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  The Only Door

A Lesbian Femdom Chastity Romance



The Weight of Looking

The wine was warm. Not in the good way — not mulled, not intentional — just a Sancerre that had been sitting in Mila’s hand too long while she pretended to study a canvas that looked like someone had sneezed in cerulean.

She shifted her weight to her other heel. The gallery was one of those converted warehouse spaces in the arts district where exposed ductwork counted as an aesthetic choice, and the lighting had been calibrated to make everyone look either consumptive or profound. The crowd was the usual mix — women in geometric jewellery, men in glasses they didn’t need, a handful of collectors who actually had the nerve to ask prices out loud. Someone had placed a bowl of olives near the bar that no one was eating. The olives were sweating.

Tessa had abandoned her fourteen minutes ago. Mila had counted. Fourteen minutes since her best friend had spotted someone she’d matched with on Hinge and vanished into the crowd with a whispered »Be right back,« which they both knew was a lie. Standard Tessa. Mila had been the excuse to leave the apartment, not the reason to stay.

She took a sip of the warm Sancerre and grimaced.

»That bad?«

The voice came from her left. Low, warm, faintly amused — the kind of voice that had been places and come back with stories it chose not to tell.

Mila turned.

The woman was tall. Not towering, but she occupied space the way tall women sometimes refuse to — shoulders back, no apologetic slouch, her body a clean vertical line against the gallery’s industrial clutter. Dark hair pinned up at the jaw, a sharp line that cost real money to maintain, a few loose strands escaping near her left ear. A grey silk blouse, untucked, sleeves rolled to the forearms, the fabric expensive enough to look casual. Black trousers that followed the length of her legs without clinging. Her skin was olive and smooth, a small mole just below her left ear, and her eyes — brown, the colour of espresso in a white cup — were fixed on Mila with an attention that felt physical. Like a hand that hadn’t touched yet but might.

She was holding her own glass of wine with the studied indifference of someone who didn’t need it.

»The wine or the art?« Mila said.

»I was asking about the wine.« A smile. Not wide — just the corners lifting, calibrated. »The art I already have opinions about.«

»Do they involve the phrase ‘bold use of negative space’?«

The woman laughed. An actual laugh, not the polite gallery exhale. It changed her face — made it less composed, younger, briefly unguarded. Crow’s feet appeared at the corners of her eyes, evidence of a habit the rest of her composure tried to conceal. »God, no. I was going to say it looks like someone’s toddler got into the acrylics, but your version’s more diplomatic.«

»I’m a graphic designer. Diplomatic is part of the job description.«

»And the real opinion?«

Mila glanced back at the canvas. Cerulean chaos, maybe six feet across, framed in raw pine. The price tag beside it read four thousand dollars. »I think someone spent forty-five minutes on this and six hours on the artist statement.«

»Cruel. Accurate.« The woman extended her hand. »Adrienne.«

»Mila.«

Adrienne’s grip was firm and dry, and she held it for exactly one beat longer than a handshake required. Not aggressive. Not accidental. Something in between that left a warmth on Mila’s palm after she pulled back.

»Walk with me,« Adrienne said. Not a question.

They drifted through the next room, which was dedicated to photography — large-format black and whites of urban decay, every shot razor-focused and tonally flawless and profoundly boring. The technical skill was obvious; the point of it wasn’t. Adrienne moved through galleries like she owned them. She didn’t stop at every piece, didn’t read the little placards, didn’t perform contemplation. She’d pause at one image, study it for fifteen or twenty seconds with genuine focus, and move past three others without a glance.

»You’re merciless,« Mila said.

»I’m efficient. Most of this is furniture. Something you put on a wall because a blank wall makes you nervous.« Adrienne stopped in front of a photograph of a fire escape, rusted and draped with laundry. She tilted her head. »This one’s trying. Doesn’t quite get there, but it’s trying. See how the white shirt acts as a focal point against the rust? The photographer understood composition. Just not what to do with it once they had it.«

»You sound like one of my professors.«

»I own a consultancy. I help people with more money than taste spend it in ways they can be proud of.«

»That’s the most diplomatic insult to your own clients I’ve ever heard.«

»You’d be surprised how much of the art world runs on polite contempt.«

Mila laughed before she could stop herself. It came out louder than she meant, drawing a look from a man in a turtleneck who was clearly Having a Moment with a sculpture. She covered her mouth.

Adrienne watched her. Not the photography. Her.

»Don’t do that,« she said quietly.

»Do what?«

»Cover your mouth when you laugh. You have a good laugh. Let people hear it.«

It landed strangely — direct, but not aggressive. Like a correction that was also a compliment, issued with the casual authority of someone who was used to being obeyed. Mila felt heat crawl up the back of her neck and didn’t understand why such a simple observation should do that.

She dropped her hand.

»Better,« Adrienne said.

They moved into the third room, then the fourth. Adrienne asked about her design work — not in the surface way people ask when they’re making conversation, but with the specificity of someone who understood visual composition. She wanted to know about colour theory decisions, about why Mila preferred sans-serif for tech clients and serif for editorial. She wanted to know about the tension between a client’s brief and a designer’s instinct, and whether Mila ever won those fights.

»Sometimes,« Mila said. »When I can frame it as their idea.«

»Manipulation.«

»Diplomacy.«

»Same skill. Different lighting.« Adrienne’s chin lifted, a micro-gesture of amusement. »I do it too. A client wants a safe investment — a Hockney print, something recognizable. I show them the Hockney, and then I show them something they’ve never heard of, something alive, something that makes the Hockney look like wallpaper by comparison. I let them arrive at the better choice.«

»You let them think they arrived at it.«

»Exactly.«

They were in the fifth room now, smaller and quieter, the crowd thinning as the evening wore on. The warm wine had been replaced by a fresh glass — Adrienne had flagged down a server with a look, not a wave, and handed Mila the glass before she’d asked for it. The small presumption of it should have been annoying. It wasn’t. Mila noticed herself accepting it without protest and filed that observation in a drawer she wasn’t opening tonight.

They ended up on a bench in the last gallery room, which was empty except for a single installation piece — a suspended mesh of copper wire that threw latticed shadows across the white floor when the overhead light hit it. The shadows shifted with the building’s ventilation, barely perceptible, a slow shifting pulse like a lung filling for the first time.

»Okay, this one’s actually good,« Mila admitted.

»It is.«

»You could have led with this.«

»I could have.« Adrienne crossed one leg over the other, and her knee grazed Mila’s thigh. A brush of wool against bare skin — Mila was wearing a skirt, a decision she’d made without thinking about it three hours ago and was now intensely aware of. The contact was brief, possibly accidental. But Adrienne didn’t adjust, didn’t apologize, didn’t move her leg. »But then you would have missed the terrible ones. And the terrible ones are more fun to talk about.«

»You wanted the conversation.«

Adrienne looked at her. Straight on, taking her time about it. The gallery light caught the hollows under her cheekbones and threw the rest of her face into warm shadow.

»I wanted your conversation,« she said. »Specifically.«

Mila’s breath caught. A small hitch, barely audible, but Adrienne’s gaze didn’t waver, and Mila understood with sudden clarity that the woman had heard it. Had expected it.

»You’re very direct,« Mila said.

»Does that bother you?«

»I’m deciding.«

»Take your time.« Adrienne’s eyes narrowed, just barely — the expression of a woman who’d been given exactly the answer she wanted. »I’m patient.«

The sentence hung there. Patient. There was something under the word, a weight to it, as though patience were not a virtue but a skill — something practised, deliberately honed, deployed with intent. Mila felt it press against the air between them like a palm against glass. She wanted to ask what Adrienne was patient about. What she was patient for. But the question felt like stepping forward in the dark, and Mila wasn’t sure yet how far the ground extended.

They sat for a while longer. The copper wire sculpture breathed its slow shadows across the floor. Adrienne told her about a Rothko she’d stood in front of for forty minutes at the Tate Modern, not because she loved it but because she was trying to understand why other people did. Mila told her about the logo she’d designed for a pet food company that had accidentally looked phallic, which had cost her three weeks of revisions and her creative director’s respect. Adrienne laughed again — that full, unguarded sound — and Mila felt something loosen in her chest, a knot she hadn’t known was there.

Tessa reappeared twenty minutes later, flushed and apologetic and already narrating the Hinge date’s flaws. He was in finance. He had opinions about cryptocurrency. He had used the word “synergy” without irony. She clocked Adrienne with a quick head-to-toe scan and raised her eyebrows at Mila in the universal shorthand for who the fuck is this and why haven’t you texted me.

Adrienne stood. Smoothly, like someone who knew when a scene was over and wasn’t going to overstay.

»It was good to meet you, Mila.« She reached into her trouser pocket and produced a business card — thick stock, embossed, the lettering in a typeface that Mila’s professional eye immediately identified as custom. Adrienne Conti. Art Advisory. A phone number. An email. No social media handles. No Instagram, no LinkedIn, no digital trail. Just a name and a way to reach her.

»Call me if you want to see art that’s actually worth looking at,« Adrienne said. Then, to Tessa: »Good luck with the synergy situation.«

She walked away. No backward glance. No lingering. Just the clean line of her spine and the click of her shoes on the concrete floor, and then she was through the door and gone.

Tessa grabbed Mila’s arm. »Who the fuck was that?«

Mila looked down at the card. The embossing was sharp enough to feel under her thumb — a ridge, a texture, something real and physical in a room full of things that were only meant to be looked at.

»I have absolutely no idea,« she said.

In the cab home, the March air bit through the cracked window and Mila pulled her jacket tighter. The city slid past in streaks of amber and white, and Tessa was talking — something about the finance guy’s watch, which was either a real Rolex or a convincing fake, and how that distinction told you everything about a person — but Mila wasn’t listening. She was turning the card over between her fingers, running her thumbnail along the edge where the embossing met the smooth stock.

She could throw it away. She probably should. She didn’t know this woman, and the pull she felt wasn’t rational — it was kinaesthetic, something in the body rather than the mind, a tuning fork struck by proximity and still humming.

The cab made a left onto her street. Mila slipped the card into her jacket pocket and pressed her palm flat against it, the hard edge warm through the fabric against her hip.
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