent her naked body over Parker’s, her full breasts pressing against Parker’s as she pressed her lips against Parker’s mouth.  Her tongue played gently against Parker’s lips until Parker was thrusting passionate kisses against her.

Parker’s body was shuddering beneath Ava, beginning to make slow upward thrusts with her hips as she was consumed with a need for Ava to be inside of her.

Ava trailed her kisses down Parker’s body, until her mouth was wrapped around Parker’s nipples, sucking, and licking and biting as Parker’s body squirmed with pleasure beneath her.  Ava reached her hand between her legs and slowly slid the tip of the strap-on up and down her slit.

Parker moaned, her thighs shaking as she bucked her ass against Ava’s teasing rubs.  “Please,” she sighed, gasping for air, and needing the wave of her pleasure to be met with Ava’s touch.

“Do you want me inside you?”  Ava purred.

“I need you.  I need you inside me!”  Parker moaned, her fingers clutching wildly at the mattress sheets.

Slowly, Ava slid the tip of the strap-on between Parker’s lips until she found her entrance, and with a gentle thrust she entered the other woman’s body.  Parker’s back arched in response, as the smooth thickness of the plastic cock entered her.

Ava wrapped her hands around Parker’s hips and squeezed, using her hold to guide herself as she rocked back and forth, thrusting in and out, shaking the bedframe as their bodies collided.  Parker’s eyes closed as she leaned her head back and let out a soft scream, waves of pleasure pulsating through her body as Ava slid up and down the sweet spot inside her.  She rocked her hips, matching Ava’s thrusting with passionate, grinding rhythm.

A shockwave ripped through Parker’s body as Ava sank in and out of her body, their passionate thrusting become more frantic as her legs tightened and her toes were forced into a tight curl.  Parker opened her eyes and stared up to Ava, her mouth dropped open to let out her frenzied breathing.

“I’m going to come,” Parker moaned, her entire body tensing and shuddering as Ava quickened the rampant energy of her thrusts.  Ava moved one hand until her thumb found the swollen peak of Parker’s mound and she began rubbing it in passionate circles while Parker’s entire body lost control.

Parker’s eyes closed and her entire body tensed as a blinding heat tore through her, sending shockwaves of tremors through her legs and she collapsed against the bed as her pleasure ran off her.

Ava fell against the bed next to Parker, her breasts heaving as she tried to catch her breath.  They were both damp with sweat, breathing heavily, as they stared across the bed at each other.

Parker reached forward and ran her fingers against Ava’s cheek, smiling, “That was incredible.”

“I told you,” Ava smiled.  “I’m going to take you places you’ve never been before.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Parker woke up in the same bed she had fallen asleep in.  It was hard to remember how the night had ended, but the last thing she could remember was staring at the gentle slope of Ava’s naked body, watching the other woman as her eyelids drooped closed and she fell asleep lying next to her.  The pleasure of her orgasm, coupled with the exhaustion from their sex, had tired Parker to the point of sleep as well.  She had fallen asleep with her hand resting overtop of Ava’s waist, her naked body curled beneath the thick blanket of the bed.

It had been a perfect night, and a perfect deep sleep that left Parker feeling invigorated when her eyes finally fluttered open.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had woken up without wanting to immediately fall back asleep.  Or dreaded the new day.  Or wished that she could just have ten more minutes of sleep.  Instead, she woke without needing anything else.  Except Ava’s touch.  She moved her hand to the side, seeking for the smooth contact of Ava’s skin with her fingers.  But all she found was the smooth fabric of bedsheets.

As she looked around the room there were no traces of Ava.  Only the pile of her own clothes lying at the foot of the bed.

Parker eyed the clothes and slowly got herself dressed again.  Maybe Ava would be in the kitchen, making them another hearty breakfast to fuel their bodies after a night of intense lovemaking.  But as Parker left the room to explore the halls of Ava’s apartment there was no noise, no sounds of movement, no traces of Ava at all.

She walked into the kitchen and looked around for a note.  Nothing.

“What the hell?”  Parker whispered under her breath.  Why would Ava just disappear like that?  Especially to leave Parker in the apartment all by herself.  It wasn’t even her own home.  And waking up alone in the morning was leaving a cold, bitter taste in the back of Parker’s mouth.

“Ava?”  She called loudly.

No answer.

A chill washed over her body as Parker realized she really was all alone.  The doubts that had been plaguing her mind for the last several days slowly started creeping back into the front of her mind.  She had tried to push them away when Ava had invited to her to stay the night.  She had tried telling herself that it was foolish to think that Ava had any cruel intentions hiding beneath their relationship, because clearly Ava was interested in pursuing something real with her.  But now that she was awake and the cold light of morning was shining a bright light on the harsh truth of how she had woken up all alone, Parker couldn’t help but suspect maybe something really was wrong.

She did one more walk through the kitchen, checking the front of Ava’s fridge to see if maybe there was a note hidden somewhere.  Anything at all that was a clue from Ava as to where she had gone.  As to why she had left Parker all alone.

There was nothing.

And just as Parker was about to walk out of the kitchen, a piece of pink parchment paper caught her eye, the color somehow familiar.  At the top of the paper she recognized the cursive print immediately, the logo of the Daring Art Auction stamped neatly in the corner.

Against her better judgement, Parker pulled the piece of paper from underneath a pile of mail and started to read.

Ms. Windsor – 

Daring Art Auction would like to thank you for your continued contributions to our company.  With your help, we have made an additional revenue within this last quarter to open another Auction house in California to extend our business empire.  We would like to meet with you to go over some details of setting up this new business.  Your advice would be a great strength to training new curators for this new business opening.  And, as always, you can expect handsome compensation for your assistance.  We look forward to seeing you at our next auction next month.

Until next time – Daring Art Auction 

Parker was shivering uncontrollably by the time she had finished reading through the letter.  Everything she had been afraid of was suddenly staring her right in the face.  Her continued support?

A blast of coldness shot through Parker’s stomach and she clutched at the counter to keep herself from falling over.  This was her worst nightmare.  So Ava really was seeing other artists, just like she had done with Parker all this time.  She was probably wooing countless women, whisking them off to faraway dates, and making them think she really cared about them too.

“What the fuck,” Parker whispered and stuffed the letter back underneath the stack of mail.

She needed to get the hell out of Ava’s apartment.

If Ava came back now it would be over.  She couldn’t see Ava right now, couldn’t face her.  She had been lied to all this time.  All the times Ava had basically begged Parker to just trust her had all been a total act.  Anything to get Ava a few extra bucks.

She was going to be sick.

Without taking another second to think Parker headed straight to the door.  She needed to get the hell out of the apartment.

She never wanted to see Ava Windsor again.

***

The reality of the letter was settling like a lead weight on Parker’s stomach as she went downtown.  She wanted to throw up, or cry, or scream.  She wasn’t sure which, and every second she had a different urge.  All she knew was that she felt like her entire word was falling apart around her, and she couldn’t seem to get a grip on anything.

Parker went to the first place she could find solace: the studio.  She needed Harrison’s company and advice.  He was the only person in her life she could trust.

“Harrison?”  Parker called out as soon as she stepped into the studio building.

Her best friend peeked his head around a shelf of paintings waiting to be hung on the walls.  “Oh, hey, P!  Right over here!”

Parker ran to him and immediately threw her arms around his neck and stuffed her face into the crook of his neck.  The tears started flowing without control.  She just couldn’t help herself from letting everything out.  The reality of what Ava was doing was hitting her like a brick wall, sucking all the air out of her lungs and making her feel like she was drowning.

“Oh, oh,” Harrison held Parker in a hug and rubbed her back.  “What’s going on?”

“She’s a liar,” Parker sobbed into the soft fabric of Harrison’s sweater.  “I know she’s doing this with other people, Harrison.  I just know it.”

“Okay, okay.  Take a deep breath for me.”

Parker sucked in a deep breath of air and slowly let it out.  Harrison pulled back from her and slowly nodded his head in time with his hands, motioning for Parker to keep breathing.  She listened, and slowly, her sobbing stopped and was replaced by the last sniffles of a hard a cry.  She wiped her nose on the red flannel sleeve of her shirt.

“Sorry,” Parker eyed his shoulder where there was now a large wet spot and a streak of black mascara rubbed into the fabric of his shirt.  “I really wasn’t expecting all of that to just come out at once.”

Harrison shrugged it off.  “It’s fine, P.  Now that you’re a little bit more calm, tell me what’s going on?”

“Yeah,” Parker nodded and wrapped her fingers into her shirt, trying to clutch onto anything solid to keep herself from falling over.  “I stayed at her place last night.  But when I woke up this morning she was totally gone.  She didn’t leave a note or anything.”

“Oh, hun,” Harrison sighed.

“I know.  But then, when I was trying to find a note or something, I saw a letter from that art auction.  The one where the bidders get a date with the artists?  They were thanking her for her continued support.  I can’t be the only one she’s bid on, Harrison.  Not if they’re sending her letters like that.”

“No, probably not,” Harrison agreed, talking quietly so that he didn’t send Parker into another fit of crying.  He wanted to console her, but he also didn’t want to get her hopes up.  Everything Parker was saying did sound like Ava was probably hiding some things.

“I just don’t know what to do,” Parker made a soft sob and stared at the floor, wishing she could just fall beneath the surface of the ground and forget any of this had ever happened.

“You don’t think you should confront her about all of this?”  Harrison was frowning, clearly taking the role of angry best friend.  If he saw Ava right now there was no telling the shouting match that wound ensue.  Harrison had always been good about defending his best friend like that.

“I don’t think I want to see her ever again,” Parker sighed.  “I don’t know what good it would do.  She would probably just keep lying to me.  And I don’t think I could handle any more of that.”

“Well then let’s pretend like she never existed,” Harrison made a big nod and moved to the receptionist counter where he dug up a bottle of the complimentary champagne meant for the customers.  “Let’s just have a little drink of this bubbly and we can forget that Ava Windsor was ever born.”

Parker made a feigned laugh and followed him to the counter.  “That sounds like a good idea.  Maybe a little easier said than done, though.”  She didn’t think she could just forget that Ava Windsor had ever existed.  Against all her better judgments, Parker had started to feel like she was falling in love.  She wouldn’t be able to just forget about her like that.  But it also wouldn’t do her any good to hold onto the past.  Harrison was right.  It was time to forget about Ava completely.

Harrison handed Parker a glass and held out his own to a little toast, “To brighter futures. And leaving shitty people in the past.”

Parker frowned and clinked her glass with his.  “To leaving shitty people in the past,” she agreed.

“You’re going to be okay,” Harrison whispered in a soothing voice.

“Thanks,” Parker sighed.  “I just wish it was easier than this.  I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

Harrison gave his best friend a sympathetic look and nodded.  “I know.  Things like this just take some time.  Just keep reminding yourself how much better off you’re going to be without her.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”  Parker took a sip of her champagne.  “Hey, did you ever find anything out about her?”

Harrison took a deep breath.  “I wasn’t going to tell you now that you showed up with this news.  I didn’t think it would make you feel better.”

“Please tell me.  I need to know.  I think it will help me, you know, move on, or whatever.”

Harrison nodded.  “Okay.  Just know that I don’t like to be the one to tell you this.”

“I know Harrison.  You’re my best friend.  I don’t know where I would be without you.  I won’t hold anything against you.”

“Okay,” Harrison took a big drink and an even bigger breath before he began.  “She has been lying to you.  I guess she’s big on doing this sort of thing, from what I hear.  She spends a lot of money at those auctions.  From what I heard she’s like, their biggest spender.  And part of why she spends so much is because she makes so much profit back.”

Parker closed her eyes and tried to convince herself not to start crying.

“I’m sorry, P.  I don’t want you to have to hear that, but I think it’s something you need to know.”

“It is,” Parker nodded, her eyes still firmly clamped shut.  She could feel the pressure of tears building in the corners of her eyes, her throat felt like it was on fire.  “I just need to let her go.  Nothing we had was real.”

Harrison reached his hand out and rubbed Parker’s shoulder.  “Maybe not, but you can walk away knowing that you deserve love.  You deserve someone who makes you happy.”

Parker smiled and set her glass down on the counter.  “I think I’m going to go back home.  I need to, I don’t know, get rid of anything that reminds me of her.”

“Do you need any help with that?  You know I’m pretty good company.”

“You are,” Parker laughed.  “But I think this is something I need to do on my own.  It’s going to be hard, and I need to make sure I can do it myself for once.”

“You can do it, P.  You’re the baddest bitch I know.”

Parker took a deep breath and nodded firmly.  “You’re right.  There’s no point in wallowing around.”

With another quick hug, Parker left the studio behind and started walking towards her apartment.

It was hard to believe that everything she had had with Ava was a total lie.  All of those feelings, the passion, the intensity of their bodies touching, the way Ava had always looked at her with those green eyes that had absorbed her body and soul.  It had all been fake.  And it was time to forget Ava Windsor for good.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Parker stood in front of a blank canvas and tried to imagine what she wanted the final painting to look like.  But nothing was coming to mind.  It was hard to imagine anything at all when she couldn’t find any concentration.  It had been two weeks since Parker had left Ava’s apartment that morning.  Two weeks had gone by and Parker had gotten rid of every single thing that reminded her of Ava.  She had ignored every single email and every letter that got delivered to her doorstep.

It had felt like torture at first, seeing Ava’s handwriting on an envelope, or her email flashing on her computer screen, and all Parker could do was look the other way.  She had decided once she got the first email that she wasn’t going to read any of the things Ava sent.  It wouldn’t be worth it.  She knew Ava had a way with words, and a way with making her feel weak.  If she read anything Ava wrote to her she knew she was going to fall apart, and her weakness would make it more likely that she would give Ava another chance.

But Ava didn’t deserve a second chance.  She didn’t deserve a single damn thing, and so Parker was refusing to give in.  The emails all got deleted as soon as they showed up in her inbox.  The letters were tossed immediately into the trash.

It felt like she was taking a punch to the stomach every single time she got rid of one of Ava’s notes, but Parker knew she didn’t have another choice.  If she didn’t stand her ground then she was going to lose.  Ava was nothing more than a scam-artist, and Parker needed to leave her in the past.  Just like Harrison had told her to do.

Her phone started ringing and Parker gave one last look at the blank canvas before throwing herself down onto the couch to answer the call.

“Hey, H.”

“How are you holding up?”  Harrison asked on the other end.

“I’m doing fine,” Parker breathed, knowing she didn’t really mean it.

“You know I can tell when you’re lying, don’t you?”  Harrison asked.

“Yeah, I just…I don’t know.  I wish I was doing better than I actually am, you know?”

“Just give it some time.”

“I know.”  Parked twirled a piece of hair in her finger and wished she had access to a time machine.  “So what’s up?”

“Well, I have something I need to tell you, but I don’t think you’re really going to want to hear it,” Harrison sighed.

Parker’s heart sank in her chest, and a cold lump developed at the base of her throat.  “Is it about Ava?”  It was the first time she had said her name in weeks, and the sensation felt like it was stinging the tip of her tongue.  Something that had once felt so pleasurable now felt like poison.

“Yes,” Harrison sighed.  “I wasn’t going to bring it up, but she just keeps trying.”

“Trying what?”  Parker was frowning and she pinched her hand around her cellphone, frustrated that she had to talk about Ava and angry at herself that she couldn’t help but notice the way her heart flutter with a small burst of hope.

“She won’t stop calling the studio looking for you.  I thought I got my point across clearly, but she doesn’t seem to care what I say.”

“What does she want?”  Parker felt like she was breathing underwater.

“I’m not sure, P.  I keep telling her that she needs to stop calling, but she just keeps saying she needs to get ahold of you.  Do you think it’s about that charity gala?”

Parker rolled her eyes at the thought.  “No.  That already happened.  I missed the deadline to submit my paintings.  Not that I was going to do it anyway.”

“So what do you think she wants?”

“I don’t know, Harrison.  But I’m not supposed to care, remember?”

Harrison sighed.  “You’re right.  I just can’t get her to stop calling.  Have you heard from her?”

“She keeps trying to reach out.  But I keep throwing everything away.  I don’t think I could handle listening to her right now.  It would be too hard, you know?  She makes me weak…and I don’t want to give in to her lies again.  I just want this to all be over with.”

“Good.  Well you keep your head up, and I’ll keep telling her that you’re not around.  Eventually she has to take the hint.  I’ll talk to you later, P.”  Harrison ended the phone call.

Parker went back to her empty canvas and stared at the big white square.  She grabbed her paints and began making frantic strokes of pink and red, spreading her anger onto the canvas with her paint.  The hurt sinking deep into her chest was coming out through her fingers, washing across the canvas.  She moved quickly, not stopping to think about how the paint was working or the shapes she was making.  She used nothing but the overwhelming emotions to move her paintbrush.  Within minutes the canvas was entirely covered, and she had a new piece staring back at her.

Parker took a deep breath and stepped back.  For the first time in months, she was proud of what she had just done.  Using her emotion to paint had worked.  And the release felt like a weight being lifted off her shoulders.  Carefully, she moved the canvas to dry and set up a new blank canvas.  She would keep going until everything in her body was drained.  If she couldn’t focus she was going to use that.  She wasn’t going to let Ava control every part of her life, it was time to move on.  It was time to take charge of her own life and create her own outcomes.  All on her own.

But before she could start painting there was a knock at the door.  Parker whirled around and stared across her living room, wondering what it was.  It was probably another delivery, another stupid envelope from Ava that she didn’t want to get.  Parker strode across the living room with purposeful stomps, eager to tear up whatever she found on the other side of her door.

She went to the front door and looked through the peephole.  Ava Windsor was standing in her hallway, looking as poised and proper as ever.  Her black hair in that familiar slick-backed high ponytail, an expensive black blazer cutting across her breasts and hugging at the gentle curves of her hips.  A narrow pencil skirt that stopped just above her knees.

Parker’s heart lurched into her throat and she pressed her forehead against the cold wood of her front door, trying to steady herself and keep her composure.  She felt ready to faint.  And then she thought of how she had been fooled all along, and a bubble of anger rose up from deep inside of her and Parker flung the door open,  “What the hell are you doing here?”

Ava took a step back, shocked by Parker’s aggression.  “Parker…I just need to talk to you.”

“Well it’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”

Ava’s lips pursed and she took a nervous breath through the thin swoop of her nose.  “You haven’t given me a chance to talk to you in two weeks.  I don’t know what’s going on with you, or why you won’t answer me.  Please, I just need to know what the hell happened to make you hate me all of the sudden.”

“Don’t act like you don’t know,” Parker fumed, blocking the entrance to her apartment so that Ava couldn’t squeeze her way in.  She didn’t want to be trapped in a situation with Ava.  She didn’t want to give the other woman a chance to get Parker to forgive her.

Ava shook her head, her black brows furrowing her forehead into a puckering of thin lines.  “Parker, please.  I have no idea what happened.  I had to go on a business call that morning, and I thought would be back before you even woke up.”

“Yeah, sure, a business call.  You must think I’m really stupid,” Parker spat.

“What are you talking about?”

“I know that I’m not the only one, Ava.”

“The only one?”  Ava shook her head and her green eyes searched across Parker’s face, trying to find answers to something that she clearly didn’t understand.  “Parker, I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean.  Where is this coming from?  Because I wasn’t at my apartment in the morning?  I promise you, I had a meeting to see some new art and I couldn’t miss it.  I was only gone for an hour.  I didn’t want to wake you up, you looked so peaceful.  And I wanted you to catch up on your sleep, so that we could, well…go again, when I got back home.  But when I got back to my apartment you were gone, and I haven’t been able to get ahold of you since.  It’s all I’ve been trying to do for two weeks.  I’ve sent so many letters…emails…I’ve called the studio looking for you.  I have no idea why you are ignoring me, and so I came here.  Hoping to finally be able to talk to you.”

Parker felt herself melting beneath the softness of Ava’s stare, the sincerity that was in the other woman’s voice.  But she held her ground, not ready to give up on what she had set out to do.  She decided she was going to forget Ava Windsor, and so that was exactly what she needed to do.  There was a reason she had ignored all of Ava’s letters.  And it was because she knew she would fall for her all over again, and forgive her without a second thought.  And now that Ava was standing right in front of her, practically begging for answers and forgiveness, Parker realized that she had been right.  She was weak beneath Ava’s glance, and her words, and all she really wanted to do was reach out and hold her, embrace her, smell her skin, and feel her lips.  But she knew better than that.  She knew doing that was only going to end up in more heartache.

“I found out your secret, Ava,” Parker said with a coldness in her voice that she wished she didn’t have but knew that she needed.  She needed to chase Ava away.  Forever.

“What secret are you talking about?”  Ava’s eyes widened beneath Parker’s glare.

“You must know.  Stop playing stupid.  I found you out so you might as well start being truthful with me.  You begged me to trust you!  Do you have any idea how stupid that makes me feel?”

“You can trust me, Parker,” Ava reached out a hand to try and touch Parker’s arm.

Parker pulled back, just out of reach of Ava’s red fingernails.  “Don’t you dare touch me.”

“Parker, please, talk to me.  Tell me what’s going on.”

Parker folded her arms across her chest and took a deep breath.  She was going to let Ava have it.  She was going to hurt her, just the same way she had been hurt.  “I found the letter.  From Daring Art Auction?  They congratulated you on being such a generous supporter.  And in case you forgot, I know exactly what their business is all about.  I thought I was lucky that you bid on a date with me.  I thought that really meant something.  But I’m apparently I’m just one more sucker falling for your tricks.  One more poor, broke artist that you can take advantage of.  Well I’m not having it.  I don’t need you, and I don’t need your money.  I can do just fine on my own.”

Ava stammered, her eyes blinking to try and process the information that had just been spat at her.  “Parker, that’s not what they were talking about at all.”

“Don’t,” Parker interrupted her.  “I don’t want to hear any more of your lies.  I don’t want to see you ever again.  Please.  Leave me alone.”

Without letting Ava get another word in, Parker slammed her door closed.

The release of her anger washed out of her body as soon as she turned around, and in her weakness, Parker slid down to the floor and held her head in her hands.  The tears started without warning, rolling down her cheeks in an endless stream.

Everything felt wrong.  She had wanted to wrap her arms around Ava’s body and hold her.  She had wanted to forgive her.  She had wanted to tell Ava just exactly how she felt about her.  But she couldn’t.  Ava had done nothing but lie and scam a relationship out of her.  The feelings were one-sided.  Everything that had come from Ava had been a total manipulation.  She needed to keep reminding herself of that.

“Get yourself together,” Parker grumbled at herself.  “You’re better than this.”

She didn’t deserve to sit in this pain, or to let Ava have any more control over her life.

“Fuck,” she hit her palm against the door behind her and let another wave of tears rush from her body.

Ava had always wanted control of everything.  And even now she still had it.  She still held all power over Parker’s emotions.  Her happiness.  Everything.

Parker should never have let Ava Windsor into her life.

It was time to gain back control.


Chapter Twenty-Three

One more week had gone by since Ava had shown up at her door.  Parker had managed to finish three more paintings in that time.  A series of art that she was calling Forgotten.  It felt good to actually accomplish things, and even though she was still struggling to forget about Ava, Parker was starting to feel better about herself.  It helped that through her painting she could release her emotions.  It was better than just sitting in her sadness and letting the pain of her heartache consume her.

She wasn’t sure if her new paintings would be successful, but she enjoyed making them.  And she was going to be proud to put them up in a gallery.  Both of which were feelings she hadn’t felt about her own artwork in a long time.

Parker was trying to figure out her next painting when she decided that she should check her computer.  Maybe there would be a new email from the studio, letting her know that she had sold something.  She was craving good news from someone, and that was really the last place she could get any from.

Parker moved to sit at her computer desk when a new email alert chimed.  She nearly jumped out of her chair.  The timing was too weird.

She opened up her email and saw at the top of the list the name of the sender and immediately she sucked in her breath and clutched at her chest in shock.  Daring Art Auction.  The subject line simply read: We Miss You.

It seemed too weird that they were reaching out to her again.  And the knowledge that the auction was exactly how she had gotten involved with Ava meant there was probably some trick to this new email.  Ava was probably behind it.  Maybe it was her last shot at trying to get ahold of Parker since Parker was throwing away all her letters and deleting all of her emails.

Parker sighed, but still, she was curious.  What if it had nothing to do with Ava?  What if it was someone new?  And, either way, it was an invitation to earn a lot of money.  Money she could put to good use.

She opened the email and drew in a sharp breath.

Ms. Hayes –

We are pleased to inform you that you have once again been submitted to participate in Daring Art Auction.

The auction is being held Friday evening at 8PM.

Attached are the required consent forms that will need to be signed should you like to bid your art and a date with yourself.

We hope you will join us again – Daring Art Auction.

Parker’s heart was beating rampant in chest, and she had to clutch the edge of her computer desk to keep herself feeling stable.  It was hard to imagine signing up for the auction again.  And who had submitted her artwork?  It had to be Ava, who else?

“I do need the money,” Parker sighed.  She still had plenty from the first auction left over but getting more wouldn’t hurt.

Especially if she was going back to her normal life, without Ava’s help to rely on.

But could she really put herself in danger of having Ava bid on her again?

Parker sighed, glanced across the living room at her new paintings, and realized that she was going to give the auction one more shot.  For the money.  So she could keep doing what she loved. With more money she would be able to focus on her paintings without worrying about pressure from the studio or from her landlord or from Ava.  No one to control her.

It felt good finally having some control over her own decisions.  Doing whatever it was she wanted to do.

And, even though there was some danger to it, Parker wanted to take part in the auction.

Parker flew through the consent form, adding her digital signature to all the correct boxes, and sent in her forms with crossed fingers and a deep breath.

***

The night of the auction arrived quickly.  Unlike last time, Parker was not sent a giftbox of an outfit to wear.  She scoured through her wardrobe and found and old dress that Ava had bought for her.  A little black thing, that ended above her knees and swooped down to an open-back.  It would be perfect.  Like dressing for a funeral in all black; this night was her saying goodbye to everything about the lifestyle that Ava had ever offered her.

It was her saying goodbye to what could have been.  Once and for all.

To her surprise, there was a limousine waiting outside for her.  One more present from the auction company, the driver told her as she slid into the backseat.

They arrived at the same towering building, with the same darkened windows.  The memories of her first auction felt like a million years behind her, but Parker remembered exactly what she was doing.

The same hostess as the first auction escorted her to her private room to sit and wait until her auction came.

And, finally, when Parker was standing on the same familiar stage, waiting for the curtains to open and to be revealed to the audience, she finally felt like she was about to make a huge mistake.

She thought of running off the stage, but the curtains started to part, and she was out of time.

The audience all clapped as she was presented next to one of her paintings from the studio.  The auctioneer was already rambling numbers faster than she could listen or understand and people in the crowd were lifting their white auction paddles with a speed that matched the wild beating of Parker’s heart.

She could not see straight, her vision blurring all the faces of the crowd.  Everything was illuminated with the golden glow of the chandelier lights hanging above the crowd, and Parker couldn’t see faces: just a mass of people all making quiet, inaudible noises while the man at the podium next to her was screaming wildly.

Her eyes focused on the back of the room and against herself she scanned the wall, looking for that familiar ponytail.  For those red painted lips.  But Ava was nowhere to be seen.

Parker was clutching at the fabric at her thighs, wishing she could disappear into the backdrop.  She didn’t want to do this anymore, to be this person, to sell herself on a romantic date for an excessive amount of money.  This was all a huge mistake.  And Ava wasn’t in the crowd.  Which meant she probably wasn’t the reason her artwork had been submitted to the auction tonight.

Parker suddenly realized with horror that maybe Ava had already made a bid on a different artist.  Wasn’t that what she did for a living?  Was she already replaced?

It doesn’t matter, Parker tried telling herself.  It was never just you in the first place.  You were always just one of many.

Suddenly, the curtains were dropping closed and Parker was escorted back off the stage and up to her private waiting room.

She didn’t know who had won the bid, or even how much the winning bid had been for.  She had been lost in her own thoughts, swimming through memories that didn’t matter anymore.

The door to her room opened and the woman from earlier stepped inside.  “Ms. Hayes.  We’ve received the paperwork for the winning bid on your art and date.  Congratulations.”  She placed the paperwork down and gave Parker a quick look up and down, frowning.  Was it that obvious that Parker was upset?   The woman gave a short cough and said, “I presume you don’t need me to explain any of the details to you?  If you do have any questions, feel free to send us an email and we’ll get back to you shortly.  And congratulations again.  You’re quite the winner tonight.”  Without waiting, she left the room and Parker in it.

Parker stared at herself in the mirror, wondering what had gone so wrong in the last handful of months.  How had she gotten from the happiest moments of her entire life to feeling like she had absolutely nothing?  Without real interest, Parker pulled the check from the paperwork and glanced at the number.

$25,300.

“No way,” she breathed.

And in the stack of papers, she found the information on her winning bidder.  She had to read it three times, the letters kept swimming together on the page, making her think she had lost her mind.  But they were really there.  Ava Windsor.

“No way,” Parker breathed again.

It didn’t make sense.  She hadn’t seen her in the crowd.

Parker gathered her things and left her waiting room quickly, hoping that she might once again find Ava outside.  But she wasn’t anywhere.  She wasn’t at the bottom of the stairs, or outside the front doors, or waiting by the limo at the curb.  There was no sign of her at all.

The memory of Ava standing outside with her on this very sidewalk flashed through her mind and made her sink into despair.  She missed the way Ava had touched her, even then, when they were still total strangers.  Even before anything had happened, Parker had felt the electricity between them.  She had known Ava was going to be someone important to her.

Her heart sank as the same sensation of loneliness that she had felt the last three weeks spread through her like a blast of freezing air.  This was exactly why she was supposed to give up on Ava.  Why keep trying for a person who didn’t want you?

“You’re such an idiot,” Parker whispered to herself as she fumbled to open the limo door and slide into the backseat.

“Back home, ma’am?”  The driver asked from his seat.

“Yes, please,” Parker murmured then quickly asked, “Wait, can you please take me to one other stop first?”

“Anything you would like,” the driver said as they pulled away from the curb.

She wasn’t going to let Ava Windsor get away with this.  She wasn’t just a toy in one of her silly games.  And she wasn’t going to be used like this.  It wasn’t fair to her.  If Ava didn’t want a relationship with Parker, then what was the point in chasing after her like this?  Why not just disappear from her life altogether?  It would be easier that way.  Easier for both of them.

But Parker knew that nothing about love was easy.

***

The limo ride felt like it took three hours when in reality the drive lasted no more than ten minutes.  The streets weren’t busy, and the limo driver knew the drive well.  “We’ve arrived, ma’am,” he said from the front seat and flashed a quick smile in the rearview mirror.

“Thank you,” Parker said as she stepped out of the backseat of the limo.

Parker had left the auction site with a boldness and confidence that told her she was doing the right thing.  That she needed to go through with the plan, in order to move in with her life.

But now that she had arrived, and now that she was standing on the sidewalk in front of the building she wondered if she was making a huge mistake.  But it was too late for that.  And she couldn’t just go back home and cry.  She needed to make her point.

It was now or never.

And the last thing she wanted was to be trapped into a date with Ava Windsor, the very woman that had stolen and then broken her heart.  She didn’t care how much money the check was for, it wasn’t going to be worth it.  And she couldn’t suck it up, or pretend like she wasn’t hurting, or act like she didn’t care about Ava.  Not even for a single night.  Not even for $25,300.

She went inside the building and rode the elevator back up to Floor 32.  To Ava’s apartment.

Parker stood outside of Ava’s front door taking deep breaths and trying to plan out the speech she was going to give.  She knew it wouldn’t matter in the long run.  She had never been good at explaining herself in front of Ava.  But she was going to do her best.  Because this had to stop.

If Ava wouldn’t get out of her live, Parker was going to lose everything.  She would never be happy again if she couldn’t let the other woman go once and for all.  She looked down at the check in her hand.  It was a lot of money, but it wasn’t going to be worth it in the end.

Parker brought her knuckles up to the door and knocked three times.  Loudly.  She wasn’t going to leave without getting exactly what she needed.  Her heart felt like it had been shattered into a million pieces, and she was just now starting to pick everything back up again.  If Ava didn’t stop popping in and out of her life she was never going to make it through.  She couldn’t be whole with that woman still in her life.

The door opened and Ava, in a matching set of black silk pajamas, stood in the doorway.  “Parker,” she breathed, shocked.

“Yes.  It’s me.”

“I’m sorry, I was just about to go to bed.  Is everything okay?”

“No, actually.  Everything is not okay.  Not at all.”

“Would you like to come in?”

Parker shook her head and held up a hand, trying to silence Ava so she could get through everything she needed to say.  And she needed to keep her eyes fixated on Ava’s face, it was hard not to notice the swell of her breasts beneath the silk fabric of her pajama top, or the smoothness of Ava’s lean legs sticking out from her shorts.  “No.  Just let me speak, please.”

Ava crossed her arms and nodded.

“Thank you,” Parker kept closing her eyes, trying to keep herself from staring.  Trying to remind herself to stay strong in the moment.  She knew what she needed to do.  “I don’t want this,” she finally blurted out and held up the check she had gotten from the auction.

“You don’t?  Then why were you at the auction?”

Parker frowned.  “I didn’t think you would be the one to bid on me.”

Ava’s lips pulled into a confused frown.  “Who do you think submitted your painting?”

Parker’s face flushed and she raised a hand to motion Ava into silence.  “Please.”

“Sorry,” Ava raised her shoulders.  “Go ahead.”

“I do not want this check from you,” Parker repeated and lifted the check up in front of her face.  “I do not want your charity.”  With a deep breath she tore the check in two and let the paper fall to the ground.  “I asked you to leave me alone, and I meant it.”

“Parker, please.”  Ava frowned; her green eyes soft as she silently pleaded with Parker.  “I have never bid on an artist.  I know you don’t want to believe me, but it’s the truth.  I only submit new art and artists to them.  That’s why the company likes me so much.  I do their footwork for them.  And I make them a whole hell of a lot of money for what I do.  You are the only person I’ve ever spent any money on there.  It’s only ever been you.”

Parker sucked in a deep breath, trying to steady herself.  They were the exact words she had wanted to hear Ava say for so long.  But was it really enough?  No, she reminded herself.  You have to stay strong.

“I don’t have any reason to believe you,” Parker shook her head.

“You said you trusted me.  Was that a lie?”

“No, of course it wasn’t.”

“Then you have to believe me now,” Ava’s eyebrows pinched together as she sighed and pleaded with Parker for forgiveness.  “Please, Parker.  I only bid on you tonight because I needed you to know that I still care.  I…I miss you.”

Parker felt her heart fold beneath her words.  Her resolve was quickly dissolving, and she was beginning to wonder if maybe she really had been wrong all along.  Maybe she really had misunderstood.

“I only ever want to keep you safe, Parker,” Ava held her palms out in the air between them, looking sweet and soft and gentle in a way that Parker had never seen before.  “I would never be able to hurt you.”

Parker shook her head, trying to keep her mind clear, trying to remain firm in her assertion that she needed to cut things off.  “No,” Parker blurted.  “I don’t want to hear it.  All I wanted was you, Ava.  And you broke my heart,” she stammered uncontrollably, and a small cry left her lips.

Ava’s gaze widened and she tried to reach for Parker’s hands, but Parker was too fast.  She turned on her heel and hurried back to the elevator.  She had to leave.  She had to get away from Ava before she was pulled back in.

And at least now Ava would know the truth.  Ava would know that she had loved her, madly and uncontrollably.

But now it was over.

She stepped into the elevator without looking back.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Parker stepped out into the night wishing she had never signed up for the auction again.  It had all been a huge mistake.

Why had she ever told herself that she wouldn’t run into Ava again?  Or that someone other than Ava would put in the winning bid?  Of course it had all been a con to get Parker to talk to her again.

She had been a fool for ever thinking she could get through the auction without thinking about Ava.  She had nearly passed out thinking about her, hoping to see her face in the crowd, wishing that she would be waiting outside to meet with her.  And none of those things had happened.

But now, Ava had confessed to everything, given answers to every doubt Parker had ever had.  Ava had given her reasons for everything, and the worst part was that the more Parker thought them over, the more they all made perfect sense.  Maybe she had been wrong all along.  Maybe she really had been too hasty to think that Ava was trying to trick her.

It was hard not to think back to all of the moments with Ava.

That first meeting at the studio, the way Ava had grazed her arm when they first spoke, the way Ava had taken total control over her naked body when they first got into bed together.  The layers of pleasure that Ava had helped Parker experienced were unearthly; shockwaves that devoured her entire body.  Things she had never felt before.  And maybe that really did mean something.  Maybe she had to have a connection with Ava, in order for those moments of satisfaction and naked passion to have made her weaken and leave her own body.

She went to the limo and knocked on the window.  “I think I’m just going to walk back home from here.  Thank you.”

“If you’d like, ma’am,” the driver nodded and pulled away.

It was probably the last time she would ever be in a limousine again.  Everything about her life with Ava was gone, and that was something she needed to get over.  Not just the sex, but the breakfast in the morning.  The conversations that lasted for hours.  The slow unveiling of her deepest secrets and darkest fantasies.  Things that she had never told anyone else.  And that relationship was gone forever now.

She couldn’t remember reading any clauses in the auction forms about whether or not she could back out.  But if she didn’t accept the payment, surely she didn’t owe anything to Ava.  It had felt good, tearing that check in two and letting the paper flutter to her feet as she watched Ava’s shocked face.  It felt good to be in control of the situation, and to watch Ava be the uncomfortable one for once.

Parker just wished it really made her feel better.

Instead, her stomach felt like it was a bundle of knots and cramps and there was a lump in her throat that just wouldn’t go away.  She didn’t know if she wanted to scream or cry, but it was probably both.  She just wanted to let go of everything, but mostly, she wanted to get rid of the pain.

It didn’t help that Ava had started to soften her.  What if Ava was right about everything?  That she had just misunderstood all the signs.  Parker had said that she trusted Ava, and a small part of her still did.

And what did Ava get by fighting for Parker like this?  She didn’t need Parker’s artwork; Ava was already an incredibly successful businesswoman.  She wouldn’t even notice the money she lost if she stopped selling Parker’s artwork.

“Oh, god, what have I done?”  Parker stared up at the apartment building, wondering if she had just made the biggest mistake of her life.

She took a deep breath, and as she exhaled she felt her entire body shiver as the tears formed at the corner of her eyes.  It was too late.  She had ruined everything.

This was her final self-sabotage.

Just like every other relationship she had ever had, Parker had destroyed it by being insecure and demanding.  By running away before she could get hurt.  By making the other person leave her, instead of waiting around for them to leave on their own.  This was nothing new.

The only difference was that Ava was the only woman she had ever loved.

And she had just lost her forever.

Parker crossed her arms over her body into a self-hug and made a small sob into her chest.  It was time to go home.

A drop of rain hit her bare shoulder and she shivered and looked up.  A few more droplets fell from the sky, pattering across the sidewalk and the street and her hair, until suddenly it turned it a downpour.

Rain roared around her, and Parker, with no other choice, started to run down the sidewalk.

“Parker!”

The yell was muffled because of the rain, but Parker still stopped and turned.

In the rain, blurred by the rage of pouring water, Ava came running down the sidewalk, still in her pajamas.  She was soaked already, her black hair sticking in thin sheets against her cheek and her pale neck.

Parker stood where she was, not quite sure if she was living in a dream or not.  Rain ran down her own body, making her black dress stick to her skin, and she lifted a hand to shield her squinting eyes.  Ava ran forward in the rain until she was standing in front of Parker, her green eyes wide and pleading as she stared at her.

“Parker,” Ava breathed again, her words broken up the roar of the rain and the pauses of her breathing while she tried to catch her breath.  “Please don’t go.”

“What?”  Parker stammered.  She was still convinced this wasn’t really happening.

“Please.  Parker.  I-I love you,” Ava confessed.  “I can’t live without you.  These last few weeks have been torture.  I can’t eat, I can’t sleep.  All I do is think about you.  I miss you.  Please come back to me.”

Parker felt a burst of warmth explode through her chest, and she took in a deep gulp of air.  Her lips pulled back into a smile as she stared at Ava’s pleading face.  This was everything she had ever hoped for.  And, more than anything, Parker believed her.

“I love you!”  Parker yelled over the downpour.  “I love you,” she repeated in a whisper as she put her hands against Ava’s rain-soaked cheeks.

Ava’s lips pulled into a smile and she threw her arms around Parker, embracing her in a hug before her mouth found Parker’s and their lips collided in a passionate, lingering kiss while the rain washed over their bodies.

“I’m so sorry,” Parker whispered against Ava’s cheek as they embraced.

“It’s okay,” Ava answered, her eyes closed, her forehead pressed gently against Parker’s.  “All I care about is having you back with me.”

Parker shivered, partly because of the rain and partly because she had been waiting for this moment for so long.  “You have me.  You’ll never lose me again,” she sighed into Ava’s neck.

Ava brushed strands of Parker’s wet hair behind her ear, smiling and holding Parker’s shivering body in her arms.  “I’ve gone my whole life being in control of everything.  But with you, I am powerless.  I need you.  I feel like I can’t breathe without you.”

“I’ve been holding my breath this whole time,” Parker whispered.  “Just waiting to hold you again.  I was being stubborn, but I know that I could never be happy again without you.”

Ava smiled and pressed another sweet kiss against Parker’s lips.  “Come inside with me,” she whispered.  “Stay with me.”

A wave of joy and relief washed through Parker’s body.  This was everything she had ever wanted.  All of her wishes, finally coming true.  “I couldn’t ask for anything else.”

***

They made it back inside with clumsy steps, both soaking wet and stumbling because they couldn’t their hands off each other.

Ava’s hands were wrapped around Parker’s waist, her fingers running across the supple cheeks of Parker’s ass, already lifting the edges of her dress even though they were still in the hallway.

Parker had her hands dug into Ava’s wet hair, holding her next to her while she gave passionate kisses to the other woman.  Her lips fumbled across Ava’s wet skin, her tongue grazing past Ava’s teeth and into her mouth, sucking at her lips and biting at the soft skin between her teeth.  Ava was offering soft, withering moans in response.

“Come to the shower with me,” Ava whispered as they finally crashed past Ava’s front door.

“Anything,” Parker whispered as she was already stumbling to pull her soaking dress off her body.

She was naked before they reached the bathroom and was helping Ava lift off her wet pajama shit over her arms.  Ava slipped out of her pajama shorts and pulled Parker’s naked body against her own as they stumbled against the counter.

Parker lifted Ava by her ass, helping to prop her up on the counter.  “Spread your legs,” Parker whispered, and Ava was taking deep, wild breaths as she leaned her back against the wall and spread her legs open so Parker could get between them.

“Touch me,” Ava moaned.

Parker responded by sliding her hands down between Ava’s thighs.  She ran her fingers into the hot folds of skin, moving her thumb slowly up and down in rhythm to Ava’s heavy breathing.  She found Ava’s nipples with her mouth, wrapping her lips around those soft red buds, and swirling her tongue across the tender surface as she nipped and licked.

Ava dug her hands into Parker’s hair, grinding her hips back and forth against the counter, pressing her body into Parker’s in a swaying beat.  Parker edged her fingers into Ava’s body, slipping inside her with a powerful thrust that made Ava cry out and arch her back forward in a wild buck.

“Oh, fuck,” Ava moaned. “Don’t stop,” she breathed.

Parker kept her fingers inside of Ava’s body, swirling them as she slipped them in and out, teasing against that sweet spot that made Ava’s toes curl and her knees buckle against Parker’s hips.

Ava was approaching the thrill of her climax, heat pulsating through her body.  “Put your mouth on me,” she whispered as she threw her head back, every part of her body trembling with the thrill of her pleasure.

Parker gave one final nibble to Ava’s nipples and moved her head down between the other woman’s thighs.  She worked her tongue into Ava’s pink skin, tasting the sweetness of her skin and most tender area as she flicked the tip of her tongue deeper, searching until she found that sweet mound of skin that would bring Ava’s release.

She pressed her tongue against that special spot and rubbed with energized licks.  Ava was forcing her fingers into Parker’s high, pulling her head closer into her own body, rocking her hips so that she could meet Parker’s every tongue roll.  Parker closed her lips around Ava’s knub and sucked gently, pulling at the sensitive skin with delicate throbs as Ava edged closer and closer to the precipice of pleasure.

Ava let out a sudden cry, her hands squeezing into Parker’s hair and her legs wrapping around Parker’s shoulders in a burst of tension spread throughout her body, and then she collapsed, a wave of pleasure riding off her body in a series of gentle tremors.  Parker pulled her fingers from Ava’s body and ran her tongue to the depths of her, sucking up the taste of her.

Parker stood, greedily soaking up the image of Ava post-orgasm as her naked breasts heaved from her labored breathing and her eyes were glazed with the moment of ecstasy that Parker had given to her.

“I missed that,” Ava whispered and leaned forward on the counter to plant a sweet kiss on Parker’s lips.

“I missed you,” Parker answered back, and kissed Ava’s forehead.

“Do you want to take a shower with me?”  Ava asked as she slid down from the counter.

Parker grinned and stared at the sight of Ava’s perky ass as she walked away from her to turn the shower water on.  “Absolutely.”

They both stepped into the shower together, there was plenty of space for both of them, but still, they had their arms wrapped around one another, exploring the curves and edges of their bodies, placing kisses in every place they could reach as the hot water roared over them and steam billowed up in the space of the shower.

Parker held Ava’s chin in her hands and held her face delicately, placing a kiss on her lips and falling hopelessly into the depths of those green eyes.  “I love you, Ava Windsor.”

Ava breathed in the warmth of Parker’s wet skin, ran a hand over Parker’s cheek, and grinned.  “I love you, Parker Hayes.”

They kissed, their mouths melting together as they embraced in a passion that was sending hot sparks through Parker’s body.

“I need you to tell me something,” Ava whispered against Parker’s ear, nibbling at the soft skin of her earlobe.

“What is it?”  Parker’s eyes were closed as she buried her face against Ava’s neck, enjoying the sensation of their breasts pressed together, their chests moving in rhythm as they breathed the same air.

“Would you like to come into my playroom tonight?”

Parker gasped in air, remembering once more that secret, scarlet room with all the sex toys and the giant bed in the middle.  The place where Ava had brought Parker to new sexual experiences, to a level of pleasure she had never experienced before.

“Absolutely,” she answered.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Ava led Parker by her hand down the long hallway to the closed black door.  Even seeing the door was enough to elicit waves of intense excitement to travel through Parker’s body.  She knew the pleasure she had experienced behind that door, and knew that the toys inside were something unfamiliar, and totally new to her sex life.  But she wanted to experience all of them with Ava, to be led by Ava’s knowledge and power, down winding tunnels of lust and desire.

Ava put her hand on the doorknob and glanced back to Parker.  “Are you ready?”

A small gulp traveled through Parker’s throat.  “Yes.”

Ava opened the door and the scent of leather met Parker’s nostrils.  Her eyes had to adjust to the darkness of the room as they both stepped inside.  Being back in Ava’s playroom was intoxicating as she imagined what exactly was going to happen to her this time.  How daring would Ava be now that it was their second time in the room together?

“I want you to pick out our toy,” Ava whispered, and planted a soft kiss on Parker’s bare shoulder.

They were still completely naked, had gone straight from the shower to the playroom.  There was no reason to get ready when they were just going to tear each other’s clothes off again.  Parker took a deep breath and glanced around the room.  There were trunks to be opened and explored, and drawers next to the bed.  But her eyes lingered on the rack of leather whips.  She moved closer, slowly, taking deep breaths as she eyed them each individually.  They were all different lengths, with different tassels hanging from the end.

Ava stepped behind her.  “Do you like what you see?”

“Yes,” Parker whispered.  “What one is your favorite?”

Ava reached into the rack and pulled out a small black stick, with varied leather straps hanging off one end.  “This one.”

Parker inhaled slowly and chewed at her bottom lip.  “Does it hurt?”

“No,” Ava whispered.  “I promise I will never hurt you.  This is a flogger,” she explained and ran her hands across the smooth leather handle.  “I can control the amount of pressure with this.  I can kiss your skin with these straps, or I can make them sting against you.  But those stings will only bring pleasure.  It intensifies every sensation your body feels, it opens your mind to a world that you’ve never experienced before.”

Parker eyed the toy and felt herself melting beneath Ava’s gaze.  She believed everything she was saying, and she wanted to feel everything that Ava promised.  “Will you take it slow?”

“I won’t do anything you don’t want to do,” Ava whispered.  “But, just like last time, I promise you’ll be begging for more.”

Parker felt her knees shake and buckle at the words.  She was ready.  “Use it on me,” she whispered.

Ava walked over to the bed and pointed to the mattress.  “I want you to get on all fours.”

Parker’s eyes widened.  This was getting serious, quickly.  But she did exactly as she was told, her entire naked body peppered in goosebumps from the exhilaration of the experience.  She crawled up onto the bed and positioned herself so that her bare ass was thrust in the air.

“I’m going to tie you,” Ava purred, her velvet voice thick with the power of lust that was overtaking her.

Ava moved with speed and precision, pulling ropes that were hung around the bedposts until she had tied one around each of Parker’s limbs: both of her ankles were held so her feet were just off the edge of the bed, her thighs spread apart, and Ava bound Parker’s wrists together above her head.

She moved around the bed, until she could run her fingers across the supple flesh of Parker’s ass.  “Are you comfortable?”

Parker slid her cheek against the mattress and nodded.  “I am.”

“I want to make sure you know one thing.  I want you to know that you’re mine.  All mine.  I’m going to send your body to another plane of existence, until your desire is shaking you to the core and you are wrapped in the sensations of my every touch.”

Parker’s breathing hastened, and she chewed at her lip with a mix of want and nervousness.  She trusted Ava not to hurt her, but she had still never done anything like this before.  She wasn’t sure what to expect.  But Ava knew what she was doing, and Ava promised to take care of her.  Her body ached as she hovered on her hands and knees on the mattress, ready for Ava’s caresses to find her skin.

Ava ran the pieces of leather down the center of Parker’s back, tickling her with the edges of the tassels until they reached the back of her thighs.  “I can show you how gentle I can be.”  Parker felt her entire body vibrate beneath the sensation, and already she was anticipating more.  Wanting more.

“But I can also be forceful with you,” Ava hissed and brought the flogger down with more force.  The leather strands snapped with a quick buzz against Parker’s bare ass.

Parker lurched forward from the unexpected sensation, but as quickly as she had pulled away she was leaning back again, pressing her ass out into the air so that Ava could touch her more.

“Do you like it?”  Ava purred.

“I want more,” Parked admitted into the sheets of the bed as she closed her eyes and waited for another sting.

“Then you can have more,” Ava said, and a second later the leather snapped against her skin again, brushing against one side and then the other as Ava expertly snapped the end of the flogger across Parker’s ass over and over again.

Parker moaned as she felt her stomach churn.  The leather stung as it bit against her bare skin, but she enjoyed the sharp smacks, and it never hurt for long because she couldn’t stop to think about it before the leather stung at her skin again, and again.

Ava stopped and drew the leather straps slowly against Parker’s ass, running the threads against her spine and back again.  Parker shivered.  “Do you want it harder?”

“Yes, Ava.  I don’t want you to stop,” Parker replied.

“I’m going to increase the intensity,” Ava whispered, giving a soft kiss to Parker’s ass, and rubbing her hands across the skin before she started.  She was making a clean canvas, erasing the sensation of the stings from the last several hits.  She wanted Parker to experience the intensity at once, to enjoy everything at its fullest.

Ava stepped away from the mattress and waited in lingering silence.  Parker held her breath as she pressed her face into the softness of the mattress, her entire body tensing as she awaited the strikes from Ava’s toy.

With a sudden, intense slap, the leather struck the right side of Parker’s ass.  Parker’s body lurched forward from the impact, the entire right side of her body lighting up from the sensation of the burning sting, and she dug her fingers into the sheets.  She understood why Ava had bound her wrists and ankles.  If she weren’t being held in place she would surely cave beneath the intensity of the strikes, her legs would fall beneath her.  She needed to be held in place.

A sudden second strike lashed against Parker’s left side.  The leather bit against her bare ass with fire-licks, each piece of individual leather kissing against her skin and making it sing with delightful, pleasurable pain.  Parker moaned into the mattress, her eyes clamping shut as she both shuddered and savored the pain.

Ava increased the strikes and the intensity, alternating sides with an intoxicating rhythm that made Parker’s thoughts dizzy and her mind swirl as she fell into the pleasure of everything.  She was slipping into total bliss, that place beyond herself that Ava had promised to take her.  Ava delivered a final powerful smack with the flogger and Parker fell off the lip of ecstasy.  She surrendered herself to the pain and satisfaction, her eyes closing as her brain disappeared into a place she had never been before.  Her body was shuddering against the binds that held her in place, refusing to let her collapse, but her brain had disappeared into another dimension, riding a high of release, and she didn’t care about what her physical body was doing.

Ava released the ropes holding Parker’s body in position and helped her lay down on the mattress comfortably, her body unfolding in a collapse of delight and weightlessness.

Parker reached out until her hand found Ava’s face, and she ran her fingers across the smooth slope of the other woman’s cheek.  “That was sensational,” she whispered to her.

“I’m not done with you,” Ava purred back and leaned forward until her mouth was trailing sweet, gentle kisses down Parker’s neck.  Her tongue rolled over her chest, across her breasts until her mouth was filled with the sweet, prickled skin of her nipples.

Parker moaned and arched her head back into the pillows, unable to move, not wanting to resist.  She didn’t think it was possible to feel anything else, but with Ava’s lips on her body she knew that wasn’t true.

“Oh, fuck,” Parker moaned as her entire body shook with a powerful tremor.

“Can you come for me?”  Ava asked.

She had moved between Parker’s knees, and was already slipping her fingers into the sweet, wet folds of Parker’s center.

“God yes,” Parker was consumed with hot desire, totally at the mercy of Ava’s hands.

Ava dipped her head between Parker’s legs and rubbed her tongue into the sweet wetness there, until Parker’s head was spinning, and she felt like was floating into space, reaching new and dizzying heights that she didn’t know were even possible until this moment.

“Oh, god,” Parker moaned and clutched at Ava’s shoulders as she finally released into her pleasure.  Her orgasm rode through her body in a trembling rush, and every muscle in Parker’s body tensed and released as she collapsed into the sheets with ragged breaths.

Ava lifted her head from between Parker’s thighs and was smiling as she slid back up Parker’s body, placing soft kisses across her stomach and chest until, finally, she gave a long kiss to Parker’s lips.

“That was fucking incredible,” Parker breathed with a heavy sigh.

“I told you I would take you to places you’ve never been,” Ava replied.

Parker reached out a hand until her fingers were intertwined with Ava’s and the two laid next to each other, their bodies naked, their minds in states of total bliss.

She thought back to just a few hours ago, when she had torn apart the check and thought she had ruined everything with Ava forever.  But those terrible thoughts were quicky replaced with the reality of what had happened next.  Of Ava running after her in the pouring rain.  Of their embrace on the sidewalk.  Of their reunion, finally, after so many weeks spent apart.

“Thank you for coming after me,” Parker whispered.  “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“I will never let you get away from me again,” Ava promised and placed Parker’s hand to her lips.

“I won’t be going anywhere.  I made such a huge mistake, Ava.  I never should have doubted you in the first place.”

“You don’t need to worry about that.  I should have been open with you about everything.”

Parker yawned and nestled her forehead against Ava’s shoulder.  “I promised to trust you  I hope you believe me when I say that I do, and I won’t doubt you like that ever again.”

“I believe you,” Ava whispered and brushed a piece of hair out of Parker’s face.  “I don’t want us to think about that part of our past anymore.  I want to move forward with you.  I want to share more of this with you.  I want to wake up next to you in the mornings.  I’ve lived my life alone for so long, I never thought I would need a relationship.  But as soon as I met you I knew I had to have you.  With me.  Always.”

Parker’s chest exploded with heat and the passions of new love.  “I’m here for you now.  Always, Ava.  Always and forever.”


Epilogue

Parker was standing on a balcony, a champagne flute in her hands, her hair pulled back into a messy bun that Ava had tried to style for her in the morning when they were getting ready.  She was wearing a white floor-length gown that Ava had surprised her with.  The front bodice was lined with shimmering jewels that curled down the length of her stomach and over the slope of her breasts.  The back had a train that flowed behind her.  Parker had tried arguing that it was too much, too showy, but Ava had finally convinced her how beautiful she looked so Parker had agreed to wear it.

Behind her, past the doors, groups of people were mingling and drinking and admiring the new art gallery that had just opened.  It was a joint project between Ava and Parker that they had opened together.  A gallery for art students to present to top buyers in the city, in order to find success while they were still in college so they would have a higher chance of living as an artist once they reached graduation.

It was everything that Parker had ever wanted.  To give back to other young people who were living the same life she had once led.  She wanted to make things easier for families and for young artists, so they wouldn’t have to struggle like she once had.  Her own struggles felt like they had never happened.  It had been a year since Parker and Ava and had confessed their love for each other in the pouring rain.

An entire year of lovemaking and breakfast in the mornings and falling asleep next to each other every night.  She was finally living the life she had always dreamed of.  She had her already opened her own studio that Ava had helped fund, so she didn’t have to worry about anyone else being her boss.  And, as an added bonus, she had hired Harrison to run the studio space for her.

Ava stepped out onto the balcony, her black hair falling in perfect curls around her face and shoulders.  “How are you doing, my love?”  She was smiling, her lips painted that same intoxicating red that she always wore. She was wearing a similar dress to the one Parker wore; floor-length and white, but without the stones and jewels, hers was something classic and clean, the very elegance that Ava’s entire person suggested.

“You look so beautiful tonight,” Parker whispered.

“I’m nothing compared to you,” Ava answered with a sly smirk that insisted a quiet tease.

“I can’t believe this is all real,” Parker whispered and looked back inside.  The opening had been a huge hit, and investors from all over the city had donated to help open the space and keep it running.  They were already in talks to start up additional programs, all aimed at helping young artists thrive.  “And I can’t believe you’ve helped me through all of it.  I don’t know where I would be without you.”

Ava wrapped a hand around Parker’s waist and placed a soft kiss against her temple.  “I would do anything for you.  You care so much about other people and helping them.  You are the one who made all of this happen Parker.  This is your dream.  I do not deserve any of the credit.  And I won’t let you make people think this project was all me.”

“Thank you.  And I know the gallery was my idea, but I needed you to get here.  You’ve helped me realize my dreams, Ava,” Parker smiled.  “I won’t stop thanking you no matter what you say.”

Ava tossed her head lightly.  “I mean, I suppose I won’t stop you.”

Parker laughed.  “Good.”

“Hey, so, I have a little surprise for you,” Ava whispered.

“Oh, yeah?  What is it?”  Parker looked around eagerly.  Ava was always so good with surprises.  Though the best admittedly always happened in private.

“Can you just wait right here?”  Ava asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Parker nodded.

Ava disappeared back into the gallery space and after a few minutes two familiar faces turned the corner.  Parker’s jaw dropped, and instantly, her eyes were flooded with tears that blurred her vision.  “What is this?”  She asked.

“Hello, darling,” Parker’s mother and father stepped out onto the balcony.  They were holding hands and looking at Parker with gentle smiles.  “It’s so good to see you.”

Parker was in a state of shock.  “What-what are you doing here?”

“Ava reached out to us a few months ago,” her mother explained.  “We’ve been talking for some time now.  She wanted us to come see your big day.”

Parker looked past her mother’s shoulder and saw Ava silently watching from the other room.  She couldn’t believe this was real.  Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she couldn’t stop the slow trickle of tears that were rolling down her cheeks.  “I just can’t believe you’re really here.”

“We’re so sorry it’s be so long, sweetheart,” her father said.  “Your mother and I are so very proud of you.”

Parker’s chest ached at the announcement.  They were words that she had wanted to hear from her parents for so long.  “Thank you, Dad.  Mom.”  She took a step forward and her parents met her in an embrace, both hugging her tightly with one arm.  Her dad planted a small kiss on the top of her head.

“We’ve really missed you,” Parker’s mother said.  “Ava invited us to stay in the city for the week.  We were hoping you would both come to dinner with us?”

Parker laughed and wiped her tears away, “Yes of course!  We have so much to catch up on.”

Her father stepped forward and grabbed both of her hands in his own.  “Honey, your mother and I made a horrible mistake all those years ago.  We both want you to know that we love you, and we support you.  I think Ava has one more surprise for you, so your mother and I are going to go back to our hotel and get ready for dinner later.”

“Okay, Dad,” Parker whispered, and her eyes wavered as they made eye-contact, tears once again threatening to burst.

Her parents gave her a quick goodbye kiss and left the balcony.  Parker had waited for this exact moment for years, but had become convinced it would never actually come.  She thought back to all that time ago when she had told Ava about her past, and her wounded relationship with her parents.  Ava had remembered, and she had put in the work to fix things for her.

Parker knew they had a long way to go and a lot of work to do to mend their relationships, but she knew it would be okay in the end.  Her parents supported her.  They were proud of her.  And that was all she needed to hear from them in order to forgive the past.

Ava stepped back out onto the balcony, that secret smile curling up the edges of her lips.

“Ava, I can’t believe you,” Parker breathed and threw her arms around Ava’s neck in a deep embrace.  “You’re so amazing for thinking of doing that for me.”

“I aim to make you the happiest woman in the world, Parker Hayes,” Ava whispered and gave Parker’s cheek a kiss.

“I think you’re going to do exactly that.”

“Well then I have one question for you,” Ava whispered and took a small step backwards.

Parker’s brows furrowed as she looked at her lover.  “What is it?”

“Would you make me the happiest woman in the world?”  Ava asked as she pulled a small velvet box from behind her back and opened it.  Inside the box, a beautiful diamond ring that sparkled and reflected the glow from the setting sun behind them.

Parker gasped and raised her hands up to cover her mouth.  “Ava?”  She asked, her hands shaking.

Ava waited with her breath held, gazing at Parker with those bright green eyes that made her heart melt.

“Of course, yes!  A thousand times yes!”  Parker started crying as she held out her hand and Ava slid the ring over her finger.

Ava grabbed Parker’s face in her hands and pulled her in for a kiss.

“Mine until the end of time,” Ava whispered.

Parker smiled.  “Always and forever.”
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