
Chapter One

			Parker Reinhart made it three steps into the club before wishing she could go back to her living room. The place was packed, and she felt tired simply looking at the scene. A disco ball spun over the crowded dance floor, and a roaming spotlight picked out the drag queens while the DJ cranked an ABBA song. When everyone joined in on the chorus, the plan of chilling in a corner with a drink seemed ridiculous.

			Her phone vibrated with a text from Raya: I see you at the door. I know what you’re thinking. Resist the temptation of your sofa!

			Parker chuckled and looked around. At the far side of the dance floor, she spotted waving arms and Raya’s pink-tipped black hair. When Raya pulled on an imaginary rope between them, Parker gave in with an exaggerated eye roll.

			Once upon a time she’d liked dancing and going out clubbing. That felt like a lifetime ago, but she could still try to enjoy herself tonight. Then hopefully Raya would ease up on getting her a girlfriend.

			She skirted around a couple pressed together on the dance floor and weaved through a raucous group with sloshing drinks and booming voices. Energy rippled through the place, and she got a few “heys” from women she passed, along with a butt bump that made her laugh. By the time she made it to Raya and her friends, she didn’t have to force a smile.

			“You made it!” Raya greeted her with a hug.

			“I did. And get this—two women checked me out.”

			“You know, no one can tell you’re a dork just by looking at you. On the outside you look hot.”

			Parker laughed. “Thanks?”

			Raya took Parker’s hand and tugged her toward the group. “Come meet everyone.”

			Raya’s girlfriend, Cam, gave Parker a quick hug and then Raya introduced the others. Most were folks Raya knew through the queer youth center she ran, and Parker lost track of names by the time she was introduced to the fifth person. Then someone brought up Peter Parker and Spider-Man and asked if she’d watched the movies. It wasn’t the first time she’d been told she had a Peter Parker look, and she was relieved when the conversation turned instead to a discussion of Marvel versus DC plots.

			After a few minutes, Raya leaned close and whispered, “What do you think about Amari?”

			“Who’s Amari again?”

			Raya motioned with her chin to the woman who’d asked if she liked Spider-Man. She was attractive but Parker didn’t feel any zing. Then again, she hadn’t felt a zing for anyone in a while. “I’m not looking. You know that.”

			Raya pursed her lips. “I think it’d be good for you to have some fun even if you aren’t looking for anything serious.”

			“I don’t know if I can do fun anymore.”

			“Whatever. You’re fun—and funny. You’ve shut yourself up at home for too long. It’s been what, eight months?”

			“Nine.” Since breaking up with the woman she was sure she was going to marry. She felt like a petulant child when she added, “You promised as long as I hung out with people, you’d let up trying to get me out on a date.”

			“I know, but check out this crowd.” Raya gestured to the dance floor. “You have to admit there’s a lot of potential here.”

			“Potential is the hour before a company starts trading publicly. Not a dance club.” Despite that, she found herself scanning the room. “Honestly, I’m happy single. I swear I’m not…”

			A woman caught her gaze. Nirvana T-shirt, ripped jeans, wavy auburn hair, perfect curves, and sculpted features. She wasn’t dancing. She was leaning against a counter along the side wall with a glass of something in one hand and her phone in the other. Parker swallowed, feeling the woman’s eyes travel over her. A definite zing followed.

			“You’re not what?” Raya asked.

			Parker turned her attention back to Raya, struggling to remember what she’d been saying. “I’m not lonely. I’ve got Juno.”

			“You and your cat.” Raya shook her head and rejoined the Marvel versus DC conversation with: “No one is cooler than Batman.”

			With Raya distracted, Parker glanced back at the woman in the Nirvana shirt. She’d set down her drink to scroll on her phone, and Parker alternated between keeping up with the conversation Raya and her friends were having and stealing glances back at Nirvana.

			A blonde approached the woman, chatted for a minute, then walked away. Right on the blonde’s heels, another woman appeared. White tank top, full-sleeve tattoos, and a backward ballcap. She was dismissed as fast as the blonde but left with a smile on her face. Parker wished she knew what had been said.

			When a glass shattered—two drag queens had bumped into each other and one of their drinks collided with the floor—the woman tensed. A spotlight swept across the scene, highlighting the woman’s profile as she watched the commotion, and a protective wave surged through Parker. She looked suddenly so alone. Parker wanted to walk over then, wanted to offer some company, or a distraction at least. But probably she was waiting for someone.

			The woman turned away from the drag queens, took a sip of her drink, and caught Parker’s gaze. When Parker didn’t look away, she arched an eyebrow—as if she knew Parker had been watching all along. As if she wasn’t waiting on anyone except Parker. She ran a hand through her hair and shifted back against the counter. The neck of her shirt had been cut out, and as she moved, one shoulder was exposed.

			Everything else disappeared then. The crowd, the booming music, Raya and her friends. Even the disco ball. Parker wanted to be the type who could walk up to a beautiful woman in a club. Say all the right things, buy her a drink, maybe even take her home. She could imagine all of it. But that had never been her. When she didn’t make a move, the woman dropped her gaze to her phone and returned to scrolling.

			“Fuck.”

			Raya looked over at her with concern. “You okay?”

			“Yeah.” She hadn’t even realized she’d cussed aloud. “Just throwing out random fucks to keep things interesting.” She covered with an eyebrow waggle.

			“Okay, there are some reasons why you’re single,” Raya teased.

			“I like being single.” Mostly it was true. She was certainly happier without her ex-girlfriend, and life was full and plenty busy. Still… Some nights she wanted more.

			She glanced back at the woman in the Nirvana tee and wished again that she was the type to approach a woman in a bar. It hit her then that she wouldn’t be that person until she tried. Right when she’d decided to take a chance, an androgynous redhead in baggy cargo pants approached the woman.

			Raya leaned against Parker’s shoulder. “Who are you checking out?”

			“Nobody.”

			Raya looked doubtful but didn’t press. Instead, she held up her beer. “Are you not drinking?”

			“Oh. I forgot.”

			Raya laughed. “For someone as smart as you, I don’t know how you make it out there in the world.”

			“I don’t go out much. Can I get you a refill?”

			“No. I have to be at OneSpace first thing tomorrow.” OneSpace was Raya’s queer youth center. “But when you go to the bar you could try talking to someone.”

			“Why?”

			Raya shook her head. “You’re hopeless.”

			“I’m happily hopeless.”

			Despite the crowd, the line went fast at the bar and she didn’t have long to think about what she wanted. When it was her turn, the first thing that came to mind was her Starbucks order. Another reason she had no chance with the Nirvana woman. She stared blankly at the bartender before asking, “What do you recommend? I don’t feel like beer.”

			“Rum and Coke.” He set a glass in front of her, filled it, and spun to help the next customer.

			Rum and Coke wasn’t a drink she’d tried, so she took a small taste, then a proper sip, closing her eyes to savor the sugar buzz.

			“Either you really needed that, or it’s way better than what I got.” The hint of a Southern accent caught Parker along with a pair of sky-blue eyes. Up close, Nirvana was even hotter than she’d been from halfway across the room.

			“Hi. I mean…Hey. How’s it going?” Not the best opening line by a long shot, but it earned her a gorgeous smile.

			The woman stepped closer, possibly only so she wouldn’t have to shout when she asked, “What’d you get?”

			Parker held out her drink, wondering what she was thinking even as the woman took a sip. The woman narrowed her eyes, seeming to consider the taste, then took another sip and handed the glass back.

			“Too sweet.”

			Parker tipped her head. “You had to take two sips to know for sure?”

			“I could’ve been wrong,” she said evenly. “And I like taking my time deciding on something.”

			The innuendo was obvious, but Parker could hardly believe it. The hottest woman in the club was flirting with her? She straightened up. “Can I get you something else?”

			“I’m not staying. I’ve got an early flight.” The woman motioned to the crowd hovering between the dance floor and the door. “I’m waiting for the DJ to play a song everyone likes so I can slip out. I hate pushing my way through.”

			Parker nodded, trying to mask her disappointment. So much for the flirting. The music abruptly cut off and the DJ’s voice came over the speakers announcing the start of the drag show. Dancers emptied the floor, and the woman frowned as the route to the door fully disappeared.

			As much as she didn’t want Nirvana to leave, Parker said, “There’s another exit out the back. Want me to show you? You do have to go past the bathrooms and some stinky dumpsters.”

			The woman crinkled her nose.

			“That got a nope.” Parker smiled. “We could wait this out over in that alcove.” She pointed to an empty spot off to the side of the bartender’s counter. “I doubt it’ll be long before everyone’s dancing again.”

			“Think it will be more than five minutes?”

			“I’ll help get you out of here if it is.”

			“Promise?”

			Was she asking for more than help leaving? Adrenaline flooded Parker’s veins at the possibility. “Promise.”

			As soon as they reached the alcove, the noise level dropped along with the woman’s shoulders. She watched the DJ introduce the drag contestants, and Parker tried to be interested as well.

			 “Why didn’t you come say hi earlier?” the woman asked, her gaze still on the drag show stage. The first contestant was up.

			“I thought about it. I wanted to.”

			“So why didn’t you?”

			Parker debated her answer, deciding on the truth over something that would sound better. “I’m not the type to approach someone in a club. I’m not that cool.”

			She looked at Parker then, giving her a full once-over. “Yeah, you’re right. Not that cool.”

			Parker laughed. “Thanks for confirming you’re out of my league.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You didn’t need to. By the way, I’m Parker.”

			“You know I really am leaving as soon as everyone’s back on the dance floor.”

			Parker lifted a shoulder. “You’re out of my league anyway.”

			“Now I want to stay just to prove you wrong.” She shook her head but there was a hint of a smile on her lips. “I’m Madison.”

			“Nice to meet you, Madison.” Parker held out her hand.

			Madison didn’t shake hands. Instead, she studied Parker. “Let me guess: three dates before you sleep with someone, and you text to make sure she gets home okay?”

			“You got all that from me wanting to shake your hand?” Parker chuckled but lowered her hand. Madison reached out to catch it, and a rush sped through Parker as their fingertips brushed and their palms settled into place.

			“You should have ordered an old-fashioned,” Madison said.

			“You’re right. Three dates.”

			“Oh, I knew I was right.” Madison let go and looked to the stage.

			Parker wished she could think of something to keep the conversation going. She could feel a connection between them—something she didn’t want to let go of. Unfortunately, all she could think of were questions that wouldn’t matter when the path to the door opened: Was Madison from Phoenix? Was she single? Would she be back?

			“What time is your flight?”

			“Five a.m.” Madison checked the crowd by the door again. There was still no easy way out.

			“I hate early flights. I always try to go to bed early, but I can’t sleep and then I wish I’d spent the time doing something else.” Parker shook her head. “Being in bed not sleeping is the worst.”

			“There are better things to do if you’re not sleeping,” Madison said.

			“Almost anything, really. I hate watching the news, but I’d even rather do that.”

			Madison pressed her lips together and Parker quickly added, “I mean, I wouldn’t actually watch the news in bed.” The news? She blew out a breath. “It didn’t take long to convince you I’m not cool, did it?”

			“I wouldn’t say that. I like smart people who pay attention to what’s happening in the world. I think it’s sexy.”

			“You think watching the news in bed is sexy? I mean, I won’t judge. Whatever turns you on.”

			Madison smiled and pushed Parker’s shoulder. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

			“Do I?” Parker grinned back at her, wondering if she could take the casual contact to mean what she wanted it to mean. But probably Madison had simply relaxed knowing nothing would happen. “If you won’t be sleeping before your flight anyway, why not stay here? You can not sleep with me.”

			Madison opened and closed her mouth. “I don’t think I’ve ever been asked to not sleep with someone quite so nicely.”

			“I…Shit.” Parker face-palmed. “I didn’t mean sex.”

			“I know.” Madison looked like she was trying hard not to laugh. “Old-fashioned much?”

			Parker laughed. Another contestant was on stage and a new song had started. Fortunately, the crowd by the door didn’t change. She wanted to convince Madison to stay even if they didn’t have a chance for more than a longer conversation.

			“You know one of your friends keeps looking over at us.”

			Parker followed Madison’s gaze and saw Raya quickly look away. “That’s Raya. She’s the one who got me out tonight. She’s convinced I’ve been home too much so she’s making me socialize.” She realized how that sounded and added, “I’m not a hermit or anything. I have a job and hobbies I leave the house for.”

			“That’s too bad. I have a thing for hermits.” Madison winked. “Your friend sounds like my therapist.”

			“Does your therapist try to get you to go to open mic poetry night, too?”

			“No, but she did tell me to try writing poetry if I couldn’t talk about my feelings.”

			“Been there.” Parker groaned. “Wrote lots of boring poetry.”

			“I tried lots of boring sex.”

			Parker laughed. “Was that one of your therapist’s suggestions?”

			“No. And, surprisingly, it didn’t work.”

			“Neither did the poetry. I wish I’d gone the sex route seeing as how we both ended up in the same place.”

			Madison’s smile spread across her face. “Maybe the trick is writing poetry about boring sex.”

			“Good idea.” Parker pretended to think. “What rhymes with ‘a pathetic attempt to feel valued?’”

			The sound of Madison’s laugh filled the space between them. She shifted closer to Parker and said, “You know what’s pathetic? I’m only here tonight because I wanted to be around other queer people.” She paused. “I didn’t come to meet anyone. Or dance. Or even drink.”

			“It’s not pathetic to want to be around other queers. We all want to be in a space where we can be ourselves and relax.”

			Madison didn’t say anything in response, only watching the crowd, and Parker wondered if she’d said the wrong thing. Right when she’d decided to ask, Madison turned to her and said, “Sex with you wouldn’t be boring.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I know these things,” Madison said confidently. “And what’s ironic is that the one time I’m sure, I find someone who’s too old-fashioned for me to take home.”

			“You could be wrong about the sex anyway.”

			“I’m not wrong.” Before Parker could argue, Madison continued. “I can prove it, too.” She bumped Parker’s shoulder. “Want to make a bet?”

			Parker chuckled. “How would you even—”

			Madison moved to stand in front of Parker. “How would I prove it?” She arched an eyebrow. “Like this.” She touched the center of Parker’s chest, then shifted forward subtly, spreading her hand so her palm pressed fully against Parker.

			The world tunneled. Madison’s tongue slipped across her lips as she held Parker captive, blue eyes locked on her.

			“Still think sex would be boring?”

			Heart hammering, breath stuck in her throat, Parker couldn’t even manage to shake her head. The desire to kiss Madison overwhelmed every other thought. But she knew Madison was only proving a point. “Fuck.”

			“Exactly.” Madison shifted back and let her hand slip off Parker. “Sex wouldn’t be boring. But you are old-fashioned. It’s sweet.”

			She didn’t want to be sweet. She wanted to go home with a woman she’d just met without knowing anything about her. She wanted to not care if they had anything in common or if they’d ever cross paths again.

			A new song came on and a cheer went up from the crowd by the door. As the dance floor began to fill, Parker knew she was out of time. “You didn’t say what we were betting.”

			“It didn’t seem fair when I knew I was going to win.”

			Parker caught Madison’s smile out of the corner of her eye. Her hormones raged. What was it about this woman? “I don’t want to be old-fashioned.”

			“You sure about that? You didn’t try and kiss me when you had the chance.” Madison gave her a knowing look. “Anyway. My loss.” She held out her hand. “It was nice meeting you, Parker.”

			




Chapter Ten

			The introduction speech went well despite Madison being thoroughly distracted. First Katherine had arrived and taken the seat right next to Parker. Then Parker had given a truly memorable reaction to Madison’s opening line: “Welcome. I’m Madison Dumont, and on behalf of the Dumont Foundation, I’d like to thank you all for being here tonight.”

			Mortified. That was Parker’s reaction.

			She knew she’d made a mistake not telling Parker her last name. The irony was she’d held back because she’d wanted Parker to like her for who she really was regardless of the Dumont part. But she couldn’t pretend forever that she wasn’t Madison Dumont.

			Katherine would laugh if she found out. No doubt she was working on winning Parker over now, and Parker didn’t stand much chance of escaping once she had a taste of Katherine’s charm. Not that she’d want to escape. Madison felt a twinge of jealousy, followed by anger—at Katherine for coming, at herself for not being in a better place to face her, and at the fact that she was stuck being a Dumont over everything else.

			She stepped off the stage, smiled at the donors seated up front, and let the applause follow her to her seat. Her mother ignored her as she settled in at their table—a sign she’d done her job well—so she took a long sip of chardonnay and waited for her father to step up to the podium. If only her mother’s approval was all she cared about tonight. She tried to block the temptation to look to the back of the room as her dad fumbled with his papers. He gave the crowd an awkward smile and started in on his speech.

			Her grandfather, Charles Dumont, was a natural orator and politician. His son, Timothy, was not. He sucked at public speaking and dreaded formal events. Madison felt for her dad but knew there was little she could do now besides smile encouragingly. Partly it was his natural inclination to avoid the spotlight and partly it was his embarrassment at a lisp and a slight stutter. Years of speech therapy had helped some, but after enduring decades of his father’s abuse for sounding like a “god-damned homosexual,” it was no wonder his hands shook when he stood in front of a crowd.

			At least there were only a few annual events that placed father and son together. Unfortunately, Mary Virginia Dumont always managed to make those events more dramatic.

			Mary Virginia pushed a slip of paper toward Madison. She read the note in one glance, then redirected her gaze to her father. No, she did not want to go to Paris a week from next Monday. Her mother was always up to something when she pulled a stunt like offering an unexpected trip, and she wanted no part of it, especially after her mother had invited Katherine tonight.

			She exhaled and focused on her father. People called him handsome, but he joked they meant rich. He was tall but had softly rounded features, giving him the look of a teenage boy who hadn’t quite grown into a man but had aged anyway. That he moved like a teddy bear someone had fixed up in a tuxedo also made him seem younger than his years—though both of her parents were on the younger side. They’d had her older sister when they were both only twenty.

			“Did you read it?” Mary Virginia murmured. The audience was clapping again. Tim Dumont had finished but was struggling to set the microphone back on the stand.

			“Yes. And thank you, but I can’t.”

			“Why?”

			Madison had hoped her mother wouldn’t press. “I already have plans.” She had no plans, but she’d make some quick.

			She tracked her father as he made his way off stage. He stopped to shake hands with Mr. Greenly and another investor she’d convinced to make a larger donation. There was a break for the main meal to be served before she’d be on again to discuss the awards and the newly funded projects. Her work would be done only after the last opportunity to mingle while the silent auction concluded. And then… Then what? Deal with Katherine? Find Parker and apologize for Katherine using the situation to get to her? Go back to her room and bury her head under the pillow?

			“Change your plans,” Mary Virginia said. “Whatever they are, this is more important.”

			Madison resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “A trip to go shopping in Paris is not more important than raising money for a school in Rwanda.”

			“You used to love our trips to Paris. Remember when we met up with Katherine at Meilleur?” Her mother gave her what was undoubtedly a moment to reminisce because she had no clue how much she’d fought with Katherine on that trip. “You’d be stupid to not try to fix things with her.”

			Her mother didn’t have the slightest idea of what her relationship with Katherine had been like. All Mary Virginia had known was that Katherine had money to burn. The woman had an uncanny nose for wealth and especially loved anyone with a trust fund. “Old money is the best money,” she’d said more than once.

			Mary Virginia wouldn’t admit it, but it was obvious that money was the reason she’d gone for her father. Timothy Dumont was old money. Then she’d gotten pregnant, dropped out of college, and the deal was sealed. Both of their families were conservative, and there was no other option but for the two young lovebirds to marry.

			The funny part was, neither of her parents were conservative. Aside from voting for Charles Dumont, they both voted blue on the rest of the ticket. She supposed she should be glad for that, and for how much it hadn’t mattered to either of them when she’d come out as bisexual. But of all the people she’d dated, her mother had loved Katherine the most. She’d been ready to arrange their wedding at that café in Paris. Katherine wasn’t the marrying type, however, thank God.

			Madison reached for the note her mother had given her and flipped it over. She held out her hand and her mother passed her a pen. I’m not getting back together with Katherine. I’m with someone else.

			Yes, it was partly a lie, but she didn’t care. Her mother had sided with Katherine too many times to count. The strange thing was, she didn’t care about that either. Nearly all the emotions she could feel for Katherine had already run their course over the last two years. She thought of the song “Somebody That I Used To Know” and realized how appropriate it was for her and Katherine. Except she still didn’t want to talk to her, see her, or interact with her in any way.

			She folded the note in half and handed it back to her mother. Her therapist had said her mother likely wouldn’t move on until she was dating someone new. Maybe this would work.

			Her mother read the note in a glance. “Well, she’s not here, is she? Katherine is.”

			Parker’s offer to be her scary new girlfriend came into her head. Parker would make a perfect stand-in. Not only would a fake girlfriend get her mom off her back, Parker could buffer any interaction with Katherine. Keeping her voice down, she said, “Actually, she is here. I can introduce you later—her name’s Parker.”

			“Parker?” Mary Virginia’s tone made it clear that even the name wasn’t up to her standard.

			Madison rolled her eyes—subtly—and refocused on the stage. Hopefully, thinking she had someone else here would be enough to get her mom off her back. She knew Parker would go along with it, and all she could do now was pray Katherine hadn’t already made a pass for her. As uncool as it would be for any normal person, it’d be nothing wrong in Katherine’s mind to show up trying to win her back and pick up a someone else at the same time. She’d view a threesome as only more temptation for them to get together again.

			Madison steadied herself and glanced to the back of the room. Servers were bringing out the main course, though slower than she’d like, and Parker was telling Katherine something. Katherine listened with rapt attention, her hand on the back of Parker’s chair. Everything about her body language made it clear she was going after Parker, and Madison knew it wouldn’t take her long to get what she wanted. Katherine could make anyone feel like the center of her universe—but that wasn’t her only intoxicating talent.

			As her anger built, Madison looked away from the scene only to look back again. If she told anyone, even her therapist, she knew they’d say jealousy was the root of her anger. But she hadn’t felt jealous of any of the women Katherine had gone with before, and she argued that what she felt now was more the urge to protect Parker.

			She’d never cared who Katherine flirted with while they were together nor who she took to bed. But Parker was too sweet, too guileless. Katherine would use her and spit her out in a week. Maybe less. Or worse, Katherine would drag things along for months, let Parker fall hopelessly in love, and then admit she didn’t think she was truly capable of loving anyone. Madison had watched that scenario play out countless times with other women, and she couldn’t stand to see it happen with Parker.

			The problem was, Parker was exactly the type she went for. Although Katherine would say she found a wide range of women attractive, and she picked up femmes as often as mascs, she loved anyone she could control best. When Katherine ran her hand down Parker’s arm, likely giving a compliment on the shirt, Madison felt a fresh flare of anger. She couldn’t stand aside and watch Katherine break Parker.

			“Not on my fucking watch,” she murmured.

			“Did you say something, dear?” Mrs. Graham on her right spoke up. Thankfully the elderly woman was hard of hearing. Also, thankfully, her mother was chatting with her best friend and didn’t look over.

			“Oh, no, I…” Shit. “Just the servers are taking their sweet time bringing out the salmon and I don’t want anyone’s meal ruined.”

			“The hostess always has the most worries—but has to pretend like she has none.” Mrs. Graham patted her hand. “You’ve always been flawless at that. I know your mother is proud of you. She’s said that she always trusts you and no one else to handle everything at her events.”

			That wasn’t pride on her mother’s part, but stubbornness. She could easily have trusted an event planner but insisted Madison be in charge while also personally handling all the big donors. Truthfully, though, she didn’t mind. She was good at her job. “Thank you, Mrs. Graham. You’re the sweetest.”

			She’d asked Mrs. Graham to sit next to her mostly because she was lovely and a solace at every one of her mother’s events. “Are you having a good time? All I really care about is that everyone is enjoying themself.”

			“Oh, I am.” Mrs. Graham patted her hand again. “I’d like to see you enjoying yourself too.”

			Madison forced a smile. The fire in her wasn’t blazing as hot, but still the only thing she wanted to do was march to the back of the room, lock eyes with Katherine, and tell her to get the fuck out of her life. Again. Maybe if she did it publicly, Katherine would take the hint. But what mattered most was that Katherine not get to Parker.

			She asked Mrs. Graham about her grandchildren and fell back into work mode. Once the servers had finished bringing the main course, Madison set a timer for ten minutes. As soon as it went off, she headed for the stage.

			After a short introduction to the video her team had put together summarizing the work the Dumont Foundation had done that year, Madison stepped to the side and gave the signal for it to play. She’d helped produce the video, picked out the director, and written the script. Which also meant she’d watched the video more times than she could count. When the part about funding the women’s health clinic in Nairobi began, she glanced to the back of the room.

			Parker’s gaze wasn’t on the screen. It was on her. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking. Was she upset Madison hadn’t been honest about who she was? Was she distracted with Katherine? But Parker wasn’t paying Katherine attention. She was focused on her.

			Madison tried to pay attention to the video, reminding herself she needed to step forward as soon as it finished to continue her speech, but as soon as she looked away from Parker, she wanted to look back. Was she imagining it, or did something connect them? Something more than the evening they’d shared?

			Over the last two years, she’d felt like all she’d thought of was work or whether she’d ever enjoy sex again. Now that she knew the sex answer was yes, her brain had immediately pivoted to what her therapist had been encouraging her to do all along—consider a relationship. But she couldn’t allow herself to make a leap to thinking of getting involved with someone purely on the basis that she’d met them and finally felt comfortable enough to fuck.

			Besides, if Parker knew the half of what Madison had once been into… Then what? Then Parker would want it. Her stomach clenched again, but this time not with anxious nerves but with a familiar longing. Two years and not once had she wanted a collar on her neck and a spreader bar between her legs. But with Parker, it was back.

			Heat rose up from her chest at the thought of the things she could offer Parker—things no other woman had offered her. She knew Parker would want it. No true top could turn down the chance to completely let go and have her way with someone. And as mild mannered as Parker seemed, Madison could tell there was a lot she was holding back.

			She’d always been able to read people. It made her good at her job, and it made her even better in the bedroom. And Parker—sweet, innocent Parker—was about as easy to read as they came. The sex they’d had at the hotel was exactly what Parker wanted, but it only scratched the surface of what she could offer. She knew Parker would be into kink if given half the opportunity. It was only a matter of the right submissive trusting her and asking her to let loose.

			The video concluded, and she realized she’d forgotten Katherine was sitting next to Parker. She stepped up to the podium, happy she had the speech memorized so she didn’t have to think. “One of the many things that sets the Dumont Foundation apart is our goal of funding unique and varied social causes—both locally and abroad.

			“Tonight, I have the pleasure of showing you some of the projects the Dumont Foundation will be funding this coming year, but first I want to thank all of you who help make this possible.” She paused. “And to those of you I’ve asked if you could possibly give a little more, I want you to know the difference you are making in the world every time you say yes.”

			An image of the school in Rwanda came on the screen, and she launched into an overview of the projects the Foundation had chosen to fund. Applause followed each announcement, and she whisked through the slides. “Finally, I’m very pleased to announce the Dumont Foundation is helping to open another medical clinic a bit closer to home. Right here in Arizona…” The screen behind her changed to a picture of a nearly complete medical facility. It was a cancer center with a mobile outreach to the local reservation, something her father had been working on for years. She spotted him in the audience, his eyes shining, and felt a flash of pride.

			As she came to her concluding remarks, a photo of Timothy Dumont, Charles Dumont, and herself all smiling broadly popped on the screen. The shot had been taken at her grandfather’s birthday party on the family yacht. Directly opposite this was a picture of a ten-year-old from the school in Rwanda holding up a sapling for the school’s farming project.

			Madison barely held in a groan. She’d argued against the two pictures being used side by side earlier that week, explaining the problems of white saviorism, both past and present, as well as all the other social critiques that cropped up with the juxtaposition of the photos. Unfortunately, she’d failed to get anyone to see her side. Her grandfather in particular loved the idea of showing off how he was supporting the education of Africans, as if this absolved any past—or present—hint of racism.

			She forced a smile as she invited the representative for the cancer organization to the stage. Probably no one could claim that any philanthropic foundation was entirely perfect, and there was only so much she could do. But tonight, more than ever, she wanted to simply be Madison, not Madison Dumont.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Parker couldn’t believe her luck. She’d gone from having a shrimp cocktail dumped on her by Timothy Dumont, the head of the Dumont Foundation, to realizing she’d slept with his daughter, second in command at the Dumont Foundation, to possibly finding the donor OneSpace needed.

			Katherine had not only let Parker give the pitch she’d practiced, she’d practically drawn it out of her over dinner. She’d nodded when she heard about the challenges the center faced and seemed excited about the opportunities for the community’s queer youth. Then she’d pressed her lips together at the news of the break-in and the vandalism, shifted back in her seat, leveled her gaze on Parker, and said, “What’s your ask?”

			Parker knew a high number might push Katherine away. But if they couldn’t make the bottom line, it felt like a waste asking for anything at all. “The center needs ten thousand to keep the doors open,” she’d said.

			“But?” Katherine had asked, somehow knowing Parker was holding back.

			“That will only keep the doors open. What we really need is someone who can go thirty. That would be enough for the repairs that are needed and buy us time to hear back on the grants we’ve applied for.”

			“I’m interested,” Katherine had said, reaching for her wine. “But I want to see your full financial report. I don’t get involved unless I know exactly where my money will be spent.”

			Parker had barely held back from cheering. “I’d be happy to email you all the reports. And I can tell you that everyone working at OneSpace is fully committed to the center. We all want it to thrive for the kids and the community.”

			Katherine had nodded but then said, “What made you think you’d find a donor at the Dumont Foundation’s gala?” Parker had stammered for an answer, and Katherine continued. “You had to know a queer youth center wouldn’t be popular in this crowd.”

			Parker knew she could play the card that even conservatives have gay kids. But Katherine was smart, so she’d said, “Honestly, I thought tonight would be a waste of time. But we’re out of options. OneSpace needs a committed donor in the next month or we’ll have to close. There’s no other way to put it.”

			Katherine had hummed, so she added, “I only started volunteering with OneSpace a month ago, and I’d like to say it was in better standing than it is. My best friend Raya runs it—she’s a trans woman and amazing in her role at the center working with the kids and the community—but her last CFO made some bad decisions. I’m fixing things now, and I promise the center’s mission is solid. Every cent of your donation would have a direct impact.”

			Parker had hoped Katherine would say something in response, but they’d left the conversation there when Madison went on stage the second time. And, truthfully, Parker forgot about OneSpace, and a possible donation from Katherine, for the next twenty minutes.

			Mostly it was because Madison was an unbelievable speaker—and also because she was still getting over the shock that she’d slept with one of the Dumonts. But Madison’s charisma was undeniable, and it wasn’t wasted on anyone in the room. She seemed completely comfortable in the spotlight and commanded the audience with ease, somehow connecting with everyone in a way that made Parker realize it wouldn’t have mattered what her last name was. She simply had what it took for her job. And then some.

			It wasn’t until Parker had stopped clapping and Madison had stepped off the stage that she realized Katherine was watching her. Katherine had been paying attention to Madison earlier—along with everyone in the room—but now she was eyeing Parker. Was she changing her mind about donating to OneSpace and giving all her money to the Dumont Foundation instead? Parker wouldn’t blame her, but she’d feel horrible giving the news to Raya.

			“The Dumonts have an amazing spokeswoman,” Parker said. “It’s too bad the Foundation leans so conservative.” That was the truth, but she also wanted to know if Madison’s speech had changed where Katherine wanted to give her money.

			“Madison is more than an amazing spokeswoman. She runs nearly everything at the Dumont Foundation. But she would never admit to being as good as she is.”

			“You know Madison personally?” Parker was sure of it given the affectionate tone in Katherine’s voice. “Are you two close friends?”

			“Very close.” Katherine smiled.

			Parker couldn’t help being surprised. She also didn’t know what to say in response—even more so when Katherine added, “Madison is easy to like.”

			Allen spoke up then, saying how excited he was to hear about the new cancer clinic that the Dumont Foundation was funding, and it wasn’t until the waiters came with dessert that Katherine spoke to her again.

			“So, when were you in Paris?”

			The question was so out of left field, Parker only stared at her for a moment. “High school—I went for a senior trip with my French class. How did you know?”

			Katherine touched the sleeve of Parker’s shirt and, switching to French, said she knew the designer. Then she added she loved the language and took every opportunity to practice.

			“J’adore parler en français.” It wasn’t a lie. Parker had loved her French class more than any other—she’d also had a crush on her teacher—and had gone for a minor in French in college. She didn’t hesitate to continue the conversation in French and enjoyed the spark of challenge she saw in Katherine’s eyes. Thankfully, Katherine didn’t ask more about how she’d gotten the shirt.

			“Your French is better than mine,” Katherine admitted after a few more exchanges, clinking her wineglass against Parker’s. “We better switch back before I accidentally invite you to sleep with me.”

			Parker laughed. “I doubt you’d extend that invitation by accident.”

			“You’re right.” Katherine smiled. “I rarely do anything by accident.”

			“I’m sure you don’t.” Parker found herself returning Katherine’s smile. There was no doubt Katherine was flirting with her, but her head was so caught up with Madison, she couldn’t bring herself to fully return the flirting. She glanced to the front of the room and caught sight of Madison laughing at something an elderly women seated next to her had said. Her heart pressed up in her chest and she wished she could know what had been said. She wanted to make Madison laugh like that and bring out her gorgeous smile.

			“I agree,” Katherine said.

			“Sorry?” Parker swallowed, realizing when Katherine tipped her head to the front of the room that she’d been caught staring. Plenty of people were seated at the front tables, but Katherine seemed to know exactly who she’d been eyeing.

			“She’s lovely,” Katherine said. “You don’t need to blush. Like I said, I agree.”

			Parker’s pulse raced. Should she come up with some reason for staring at Madison other than what Katherine guessed? Katherine was plenty attractive and interesting and could be annoyed at Parker for getting distracted by another woman while they were chatting, but she truly didn’t seem to be. Which was…odd.

			Items available in the silent auction were being announced—not by Madison—and fortunately Katherine turned her attention to that, giving Parker a moment to regroup.

			Something felt off. Why had Katherine asked about Paris? And how had she known Parker was looking at Madison?

			Parker’s pocket vibrated with a text. She’d ignored the last three and wondered who was trying to get ahold of her now. When she pulled her phone out, trying to be discreet as she read the screen, she saw a text from Raya with a green barfing emoji along with several texts from Madison.

			Madison: Hey. I want to apologize. I should have told you my last name in the bathroom.

			Several minutes later, she’d texted again: Now I need to apologize for something else. I told my mom you were my girlfriend. She wanted a name and yours was the first I thought of. And you offered. So… If anyone asks can you play along?

			I’m sorry for not asking first.

			I’ll make it up to you.

			Parker hadn’t thought the night could get any weirder, but four texts later and it had. Katherine glanced over then. She saw the phone and her eyes immediately narrowed.

			Parker apologized, quickly stuffing her phone back in her pocket. “I had to check something.” There was no way Katherine would have been able to read the texts, but there was a good chance she’d seen Madison’s name at the top of the screen. “I got a bunch of texts earlier and I was worried it was my friend who’s home sick.”

			“Is she better?”

			Parker shook her head. “She’s still sick.”

			“And how’s Madison?”

			Parker held Katherine’s gaze, a lump forming in her throat. She was terrible at lying—and terrible at acting as well.

			“You really can relax,” Katherine said, her voice lowered. “I knew you were together as soon as I saw that shirt. Did she tell you I bought it for her when we were in Paris?”

			Parker didn’t know what to say. Katherine was Madison’s ex?

			Katherine continued. “Open relationships are never easy, are they? I know Madison always insists on that, and they do have benefits—as does sleeping with Madison.” She paused to take a bite of the chocolate mousse. “If you want to text her back, I don’t mind. You can tell her that I’d like to borrow you for the night.”

			“You…wow…you get right to the point.”

			Katherine lifted a shoulder. “Madison has always had excellent taste.”

			Parker knew her cheeks had to be scarlet. Katherine had kept her voice lowered, and no one was looking their direction, but still. Madison’s ex—the same woman who might want to give thirty thousand dollars to OneSpace—was propositioning her?

			“Are you not interested?”

			“No. I mean, yeah, I’m just surprised, honestly. You’re gorgeous and, jeez, I don’t even know what to say.”

			“It’s easy. Say yes.” Katherine’s look seemed to dare Parker to do exactly that. “You can text Madison first if you need permission.”

			




Chapter Twelve

			Madison knew she should have expected it. That didn’t change how much she wanted to slap Katherine, however. She reread Parker’s text, using the guise of emailing Mrs. Graham the recipe for her molasses crinkle cookies.

			Parker: All good being your fake girlfriend for the night but your ex wants to borrow me?! She told me to ask permission?? Help.

			Also, you’re an incredible speaker.

			She switched back to her email, sent the recipe, then texted Parker: Meet me at the silent auction table in five. She looked up from her phone and smiled at Mrs. Graham. “You won’t be disappointed in those cookies. But now you have to promise to send me your lemon bar recipe.”

			Mrs. Graham gave her a mischievous look. “Do I?”

			She gasped, and Mrs. Graham laughed. “You’re trouble. I’m going to make sure no one is outbidding you on those earrings you wanted because I want that lemon bar recipe.”

			The story worked as a good cover for everyone at the table, and when she stood up, her mother didn’t pause from recounting her visit to Rwanda to the others at the table.

			Maybe she could avoid talking to her mother for the rest of the evening. The schedule had time carved out for bids to be placed on the silent auction items with a little wiggle room for nonprofits to network. Then only the closing speech remained. Surprisingly, her father had volunteered to give it, and she’d jumped at his offer. It meant all she really needed to do was make it through the next hour of socializing—and somehow save Parker from Katherine.

			She went to the auction table and checked the bids on the earrings. Fortunately, no one had outbid Mrs. Graham yet. One of her father’s friends came up to the table, and she chatted with him until she spotted Parker. She rushed a goodbye and circled around the table to where Parker stood reading about the offered ski vacation.

			“Hey.” Parker seemed to force her smile. Her easy demeanor was gone. “Three nights in Tahoe. Sounds nice, doesn’t it? Too bad the first bid is already out of my budget.” In a lower voice she added, “Am I supposed to act like your closeted girlfriend so no PDA or…”

			Standing two feet away from Parker, she didn’t feel like overthinking. She reached for Parker’s hand, and warmth spread through her. “Hi.” She shifted closer and kissed Parker’s cheek and the rest of the room disappeared. God, she wanted to kiss Parker’s lips again, but that would get her into more trouble. “Can you follow my lead?”

			Parker nodded. She gave Parker’s hand a squeeze and let go, wishing she could say more. The next fifteen minutes passed in a blur of conversations. She introduced Parker to Mrs. Graham, then several of her mother’s friends, and finally Mr. Greenly when he walked over to the auction table.

			Throughout, Parker held her own—chiming in about the wildfires when one of Mary Virginia’s friends mentioned getting evacuated in a fire in the southeast part of the state, then later adding to a conversation about the current financial market. When Mr. Greenly brought up his recent move to investing in green technology, Parker’s enthusiasm on the topic didn’t seem forced at all. She asked Mr. Greenly what had prompted his decision and then a few direct questions about how he’d gotten into investing.

			“Sounds like you’re in banking?” Mr. Greenly asked, as interested in a conversation as Madison had ever seen him.

			“I’m only an accountant,” Parker said. “But I’d like to get more into the investing side.” She seemed to hesitate but then added, “My dad passed a few years ago, and I’ve had my hands full running his accounting firm. Someday I want to make time for more exciting things.”

			Mr. Greenly clapped her on the shoulder. “Someday only comes the day you go for it. If Madison likes you, that’s enough of a recommendation for me. Give me a call on Monday. We’ll set up a meeting.”

			Parker’s eyes lit up at the offer. “Seriously?”

			He smiled. “Seriously.”

			As soon as Mr. Greenly stepped away, Madison hooked her arm through Parker’s and said, “I thought you could pull off winning over Mrs. Graham, but Mr. Greenly? Do you have any idea how impossible it is to get that man to talk that much?”

			Parker gave her a sheepish smile. “He reminds me of my dad.”

			She thought of what Parker had said about her father passing and wondered how close they’d been. “I’m sorry he’s gone.”

			“Me too, but he was ready when it happened. He’d been battling cancer for years.” She dropped her shoulders. “He’d have loved talking to a guy like Mr. Greenly. You know, I wasn’t sure I’d meet people here who’d be okay with me.”

			“Not everyone here is conservative. The Greenlys voted for Harris.”

			“That makes more sense.”

			“Whatever he recommends investing in—go for it. Since he thinks we’re together, he’ll give you info you won’t want to pass up.”

			Parker’s eyes went wide. “But I’m not even your real—” She cut off abruptly. “I don’t want any insider information.”

			“He doesn’t do anything illegal. I’d never get you involved in something like that. But you are helping me out, and you may as well get some benefits. Speaking of benefits…” She lowered her voice to a sultry tone. “Do you have my underwear?”

			Parker visibly relaxed and a smile crossed her face. “I do have your underwear. Sexy black thong…You want them?”

			“New kink?” Katherine asked, appearing at Parker’s side but giving Madison a look that once would have melted her. Now it only sucked the air out of her lungs.

			Katherine turned to Parker. “I’m curious what she has to do to get them.”

			Parker’s mouth opened and closed, clearly too thrown to have a ready answer.

			“By the way, Madison, I like this one.” She raised her eyebrows at Parker. “From the crowd that’s been around you two, I’m not the only one.”

			Before Madison could say anything, her mother stepped up to the group. “Katherine. Lovely to see you. You look stunning as always. That dress is perfect on you.” And then the woman who hated hugs held out her arms.

			Madison bit the inside of her cheek as her ex and her mom hugged. No one could argue that Katherine was as attractive as ever. Two years hadn’t altered her features at all. She did seem a bit mellowed, but maybe that was only because they weren’t fighting at the moment.

			“It is a gorgeous dress,” Parker said.

			“Same designer as your shirt.” Katherine added something in French that Madison didn’t understand, and Parker replied in what sounded like perfect French. Mary Virginia frowned—clearly she didn’t like the idea of Katherine getting close with Parker—and for once Madison agreed with her mom.

			“Mom, this is Parker.”

			“Hello, Parker.” Mary Virginia gave her patented fake smile that paired with her accentuated accent. “Madison mentioned you earlier. And I heard from Mrs. Graham that you were thinking of placing a bid on the Tahoe cabin?”

			“Well, I’d love to,” Parker said, her eyes darting to Madison’s for a brief second before adding, “Mrs. Graham asked if I was bidding on any of the items here. I told her what had caught my eye, but the bidding for that is already out of my budget.”

			“Then you’ll have to get Madison to take you,” Mary Virginia said, turning to Madison with a sickeningly sweet smile. The innuendo was obvious, and Madison wished she could tell her mother off.

			Mary Virginia continued. “Or the three of you could go together. How many cabins do you have in Tahoe now, Katherine?”

			“Only the two. But I’ve made some renovations on the kitchen in the lake house. I found an amazing architect.”

			“You have a place on the lake?” Parker’s excitement was obvious. “I grew up in South Lake, and I still have a few friends there that I visit when I have a chance. How long have you lived there?”

			“Oh, I don’t. I just like to have cabins where I ski. I have one in Aspen, one in Zermatt, and my favorite in Courchevel.”

			Parker shot Madison a look that seemed to say You dated this woman? before asking, “Courchevel, as in France?”

			Katherine smiled. “Oui. C’est mon péché mignon.”

			Mary Virginia cut in. “Madison, you ought to buy something in Courchevel.”

			“I don’t speak French.” She did, however, have a guess at what Katherine had said. She’d said something similar to Madison when she’d had her in restraints. There was no question Katherine used the phrase now knowing she’d remember.

			“That doesn’t matter,” her mother returned. “The only thing you need in life is money. You know that.”

			Madison’s jaw clenched. She wished she could explain to Parker how nothing of what her mother said, or inferred, was anything she agreed with. “I don’t need a cabin in Courchevel.”

			“You deserve to be happy.” She gave Madison a tight smile. “Money brings happiness, my dear.”

			Parker looked between Madison and Mary Virginia, seemingly wondering who would say something next. But then she spoke up: “There’s more to life than having lots of money. I know some pretty miserable rich assholes.”

			“I agree,” Madison said.

			Parker continued. “I think all you need is to comfortably cover the basics. Then you can focus on what matters—relationships, friends, family, your goals in life. And giving back when you can. Everything the Dumont Foundation stands for, really.”

			Mary Virginia opened her mouth and Madison knew she was about to say something derisive, but before she could, Parker said, “Mrs. Dumont, I have to say I’m really impressed by all the work the Dumont Foundation has done. You must be very proud of what your family has accomplished. I’m sure you’re especially proud of Madison.”

			No one spoke for a moment. If Parker had any idea how much of a mic-drop effect she’d had, she didn’t let on.

			“Of course I’m proud of Madison,” Mary Virginia said. “But I know she needs someone who can offer more than covering the basics.”

			“I’m not sure Madison needs anyone,” Parker said, keeping her voice even. “But I’m sure as her mom you want her to be with someone who loves her and makes her happy—not just someone who pays the bills, right?”

			Parker had directed the question to Mary Virginia, but it was an obvious challenge to Katherine. She lifted a shoulder and added, “Though a long weekend in Tahoe would be nice.”

			It hit Madison then how much she wanted to take Parker to Tahoe—and how much more she’d enjoy her time there if she had company. Not just any company, Parker’s company. “I was keeping it as a surprise, but now I feel silly not telling you. You know how I asked you not to plan anything for Presidents’ Day weekend? I made sure the cabin wouldn’t be rented out then.”

			Parker’s eyes lit up, but a millisecond later she seemed to remember they were faking the relationship. Still, she pulled off a convincingly happy girlfriend, thanking Madison and then turning to Katherine and saying, “Maybe we’ll run into each other on the slopes.”

			Katherine, for once, had no witty or biting comment. She only nodded and said, “I’m usually in Aspen that weekend, but who knows?”
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