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For Z, my forever.   

 

I sought 

Not with my eyes 

But the tips of my fingers 

The familiar slope of your breast 

Down, down 

Down to the little warm nook 

That I'd be blessed to call home 

 

You watch me 

Eyes hazy with need 

With want 

But you know better than to 

Rush me 

So you watch 

As my fingers relearn your body 

As they do every single time 

A silent homage to skin and sighs and soul 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 3 

# 

Chapter 1 

NYC 

 

They were back.  

 

After three summer months of peace and relative 

tranquility in my picturesque little university “village”, the 

students were finally back in swarms.  

 

I think I hated how old they made me feel. I remember 

being young and cheerful and energetic. Tan llena de vida – 

actually, it wasn’t too long ago.  

 

But watching them work their jaws non-stop in yoga pants 

and those ridiculous floppy topknot buns made me feel a little 

out of place in a café that was basically my second home.  

 

Over the years, their regular clientele of twenty-

somethings had dwindled as they graduated, found other jobs or 

simply moved away from a ridiculously overpriced neighborhood. 

The only reason I’d continued coming here was because: (a.) I 

loved their roast; (b.) the ink shop I’d inherited was two 

blocks away; (c.) coffee is life. 

 

It wasn’t all bad. With the constant influx of students, 
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my tattoo shop, Tribe, never lacked clients. We were usually 

booked up for two weeks at least. Our record was eight weeks 

just after graduation last year. At the end of it, Kenny, a 

quiet dude tattooed up to his eyeballs, had refused to ink 

another infinity symbol even if it was his client’s last wish.  

 

I couldn’t blame him, but students, essentially, were our 

bread and butter. Every one of them walked through the doors 

thinking their ideas were original. You wouldn’t believe how 

many students had come through the door asking for a Teenage 

Mutant Ninja Turtle tattoo because it was “so original” 

because “Ruby Rose has one too”. I mean, did they really not 

hear themselves? 

 

Chino, Kenny and I usually didn’t mind the ditzy 

clientele. We saw our share of hardcore tattoo enthusiasts who 

were generally a pleasure to work with. But our income was 

mostly based on itty bitty trending tattoos - $100 and up per 

booking multiplied by twenty clients a week – you do the math.  

 

So there really were two sides to the students returning 

to campus. The summer had been unbelievably lovely and quiet 

but we usually made a lot of money over the nine semester 

months. I guess you can’t have it both ways.  

 

The café was set under a pre-war co-op building that went 
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for over $500,000 per studio apartment. Before the academics 

had moved into the neighborhood, the entire west side had been 

a pretty dangerous place to live. No one would fork out 500k 

for a studio (or even a three bedroom for that matter) at that 

point. That’s how my mentor, Jean, had bought over the shop 

space and the little studio apartment that came with it for a 

steal back in the Seventies.  

 

The first few months after Jean’s passing had been such a 

blur. I’d known him since I was fifteen – he’s the reason that 

I’m not in prison or on drugs right now. Or still running with 

the Axes, a gang from Harlem I’d joined when I was thirteen. 

That’s actually how I met Jean.  

 

I’d tried to sell him some cocaine one night – I mean, it 

was still NYC’s drug of choice back in ’99 – and he seemed to 

fit the junkie stereotype: skinny and incredibly energetic at 

11PM. Instead of telling me to fuck off or calling the cops on 

me, he took me into his shop and introduced me to his crew. I 

only found out a few months later that he was part of an LGBT 

counseling group called FREE NYC and he had been trying, in 

his own way, to get me off the streets by getting me 

interested in ink.  

 

By the time I was eighteen, I’d gotten pretty good. Jean 

and Terrence – that was his partner’s name, never Terry, only 
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Terrence – even signed me up for an art diploma to “sharpen my 

skills”. I didn’t need a diploma to tell me what I was good at 

but I did it anyway.  

 

(I’m starting you off with all the nicer memories, of 

course. How I got out of the Axes is a story for another day.) 

 

Anyway, knowing what the neighborhood was like a few 

decades ago, the present seemed almost unbelievable.  

 

The café was overflowing with kids and the sound was… 

indescribable. There was so much chatter about seriously inane 

topics. Standing in line, aviators down to avoid eye contact, 

I caught several conversations about Nicki Minaj and Meek 

Mill, the new Unicorn Café and something called the Santa 

Clarita Diet.  

 

Amidst all this nonsense, did I hear even one of them 

talk about things that actually mattered? Politics? Social 

justice? The war in Syria? No, I did not.  

 

I plugged my earphones in and turned on Earth, Wind and 

Fire. They always made me feel better.  

 

Dios, I was really getting old.   
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Perhaps I may have gotten impatient with the queue (and 

the crowd) and pushed past them straight into the café. It was 

a Monday so I knew Miranda would be manning the tills. She’d 

been working there for well over five years, and after her 

first week there I never needed to say a word when I stepped 

into the café. Miranda was good that way. She made you feel 

special, like your penny mattered. That’s how she made Manager 

in just three months. The place would fall apart without her, 

I had no doubt.  

 

She waved when she saw me and instantly reached for the 

various coffee cups to note my order down for the baristas – I 

usually bought coffee for the staff who opened with me in the 

morning.  

 

The café had a couple of newbies on staff today – which 

explained the queue. As I lounged by the condiment table 

waiting for my order to be filled, I couldn’t help but notice 

a very shapely rear in front of the till. Tight yoga pants and 

top buns were like student uniform these days, but what set 

this chick apart was the sheer roundness of her ass. I may 

have lifted my shades to get a better look.  

 

(I have to add here that the ass I was looking at wasn’t 

the kind you’d see on Instagram fitness models. You know the 

kind that looked like two melons placed side by side? 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 8 

Perfectly and oddly symmetrical? The kind that would somehow 

remain the same shape in every angle? This ass wasn’t anything 

like that. It was the kind of ass you knew would jiggle if you 

spanked it lightly. Destiny’s Child’s proverbial jelly kind.) 

 

I’m not even ashamed to say that I lost track of time 

staring at her. She was built with some generous curves. She 

stood with her hands in the front pockets of her grey hoodie, 

giving me an outline of her cinched waist and very generous 

hips. She was proportioned perfectly for someone who couldn’t 

possibly be taller than five foot two in her Nike sneakers.  

 

I felt myself moving towards the counter, earphones out, 

wallet in hand. The casual ogling had become some kind of 

mission without my realization.  

 

“Sorry,” I said, stepping in front of the cashier. “I’m 

just picking up.” 

 

The word “It’s” left her mouth before her eyes met mine. 

I desperately fought the urge to fidget as she stared, her 

lips slightly parted and her expressive eyes concealing 

nothing – she was frightened. 

 

I’ve been told on multiple occasions that I could be 

quite intimidating at times, especially upon first glance. I 
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don’t think my 5’11 frame and tattoos helped.  

 

I wouldn’t call myself conventionally attractive, though. 

My features were too masculine to be pretty but too feminine 

to be rugged. I (maybe happily?) occupied the grey area 

between genders… except for my quintessential Latina lips, 

which I’d inherited from my mom, bless her.  

 

My employees always say, “I know you left the streets, 

Gray. But I don’t think the streets left you.” To them, I 

always say, “Vete al carajo.” Fuck off.   

 

But as I stood in the coffee shop, being stared at with 

wide eyes, I couldn’t help but think maybe they were right.  

 

She was just a girl – young, probably in her early 

twenties. I think what drew me the most was her lack of make-

up. Her deep caramel skin had been scrubbed clean; the skin on 

her cheeks and nose was slightly red from the cool campus 

breeze. Her curls had escaped the haphazard bun she’d 

fashioned and they now framed her face beautifully. Her brows 

were expressively thick, especially with those large black 

eyes that had probably betrayed her true thoughts more than 

once.  

 

“It’s fine?” I urged, and handed Miranda a note from my 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 10 

wallet. I hoped it was the right one. I wasn’t even looking.  

 

She nodded quickly, her cheeks turning a brighter shade 

of pink. Her eyes moved down to my neck, taking in the tattoos 

that were exposed along the lines of my collarbone. Her eyes 

seemed to glaze over a little. 

 

“I haven’t seen you around before,” I continued as 

Miranda messed with the cash register. I had a feeling she was 

taking her time so I could (try to) strike up a conversation.  

 

“I’m not from here,” she said with an accent I couldn’t 

place. “I just moved into an apartment upstairs. For 

university.”  

 

She had a quiet calm about her. I think it was the way 

she spoke – slowly and precisely, without a trace of calamity 

that New Yorkers are so fond of. Or maybe this is how everyone 

else should talk and we’re doing it wrong.  

 

I smiled, hoping it came off as charming and not as 

anxious as I felt inside. “Welcome to the neighborhood. I’m 

Gray.” 

 

We were too close to make a handshake work so I didn’t 

even try.  
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“Maya,” she replied with a little smile. Shadows of twin 

dimples appeared on her cheeks. I was mesmerized.  

 

Miranda handed me the change and I stuffed it into my 

wallet without sparing a glance. If she’d ever dreamed of 

ripping me off, today would’ve been her best shot.  

 

“Could I buy you a cup of coffee, Maya?”  

 

She held up a fifty. “I’ve got it. Thank you for the 

offer.” 

 

Miranda handed me the paper tray of coffees.  

 

“Actually, hon,” she said to Maya in her thick Jersey 

accent, “do you have anything smaller? We don’t have much 

change today. It’s a Monday.”  

 

Did I mention how much I loved Miranda? I could tell she 

was trying her hardest to keep a straight face while she 

meddled.  

 

Maya’s face fell. “I don’t have anything less, I’m 

afraid. I just brought a fifty out with me.”  
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“Let me get this. It’s not a problem,” I offered, sliding 

a twenty out of my wallet and handing it to Miranda. 

 

Maya considered it for a second before she nodded.  

 

“Okay, thank you,” she conceded. “I’d offer to get you a 

cup tomorrow if I didn’t already think you have a caffeine 

problem.”  

 

She indicated the four cups of coffee I was holding. A 

corner of her lips quirked up.  

 

“Only the espresso’s mine,” I clarified. “The rest are 

for my employees.” 

 

“Of course. Spoken like a true addict.”  

 

She was smiling in earnest now, drawing a reactive smile 

from me. So she had a sense of humor, too, along with an ass 

like the peach emoji and dimples that could mesmerize.  

 

I slid a couple of extra bills into the tip jar as Maya 

picked up her coffee at the bar. Miranda even gave me a 

conspiratorial wink as we headed for the exit.  

 

“Thank you again for the coffee. That was really sweet of 
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you.” 

 

I brushed it off. “You’re very welcome. Maybe I’ll see 

you around sometime?”  

 

“That would be great,” she said, sliding a straw into her 

hot coffee cup. I must’ve looked confused because she quickly 

explained: “I spill a lot. A straw helps... Most of the time.” 

 

She glanced at her phone. “I’ve got eight minutes to get 

to class. I’d better go. Thanks again.” 

 

Was I the world’s biggest idiot to let her walk away 

without getting her number first? That internal debate raged 

on as I walked back to the shop, sipping my double espresso. 

She did say she lived in the apartment building above the 

café… the chances of bumping into her again were high.  

 

And, at the end of the day, I didn’t even know if she 

played for the team. I shrugged internally at the thought. In 

the past, I’d never had trouble getting a straight girl, even 

if it was just for a short period of time before the novelty 

of a lesbian affair wore off. But I was so tired of 

meaningless temporary connections. 

 

I truly believed that if Maya were at all interested in 
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me, she’d find a way to bump into me first.  

 

Right? Right?  

 

* 

 

She had my attention. I can’t remember the last time I 

actually thought about a woman. I’d been living the happy 

asexual life for quite some time now and it seemed to suit me. 

My muscles had never been more defined, I got eight hours of 

sleep a night and my bank account was looking pretty good.  

 

Maya. A beautiful name. It suited her.   

 

“What?”  

 

The client I was inking moved his head a little to look 

at me. Jose was a first generation Mexican-American who’d made 

his living as a construction worker all his life. Now in his 

sixties and retired, he was getting his first tattoo to honor 

his wife who’d passed away. 

 

When he’d come in for his consult, he’d handed me a ratty 

old picture that was dog-eared and torn in several places. I’d 

imagined he’d kept it in his wallet for decades, taking it out 

often to show Lola off to those who hadn’t met her.  
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“My wife in the Seventies,” he’d said. “I want to 

remember her that way.”  

 

She was a gorgeous woman with generous assets. Not unlike 

someone I’d met today.  

 

It had been a real pleasure working with this patient 

older man who took pains to make sure every detail about his 

Lola was accurate.  

 

As I pulled back the needle from his skin, he said, “Were 

you talking to me? You just said ‘It suited her’.”  

 

His words were loud enough for everyone in the shop to 

hear. I knew my nosy asses of employees wouldn’t let this one 

go. A chorus of whoops went up in the air.  

 

“Who you talking about, Gray?” Jeanine asked as she 

prepped a client for an industrial piercing in the corner of 

the store we’d nicknamed “gothland”.  

 

I could feel heat creeping into my cheeks.  

 

“Nobody,” I said, determined to get on with the portrait.  
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“Are you blushing?” Mel called from her reception desk. 

“I think she’s blushing,” she told the room.  

 

“Ay, Gray, don’t leave us in suspense.” This was from a 

bear of a man I’d known most of my adult life. Chino was like 

a father figure to most of us at the store. His specialty was 

tribal tattoos and he’d been practicing his art for over 

twenty years.  

 

He was also one of the few who’d helped me pick up the 

pieces when Jean had passed all those years ago. 

 

At that moment, he sat in his swivel chair, looking at me 

intently over the top of his phone.  

 

“Chico, please. I’m trying to work here,” I said, dipping 

the needle in the ink.  

 

“You haven’t dated in like six months, man. You gotta 

tell us something. We need some good tea in our lives.”  

 

“Actually,” Mel chimed in again, scrolling through the 

calendar on her iPad, “she hasn’t dated in seven and a half 

months. Her last date was in February and that didn’t end 

well.”  
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“Cono. That’s a really long time.” Chino’s face was a 

mask of sympathy. 

 

I groaned. Did they have to bring up my dating history 

all the time? And why would Mel have that info on her Google 

calendar?! 

 

I apologized to Jose, who immediately shut me down with a 

smile.  

 

“Parece que estamos en familia, eh?” he said in his usual 

calm tone – aren’t we all family in here? “Entonces? Cuéntame 

de tu mujer.” So, tell me about your woman.  

 

“Fine.” I gave in and gestured for him to lie back again 

so I could continue. “Her name’s Maya. I met her at Expresso.”  

 

“Maya? She sounds exotic,” Jeanine commented. “Where’s 

she from?”  

 

“No idea. All I know is that she’s a student here and 

she’s got a fucking addictive smile.”  

 

“Another notch on the Grayson bedpost?” Mel asked, 

swirling her lollipop around her now-pink lips.  
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“I’m not looking for that, cariña. I’m getting too old 

for that shit.” 

 

“What you need is a good woman like my Lola.” Jose’s 

words left no room for argument. “A woman like that can ground 

you, make you want to be a better person.”  

 

“Amén,” I said, carefully tracing the outline of Lola’s 

ample bosom. “But I don’t think I’ll get as lucky as you, 

though. Your wife was beautiful.”  

 

“I know. I had forty-two years with her. Not enough.”  

 

Forty-two years. Jesus. My longest relationship had been 

all of six months. I cringed on the inside. Maybe there was 

something wrong with me.  

 

 “You just need to pick the right girl,” Jose continued. 

“You know how to do that, Gray?”  

 

I shook my head. “If only I did…” 

 

“You have to read her. When you say hi, does she lean 

towards you? Does she take every opportunity to touch your 

arm? When you kiss her, does she sigh into your mouth? When 

you’re sad, does she make you your favorite dish?” 
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Chino and I shared a smile over Jose’s old-fashioned 

advice. My client’s eyes held a faraway look – lost in 

memories, I suppose. My heart sank a little for him. It must 

be terribly hard to lose a person you’d loved for over four 

decades. I couldn’t begin to imagine the pain.  

 

“You doing okay?” I asked him, pulling the needle back.  

 

“I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt as much as I expected it to.”  

 

“That’s good to hear. Maybe I’ll fit you in for another 

one next month?” I asked, tongue-in-cheek.  

 

“I’m good with just my Lola on my chest.” 

 

As I filled out the tattoo, I couldn’t help but think 

about how empty my life was. I was thirty-two – an actual 

adult now that I was out of my twenties. And I’d never dated 

anyone I’d considered my forever person.  

 

Maybe it was the scene in NYC. I’ve noticed how women get 

bored easily or just don’t believe in commitment. But my Mama 

taught me better than that. She’d worn her wedding ring for 

years after my dad died in Panama. That had been in 1990. She 

wore that ring and remained loyal to him until she died in 
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1995.  

 

That was true love. She spoke of my dad to anyone who’d 

listen. He was a brave, noble military man, todo un caballero, 

who’d passed too young. The worst part was that I didn’t even 

have a memory of him that wasn’t tainted by the stillness of a 

curated photograph or my mother’s verbal painting sessions. I 

didn’t have one memory that was from my own bank of special 

moments.  

 

I sighed as I dipped the needle in red ink for Lola’s 

pin-up dress. Some people, like Jose, were extremely lucky. 

Others, like me, were probably going to die alone.  
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# 

Chapter 2 

When I turned the corner towards Expresso later that 

week, a loud shriek almost made me drop my cigarette. I 

watched Maya, who had her thick schoolbooks fanned out on the 

patio table she occupied, jump from her seat and throw her 

arms around a poor soul in a bone-crushing hug. The poor soul 

in question didn’t seem to mind, though. She hugged Maya right 

back, an unmistakable grin on her face.  

 

A ridiculous surge of jealousy heated my belly as I 

walked over to the table. I hadn’t seen her around all week 

but that didn’t stop me from thinking about her. All my 

inspired doodles had a decidedly female theme. Pin-ups with a 

beautiful ass. Well, they say art imitates reality so… 

 

“Hello again,” I said, taking a deep drag from the 

rapidly depleting stick. Whatever they made cigarettes from 

these days really didn’t make them last any longer. Which just 

made me feel like smoking more.  

 

Maya pulled back from her friend, startled. Her wide eyes 

took me in – this time, I was wearing only a simple Nike tank 

and jeans.  
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Did I flex my arms taut for her perusal? Perhaps.  

 

“Hi,” she said with a smile. Her friend spoke in another 

language and Maya nodded, her cheeks turning red. I raised an 

eyebrow at the pair of them. 

 

Her friend stuck out her hand. “Alex,” she said. “Nice to 

meet you.” 

 

Her handshake was strong. “Gray.”  

 

I took another drag of the cigarette and stubbed it out 

in a nearby ashtray.  

 

“So what was all the screaming about?” I asked.  

 

“Oh!” Maya’s face lit up instantly, her eyes wider than 

I’ve ever seen them. “Alex is getting married!”  

 

Seriously? At least that assuaged the surprising spark of 

jealousy. “How old are you, kid?”  

 

She didn’t take that well. “That’s really none of your 

business, grandma,” she returned. I felt a spark of anger in 

my chest but tamped it down with a big breath. Jean would be 

proud, god rest his soul.  
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“I didn’t mean to offend you,” I clarified. “You just 

look a little young to be getting married.” 

 

She shrugged. “When you know, you know.”  

 

Maya seemed to be vibrating with excitement. “I don’t 

care when it is, Alex. I’ll be there for your big day.”  

 

I couldn’t look away. She was happy, genuinely happy, and 

the twin dimples on her cheeks made an appearance every time 

she smiled. My gaze followed the curve of a cheek to the 

lashes that framed her expressive brown eyes. I wondered what 

they would look like glazed over with passion.  

 

I realized a little too late that they were talking to 

me. “What?” I asked, pulling up my shades.  

 

“Would you like to join us?” Maya asked, indicating that 

I should pull up a chair to join them. I waved to Miranda 

inside the café, signaling for my usual.  

 

“So who’s the lucky lady?” I asked as I sat down, 

propping a booted leg over my knee.  

 

Alex opened her mouth to reply but Maya beat her to it. 
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“It’s Cady. They met in Singapore three years ago and fell in 

love when Alex was her student. How romantic is that?”  

 

Alex rolled her eyes. “That’s also very inaccurate. We 

never dated while she was my teacher.” 

 

“Sure.” I said with a snort. “So is that where you’re 

both from? Singapore? I couldn’t place the accent when we 

met.” 

 

“Yep,” Maya took a sip of a sugary pink drink that barely 

resembled coffee. “Alex and I were childhood friends. But we 

lost touch over the years.” 

 

Alex reached out to pat Maya’s hand – her touch was 

familiar but friendly.  

 

“When I heard this one was in New York, I had to get in 

contact,” Alex supplied.  

 

“I can’t believe it, Alex.” Maya said, her voice low. “I 

can’t believe everything you’ve done to get here.” 

 

Alex’s smile was sad. “I know. But I’m okay. I’m learning 

to live with it.”  
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I raised an eyebrow but said nothing. It wasn’t my place 

to pry.  

 

“So what do you do?” Alex directed the question at me.  

 

“I own the tattoo shop two blocks over.” I noticed that 

she didn’t seem to have any visible ink. “You should come by 

sometime. Take a look, if that’s your thing.” 

 

“Yeah, right. Any tattoo on me would just look like a 

giant bruise.” 

 

That surprised a laugh out of me. “That’s not true.”  

 

But Alex was already shaking her head. “I know a tattoo 

would look cool up close. I’ve admired enough of them to know. 

But with my skin color, from afar, it’ll just look like 

someone beat me up. So, no, but thanks.” 

 

“Suit yourself.”   

 

“Yours look amazing, though. This one here,” she 

indicated Maya, “is a sucker for tattoos. Always has been.” 

 

I turned my attention to the girl who seemed to 

permanently be in a state of mid-blush. “That right?” 
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“Um…” She bit that thick bottom lip of hers. “Maybe.”  

 

I thought she looked a little like a frightened rabbit. 

Testing the waters, I leaned forward and flexed my bicep 

muscles, making the dark owl tattoo come alive.  

 

“Does this do anything for ya?” I asked, tongue-in-cheek.  

 

Her cheeks flamed even more.  

 

Alex laughed so loudly that it drew stares.  

 

“If you’re quiet enough,” she said, eyes filled with 

tears of laughter, “you may even hear her panties drop.” 

 

I sat back, holding Maya’s gaze. Nothing like being outed 

by your friends.  

 

A warm feeling of satisfaction – or what is anticipation? 

– trickled through me. Now that I had my answer, what was I 

gonna do about it?  

 

She met my gaze squarely, her eyes filled with longing 

and… was it trepidation? Before I could comment on it, Alex 

called out a greeting, snapping our eyes to her. A lovely 
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little blonde in a short, pleated red skirt and heels walked 

up to the table. In her hands was a bejeweled iPhone.  

 

“Hi, baby,” Alex’s voice dropped several octaves as she 

pressed a kiss to her fiancée’s lips. At least I hoped this 

was her fiancée.  

 

Alex pulled a chair up for her and introduced us.  

 

“Cady, this is Gray. She owns a tattoo shop nearby.” 

 

Behind her shades, I could make out Cady’s eyes flitting 

between Maya and me. Then she looked at Alex, who shrugged as 

though to say, “none of my business”.  

 

“Hi,” she said finally, offering me her hand. “Nice to 

meet you.” 

 

“I hear you’re getting married,” I said. 

“Congratulations.”  

 

“Yeah.” The smile on her face was brighter than the 

diamond ring she wore. “We haven’t started planning or 

anything.”  

 

She turned to Maya. “We’d like you to be a part of it, if 
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you can.”  

 

“I’d love to,” Maya said, reaching out for Cady’s hand. 

“Anything you want me to do.”  

 

I didn’t understand the next words out of Cady’s mouth.  

 

“What’s that?” I asked, taking a large sip of the double 

espresso set in front of me. The too-hot coffee instantly 

imbued some semblance of peace inside me.   

 

“Oh, it’s Tamil. I’m learning how to speak it.” Cady 

beamed.  

 

I watched Alex’s eyes cloud over with affection. I felt a 

ridiculously out-of-place pang of envy lance through me. I 

didn’t like it. Maybe it made me wonder if anyone would 

actually learn Spanish for me - not that I spoke it that often 

but it would be nice if someone wanted to.  

 

“Yeah, I figure that if Alex can already speak my mother 

tongue, I should learn to speak hers,” she continued. 

 

“And she’s getting really good, too,” Maya commented.  

 

“Well,” I said, standing with a rough scrape of the 
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chair. “I have to get back to the shop sometime today.”  

 

I tipped the paper coffee cup in lieu of a wave. “It was 

really lovely meeting you two. And good luck.” 

 

I turned to Maya, who seemed rattled by my abrupt 

departure.  

 

“I’ll see you around,” I said, retreating from the 

uncomfortable cloud of love hormones that seemed to be 

smothering the table.  

 

Maybe that’s why I was still single.  

 

* 

 

An hour later, I was working on a stencil in my office 

when there was a hesitant knock on my door.  

 

I frowned immediately. None of the employees ever 

knocked; they had no sense of privacy and took the “what’s 

mine is yours” sentiment to the limit. And I doubted it would 

be a client. Melissa wouldn’t be silly enough to let someone 

through to my office without booking an appointment at least 

two weeks in advance. It was important to be available but 

unavailable, you know what I mean?  
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“Come in,” I called out. 

 

There was a moment of hesitation before the doorknob 

turned.  

 

And there she was, standing right in my office, the girl 

I’d been thinking about all day (who was I kidding? All week, 

actually). She had a backpack slung over her shoulder and 

thick textbooks clutched to the front of her “We Are Columbia” 

hoodie.  

 

Her lips had a fresh coat of red that hadn’t been there 

an hour ago. With the black glasses perched on her nose, she 

looked like a naughty little librarian. It was kinda hot.  

 

“Hi,” she said, still standing in the doorway.  

 

“This is a surprise.” I leaned back in my swivel chair, 

watching her fidget, trying to calm the sudden butterflies in 

my belly. “What’s up?”  

 

“Well, I…” she started and then turned around to shut the 

door. That was probably wise. I was almost certain Melissa was 

eavesdropping on our conversation.  
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She turned back to me and walked around my desk, stopping 

a foot away and resting her hip against the table. She was 

smiling, those twin dimples almost making an appearance.  

 

“I was wondering if you’re doing anything tonight.” The 

words came out in a rush, like she’d wanted to get it all out 

before she lost her nerve. I simply stared, wondering if this 

little doe-eyed cutie was asking me out. Jesus, I couldn’t 

remember the last time someone had done that. I’d always had 

to make the first move.  

 

I cleared my throat. 

 

“No, nothing,” I said, trying to keep my cool.  

 

“Well,” she toyed with the pencil I’d been using. “Maybe 

you’d like to have dinner? I mean, only if you want to. I can 

cook; I’m a good cook. I won’t poison you or anything…”  

 

She rattled on nervously, and I watched her lips work. My 

brain had somehow tuned out the noise and all I could see was 

the movement of her lips – the generous curve of her bottom 

lip meeting her top lip as she spoke.  

 

Red lips, beautifully painted. I couldn’t wait to smudge 

it… maybe with my fist holding her hair back. Her breath 
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escaping her lips in little pants, echoing the word “please”… 

 

“So, would you like to?” she asked, snapping me out of my 

cloud of fanciful thinking.  

 

“Yeah, sounds great. When and where?”  

 

“My apartment. It’s the building just above the café. 

Buzz 12.” 

 

She smiled in earnest now and the dimples were endearing. 

Inviting.  

 

“Great.” I glanced at the clock. It was almost three. 

“I’ll see you around eight or eight thirty?”  

 

“Okay. I’ll see you then.”   

 

She turned and walked towards the door, giving me the 

chance to admire her generous ass in skinny jeans. Then, just 

as she reached the door, she turned and walked quickly back to 

the desk.  

 

“You might need that back,” she said, handing over the 

pencil she’d been playing with earlier. “I’ll go now so you 

can get back to work. Okay, bye.” 
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With a quick wave, she ducked out the door, leaving me 

just a tiny bit – okay, a lot – confused. I usually prided 

myself on being able to read people but I’d already been so 

wrong on so many levels with this girl. Timid? Pfft.  

 

But did it really matter? I had a date! 
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# 

Chapter 3 

 

She buzzed me in at twenty past eight and I felt 

lightheaded as I walked up the carpeted stairs. In almost 

eighteen years of dating, I don’t think I’d ever anticipated a 

date quite as much. She was attractive, yes, but I didn’t 

think it was lust. Okay, I didn’t think it was just lust. 

Whatever. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  

 

Wine bottle in hand, I rang the doorbell, giving my 

patterned bowtie one last corrective tug. Yes, I was wearing a 

bowtie on a date – you got a problem with that? It was too 

warm for a blazer and I wanted to seem like I’d dressed up for 

her.  

 

I heard multiple locks being pulled back before the door 

opened.  

 

Remember when I said I felt lightheaded? Multiply that by 

ten. Or a hundred. I think I stopped breathing for a second as 

I (tried) to take in what she was (not) wearing.   

 

“I’m early,” I croaked. My eyes probably looked comically 

wide but I couldn’t seem to control my face.  
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She smiled, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her 

ears. A floral scent drifted into the hallway. “Don’t worry 

about it. Come in.” 

 

She stepped back, the silky robe she wore parting just 

enough to provide a tantalizing view of her breasts. I felt my 

feet move into the apartment, although I doubted my movements 

looked remotely human.  

 

“You can put the wine on the kitchen counter. I’ll get us 

some glasses.” 

 

I nodded and set the bottle down, as instructed, just in 

time to see her slide the last bolt on the door back into 

place. She turned, the robe swishing against the tops of her 

thighs.  

 

Her dark hair was tied up in one of those Japanese-style 

buns at the back of her head, held in place by two elegant 

gold chopsticks. As I watched, she tugged at the sticks and 

the waves tumbled over her shoulder, the curls ending at her 

waist.  

 

I couldn’t move. It felt like my every wet dream come 

true. Her eyes met mine and a fierce blush crossed her cheeks. 
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“You don’t mind, do you?” 

 

“Mind?” I echoed. There was something wrong with my 

throat.  

 

“I thought this would be much easier. No pretenses.”  

 

“Pretenses?” 

 

“Yes,” she said, her fingers entwining nervously. She 

hesitated a moment, an irresistible blend of hesitance and 

half-nakedness. Then she walked towards me in what I now 

realized were five-inch heels.  

 

“I’m sure our date would have been fantastic.” She pulled 

on the ribbon that held her robe together. A sleeve fell down 

her arm, revealing a lace black cage bra that seemed to lift 

her generous breasts like an invitation. “But what’s the point 

when we both know that this is what we truly want?” 

 

I’m dreaming. This has to be a dream.  

 

I didn’t say anything. I don’t think I could’ve.  

 

“Gray,” she breathed, placing both her palms on my chest 

and sliding them up to my collar. A flush still coated her 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 37 

cheeks. “If this isn’t what you want, you can tell me. I’ll 

stop.” 

 

Her eyes were wide, seeking.  

 

SPEAK! Say something. Say words. Anything. Maybe just 

nod? 

 

Her fingers unclipped the bowtie and let it fall to the 

floor. Then they found the buttons on my shirt. I was probably 

in a state of shock but that didn’t stop me from noticing that 

her fingers fumbled, possibly in fear.   

 

“You know,” she said, her voice low. “The first time I 

saw you, I knew I wanted you. You’re so beautiful.”  

 

She traced the outline of the tattoos she revealed across 

my chest. “The way you looked at me was so… bold.”  

 

“You looked frightened to death.” Was that huskiness 

actually my voice? Where had it been all my adult life?  

 

“I was so attracted to you. Of course I was frightened. I 

think I still am. But it’s not going to stop me.” Her fingers 

undid the last button of my shirt, baring my midriff – I still 

wore my chest binder. She stepped back and let her robe fall 
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to the floor, engulfing my bowtie in a sea of dark satin.  

 

Her rounded hips were encased in a matching pair of black 

lace panties that revealed and concealed just enough for my 

salivary glands to kick into overdrive. She reached for my 

hands and placed them on her generous bare ass.  

 

“What do you think of the outfit? Cady helped me pick it 

out today.” She leaned forward and placed a kiss to the base 

of my throat. I trembled and tried to conceal it by digging my 

fingers into the flesh of her ass. She pressed herself closer 

to my body.  

 

“You got this for me?” I asked and she nodded, looking 

extremely satisfied with herself. Too satisfied.  

 

“Then I think I’d better get a good look.” I felt my 

control returning somewhat. I think anyone would find it 

difficult to recover from being slapped in the face with so 

much… beauty. And skin.  

 

I leaned close to her ear, pulling several locks of hair 

out of the way to make room for my lips. “Face the wall, baby. 

Hands up, ass out.” 

 

“W-what?” she stammered as her eyes widened.  
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“You heard me.” I ran a finger down her neck and her 

breath hitched. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it the right 

way. Now turn.” I slapped her ass lightly. “Hands up, ass 

out.” 

 

She moved away slowly until her back hit the wall, then 

she turned, displaying the cheeks of her luscious ass in the 

black lace thong. With her hands up, it jutted out invitingly 

– more so when she shrugged her hair out of the way and looked 

at me over her shoulder.  

 

Nervous. Breathless. Turned on. Trembling. Perfect.  

 

I jerked my belt out of its loops. It landed on the satin 

with a muted jangle.  

 

“Eyes forward,” I said, unbuttoning my pants. Her eyes 

met mine hesitantly before she turned to face the wall – but 

not before I caught the tremble that made her arms quiver.  

 

So she liked a bit of power play – this could be fun.  

 

I stepped close to her, the front of my unbuttoned pants 

caressing her bare bottom. She made a little noise, like a 

quick, involuntary exhalation. Goosebumps appeared on the back 
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of her arms. I slid my fingers into her hair, pulling it away 

from the nape of her neck to make room for my lips. Her eyes 

closed and her breath thickened as I placed a kiss at the 

expanse of skin under her ear. She gasped and trembled as I 

gently bit into the fold of flesh.  

 

Her skin felt incredibly soft under my fingers as I ran 

my palms over her raised hands, down her biceps and onto the 

sides of her breasts. I lingered there, letting her wonder if 

I was going to start exploring her breasts so soon.  

 

(Of course I wasn’t – I hadn’t even kissed her properly 

yet!) 

 

She didn’t breathe as I fingered the lace edges of her 

bra maddeningly slowly before moving my fingers across her 

stomach. Her breath exited her lungs in an audible whoosh and 

her stomach trembled as I ran the tips of my fingers along the 

sensitive curve of her stomach. A little half-moan escaped her 

lips and her ass ground into my crotch – involuntarily, I 

think.  

 

She had a sensitive little body with several little nooks 

and crannies that I was dying to explore more intimately with 

my mouth. I had to admire her control though – she said 

nothing but stood there and trembled as I took my time with my 
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fingers on her skin. Her eyes were closed and she was biting 

her bottom lip – most women would’ve told me to hurry it up by 

now. But I liked to take my time. I always did. 

 

“Maya,” I whispered, running my nose along the column of 

her neck. “Do you want something more?” My hands were inching 

towards her bare ass again.  

 

She nodded.  

 

“What is it, gorgeous? You can tell me.” 

 

I thought she’d ask me to touch her more intimately, but 

instead, she said: “Kiss me, Gray. Please, I -.” 

 

I spun her around, catching her by the waist. Her eyes, 

still wide and hesitant, met mine in a moment suspended with 

so much expectation, so much tension. The floral scent she was 

wearing seemed to encase us in its sweetness. I think I’d 

forever associate the scent of jasmine and vanilla to the soft 

weight of the woman in my arms.   

 

I slid a finger under her chin and lifted her lips to 

mine. I wanted to take it slow. I wanted to take my time to 

explore – I promise I did. But the moment our lips met, the 

moment her lithe fingers delved into my neat blonde quiff, it 
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felt like all bets were off.  

 

Sometimes, even though a date progresses to the sex 

stage, the chemistry is all off. You feel like you’re kissing 

her or she’s kissing you. On very rare occasions do you truly 

feel like your partner is meeting you in the middle, giving 

you exactly what you need and taking what she wants. But 

that’s the way I felt when I felt Maya’s tongue against my 

bottom lip, seeking.  

 

I pushed her back against the wall, sliding one knee 

between her parted thighs to keep her there. She moaned deep 

in her throat, pressing herself even closer to me. Her hands 

wandered over my neck and shoulders in one long urgent caress.  

 

I could tell that she wanted me to take it further but 

she didn’t push. She let me kiss her, letting me learn the way 

she liked to be kissed, nibbled and licked, letting my hands 

wander along the length of her body.  

 

When my palms pressed against the fullness of her lace-

covered breasts, she leaned into me with a sigh against my 

lips. As my fingers reached for the clasp of her bra, she ran 

her fingers lightly under the seams of my binder.  

 

“Do you mind?” she asked, her voice all husky from my 
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kisses.  

 

I shook my head. I’d long made peace with the fact that 

I’d always have breasts that were just a little too big. But 

that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy the pleasure they brought.  

 

Maya reached for the zipper that lay against my chest and 

worked it down the same moment the clasp on her bra popped, 

releasing her breasts. She wasted no time wriggling out of it 

before returning her fingers to my chest.  

 

But I clasped her hands, holding them at her sides, 

feeling a slow burn spread through my body at the sight of her 

breasts.  

 

She’d been very generously blessed. Her breasts were 

topped with dark, thick nipples that were so tight they must 

be hurting her. I ran a single finger down the side of her 

left breast and saw her fingers curl into fists.  

 

“You’re gorgeous, sweetheart,” I breathed, tracing an 

outline of her breasts. “So gorgeous.” 

 

She blushed a little and raised her hand to work my 

zipper a little harder. I decided to help her out and tugged 

the binder off me quickly. She ran her fingers over the 
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exposed flesh, a smile curving her lips.  

 

“So are you, Gray,” she said.  

 

“Hold on tight,” I cautioned before I lifted her with my 

hands under her ass. She let out a surprised squeal before she 

wrapped her legs around my waist, kissing me again.  

 

I set her on the kitchen counter, filling my palms with 

her breasts, testing their weight and sensitivity. Maya moaned 

into my mouth, her back arching. With her leaning back on the 

kitchen counter, her breasts were the perfect height for 

mouth.  

 

I nuzzled slowly, using my lips and teeth to lightly pull 

and nick the sides of her breasts. Her floral scent was 

stronger here, mixed with a heady feminine scent. Jesus, the 

warm hollow where her breasts met her stomach was a place I 

would gladly call home.  

 

When I used the flat of my tongue against her peaked 

nipple, she moaned deep in her throat. One hand found its way 

into my hair, holding me in place. My mouth curved as I licked 

yet again, feeling her breathing quickening under my palms.  

 

She had extremely sensitive breasts; she reacted to every 
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little tug and lave. Much as I enjoyed worshipping her 

breasts, her little whimpers and moans were severely addictive 

and I felt as though we were working on some kind of reward 

system: for everything I did right, she rewarded me with a 

whimper or a moan. God, her every little reaction was shooting 

straight to my core.  

 

And then she said my name. “Please, Gray.”  

 

I couldn’t remember how much time I’d spent on her 

breasts – I don’t think I’d ever lost track of time like that 

before. Her eyes were pleading, needy, glazed over with 

pleasure.  

 

“Come here,” I said, straightening my back. She sat up, 

her curls a complete mess, tumbling any which way they 

pleased. Her lips were red, wet and parted. Jesus, I loved 

that rumpled and dazed look on her.  

 

She offered me her lips again, her fist in my hair. She 

said little but I could feel the desperation in her every 

movement. I trailed my fingers up her inner thigh and traced 

the crotch of her lace panties. Warm heat coated my fingers.  

 

Her breaths tumbled out of her in hiccup-y waves as I 

traced the seam of her panties, threatening – but not really – 
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to slip under the edges. She leaned forward and rested her 

head in the hollow of my neck, her lips nuzzling the sensitive 

skin at the base of my neck. I shivered.  

 

My fingers slipped under panties and pushed them to one 

side.  

 

“S-sorry,” she stuttered against my neck. “I’m very wet.” 

 

I used my free hand to slide my hands into her curls and 

lift her head. She was blushing again – her cheeks fiercely 

red, eyes glazed. I placed a hard kiss on her full lips.  

 

“Don’t ever apologize for being wet, sweetheart.” 

 

“But I’m too-.” 

 

“No.” I gave her a hard look and she bit her bottom lip. 

“Don’t.”  

 

“Besides,” I continued, “if you weren’t soaking wet, how 

would I do this?”  

 

I ran a finger over her sex and found her opening. With a 

gentle, consistent pressure, I entered her with two fingers. 

Her fingernails dug into my arm; her breathing stopped as her 
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body adjusted to the invasion.  

 

My other hand was still gripping fistfuls of her curls. I 

tipped her head up and placed a long, thorough kiss on her 

lips. It took her a moment or two to respond. When she did, my 

fingers probed deeper. She moaned, long and hard, against my 

mouth. Her body trembled almost violently as I explored her 

depths.  

 

“Oh god,” she breathed, pulling away slightly. “What are 

you doing?”  

 

I pressed my index finger a little higher and she watched 

me with hooded eyes. “I’m exploring you,” I said, sliding in a 

little deeper. My palm was now pressed fully against her heat, 

wetness dripping down the back of my hand.  

 

She shot me a pleading look. “Could you just, you know, 

do it?” She moved her hips suggestively.  

 

I chuckled. “You’re not patient, aren’t you?” 

 

She shook her head. “Please just…”  

 

I slid my fingers out and back in again quickly. Her eyes 

half-closed in pleasure. A word that sounded suspiciously like 
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a multi-syllabled “yes” crossed her lips. I repeated the move, 

getting a firmer grasp of her curls in my hand. Her legs 

tightened around my waist and she soon started trembling, on 

edge.  

 

That was my cue. I slid my finger as deep as it could go 

and pressed upwards, looking for the patch of nerves I’d found 

before. She jerked violently, her back arching in a beautiful 

curve of ecstasy as she rode out the orgasm. Just as her 

breath returned, I brushed the spot yet again and she moaned 

low and deep, her short nails probably leaving faint scratches 

on my arms.  

 

I briefly wondered if I should maintain the pressure but 

as she slumped against me, her breaths harsh against my neck, 

I reconsidered. Her body trembled every few seconds, still 

riding the quick succession of orgasms.  

 

I pushed errant hair out of her eyes so I could watch her 

recover. She was beautiful in repose, her face a warm red, her 

body fully sated.  

 

She didn’t say anything for a few minutes. I held her 

against me, running my fingers through her hair and watched 

her breathing (gradually) return to normal.  
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A bolt of possessiveness surged through me. I savored the 

feeling, letting it ebb and settle in my gut. She was so 

beautiful, so open, so tempting… just so perfect cradled in my 

arms. And the way she responded to my touch – well, that was a 

big bonus.  

 

I was pretty sure my boxers were soaked through. Yes, I 

was turned on after watching her fall apart, but the warmth of 

her sated weight in my arms was too comforting for me to even 

attempt to move her.  

 

She pressed a kiss against the side of my neck, her eyes 

barely open. “I wasn’t expecting that,” she said, her voice 

soft. “That was… something else.”  

 

I pressed a kiss to her forehead, a content smile 

twisting my lips. “What were you expecting?” I asked, curious.  

 

“I don’t know,” she said, trying to sit up a little. 

“You’re very attractive, Gray. No, that sounded weird. It’s 

not a bad thing that you’re attractive. I mean, it’s good, 

really good -” 

 

I kissed her soundly on the lips. I had a feeling that 

I’d be doing this to shut her up a lot more in the future.  
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“But you thought someone attractive would be bad at sex?” 

I raised an eyebrow.  

 

She looked sheepish. “That’s what people say – it’s not 

like I’d know.”  

 

“What? What does that mean?”  

 

She shrugged. I wanted to dig a little deeper. Her 

statement could mean two things. (1.) She’d never slept with 

someone she found attractive or (2.) She’d never slept with 

anyone, period.  

 

But she pulled away and said, “I’ll go clean up a little. 

How does that sound?”  

 

I took a deep breath, fought the urge to pry, and said, 

“That sounds good.”  

 

She hooked a finger around the waistband of my unbuttoned 

slacks and dragged it along the length of my pelvis. “How 

about you open up that bottle of wine you brought, shuck these 

pants and meet me in bed?”  

 

She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, her dimples 

showing. Goddamn, was she cute.  
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“Take a deep breath now, sweetheart.” 

 

“What? Why?”  

 

“Deep breath.”  

 

As she sucked in a large breath of air, I pulled my 

fingers out of her quickly. She let out a little squeak.  

 

“Sore?” I asked. She nodded. I could imagine – she was 

pretty tight and she’d needed time to get used to only two 

fingers. “You’ll get used to me,” I said instead.  

 

She blushed and lowered her eyes. “How about that wine? I 

just need a few minutes.” 

 

“Sure.” I helped her off the table and she wobbled in her 

heels. Chuckling, I let her hold on to me while she took them 

off and placed them in a corner. Even without the heels, she 

walked unsteadily into the bathroom.  

 

I couldn’t get the shit-eating grin off my face as I 

washed my hands and wrestled with the bottle of merlot.  
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# 

Chapter 4 

Clad only in boxers, I stood by the edge of her queen 

bed, wondering how I should arrange my body to look most 

attractive in preparation for Round Two. Her room was 

beautifully decorated. The old building still had its original 

moldings, revamped and styled to suit the minimalist grey tone 

of the room. Her bed itself was a modest, typical student 

affair. Her sheets were covered in black and white mandala 

patterns, which, I suppose, if she wasn’t Indian, would have 

been quite pretentious.  

 

Beautiful hipster art hung on the walls but there weren’t 

any family pictures. Or even a picture of herself. Very odd. 

 

I heard the water tap squeak shut in the bathroom and 

made a dive for the bed. It was surprisingly plush; the sheets 

were definitely rich cotton. As I propped myself up against 

the headboard and crossed my feet at the ankles, I briefly 

wondered if I looked like I was waiting for a business meeting 

to begin. Minus clothes, of course.  

 

She exited the bathroom in a white robe, her make-up gone 

and hair up in a tight knot. Her cheeks still glowed. I smiled 

as she walked around the side of the bed and placed herself 
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daintily in my lap.  

 

The smell of jasmine surrounded us again as she placed a 

gentle kiss on my chin and then my lips. I held her there, my 

fingers cupping her cheek, keeping her lips locked onto mine.  

 

“I have a confession to make,” she said sheepishly when I 

broke the kiss.  

 

I nodded for her to continue.  

 

“It’s embarrassing, though. You’ll judge me.” Her cheeks 

were an alarming red. She tucked herself into the crook of my 

neck to avoid eye contact.  

 

I ran my fingers over her hair and released the bun from 

its knot. “I won’t judge you sweetheart. I’m curious now – 

tell me.” 

 

I wrapped a curl around my finger as I waited for her to 

continue.  

 

“I’ve only been with one other person my whole life.”  

 

Her obvious embarrassment made me smile. “There’s no 

shame in that. I have friends who’ve only been with one 
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partner their whole lives.” 

 

She shook her head. “I didn’t love her… not in a romantic 

way, at least.” 

 

I lifted her head with a finger under her chin. “So it 

was just sex then?” 

 

She nodded. “It was awkward. To be honest, I didn’t even… 

you know. I maybe thought I couldn’t. Until tonight.” 

 

She bit her lip. “So, anyway, what I’m asking is, what do 

you like? I don’t really have much experience and I don’t want 

to do anything wrong. You’re so good at this and I’m -” 

 

 I cut her off mid-ramble with a kiss. Is it weird that 

her confession or uncertainty / almost innocence kind of 

warmed my heart a little? Okay, maybe it warmed my heart a 

lot. And when she’d said she’d never even orgasmed with a 

partner… I don’t think my head could get any bigger.  

 

All this was probably bad for the possessiveness I was 

already feeling with her.  

 

She kissed me back fiercely, her small palm cupping my 

cheek and her teeth coming out to play. I let her have her 
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fun, let her explore my mouth with her tongue, nibble my lip 

with her teeth.  

 

Then she adjusted her position such that she wasn’t on my 

lap anymore but straddling me. Everything seemed to slow down 

a little. Her robe parted at the front as she threw a leg over 

my thighs. She flipped her hair over one shoulder, the action 

so intimate, so erotic that I felt little bullets of pleasure 

spark in my belly. She leaned forward to place a kiss on the 

sensitive skin of my neck and I shivered.  

 

“Do whatever you want sweetheart,” I said, breathless. 

“Explore if you want to.” 

 

She bit her lip and nodded, her eyes focusing on my body. 

Her fingers ran over every inch of skin, her eyes watching me 

for what I liked and what I didn’t. I lay on the bed 

patiently, letting her trace my tattoos and find my secret 

sweet spots at the same time.  

 

My nipples were already tightly beaded when her fingers 

found them, the pink nubs almost blending into the rest of the 

ink on my body. She thumbed them once, twice, then ran her 

short nails over them lightly. Testing. The pinch made me suck 

in a breath – my nipples have always been extraordinarily 

sensitive. She stopped.  
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“That was good, sweetheart,” I clarified.  

 

She smiled and tugged gently on my nipples this time. I 

couldn’t stop myself from moaning. The slow build was truly 

killing me.  

 

And then her robe fell off one shoulder, revealing her 

collarbone and the top of one generous breast. I watched it 

jiggle as she tugged at my nipples, pleasure spiraling in my 

body. And then she leaned over and placed her mouth on me, 

suckling.  

 

I felt myself move. In two quick seconds, I had her hands 

pinned behind her back and flipped her over so that I lay on 

top of her.  

 

“What’re you doing?” she asked, startled.  

 

With the flat of my tongue, I licked a path along her 

neck. An audible gasp escaped her. 

 

“I can’t help it,” I whispered, my breath rasping against 

her ear. “I need to be inside you.”  

 

I bit down on the side of her neck and she squirmed, 
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pressing her breasts against mine. A brief whisper of “yes” 

reached my ears as I nibbled a path down to the distended 

tips.  

 

“You have the most beautiful breasts,” I murmured, 

nuzzling the generous curve.  

 

“Thank you. I- Oh!” She gasped as I nipped at the tender 

flesh. Her back arched, giving additional access to my seeking 

lips.  

 

“Please,” she whispered as I suckled. It was the only 

word I heard for quite some time.  

 

* 

 

Sue Ellen’s version of “I Was Made for Loving You” wafted 

from Maya’s MacBook as she lay on my chest, her fingers 

aimlessly tracing the contours of my ribcage. Her breath was 

warm against my breast, her hair silky against my fingers. She 

hummed along with Sue’s soulful voice, the words too deep for 

either of us to try and voice at the moment. I knew better 

than to speak of commitment, of anything other than the now. I 

wasn’t going to push Maya away by telling her how her 

boldness, her expressive eyes, and those beautiful breasts had 

kicked me in the gut. It was too soon. 
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Instead, I savored the feeling of the “in between”, 

leaning back against the plush pillows and breathing in our 

mingled scents.   

 

She raised her head, her lips swollen and rosy red from 

my kisses.  

 

“Do you have cigarettes on you?” she asked.  

 

I raised a brow. “You smoke?”  

 

She faked offense. “I’m not some innocent little girl.”  

 

Aren’t you? I wanted to ask.  

 

Instead, I leaned over and picked my boxers off the 

floor. By the time I found my pack of Marlboro Reds, Maya had 

already tugged her bathrobe on and popped the window open.  

 

“Here,” she said, tossing me her Columbia hoodie. I 

slipped it over my head but not before the chilly night air 

cut its way into the room. My nipples immediately stood at 

attention.  

 

She boosted herself out of the window and sat on the 
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bottom stair of the fire escape. I followed suit, trying not 

to wince at the contact of cool metal on my upper thigh. We 

sat shoulder to shoulder; it was a tight fit.  

 

I handed her a stick and she lit up like a pro, making me 

wonder again if I knew her at all.  

 

“You know, I did actually cook for us,” she said with a 

smile. “Well, I’m going to anyway. What do you think about 

steak and mash? Maybe some red velvet passion fruit cupcakes 

for dessert? The cupcake’s not optional. I’ve already made the 

batter.”  

 

“You made it yourself?” 

 

She nodded, taking another drag of her cigarette. “I’ve 

always been good at baking, even when I was a kid. I actually 

wanted to go to business school to learn how to set up a store 

slash bakery.”  

 

“Why didn’t you?” 

 

She shrugged, tugging her bathrobe firmly closed. “It 

just isn’t in the cards, I guess. I’m still studying business, 

though – that’s my major. But I’ll probably do something else 

with it.”  
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“I don’t understand,” I cut in, knowing I was pushing but 

unable to stop myself. “How long has this been a dream of 

yours? Having a bakery?” 

 

“Maybe fifteen years? But I-” 

 

“And what’s standing between you and that dream?”  

 

“I don’t know. Family, I guess. It’s hard to explain.” 

 

“You wanna try?” 

 

She took another long drag. “My parents are highly 

conservative – our status in society means everything to them. 

Starting something like a bakery would be ‘too small’ a 

business venture for any of us. Too menial.” She looked away. 

“How awful does that sound?”  

 

“Hey.” I placed a hand on the back of her neck and turned 

her towards me. “If you want this dream, go after it.”  

 

She shook her head. “I can’t. Let’s not talk about it 

anymore.” She cleared her throat. “What about you? What’s your 

family like?” 
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I let my hand drop from her neck, wondering why I felt 

like our connection had been severed.  

 

“I don’t have a family,” I said instead. I’d said those 

words so many times in my FREE NYC youth counseling groups 

that the pain was barely there anymore.  

 

She looked back at me, her eyes wide. Her lips parted to 

utter a condolence but I interjected with, “Don’t be. It was a 

long time ago. My dad died in combat and my mom raised me as 

best as she could. She worked two jobs to make sure I had 

everything I needed.” I took a drag of the depleting stick. 

“When I was ten, she got hit by a car on the way to work and 

passed a few days later.”  

 

“I’m so-” 

 

“No, it’s okay,” I cut her off again. I’d mourned her 

enough over the years. I didn’t need sympathy anymore. It 

wasn’t easier not hearing people’s condolences… I just didn’t 

need it.  

 

Maya shocked me by reaching up and grabbing the back of 

my neck with her small hand – a mirror of what I’d done just 

minutes before. “Listen, I don’t know if this is some sort of 

weird coping mechanism but stop cutting me off. I need to tell 
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you I’m sorry for your loss, not because it’ll make you feel 

better but because it’s truly how I feel. I’m sorry, Gray. 

Losing your parents at such a young age must have been so 

painful.”  

 

A sad smile twisted my lips. “I know, sweetheart. I’ve 

had a lot of time to process this. It’s okay. I’m fine now, 

aren’t I?” 

 

She raised a perfectly arched brow. “Are you?”  

 

I considered it for a moment, stubbing out my cigarette. 

“Yeah, I think so.” I paused to exhale. “I actually run a 

support group for at risk or homeless teens at FREE NYC – have 

you heard of us?” 

 

She nodded. “I’ve seen flyers.”  

 

“My mentor, Jean, was one of the founders. He got me 

involved when I was a teenager. I hated it, talking about all 

that feelings crap. Swore I’d never come back.”  

 

She smiled. “How’d that work out?” 

 

I shrugged. “After a while, I felt like I was suffocating 

because I didn’t have anyone to talk to. And then I realized 
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that if I wasn’t going to take the help Jean was offering, 

there was no way I’d ever get any peace or get off the 

streets.”  

 

“The streets?” she asked, taken aback.  

 

I stood. “Maybe that’s a story for another time.” I 

offered her a hand. “How about that steak now?”  
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# 

Chapter 5 

I didn’t know which was better – watching her spoon 

sizzling thyme-scented butter over the perfectly browned steak 

as the tops of her breasts jiggled with the movements, or the 

scent of a home-cooked meal after a long, long time. The most 

I could be bothered to make myself on the regular was 

spaghetti. Was that even considered homemade if most of it 

came out of a jar?  

 

She’d changed into a white tank top and pair of pink 

dolphin shorts. I sat up on the counter next to her, still 

dressed in boxers and her hoodie, listening to her talk about 

food like it was the hottest love affair of her life. She 

smacked her lips, making a “mm-mm-mm” noise at the back of her 

throat as she spoke of the different fillings she was toying 

with for her cupcakes. I’d already offered to be her tester 

bunny.  

 

“Can I do anything?” I asked for the third time.  

 

“No,” she said as she slid the pan into the oven and set 

the timer. Then she wiggled her way between my knees and 

gestured for me to lean forward.  
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“Let me take care of you tonight,” she said, placing a 

soft kiss on my lips. She lingered for a few seconds and, I 

swear, I could feel my heartbeat slow right down. Can 

heartbeats feel thick? Languorous? Because that’s really how 

mine felt. She smiled and pulled away.  

 

I was… moved. Could she have guessed that no one had 

“taken care” of me in a really long time? My last fond memory 

of feeling spoiled in any way was going to Coney Island with 

ma as a child. And even those memories were tattered with age.  

 

I watched her bustle around the kitchen, spraying the 

cupcake pan and removing cling from the deep red batter she’d 

already prepared. All the while, she hummed along with the 

Bruno Mars track playing in the background. Every few minutes, 

she looked up to smile at me, almost as though she’d forgotten 

I was even there. I wasn’t offended – I mean, clearly, food 

was her first love.  

 

She dipped the tip of a teaspoon into a pale syrup and 

lifted it to my lips. I tried it without hesitation. The burst 

of passion fruit flavor on my tongue was incredible.  

 

“It’s a passion fruit emulsion for the cupcake. It’s good, 

right?” she asked. “So how much filling do you want? A lot or 

more than a lot?”  
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I laughed. “Whatever you recommend, chef.” 

 

“More than a lot it is then.”  

 

She scooped the dark batter into the cupcake trays, 

concentrating so intently that the tip of her tongue peeked 

out between the corners of her lips. She really was a natural 

in the kitchen – rephrase: she looked natural in it. Like this 

was her comfort zone, her favorite place.  

 

A new track came on and she sang with it (maybe a little 

off key, but who cares?).  

 

Let’s take our time tonight, girl. Above us all the stars 

are watching.  

 

I felt a twinge in my heart as realization slowly dawned. 

She was perfect. She was my version of what perfection is. I 

swallowed. This can’t happen. This can’t happen so quickly.  

 

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. She looked 

up, asking me what’s up. How did she know? I’d barely moved.  

 

“I left the wine in the room,” I said quickly – it was 

the first excuse that came to mind.  
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“A glass would be nice, actually.” I wondered if she 

could tell I was starting to panic.  

 

“I’ll grab the bottle.” I slid off the counter and walked 

as normally as possible into the bedroom. Once there, I ran a 

hand through my hair. I could still hear her singing Bruno 

Mars off key. Dear god, what was happening?  

 

I grabbed my pack of cigarettes and climbed onto the fire 

escape. Time for nicotine-and-think time.  

 

My fingers were trembling as I lit up. 

 

* 

 

She’d already plated up the steak and mashed potatoes 

when I came through. She poured thick, creamy gravy on her 

mash and asked how much I wanted. I shrugged, having decided 

to play it cool but my stomach betrayed me by growling 

audibly.  

 

She winced, glancing at the clock. It was past eleven. 

“Sorry, it’s done now though. Would you mind eating at the 

coffee table?” 
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I shrugged again and set the wine down on the coffee 

table. The thick carpet cradled my thighs as I made myself 

comfortable on the floor. She set the plates in front of us; I 

noticed immediately that the portion on her plate was half the 

size of mine.  

 

“Are you not hungry?” I asked, my knife already buried in 

the meat. The herb-flavored juices flowed out, coating the 

creamy mash. It was the second time I felt drool pool in my 

mouth that night.  

 

“I am,” she said, picking up her utensils. “But I have to 

watch my weight.”  

 

I tried to concentrate on the conversation even as the 

flavors burst in my mouth.  

 

“Why?” I asked around a mouthful. In case you were 

wondering, I’ve always been a very graceful human being.  

 

She took a sip of her wine. “You’ve seen what’s under 

this. You know I need to lose more than a few kilos.”  

 

“I know no such thing.” I actually wanted to say a 

combination of “that’s bullshit” and “are you crazy” but the 

last thing I wanted to do was offend her. Instead, I said: “I 
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think you have curves most women would kill for.” 

 

“What? No way. Have you seen my-” 

 

“Ass? Yes. Absolutely spankable.” 

 

Her eyebrows rose. “But my boobs-” 

 

“Are perfect handfuls.” 

 

Her eyes narrowed. “Surely, my tummy is-” 

 

“Cushion for the pushin’?” 

 

“Stop it!” She was trying to be serious but her lips 

tilted upwards at the corners. “You’re just being silly.”  

 

I realized I had no choice but to break out the gospel of 

Sir Mix-Lot. As seriously as I could, I said: “My anaconda 

don’t want none unless you got buns, hon.”  

 

She stared at me for a full two seconds before she burst 

out laughing and threw a couch cushion at me. Her laughter was 

highly contagious.  

 

“Are you always like this?” she asked, flabbergasted, as 
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though it were a sin to quote Nineties rap.  

 

“Sometimes. My crew lightened me up a little. I think I 

would’ve scared you before.”  

 

“Before?” 

 

“Yeah, I’ve mellowed out some over the years.” I ran a 

hand through my hair. “I used to be on edge all the time, 

always ready for a fight. I really don’t know how I managed 

it. Even thinking about using so much energy right now is 

tiring.” 

 

“What changed?” 

 

I paused to take a large bite of steak and mash.  

 

“It was a combination of many things. But the most 

positive change in my life is my crew at the store. They’ve 

been with me for about ten years. And, as you put it, they’re 

all ‘silly’ in their own way.” 

 

She smiled. “You light up when you talk about them. 

They’re family, aren’t they?” 

 

I hadn’t even noticed the smile on my lips. “Yeah, they 
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are. But don’t tell them that. They’re insufferable.” 

 

“Sounds like the best kind of family.”  

 

She seemed interested in hearing about them so I told her 

their stories and how I’d come to meet them over the years, 

interspersed with bites of steak. The meat was so perfectly 

seasoned that I had to hold back moans with each bite. The 

gravy was the perfect complement to the potatoes. The most 

important question was: how could I get her to cook for me on 

the daily? 

 

An image of her in my studio suddenly clouded my 

thoughts. It had a stop motion film kind of effect. She’s bent 

over, getting something out of my tiny temperamental oven. 

She’s thrown an apron over her tank top and shorts and is 

humming some sort of pop song. When she straightens, she 

notices me standing in the doorway and smiles. Damn if she 

doesn’t say, “Welcome home, baby” and sets a lasagna on the 

counter. I unzip my jacket and pull her close, nuzzling her 

neck, murmuring “hello”.  

 

The sequence of images was so appealing, so strong, that 

my throat closed up. I reached for my wine, trying to ease it. 

She was in the middle of a really funny story about the 

adventures of her (late) tiny Pomeranian, Romeo.  



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 73 

 

I watched her jaw work in slow motion, my eyes following 

the movement of her lips, the slant of her cheekbones and the 

narrowing of her eyes as she laughed. The first few bars of 

the Arctic Monkeys’ “Baby I’m Yours” started up in my mind, 

their (surprisingly upbeat) British tones in perfect unison 

with every laugh, every tilt of her chin.  

 

How much would you bet that I looked like a braindead 

zombie, staring at her like a slack-jawed idiot?  

 

She reached out and touched my arm, shaking me out of the 

weird trance I was in.  

 

“You okay?” she asked. “I’ve been talking too much, 

haven’t I?” 

 

“No.” My voice was hoarse. “Not at all.” 

 

“How about dessert now?” She reached over to take my 

plate but I stopped her.  

 

“You cooked so I’ll clean up.” She opened her mouth to 

argue but I cut her off with, “I insist.”  

 

I watched her frost the cupcakes – equal parts fascinated 
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and impressed – as I soaped the dishes. Her movements were 

professional; it took her about two seconds to frost each 

cupcake with a quick flick of her wrists. In fact, she took so 

little time that she ended up waiting on me to clean up.  

 

I have to admit – I don’t have a giant sweet tooth. I 

don’t even take sugar in my coffee. But if someone made a 

cupcake especially for you, wouldn’t you eat it, too? 

Especially if that someone was a beautiful curvy woman you 

wanted in your bed on a more permanent basis. 

 

“Where’s yours?” I asked when she handed me a small 

plate.  

 

“It’s way too many calories.” She patted her belly.   

 

I looked over at the counter. “Then why’d you make six?!”  

 

She shrugged. “So you can take some home with you?”  

 

“Like, hey, thanks for the sex, here’s a goodie bag?” 

 

Her lips twitched. “No, not like that. I just like making 

cupcakes for people, okay? Do you want them or not?”  

 

“I’m not turning down free cupcakes.”  
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Her chin tilted up at an angle, which, I figured, was her 

“Yeah, I won!” gloat face.  

 

She walked back to the couch, cradling her wine glass in 

her palm.  

 

“So what?” I asked, settling on the other end of the 

couch with my cupcake. “You’re just gonna watch me eat?” 

 

She took a sip of her wine. “Sure, why not?” 

 

I propped a foot on my knee and extended an arm towards 

her. “Come here and have a bite.”  

 

She set her glass down and scooted forward into the crook 

of my arm. Her breath was warm against my shoulder as she 

pulled her legs onto the couch and made herself comfortable. 

My arm curled around her shoulder and held her close. She 

looked so small, so soft tucked into my side. The floral scent 

of her hair seemed all encompassing.  

 

“Let me help you with that,” she said, reaching for the 

wrapping on the cupcake.  

 

“Take a bite first, baby.” My voice was husky. I couldn’t 
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help but take a peek at the generous curves of her breasts on 

display along the neckline of her tank.  

 

“It’s fine. You have some. You haven’t even tried it 

yet.” 

 

I slid my fingers under her chin and tilted her head up 

to get her attention. Her fingers stopped fiddling with the 

wrapper as she tried to gauge what was going through my mind.  

 

I swiped a little dollop of icing on the tip of my index 

finger.  

 

“Open,” I said, and she did.  

 

My gaze didn’t waver from hers as her lips closed around 

my finger, her tongue swiping at the icing. She was hesitant.  

 

“Suck.” My voice was low. Her eyes widened, her cheeks 

flushed… all a second before she took more of my finger into 

her mouth.  

 

“Good girl.” I swear she trembled.  

 

Her fingers came up to hold my wrist in place as she took 

my finger deeper into mouth.  
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I couldn’t look away if my life depended on it. Heat 

pooled between my thighs as her expressive eyes clouded over 

with desire. Her cheeks hollowed out as she sucked, her 

beautiful features masked in pleasure.  

 

When she released my finger with a soft pop, I had to 

make a concerted effort not to push her down into the plush 

cushions and fuck her.  

 

Instead, I set the plate aside and lifted her onto my 

lap. Straddling me, her breasts were two inches from my face. 

Each time she moved, they rippled gently, like subtle calls to 

come home.  

 

I felt her fingers on the back of my neck, caressing, 

pulling me closer. I laid my head on her chest, enjoying the 

weight of her on my lap, the smell of her on my skin. I 

nuzzled her skin with my lips, nipping it lightly with my 

teeth. She jumped, her fingers tightening in my hair.  

 

I kissed my way up to her neck, more pleased than I 

should have been when I came across the little bite marks I’d 

left behind.  

 

“Gray…” Her voice was soft. I made a sound of assent at 
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the back of my throat. My fingers had already delved under her 

tank top, exploring the expanse of skin on her back.  

 

“Do you not like to be touched?”  

 

I pulled back. “What?”  

 

“It’s just that I’ve, you know, and you haven’t…”  

 

A small smile twisted my lips. “I haven’t what?” 

 

I could tell she wanted to squirm but her position made 

it pretty difficult. Instead, her voice dropped to a whisper. 

She even leaned forward, as though we weren’t the only two 

people in the room.  

 

“You haven’t, you know, come.”  

 

“And that makes you uncomfortable?”  

 

She bit her lip. I could practically see her considering 

her responses and the different scenarios it could lead to.  

 

“A little,” she admitted eventually.  

 

I reached for the neck of the hoodie and pulled it over 
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my head. Naked from the waist up, I placed her hands on my 

chest. “Touch me, sweetheart. Do whatever you want. I’ve been 

too preoccupied with pleasing you but if this is what you 

want, I’m all yours.”  

 

She smiled, her fingers already exploring my flesh. I let 

my fingers stroke her sides absentmindedly, focusing instead 

on the feel of her soft, seeking touch.  

 

“You’re so hard everywhere.” Her palms cupped the muscles 

on my shoulders. “I’m jealous.”  

 

“Of me?” I was genuinely taken aback. “Why?” 

 

“I’ve always admired muscles like yours. You’re so 

toned.”  

 

Her fingers ran over the side of my neck. “Really? 

Because I’ve always loved soft curves like yours. Look at 

you.” 

 

She scoffed. My eyes narrowed. It was obvious she thought 

I was just being nice. But why did I feel so personally 

offended by that?  

 

“Stop.”  
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Her fingers had just moved down to my breasts, but my 

tone, more than the actual word, stopped her.  

 

“Take this off.” I motioned to her tank top.  

 

A little wary now, she tugged the top off. The loose bun 

she wore came apart; curls fell down her back and over her 

shoulders. She was magnificent.  

 

“Put your hands behind your back. Don’t move.”  

 

She did as instructed, the position thrusting her chest 

out a little more. The worry in her eyes hadn’t eased. I could 

see her throat working.  

 

“Now,” I said patiently. “I don’t want you to disrespect 

your body ever again. Understand? Especially not these.”  

 

I licked the tip of my index finger and traced the 

outline of an areola. She sucked in a breath.  

 

“These are the most beautiful breasts I’ve ever seen.” I 

cupped my palms under them and lifted them lightly before 

letting them fall into place. The jiggle was hypnotic. 

“Goddamn.” 
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I flicked the tips lightly. “I could spend hours on 

these.”  

 

She trembled.  

 

With my thumb and forefinger, I applied a little pleasure 

on the hard nubs. Her lips parted and an almost-silent “oh” 

escaped her.  

 

I took my time with her breasts, tracing my fingers up 

and down, towards the sides and exploring the nook underneath. 

God, I could live in that warm nook.  

 

When my fingers slipped lower onto her tummy, I could 

feel her muscles tighten. Nervous again. I kinda liked how her 

nerves battled her desire. When my fingers began tracing the 

stretch marks along her hips, she instinctively reached out to 

stop me.  

 

“No.” I made sure my voice was hard, stern. “Keep them 

behind your back.”  

 

Indecision colored her gaze. But I was determined; I met 

her eyes until she clasped her hands behind her back again.  
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“Good girl,” I said, resuming my caress of her skin. I 

wondered what she saw in the mirror to be so unhappy with her 

body. Because the woman in front of me was pure perfection. 

I’d take soft rolls any day.  

 

My fingers dug into her sides as I grabbed her hips and 

pulled her closer to me. “I don’t think you understand just 

how beautiful you are, sweetheart.”  

 

“Even my… stretch marks?”  

 

“Why are you whispering?” I asked.  

 

“I just don’t like having them.”  

 

I placed a kiss on the base of her throat. “Well, even if 

you were to lose weight, you’ll still have these. They’re like 

a brand – these ones are yours. And they’re beautiful.”  

 

She bit her lip. “I still can’t decide if you’re lying to 

make me feel better.” 

 

“See for yourself, then.” I ran a hand along the marks, 

trying to make my touch as soothing / loving / reverent as 

possible so she’d know that I meant what I said.  
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Instead, she looked down and said: “I can’t see my tummy. 

My tits are in the way.”  

 

I felt laughter bubble inside me; I bit my lip hard to 

keep it in. But when she started giggling, I couldn’t help 

myself. Ever heard of champagne problems? This should be a 

good example of that. 

 

We didn’t stop until I slid her down onto the couch and 

covered her with my body. Her curls were everywhere, spread 

out around her, showing starkly against the white cushions. A 

smile still curled her lips as she laid a palm on my cheek.  

 

“You’re very sweet, Gray.” 

 

I kissed her, sliding my tongue against hers. She curled 

her arms around my neck, holding on tight, pressing her skin 

to mine. I felt my nipples pebble against the exposed skin of 

her hiked-up tank top. The little noises of desire she was 

making at the back of her throat were like the soundtrack to 

our lovemaking. I kept looking for little spots of pleasure 

that would trigger those sexy little sounds. She didn’t 

disappoint.  

 

As I grazed my teeth over a nipple, she held my head to 

her breast, her grip urgent, inviting.  
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“Gray, please.” She pleaded very prettily. My fingers 

grazed the sensitive skin along her inner thigh and she tensed 

for a moment before parting her legs.  

 

As I slid my fingers teasingly along the smooth flesh, 

she exhaled deeply.  

 

“I still want to make you come.” Her words were 

interwoven with a moan. It shot straight to my core and I shut 

my eyes for a second, taking a deep breath.  

 

“Later,” I said and slid home.  
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# 

Chapter 6 

She was like a curious little kitten once she recovered 

from the succession of orgasms that wracked her body. I’d 

promised to let her have her way with me and I wasn’t about to 

go back on my word.  

 

She explored my body with as much intense concentration 

as she used to ice her cupcakes. Damn if the tip of her tongue 

didn’t peek through her lips and her brows didn’t furrow in 

concentration when she parted my pussy with her fingers. She 

looked up at me every few seconds to make sure I was doing 

okay… what a cutie.  

 

Her hesitance made her all the more appealing. I couldn’t 

recall a time when I was more turned on or intrigued by a 

person. She’d mentioned that she’d only been with two others 

in her entire life – did that actually make me jealous? 

Ridiculous.  

 

When she did enter me, she was eager and a little clumsy, 

and that made her all the more endearing. I talked her through 

what I liked until the moans overtook my ability to speak.  
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I won’t lie – it wasn’t the best orgasm I’ve ever had, 

but as she proudly cuddled close to my side and laid her head 

on my chest, her wild jasmine-scented curls tickling my nose, 

I couldn’t have been more content. That was fucking scary.  

 

She fell asleep in the middle of our post-coital 

conversation, her light snores making me smile. I looked down 

at our intertwined bodies. She’d thrown a thigh over my legs, 

exaggerating the prominent dip of her lower back and the 

generous curve of her ass. The low light from the single lamp 

shed a glow on our skin, highlighting the hypnotic contrast. I 

ran a hand over the expanse of her back; she mumbled 

unintelligibly and snugged closer.  

 

I breathed in the scent of her hair, pressed a kiss to 

her forehead and let myself drift.  

 

* 

 

I had the dream again. I was nailed to the cement floor 

and fists were flying at my face. I could barely breathe; my 

nose had been badly broken. My tongue would taste like copper 

for days afterward.  

 

It was probably the most harrowing moment of my life. 

Although I knew I was dreaming it, the memory of the pain, 
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both physical and emotional, was fresh. I felt like my 

fifteen-year-old self again, pinned down by the people she 

loved the most and beaten to an inch of her life… all because 

she wanted out.  

 

I felt a heavy boot come down on my ribs. The sick snap 

echoed in my dream just as a hand fell on my shoulder.  

 

I jerked awake so suddenly that I almost knocked the 

coffee mug out of Maya’s hands. She stepped back, her eyes 

wide, a hand cupped protectively over the rim of the mug.  

 

I could see her lips moving but the sound of my own 

breathing had taken over my hearing. I ran a hand over my 

face, trying to focus.  

 

“Are you okay?” Her voice seemed distant, as though she 

wasn’t only two feet from the bed.  

 

I nodded, taking deep breaths. I needed to calm the fuck 

down before a heart attack took me at the ripe old age of 

thirty-two.  

 

Although I always preach at my FREE NYC meetings that 

recovery is a process that takes time and effort, I fail to 

mention my fear that recovery might never happen for some 
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people. Namely, me. As I struggled to get my breath back, I 

couldn’t shake the feeling that I was fifteen again with 

banged up ribs and so many lacerations that it took the 

doctors four hours to stitch me up. My throat started to 

close.  

 

“Put your head between your legs. Now.” 

 

Although her voice was still far away, I felt her hands 

on my back pushing me forward. She slapped it hard. Once, 

twice, three times. I fought the overpowering images and the 

sharp taste of phantom blood in my mouth.  

 

“Breathe, Gray.” Her fingers gripped mine and I held on, 

trying to get some air into my lungs. It took a few tries, but 

the knack of breathing eventually came back to me. Still, she 

held on, one hand patting my back in a soothing motion.  

 

“Better?”  

  

I could only nod. My heart was racing.  

 

She plonked herself into the space between my raised 

knees and cupped my face in her hands.  

 

“You’re okay, Gray. You’re fine.” She patted my cheeks 
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and I could feel the color rush back into them. I nodded 

again.  

 

“Here,” she said, handing me the coffee mug. “This should 

help.” 

 

The familiar scent of espresso teased awake the 

functioning part of my brain. “Thank you.” My voice was hoarse 

as I accepted the small mug and took a sip.  

 

“I asked the barista what your drink was. She seems to 

know you well.”  

 

My nerves were starting to calm. I took another big gulp. 

“You went to Expresso?” 

 

“Yeah, I got us some breakfast.”  

 

“And you came back upstairs and poured the coffee into a 

mug?”  

 

“Well, I’ve never seen people serve coffee in bed with a 

plastic cup. And I wanted to be all professional lover-like.” 

She pushed stray strands of hair out of my eyes, her lips 

twisting with a smile.  
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“Lover-like, you say?” I pulled her straight onto my lap 

and buried my nose in her neck, inhaling deeply. Who knew 

jasmine could be so calming?  

 

“Are you feeling better, Gray? I thought you were going 

to have a panic attack.” 

 

So did I.  

 

“I’m fine, sweetheart. I get nightmares sometimes. It’s 

not a big deal.” 

 

She frowned. “What do you mean it’s not a big deal? How 

long have you had them?” 

 

“About seventeen years. But I’ve worked through most of 

it with my therapy group.”  

 

“Have you really?”  

 

Why does she do that? Ask the exact questions that I 

don’t want to answer. I took another gulp of my coffee and 

avoided her eyes.  

 

“What time is it?” I asked instead.  
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She let it drop with a sigh. “It’s 8.30. I’ve gotta be in 

class in an hour.”  

 

“Sure, how about we do something later? Maybe I could 

take you out for dinner or something?”  

 

Her face fell. “I can’t, I’m sorry. Um, my mom’s gonna be 

home tonight. She’s actually visiting some family right now, 

which is why I can have you over. And she’s not… you know…”  

 

“Cool with this?” I set the mug on the bedside table.  

 

“Yes. She’s very traditional.” I could tell that she was 

choosing her words very carefully.  

 

“I understand, sweetheart. How about you text me when 

you’re free?”  

 

“Sounds great.” Her relief was palpable.  

 

I slid out of the covers and stretched. I could feel her 

eyes on me, watching every move. Did I mention I sleep naked?  

 

Her cheeks were flushed when I let my arms drop. When her 

eyes met mine, they were slightly dazed.  
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“So your class is at 9.30?” 

 

She nodded. I moved forward and slipped my hand into her 

curls, tilting her head up to meet mine.  

 

“How about a shower first?”  

 

She leaned forward to place a kiss on my lips. “Yes, 

please.”  

 

It wasn’t until I was walking home later that I realized 

her hair had been damp already.  
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# 

Chapter 7 

The scent of jasmine haunted me all day – I thought it 

was psychosomatic before I remembered I’d used her shampoo 

that morning. Each floral whiff evoked some kind of memory 

from the previous night, another isolated image of her with 

the echoing words “Let me take care of you” playing somewhere 

in the background on a demented loop. I saw her dimples flash, 

her breath catch, her breasts bounce, her head between my 

legs… all in a succession of scented memories.  

 

By lunch, I’d spent half the day doing almost nothing but 

check my phone. By closing time, the hollow ache in my gut was 

the only thing I could think about. I’d only completed one 

stencil that day for a client who was coming in the next day – 

not my best track record.  

 

It wasn’t my fault. I blamed her. Who could resist the 

contrast of sexy innocence? Who’d be able to walk away from 

someone who says things like “Let me take care of you”? Who 

wouldn’t want to spend every night with a woman who trembled 

like a dream when she came with your name on her lips?  

 

And now, we were playing the stupid fucking dating game. 
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At least, I assumed she was. Why else would she wait so long 

to text? I would’ve texted her while walking out her front 

door… let’s pretend I didn’t just say that.  

 

At the back of my mind, doubt still lingered. What if 

she’d just wanted a one-night stand? She did come on pretty 

strong with the “no pretenses” stuff. What if that simply 

meant she didn’t want to deal with any relationship bullshit? 

Could I handle it if she just wanted sex? The answer was a 

resounding no.  

 

I don’t think I’ve ever reacted to someone this way; I’m 

usually great with keeping my cool. I’m used to clingy 

girlfriends who won’t leave me alone. I’m usually the one who 

makes others wait for a text. Hold up – was this karma?  

 

As I locked up for the day, Kenny, a talented artist I’d 

hired from Jersey over ten years ago, offered to help. Kenny 

was a quiet dude, always kept to himself. Which is why I liked 

him, I suppose. Everyone else at the shop had a gossip 

problem. Nothing happened without them knowing about it and 

making up several different stories to make life in the store 

more interesting.  

 

A few years ago, there was a rumor that Mel had gotten a 

nose job because one of our clients had seen her wearing a 
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cast on her nose. She’d even taken a week off work so the 

story seemed to fit. Little did we know that her boyfriend had 

roughed her up and broken her nose. My knuckles still tingled 

when I thought about the night I’d found out the truth. Mel 

wasn’t only an employee – she was a FREE NYC kid I’d enlisted 

to help with the shop when she was sixteen. She was one of 

those people that never let life get her down – even homeless 

and hungry, she’d cracked jokes while waiting in food lines. I 

thought the shop could use her energy. Anyway, her douchebag 

ex hadn’t even seen me coming.  

 

Kenny was different from the others in the shop, though. 

I’d seen him smile at the gossip that went around the room but 

he never contributed or spoke more than he absolutely had to. 

So far, he had a 4.8 star rating on our site among 369 

satisfied clients over ten years. Hell, even my rating was a 

meager 4.5.  

 

As we pulled the shutters down, he said, “Needa talk?”  

 

Did I mention Kenny was uncannily perceptive? 

 

I bought some time pushing locks into place. Then I said, 

“No.” 

 

“Aight.” He handed me a cigarette. We smoked in silence 
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as we walked around the block together. He was walking towards 

the subway; I was trying to decide the easiest option for 

dinner.  

 

“Women are confusin’, man,” he said as we turned a 

corner. He looked straight ahead. With his hood pulled over 

his baseball cap, he looked like a thug. No one would ever 

guess that this man made five figures through commission alone 

and owned an immaculate lower-level condo in Rutherford.  

 

I took a deep drag. “How is Ramona?” 

 

“She good. Havin’ a hard time with Cara. Teenagers.” 

 

No one knew how long Kenny had been with Ramona. But they 

had a fifteen-year-old daughter so we assumed it’s been a 

while. Kenny was only thirty-three so perhaps they were high-

school sweethearts or something? It’s not like he ever 

volunteered any information so it was anyone’s guess, really.  

 

We walked in silence for two blocks. When I stopped in 

front of the sushi bar I liked, Kenny said, “Take it easy, 

boss. Things will work out the way it’s meant to.”  

 

I watched him walk away, head down, back stooped, with a 

“suspicious” thug swagger. He’d never said more than two words 
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to me in a very long time. Had I been that obvious that 

something was bugging me? Rephrase – had my brooding been so 

obvious that my so-quiet-he-could-be-mute employee had told me 

to “take it easy”?  

 

I frowned as I stepped into the sushi bar. There was 

still no message from her.  

 

It was gonna be a long night.  

 

* 

 

In bed later that night, I wondered what constituted 

stalking. I’d never been a big social media person – hell, I 

even hired a social media whizkid to handle the website and 

improve something called SEO. Chesca had tried to explain what 

it was and how it could benefit the store but all I heard was 

gibberish followed by “more clients”. So I’d given her a 

trial, and truthfully, we’d gotten way more enquiries than the 

month before. Most of them were through Instagram, which was 

fine with me. The books were full until December, just the way 

I liked it.  

 

Did people know how easily they could be found on the 

Internet? How were there still criminals at large? Although I 

only had her first name and the University she attended, I 
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found her in under twenty minutes. Her Facebook page connected 

me to her Twitter page through which I found her Instagram 

account and LinkedIn profile.  

 

She didn’t have much of an online presence. In fact, 

other than her latest post from two days ago (a picture of 

her, Alex and Cady with corn dogs at Times Square), she hadn’t 

posted since June. Her old pictures were mostly of family 

gatherings, church and her Pomeranian.  

 

Could someone feel unsatisfied from stalking?  

 

I groaned, turning over in bed. It was past two a.m. I 

briefly wondered if I should have a drink and watch some 

shitty late night TV. But here’s the worst part – I didn’t 

want to sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her, felt 

her by my side, heard her soft breathing in my ear, her breath 

warm against the side of my neck. I could almost feel her 

weight in bed with me, comforting, stable. I could hear her 

voice saying “Gray” and asking how I was. Saying good morning. 

Her messy hair tangled in the covers. 

 

I wanted to savor those memories. What if sleep blurred 

the feel of her? I couldn’t think of anything worse.  

 

At the back of my mind, I knew it was unhealthy how 
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fixated I was with her. This was a girl I’d only known for a 

couple days. And I already wanted her to be my forever girl. 

How the hell did this happen?!  

 

Because she was perfect for me. I liked to think I was 

perfect for her as well (she didn’t have to know that I don’t 

have a sweet tooth). Things between us were effortless. There 

was a natural rhythm, a natural melding that hadn’t happened 

for me before. Most of my past relationships had entailed a 

push and pull that we “needed to work on” at some point before 

things got serious.  

 

Was I confusing sex with actual feelings? I wanted to say 

no. Everything in me screamed no. But this wasn’t a problem 

I’d encountered before. It was actually the exact opposite. I 

was always the last one to commit; I’d think ten times about 

any long-term commitments before I said yes. But Maya was 

different. She felt so right.  

 

Clearly, my thoughts were going in futile circles.  

 

I welcomed the pound of the pavement under my feet ten 

minutes later as I tried to shut my mind off with a workout. I 

had a set of weights I usually used at home but at this point, 

nothing short of three miles would calm me.  
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I ran my usual route around the University – it was 

generally the safest jogging route in the area with minimal 

chances of getting mugged. I heard several house parties still 

going at full steam in the dorms with students belting out rap 

tunes terribly (and wrongly).  

 

I knew I’d jog by her place on the way back. Perhaps that 

had been my plan all along. Was this my version of a creepy 

drive-by? My steps slowed as I spotted her window. There was a 

soft glow from her bedside lamp and her curtains were 

partially closed.  

 

She was probably asleep. Why did I think she’d be up, 

tortured by images of me in her bed? The touch of my hands on 

her breasts? The smell of my hair wax on her pillow? The feel 

of my lips on hers?  

 

It was stupid. We had one night together – granted, it 

was a beautiful, blissful night – and I was already thinking 

of ways to make her mine. Was this normal? Could someone 

please weigh in?  

 

I sighed as I pulled a pack of cigs from my joggers. 

Guess I’d better end this self-imposed psychological war and 

(try to) get some sleep.  
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# 

Chapter 8 

A really good tattoo studio always smells of surgical 

spirit – anyone ever tell you that? If it doesn’t, I suggest 

you walk away quickly or risk hepatitis. As I stepped into 

work a little later than usual the next day, greeted with the 

scent of heady disinfectant, Kenny already had a client in his 

chair.  

 

Mel came around from behind her receptionist desk and ran 

through my appointments for the day, reminding me that she’d 

stuck a post-it summary on my desktop. So far, it didn’t look 

like it was going to be a busy day. I had two clients coming 

in for consultations and stencil reviews, and a client in the 

evening who needed a touch-up for a boombox tattoo I’d done 

last month. Sadly, most of today would just be spent checking 

inventory and chasing vendors. One of our new ultrasonic 

cleaners was also acting up so I’d need to call the supplier 

and yell at him for a bit. Lovely.  

 

I didn’t want to think about last night. After way too 

many cigarettes and regret for my almost-stalkerish behavior, 

I’d silenced my phone and actually gotten a few hours of rest.  
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But my first thought had been of her this morning. And my 

shower had felt so empty.  

 

Fuck this. I picked up the office phone and dialed 

Malcolm, the tech supplier. He was a nice enough guy, but as a 

new supplier he should have been sure to check all his 

products before selling them to us. I mean, we weren’t big 

clients but we sure were repeat clients. If he was unwilling 

to fix the cleaner, I wasn’t gonna hold back. I was already in 

a mood.  

 

The day passed pretty quickly. In between calls and 

inventory check, clients came in for a final review before 

their sessions later that week. I was pretty excited for the 

3D phoenix tattoo a new client had requested. The design had 

taken me weeks to tweak (and for him to approve) but he was 

finally happy with it. It was his first large tattoo (he had a 

smallish tribal band on his bicep) and he wanted it to be 

“perfect, just perfect”. What I truly loved about it was that, 

if done right, the phoenix would look like it was flying every 

time he shrugged. It was a cool concept and I was honored that 

he’d sought me out for it. 3D tattoos were my forte but I 

didn’t have a phoenix in my portfolio – yet.  

 

I was on hold with a supplier later that afternoon, 

staring out into the barren ten by six foot space of land we 
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called “the backyard” when I heard my office door open and 

shut.  

 

Kids, let me tell you: when you wish really, really hard 

for something to happen, it will. I stood with the receiver 

glued to my ear, the ridiculous “please hold” elevator music 

playing on in incessant, merciless loop as Maya stared back at 

me, slightly breathless.  

 

She was wearing an oversized black jumper, leggings and 

that goddamn gorgeous red lipstick. Stirrings of “Summers Over 

Interlude” started up in my head. Her hair was loose today, 

falling around her shoulders in practiced perfection yet no 

apparent order.  

 

“Hi,” she said, still not moving from the doorway.  

 

I covered the mouthpiece of the receiver. “What are you 

doing here?”  

 

I hadn’t meant to sound gruff. Okay, maybe I was a little 

(a lot) butthurt that she hadn’t texted in over twenty-four 

hours when all I’d done was think about her. But god, I’d 

forgotten the crazy effect she had on me. She made everything 

feel like it was happening in slo-mo, every breath she took, 

every curl that fell over her shoulder, every time her lips 
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moved… everything happened at half speed. I took in all of it, 

mesmerized.  

 

“I just… I’ve been thinking about you.” She pressed her 

lips together, as though she’d just revealed a secret – as 

though I hadn’t been doing the exact same thing. 

 

“You have?”  

 

She nodded. Don’t cave, Gray. Stay mad. Tell her it’s not 

okay not to text and then just show up.  

 

But I was already a puddle on the inside.  

 

She nodded, walking around my desk to stand in front of 

me. She raised her arms and wrapped them around my waist, 

resting her head on my chest.  

 

“I missed you.” Her voice was muffled.  

 

I tried to hold myself as stiffly as possible – I wanted 

her to feel bad for letting me hang in the balance for a 

torturous amount of time. 

 

But all it took was a whiff of her hair and I was hanging 

up the phone as though I hadn’t been on hold for half an hour. 
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My fingers worked their way into her hair, tilting her head 

up.  

 

“You didn’t text.” I may be a softy on the inside, but I 

wasn’t about to let things go.  

 

“I know. I’m sorry.”  

 

That’s it? The least she could’ve done is make up an 

excuse to make me feel better! The default explanation that I 

had to fall back on was that she couldn’t be bothered to text. 

I could feel myself stiffening again, the first sparks of 

anger igniting painfully in my stomach.   

 

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”  

 

“Really?”  

 

She looked apprehensive now. I wasn’t sure how much of me 

she could read. I’ve been told that “pissed off” was my 

default look.  

 

“Do you want me to leave?” Her voice was soft; her gaze 

searched mine. I could feel her arms slackening around my 

waist.  
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I said nothing but my fingers tightened in her hair. She 

paused, looking up at me with those damn expressive eyes.  

 

My lips took hers in a kiss a moment later, her body 

plastered against mine. She released a startled moan before 

leaning into the kiss, arms once again tight around my middle.  

 

I inched her backwards until we were pressed against the 

only bare wall in my tiny office. She pulled back, face 

flushed. Her lipstick was smudged in the most appealing way.  

 

“You’re mad at me.” 

 

I inched a hand under her sweater and her tummy quivered. 

I watched her throat work as she decided what to say next.  

 

“I’m so sorry.”  

 

My hand paused its exploration. “You’re sorry? That’s all 

you have to say?”  

 

“I…” 

 

“No. Don’t.” 

 

My fingers moved up to the sports bra she was wearing, 
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brushing an already turgid nipple over the stretchy material. 

She sucked in a breath.  

 

“Isn’t this what you’re here for?”  

 

“What? No. I just wanted to see you.”  

 

I let my hand drop and pulled her sweatshirt down over 

her waist. She watched me pull away, unsure. I crossed my arms 

over my chest and leaned against the desk.  

 

“I know you’re upset with me,” she said, her eyes now 

focused on the parquet flooring. “You have every right to be.” 

 

I took a deep breath and waited for her to continue.  

 

“I do like you, Gray. And maybe that scares me… a lot.”  

 

I sighed and unfolded my arms. “But why?”  

 

She shook her head. I pulled her close, cradling her head 

against my chest. She had a distant look in her eyes as she 

slid her arms around my waist again.  

 

“Maya,” I tilted her chin up, forcing her to meet my 

gaze. “I’m a pretty safe bet.”  
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A smile appeared on her lips. “I just needed some time to 

think about things.”  

 

I tucked a strand of loose curls behind her ear, feeling 

some of the tension ease. “Okay.”  

 

She caught my hand before I could pull away and kissed 

the inside of my palm. “Would you kiss me again, Gray?”  

 

She didn’t have to ask me twice.  
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# 

Chapter 9 

So, here’s a rough summary of what came out of our time 

in my office: date #2. Well, I wasn’t sure if I could call it 

a date. I’d invited her to sit in on an open FREE NYC meeting 

Friday night – it was a weekly session I ran to touch base 

with the teens who attended the center. Most of these kids 

were homeless, addicts or came from bad homes. We try to help 

every kid that comes through our doors but a good handful of 

them refuse to be housed in a shelter – I’m sure they have 

their reasons.  

 

Connie, the director of the West Side center had put me 

in charge of the 16-19 age group because, apparently, I was 

the most “relatable” person. I think that meant I looked like 

a reformed misfit… true, I guess.  

 

Our Friday meetings were a way for me to check up on them 

and ensure they get a good meal. I also usually texted each of 

them a few times a week to see how things were going – if they 

didn’t text me first.  

 

They were good kids that genuinely reminded me of myself 

at their age. In my fifteen years at FREE NYC, I’d seen many 

of these kids push themselves out of their situation – many 

even came back to volunteer at the center, which was always 
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appreciated. We needed any help we could get.  

 

I unlocked the back entrance to the center that Friday, 

dressed in my usual jeans and flannel. I’d paid special 

attention to my hair, shaving the sides down as neatly as I 

possibly could.  

 

“Gray, you got a smoke?”  

 

I started as Lloyd, a seventeen-year-old kid from Harlem, 

detached himself from the shadows. Lloyd had big dreams of 

being a rapper – the only problem was that there weren’t many 

effeminate black gay rappers in the industry.   

 

“You scared me, man,” I said, propping a rock against the 

foot of the door to keep it open. “And no, turn eighteen and 

ask me again.”  

 

“Aww, come on.”  

 

I shot him a look that shut him up.  

 

“There’s food inside so help yourself. Lasagna this 

week.” 

 

“Yaaaas! Connie’s lasagnas are the bomb.” 
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He did a little twirl as he brushed past me and headed 

down the stairs to the basement rec room. A second later, he 

popped his head around the corner.  

 

“Dude, I met someone who knows you. You know an Ash? 

Probably short for Ashley but looks like she’ll rip my dick 

off if I called her that? About your height, dreads, crazy mad 

all the time?”  

 

My chest tightened as I nodded. “Yeah, I know her. Been a 

while, though.”  

 

“Well, she said to say hi if I saw you. So hi!” He drew 

out the word and gave me an exaggerated wave with a swing of 

his hips.  

 

I swallowed thickly, feeling anxiety creep up my throat. 

“Great, thanks. Go get your lasagna.”  

 

He shrugged and walked away. I let out a breath I hadn’t 

realized I’d been holding. Ash. Jesus, I could still feel the 

impact of her heavy boot on my chest. My breath caught as the 

memory resurfaced. I leaned against the door, trying to steady 

myself.  
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“You okay, Gray?”  

 

Micky, a sixteen-year-old with bright pink hair, laid a 

hand on my arm. Behind her were several others in the group. 

They all looked concerned as they watched me. I nodded and 

forced a smile.  

 

“I’ll be down in a minute,” I said through clenched 

teeth.  

 

They filed past and I let out a deep breath, feeling a 

little bit of normalcy return. I pushed the memory away, 

refusing to be assaulted by the past yet again. I didn’t have 

time for it. I had kids to speak to.  

 

Was that unhealthy? Maybe. But just… I couldn’t deal with 

it right now.  

 

I checked the time again. It was just past seven. I could 

see others walking towards the center. The one person I didn’t 

see was Maya.  

 

I dropped her a quick text. I’d told her to be on time as 

I had to lock the doors from the inside once everyone was 

there – one of our safety protocols.  
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Ten minutes later, when I didn’t hear anything back from 

her, I shut the door and locked it, trying to keep the 

frustration off my face. Should I have expected her not to 

turn up?  

 

* 

 

It was a good session – the kids seemed to be coping 

better. Micky had even found a new job, which put her that 

much closer to a flatshare. I was glad. The meeting had 

started with Lloyd cracking a dad joke that set the mood.  

 

Why do white girls only come in odd numbers?  

 

Because they can’t even.  

 

Let’s not debate how politically correct the joke was or 

how inappropriately hard I’d laughed at it.  

 

But it had helped me take my mind off things. Even as I 

spoke to the kids, a paranoid fear lingered in my mind. Also, 

anger. I considered this the second time she’d let me down.  

 

As I packed up the leftover lasagna for the kids to take 

home after the session, I could hear students from the 

University milling around outside. The center rented out its 
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rec room on Friday nights after ten for a salsa social group – 

we didn’t charge much for it but every penny counted. As the 

students filed in, I balanced a tray in each hand, hoping that 

someone would hold the door open for me on the way out.  

 

“Gray!” Lloyd called from the stairs. “There’s someone 

here to see you.”  

 

I looked over my shoulder to see Maya entering the room 

hesitantly, her jacket buttoned to the top and a knitted grey 

scarf tied tightly around her neck. She waved at me from 

across the room while Lloyd stood behind her making 

appreciative gestures of her figure.  

 

“I’m sorry I was late. I couldn’t leave the house until 

my mother left for the airport.”  

 

“It’s fine,” I said, setting the trays down on the 

foldable tables. “You missed everything though.”  

 

She sniffled. The tip of her nose was an alarming red.  

 

“Are you sick?”  

 

She shook her head, reaching into her bag for tissues. 

“No, I’ve just been standing outside for two hours.”  
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“What! Why didn’t you just text me?”  

 

“I did but it didn’t go through.” 

 

I fished my phone out of my pocket – true enough, there 

wasn’t any signal in the basement. I instantly felt like shit. 

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. You didn’t have to wait out in the 

cold.” 

 

“It’s fine. I wanted to see you.”  

 

Just as she said that, loud salsa music played from the 

portable speakers the students had brought along with them. 

The lights dimmed.  

 

“What’s happening?” Maya yelled over the music.  

 

“It’s a salsa social,” I explained, grabbing the trays 

again to get out of their way.  

 

“Really?” She watched, fascinated, as dancers picked 

their partners and effortlessly spun into the beat. “That’s so 

cool. I’ve never actually seen salsa dancing in person 

before.” 
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“For real?” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice.  

 

“Yeah, just on TV. It looks fun though.” She watched the 

dancers intently as we crossed the rec room towards the exit.  

 

Lloyd still hovered in the doorway.  

 

“Here,” I said, handing him the trays. “Bring these up to 

Connie for me, will ya?”  

 

“Sure. You’re not leaving?” 

 

“No.” I turned to Maya. “I’m going to teach my girl here 

how to salsa.” 

 

“What!” Maya said with a laugh. “You can’t be serious.”  

 

Instead of replying, I bowed low and asked for her hand.  

 

“Well, okay then.” She seemed unsure as she placed her 

hand in mine. “Just go slow, okay?”  

 

“I always do.” I winked as I pulled her close.  

 

She laughed softly, turning slightly pink in 

embarrassment.  
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“Okay,” I said, getting down to business. “I’ll lead. You 

just have to follow and try not to step on me. All right?”  

 

She bit her lip. “I can promise to try…” 

 

I twirled her quickly and let her settle at half an arm’s 

length. “Left foot forward, then back together. Now right foot 

back, then back together. There we go.”  

 

“It’s repetitive?” she asked, eyes down and brows 

furrowed in concentration.  

 

“For now. You don’t have to follow the music, 

sweetheart.” The beat was speeding up, way more than what I 

could teach her right now.  

 

“Oh good,” she breathed. “I was starting to worry.”  

 

“Now,” I said as she stepped back. “I’m going to spin 

you. Keep your footing, okay? You’ll fall back to the rhythm 

again.”  

 

It took a few tries but she managed to spin right back to 

me on the third. “There we go,” I said, steadying her with a 

hand on her waist. “Good job.”  



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 118 

 

“Was it really?” she asked with an arch of her brow.  

 

“Yeah, you can only get better from here. Now, again.”  

 

I don’t think she was expecting it. She fell back against 

me with a puff of breath.  

 

“Sorry,” she said as I led her back to the steps. “How’d 

you get so good anyway?”  

 

“Just practice. My mom taught me when I was younger.”  

 

“Your mom was a dancer?” she asked, her eyes focused on 

her feet again.  

 

“Yes and no. She was the best salsa dancer I ever knew. 

But no, she didn’t dance for a living. She always said that 

salsa was the perfect judge for any man.”  

 

“I’m sure you’ve tested that theory out,” she teased.  

 

“Oh, yes. I’m a man-eater. Beware.”  

 

She chuckled at my dry tone.  
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“What was her name? Your mother’s?” 

 

I twirled her again before pulling her close.  

 

“Her name was Maria Cristina Grayson. She took my dad’s 

last name.”  

 

She thought about it for a second. “So your-” 

 

“No, my first name isn’t Gray. It’s Adrianna. Adrianna 

Grayson.”  

 

“Adrianna,” she said to herself, testing the name on her 

tongue, rolling the “r” the way it’s meant to sound. “It’s 

very pretty.”  

 

“Thank you, cariña. It’s been a while since someone 

called me that.” I paused. “Okay, now, side step. Mirror me.”  

 

She fell into the rhythm with me, her hips coming into 

play when she got more comfortable with the steps. Gorgeous. 

She was laughing, too, her joy present on her lips with every 

step, every twirl. Strands of her curls had escaped and now 

framed her flushed face. Soon, we were actually keeping up 

with the quick beats from the speakers. Granted, we were just 

mimicking the simpler steps, but it was a great start. I 
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couldn’t wait to teach her the more complex ones – and I 

couldn’t wait for her to learn the shimmy, but that would just 

be for my pleasure.  

 

It was true what they said – dancing was just like riding 

a bike. You never forget the steps, the way your body has been 

trained to move. Especially salsa, one of my earliest memories 

of Mama. She danced for everything, in the kitchen, doing 

laundry, vacuuming the house. Our little haphazard one-bedroom 

flat had never lacked music, be it old school Latin or hip-hop 

numbers from the Eighties.  

 

I miss her.  

 

Maya’s hands tightened on mine, pulling my gaze back to 

her. I’d been running on autopilot for a few minutes and her 

brows were furrowed with concern. So I smiled, spun her 

halfway around and pulled her back against me, our hands 

entwined, my cheek against her curls.  

 

She tilted her head upwards and pressed a soft kiss to my 

lips. Reassuring, comforting.  

 

“Get a room, damn!”  

 

I turned to find Lloyd still standing in the doorway of 
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the rec room with a bunch of others from the group. They had 

the cheekiest smiles on their faces.  

 

I untangled myself from Maya.  

 

“What’re you still doing here?” I crossed my arms in 

front of my chest and raised a brow.  

 

“Oh, cut it out, Gray,” Micky chimed in, pushing her pink 

bangs out of her eyes. “That bull dyke daddy act ain’t gonna 

scare us. We already know you’re a big softy on the inside.”  

 

I rolled my eyes.  

 

“We just wanted to check out your new bae,” Carla, a 

blonde girl with long cornrows, commented. I’d known Carla for 

almost three years and she’d never taken an interest in my 

love life before. “You know, so she doesn’t steal your 

handsome tattoo shop fortune.”  

 

Before I could respond, Maya retorted: “I think I already 

have half her fortune, especially with the rates that I 

charge.” 

 

They all blinked at her, taken aback, but the mischief in 

her eyes was unmistakable. Their sudden burst of laughter drew 
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unwelcome stares from the salsa group.  

 

“I knew it,” Lloyd declared around a laugh. “I knew you 

couldn’t have gotten a dime like her without a little 

persuasion, Gray.”  

 

“You’re this close to getting in my bad books.” I held up 

two fingers to demonstrate.  

 

He waved me off. “You know you love me.” 

 

I felt Maya’s hand on my bicep, coaxing it to relax. I 

uncrossed my arms and she tucked herself into my side, her 

fingers intertwined with mine. Her shy smile made my breath 

catch.  

 

“I’m Maya. It’s nice to meet all of you. Gray’s told me 

so much about you.”  

 

“Uh-oh,” Carla grimaced.  

 

“Only good things, I promise.”  

 

“Which is more than you guys deserve right now,” I 

mumbled under my breath.  
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We were ushered out of the room soon after by the 

president of the salsa group. Of course, I had to apologize 

for my loud bunch of teenagers but what’s new?  

 

As we walked hand in hand along 106th street, she made 

small talk with the others, laughing with them even though I 

was the butt of their “witty” remarks. I didn’t mind. She 

seemed genuinely interested in them and they got along 

seamlessly, maybe because they were only a few years apart.  

 

“Sorry to be the buzzkill but we’re heading this way.” I 

pointed in the opposite direction of the subway.  

 

As they said their goodbyes, Lloyd sidled up to me and 

whispered, “I like her.” Then he winked and air-kissed Maya 

goodbye. 

 

“Well, what did you think?” I asked Maya a little later 

as we walked towards her apartment.  

 

“You were right – they’re good kids. They just need a 

little… motivation.”  

 

“I’m trying, sweetheart.”  

 

She smiled and leaned close to place a kiss on my 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 124 

flannel-covered bicep. “I know, Gray. You’re good with them. 

They respect you, despite the jokes.”  

 

I grimaced. “Maybe respect’s too strong a word.”  

 

She shook her head but remained silent.  

 

“I had fun tonight,” she said as we approached her 

building. “I’m sorry I was late. Again.” 

 

“You’re forgiven. Again.”  

 

She took two steps up the stairs to her building and 

turned towards me with her hands balanced on my shoulders. I 

found myself looking up at her.  

 

“I want to ask you up for a drink,” she started, her 

fingers running over the collar of my shirt. “But I don’t want 

to…” 

 

“What?” I asked, watching the play of emotions across her 

expressive face. Embarrassment, need, fear.  

 

Her eyes met mine for a brief second before they 

skittered away. “The other day, you said I only wanted you for 

sex. That’s not true.” Her voice was soft, hesitant. Her eyes 
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were focused on the buttons of my shirt.  

 

I caught her fidgeting fingers. “I know, sweetheart. I 

was angry; I wasn’t thinking.”  

 

She cleared her throat. “Good. I just wanted to clear 

that up.”  

 

I raised a small palm to my lips. “So, where does that 

leave us?” 

 

She took a step down, pressing her body against mine, 

impossibly close and incredibly tempting.  

 

“I really enjoy spending time with you,” she whispered, 

her fingers tracing the short hairs at the nape of my neck. 

“And I really, really like you.”  

 

Before I could respond, she pressed a kiss to my lips – 

soft, hesitant, giving me ample time to pull away. But I only 

moved closer, pulling her to me with one hand around her waist 

and the other in her hair. She moaned quietly and I could feel 

her body going lax against mine.  

 

“How about that drink?” I asked, pulling away briefly.  
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She had her keys out before I could even finish my 

question.  
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# 

Chapter 10 

I awoke gasping for breath in her bed again. She was 

right there with me, slapping me on the back, pushing my head 

between my knees. Not again, not again, not again.  

 

I was floating between worlds. Lloyd shouldn’t have 

talked about Ash. I’d dreamt about her again, about the worst 

hours of my life. The sick crushing sound of my ribs was fresh 

in my mind. The feel of Ash’s boot was one that would haunt me 

for the rest of my life, the pain radiating from my chest, 

down my arms and paralyzing me.  

 

“Gray, breathe, goddamnit!” Maya’s voice cut through the 

pain, the fear, the claustrophobic feel of being sequestered 

in a memory so long gone yet so fresh.  

 

I pushed myself off the bed and onto the floor, pulling 

my knees up and hoping the hard floor would ground me. She 

crouched beside me, her hands warm as she stroked my back, my 

arms, as she ran her fingers through my hair in a soothing 

gesture.  

 

I felt the dream/memory clear. The picture of Ash, her 

face contorted in a mask of anger and disgust, faded slowly. 

Maya’s fingers intertwined with mine, squeezing, trying to 
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give me her strength.  

 

“Gray?” Her voice was low, cautious.  

 

“I’m okay.” My voice was hoarse. I wondered if I’d been 

screaming in my sleep. I know I did that sometimes.  

 

I felt her fingers in my hair, gently pulling my face up. 

She ran a hand over my cheeks, probably noting their lack of 

color.  

 

“It’s okay to not be okay, Gray,” she said slowly. I opened my 

eyes, taking in her look of concern. She was wearing my shirt 

from last night, the vee of the neck stretched taut over her 

ample curves. It almost made me smile.  

 

With her back to the window, the sun streamed around her 

silhouette, casting a beautiful glow. My angel. That’s what 

she was. She knew I was damaged yet she still stayed with me, 

caressing my cheeks in a way I could only describe as loving.  

 

“I’m feeling better,” I said, letting my head fall back 

onto the bed. She let her hands drop and sat next to me with 

her back leaning against the bed. She crossed her legs under 

her, watching me closely as I gathered myself.  
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“Wanna talk about it? I’m concerned, Gray. It’s not the 

first time this has happened.”  

 

“I know.” I sighed heavily. “Last night, Lloyd mentioned 

someone from my past I wasn’t prepared for.” 

 

“Who?”  

 

I lifted my arm. “Most of my tattoos on this arm and my 

abdomen are cover-ups. When I was young and extremely stupid, 

I joined a gang. There was no easy way to get out of it.”  

 

I raised her fingers and traced the bumpy scars under the 

myriad tattoos. There were too many of them for me to 

remember. Mostly knife wounds.  

 

She gasped softly and took over, her fingers seeking the 

raised skin.  

 

“What happened?”  

 

“It’s a really long story.” I sighed. “How about some 

coffee first?”  

 

Her fingers were still roving my body, making note of 

each blemish, each scar I’d painstakingly covered up over the 
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years. “Sure, Gray. I’ll make us some breakfast and we’ll 

talk, okay?”  

 

I grabbed her roving fingers and placed a kiss on them. 

“Thank you.”  

 

“For what?” she asked with a raised brow.  

 

“For caring.”  

 

Her eyes softened and she leaned forward to press a kiss 

to my forehead. “I don’t want to hear you thanking me again. 

I’m honored that you want to share your life with me.”  

 

As I lifted myself onto the edge of the bed, I wondered 

how I’d gotten so lucky after all these years.  

 

* 

 

She already had a mug of coffee on the table and 

breakfast on the stove when I exited the bathroom. I stopped a 

moment to take it all in, this perfect little woman with all 

the patience and kindness of my mother. Ew, wait, what? I 

didn’t just say that. Scratch that. Let’s move on.  

 

“I only had eggs and leftover veggies in the fridge so 
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we’re having an omelette for breakfast,” she said over her 

shoulder. She was still wearing my t-shirt; it stopped just 

past the curve of her butt. Damn, I needed to invest in 

shorter shirts. “Just sit and have your coffee. It won’t be 

long.”  

 

I sat and watched her work. I couldn’t help but think how 

wonderful it would be to start my days like this all the time. 

Granted, I wouldn’t expect her to do this every day. I was 

more than happy with my usual breakfast of toast and overnight 

oats. And if it was the two of us, I wouldn’t mind breaking 

out the bacon either for a lovely big breakfast.  

 

When she set the breakfast on the table, I couldn’t 

resist pulling her in for a kiss. “Thank you for cooking,” I 

said.  

 

She crossed her arms over her chest. “What did I say 

about this ‘thank you’ business?” 

 

“Oh, right.” I smiled sheepishly. “Well, it smells 

delicious anyway.”  

 

“Now that you can say.” She climbed onto the barstool and 

plated the omelettes. “How’s the coffee?”  
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I took a sip and swirled it around my tongue. It was 

strong and almost sweet. I’d never tasted this blend before.  

 

“It’s really good. What is it?” I asked.  

 

“It’s an Indian brand – we like our coffee strong. 

There’s nothing better than filter coffee.” 

 

“I could get used to this,” I commented, taking a deeper 

sip. She didn’t say anything as she took a bite of her 

omelette.  

 

We ate in silence for a bit.  

 

“Would you like to tell me what happened, Gray?” she 

asked a little later, adding milk and sugar to her coffee.  

 

I took my time chewing. “It was a long time ago. I really 

thought I was over it.” 

 

“How long?”  

 

“Almost seventeen years now. I joined the Axes when I was 

thirteen. I can tell you now that it was stupid, but at the 

time I just wanted to feel like I belonged somewhere.”  
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“I know what it feels like to not belong.” She placed a 

hand on mine, trying to comfort me. “It’s horrible.”  

 

I nodded. “My mom passed when I was young so I went into 

the system. Every kid hopes they’ll be taken in by someone 

decent, if not kind. I guess I pulled the short straw. My 

foster parents took four of us in. They weren’t cruel, but we 

were always aware that we were there for their checks. Rodney 

– my foster dad – had a job but it didn’t pay enough. That’s 

why they needed us. 

 

“When I think about that time, I can only say it felt 

like someone had set me adrift. I went to school but had no 

friends. My mother’s death still weighed heavily on me. I 

can’t remember ever having any relatives and no one came 

forward to ask how I was doing. So I just… existed.” 

 

Maya’s fingers tightened on mine.  

 

“When I went back to college to become a counselor, I 

realized that I was a prime candidate for the Axes. They 

probably saw me coming from a mile away. They recruited young. 

Kids dealing drugs – in those days anyway – were only slapped 

on the wrist. Nothing major.”  

 

“So you were…” 
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“Dealing cocaine at fifteen, yeah. I was happy doing it, 

too. I was helping something bigger, you know? Belonging. 

Living. 

 

“And that’s how I met Ash. She’d dropped out of school a 

couple years before. I really looked up to her. She was a good 

leader, a good friend. I know it sounds weird but we were like 

brothers, real tight.” 

 

Maya nodded, taking a sip of her coffee. “I met Jean, my 

mentor, one night while I was dealing. We had corners we’d 

take, our own turf. I thought he was just a weird guy who 

would stand with me, share a smoke, and talk about the most 

stupid shit. He never bought anything offa me but I got used 

to him being there. Sometimes I looked forward to it, you 

know? It got lonely at night. 

 

“And then one night he invited me to his shop. I was like 

‘hell no’ at first – what a creep, right? But the artists were 

all still there doing their thing so it seemed safe enough 

with other people around. He took me in, showed me what he 

did.” 

 

I could feel a smile curling my lips. “He was a wily 

bastard. It was only a few years later that I realized what 
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he’d done. He’d distracted me from the drugs. I soon began 

working less and visiting the shop more. I’d even set aside 

time each night to stop by and watch the artists work. Jean 

let me sketch out my own practice stencils.” 

 

“He sounds like a good man,” Maya commented.  

 

“The best.” I was smiling in earnest now. “He really was 

the best. I still don’t know why he picked me or what he saw 

in me. He never said. The more he pulled me in, the more I 

disassociated from the Axes. You bet your ass they noticed 

that I was bringing in less money.” 

 

I swallowed, feeling the panic well up again. “They 

followed me one night to Jean’s shop and waited until he’d 

locked up for the night. I usually got the last train home; 

they knew this. So they waited for me.”  

 

“Gray, you can stop if you need to,” Maya interjected, 

squeezing my hand again.  

 

I shook my head. “I can get through this. Most of that 

night was a blur for a long time until the bits came together, 

one nightmare at a time. I mostly remember it through 

feelings, you know? Sensations, words. Those are the things 

that hurt the most. 
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“They called me a liar, said I’d betrayed them. The one 

thing that haunts me is Ash’s face. She was my brother, my 

leader, and the look on her face was… she believed I’d 

betrayed them, too. Betrayed her. But I hadn’t. I just wanted 

a better life. I was shown a better life, something that I 

might actually be good at. Just a different way to belong. You 

know?” 

 

“Yes.”  

 

“The thing that haunts me the most is the sound of Ash’s 

boot on my chest. She used to wear this beautiful pair of Doc 

Martens. I’d admired them so many times. Hell, I’d even been 

saving up for a pair of my own… and then I saw it come down on 

top of me, again and again. She broke my ribs. The sound of it 

haunts me, baby.”  

 

I could feel myself getting breathless.  

 

Maya got off her chair and draped an arm around my 

shoulders. “Is that what you dream about?” 

 

I nodded. “Most of the time, that’s when I wake up. When 

I feel her boot coming down on my chest.” 
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“Here?” she asked, placing a palm on the center of my 

chest.  

 

“Yeah.” 

 

She let her touch linger, the warmth of her palm 

comforting against my skin. I felt my breaths ease a little as 

she leaned in close and placed her forehead against mine.  

 

“Like you said, Gray. This was seventeen years ago. Maybe 

it keeps coming back to you because there are things still 

left unsaid.” 

 

I cupped my hand over hers. “Like what?” 

 

“I don’t know. You were close with Ash, right? Maybe you 

just can’t process how or why she turned on you so quickly.” 

 

“Maybe, yeah.” 

 

“Maybe you’re looking for answers.” 

 

I frowned. “What are you saying?” 

 

“Face your demons, Gray. Go find Ash and ask her all the 

whys you need to.”  
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I started to shake my head but stopped. Why shouldn’t I? 

Why was the idea so repulsive to me? Did Ash inspire such 

crippling fear that I didn’t want to face her? I was no longer 

a scrawny teen with limbs too long for her frame. If she 

decided to pull something now, I could take her. I think.  

 

Maya’s arm tightened around my neck.  

 

“I’m not talking about fighting it out, Gray,” she 

chastised.  

 

“How did you –” 

 

“Your whole body just tensed. It wasn’t difficult.” 

 

“Okay.” I took a breath and tried to relax my shoulders. 

“I’ll think about it.”  

 

“Good.” She placed a chaste kiss on my cheek and pulled 

away. “Let me get these dishes done and I wanna try something 

new with you.”  

 

“Goddamnit, I left my toy bag at home.” I slapped my hand 

on the counter dramatically, trying to lighten the mood a 

little.  
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Although she rolled her eyes, I could tell she was trying 

her hardest not to laugh. “Is that all you ever think about?”  

  

“Around you, baby, yes.” 

 

“Shameless,” she censured, piling the dishes in the sink.  

 

“Let me help you with that,” I insisted, taking a final 

sip of the coffee.  

 

“No, baby. Why don’t you do me a favor, though, and do 

some push-ups?”  

 

I raised an eyebrow. “What?”  

 

She had a cheeky smile on her face. “Just do it.” 

 

“Okay.” I dragged the word out. “Is this some kind of 

weird pervert thing?”  

 

She rolled her eyes again. “No. Will you just trust me?”  

 

“All right, all right.”  

 

I did a few quick stretches and took my position on the 
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carpet. After my first set, I heard her mumble to herself, 

“Maybe it is a weird pervert thing.” 

 

That made me smile.  

 

When she came around the counter with her phone, I was 

already into my third set.  

 

“That’s enough, baby. You can get up.”  

 

I was really starting to wonder what this was all about. 

 

“Now take your hoodie off.”  

 

“What? Why?”  

 

“Just trust me, okay?” 

 

Skeptical but trusting her anyway, I slipped the hoodie 

over my head. Clad in just my boxers, I awaited further 

instruction.  

 

“Now go stand by the window. Face it and look back at me. 

Goddamn, your muscles are so defined now.”  

 

As I looked back at her, I heard her camera go off 
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several times. I raised a brow at her but she only kept taking 

more pictures, a small sneaky smile on her lips.  

 

“You got a few hairs out of place. Just run your fingers 

through them real quick.”  

 

As I did, she snapped more pictures.  

 

“Perfect!” She was so pleased with herself as she flipped 

through the pictures.  

 

“Can I see them?” I asked.  

 

“Not until I’m done with them. Seriously, just trust me, 

okay?”  

 

I shrugged. What did I have to lose?  

 

“But you gotta do something for me in return.” 

 

“What?” Now it was her turn to be suspicious.  

 

“Take a picture with me.”  

 

A smile lit her face. “Of course. I’ll just set the 

timer.”  
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She set up the phone against the windowsill and ran into 

my arms. I hugged her from behind, burying my nose against her 

ear.  

 

“That tickles, Gray, stop!” She laughed, trying to get me 

off her, just as the shutter noise went off.  

 

I thought it was a great picture with both of us goofing 

off.  

 

She said her nostrils looked too big.  

 

It was going to be my wallpaper anyway.  

 

“So what are the pictures for?” 

 

She plopped herself down on the couch and fiddled with 

her phone. “You know how you were talking about improving your 

social media stats the other day? I found a way you can do 

that.” 

 

“I get naked for Instagram? Sorry, baby, I don’t wanna be 

no Instaho.”  

 

She cleared her throat. “I’m not talking about being a 
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ho. Just half a ho.”  

 

“What?!”  

 

“I’m kidding! Here, have a look at this.”  

 

She handed me her phone and all I could do was blink. 

Surely, that wasn’t me.  

 

“Did you photoshop this?” 

 

“On my phone? No.” She swiped left. “This is the 

original. I just changed the colors around a little bit on an 

app.”  

 

“I look fucking amazing. Jesus. Is this what you see?”  

 

“Someone’s modest,” Maya mumbled under her breath.  

 

“I’m sorry but this is a gorgeous picture.” In it, I stood 

leaning against the window, running a hand through my hair, 

one brow raised, the sun streaming around me. I looked like a 

model.  

 

“I’m impressed, baby. You’re so talented.” 
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“Thank you,” her smile was infectious. “Anyway, I was 

thinking you could take a few more pictures like these and 

join a few fitness groups online. Team Fit Ink, for example. 

People love following fitstagrammers. Plus, you’re masculine, 

tattooed and gorgeous – I bet you’ll confuse a lot of girls. 

Now you just gotta work on your tags so that the right people 

can find you and maybe even promote you.”  

 

“That’s a great idea. Why didn’t Chesca tell me this?”  

 

“Maybe cause you’re her boss? How do you tell your boss 

to get naked on Instagram?” 

 

Maya had a point.  

 

“Let’s post the first picture and see how it goes down,” 

I suggested. “But first, send me the picture of us. I’m gonna 

make it my wallpaper.”  

 

She groaned. “But my nostrils!” 

 

I could only laugh.  

 

 

# 

Chapter 11 
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By December, we’d fallen into a comfortable routine, 

somewhere between “committed” and “just dating”. I got the 

feeling that Maya didn’t want to talk about the future – she 

said it was “complicated”, and from that, I gathered it had 

something to do with her family. So I didn’t push – being 

pushy wasn’t my thing anyway. I think. For now.  

 

We saw each other a few times a week. When her mother was 

in town, she would come over to my place under the pretense of 

“going to the gym” and we’d just hang for a while. Maybe watch 

a movie or, you know, the good stuff. Did I wish she could 

stay over so that I could wake her up with a kiss on her 

forehead and hear her little breaths of “five more minutes”? 

Sure, I did. But I was also content to let her lead the way.  

 

She’d gotten quite close to my counseling group… and it 

had somehow happened without my knowledge. Maya was a pretty 

good secret keeper, it turned out. Apparently, a few of them 

now had a Facebook chat where they caught up on the daily. I 

didn’t mind. It felt like Maya was more a part of my life than 

ever before.  

 

It really crushed me when she said she was heading home 

for two weeks over Christmas. Granted, I’m not sure why I 

thought she’d be spending Christmas with me when she’d told me 

countless times about her strict Christian parents. Wishful 
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thinking on my part, I guess.  

 

Two weeks seemed like an eternity, even with her promise 

to FaceTime me whenever she could. The imprint of the last 

kiss she’d placed on my lips still lingered a week later.  

 

The shop was closed for a week over Christmas and through 

the New Year. With not much else to do in the flat and needing 

to compensate for the homey but indulgent Christmas dinner 

with the crew the day before, I turned Netflix on in the 

background and started on my reps. I’d just started on the 

third when the buzzer rang. My brows rose. I wasn’t expecting 

anyone and the mail wasn’t due until the 27th at least.  

 

I set the weights down and ran a towel over my face 

before flicking the intercom switch.  

 

“Yeah?” 

 

“Hey, uh, it’s Alex. Maya’s friend?”  

 

Alarm gripped me. “Did something happen?” 

 

“No, no,” her voice was a faint crackle over the system. 

“I was just in the neighborhood and wanted to say hi.” 
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Unable to shake off the alarm, my brows furrowed. “Come 

on up.” 

 

She showed up at my door with a bottle of Jack Daniels 

and an awkward smile.  

 

“Merry Christmas! Don’t mean to crash. I brought drinks.” 

 

“Okay,” I drew out the word as I shut the door. “Why?” 

 

She looked sheepish. “Well, Maya was worried about you.” 

 

“She was worried about me? I’m not the one 10,000 miles 

away.” 

 

“Well… you kinda are.” 

 

We just stood in front of the door, staring at each other 

for a few uncomfortable seconds.  

 

“Anyway,” Alex cleared her throat. “I promised Maya I’d 

come see if you were okay. She said you were pretty bummed 

when she told you she needed to go home for Christmas.” 

 

I shook my head and sat heavily in my favorite lounge 

chair. “So, you’re like what? My babysitter?”  
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Alex held up the bottle. “Did your babysitter ever bring 

you a bottle of JD?” 

 

“Fine,” I said, gesturing for her to sit. “You really 

didn’t have to, you know. I’m fine.”  

 

“I’m sure you are, Gray. You want me to leave?” 

 

“You got any plans?”  

 

She shook her head. “You?” 

 

“Nah. You wanna hang then?” 

 

This wasn’t awkward at all. 

 

“Sure.”  

 

I got us some whiskey glasses from the cupboard and she 

poured us a couple of shots, which we both drank pretty 

quickly.  

 

“So...”  

 

“How’s business?” Alex asked, getting comfortable on the 
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couch.  

 

“Good. We’re booked up till February.”  

 

“Nice.” 

 

“And how’s… what you do?”  

 

“I’m a writer at Kult Magazine and yes, it’s going 

great.”  

 

“Good for you.”  

 

We drank in silence for a few minutes.  

 

Then I asked, “Why did you decide to move here?”  

 

Alex shrugged. “Things weren’t really good for me back 

home.” She paused to take a sip of her drink. “Family drama 

and all that.”  

 

“I’m sorry to hear that.”  

 

“I’m not. I think it’s the best decision I’ve ever made. 

I can marry the love of my life here and no one can deny us 

that right.”  
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“So things in Singapore are…” 

 

“Conservative,” she finished for me. “Most people have a 

‘live and let live’ kinda attitude but we’re far from getting 

any legal rights.”  

 

“I see. Like America in the Nineties.”  

 

“Exactly.”  

 

“It must’ve been hard to leave your family behind,” I 

ventured.  

 

She shrugged again. “I was living with my grandmother and 

then by myself for a few years anyway. So… it wasn’t that 

difficult.”  

 

I poured myself another glass.  

 

“You wanna talk about it? I’m a licensed counselor, I 

promise.”  

 

She stared into her drink, twirling the glass around. 

 

“Maybe,” she said after a long pause. “Mind if I get 
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comfortable?” 

 

She tried to put a brave face on but I could tell that it 

was hard for her to open up. But what shook me was that it was 

even harder for me to hear what she had to say. The level of 

discrimination she’d faced from her family was almost 

unbelievable; I had to remind myself constantly that what I 

was hearing was someone’s truth.  

 

“So, you know,” she finished. “It’s very hard for people… 

like us… to be out. Or come out in the community. Sometimes 

things make it impossible.”  

 

And then it clicked. She didn’t open up because she 

wanted my help. She didn’t need advice. She was sitting there, 

her eyes full of sadness, because all this wasn’t about her… 

it was about Maya.  

 

She was sad for me.  

 

“I see.”  

 

“Do you, Gray?” she asked, her question a mirror to one 

Maya would’ve asked. I felt my throat thicken so I merely 

nodded.  
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“You okay?” she asked, sinking back into the couch and 

propping her legs up on the chair.  

 

I nodded again, trying to force a smile. “I appreciate 

you telling me this.”  

 

“I really didn’t mean to upset you.”  

 

“I’m not upset.” Even to me, that sounded fake. Remember 

that scene from Friends where Ross drinks a shitload of 

margaritas and goes around telling everyone he’s fine? I 

probably sounded a lot like that.  

 

“Hey, look,” Alex said, setting her drink down. “I’m not 

saying that things won’t work out between you and Maya.” 

 

“You’re just saying that things could get difficult.” I 

finished her thought.  

 

“Yeah. But Maya is worth fighting for.”  

 

She reached over and topped up my glass.  

 

“I know,” I returned. “‘Cause I’m not giving her up so 

easily.”  
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I extended my glass and we toasted to happy endings.  

 

“Speaking of, how go the wedding plans?” 

 

Alex groaned and shut her eyes. “Bad. Just bad. We can’t 

agree on anything.” 

 

I felt a smile touch my lips. “Like what?”  

 

“The flowers, the food, what we’re wearing… Get this, she 

doesn’t want me to wear a white tux.”  

 

I choked on a sip of JD. “Why would you want to wear a 

white tux? You’re gonna look like-” 

 

“The colonel, I know. But I’ve always wanted to wear one 

at my wedding. I think it’ll be beautiful.”  

 

I tried not to grimace and nodded instead. “Well, why 

don’t both of you go to a boutique and try on your outfits? 

She might change her mind if she sees how good you look in 

one.” And you might change your mind once you see yourself in 

one, too.  

 

“Maybe,” she nodded. “She also wants to spend $2,000 on 

flowers. Flowers!”  
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She said it like it was the most ridiculous thing in the 

world.  

 

“Alex, you know your woman better than I do. If this is 

going to make her happy, then why not say, ‘up to you, 

darling’ and leave it at that?”  

 

“I don’t know. I guess I want this to be our wedding, you 

know? Not something she set up and I’m just along for the 

ride.”  

 

“Well…” I started.  

 

“You think I should just go along for the ride?”  

 

“No, you should compromise. If she says yes to the tux, 

let her have the flowers. It’s not a win-win but it’s 

something both of you could be somewhat happy with.”  

 

“I suppose.” She let her head drop back onto the couch. 

“This whiskey is getting to me.”  

 

I looked at the clock. It was just past seven. “Do you 

have to get home?”  
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She shook her head. “Cady’s out for a girl’s night with 

her friend.”  

 

“Great.” I stood and headed to the small kitchen area. I 

kept my stash of munchies in a cabinet in the far corner. 

Reaching up, I pulled out a few packets of Cheetos and tossed 

one her way. “Let’s have a girl’s night of our own.”  

 

She caught the pack and tore into it. “Deal. On one 

condition.”  

 

“What?” I said, my fingers itching to be coated with 

orange goodness.  

 

“You don’t call this a girl’s night ever again.”  

 

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes and settled onto the lounger 

again, feeling the calming burn of the whiskey settle in my 

stomach. “You wanna get some take-out?”  

 

“Hell, yes.”  

 

“And maybe watch something stupid on Netflix?”  

 

“I’m in.”  
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We shared a smile. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d 

made a new friend.  

 

“You know what I could use right now?” Alex said twenty 

minutes into some garbage but oddly entertaining Netflix show 

about a recovering mole woman.  

 

“What?” I asked, my mouth full of Cheetos.  

 

“One of Maya’s cupcakes. Actually, not the whole cupcake. 

Just the icing.” She made a sound of pleasure deep in her 

throat.  

 

“You better be talking about actual cupcakes,” I snarked, 

taking a sip of whiskey.  

 

Alex only rolled her eyes. “You wanna give her a call? 

Say hi?”  

 

I hesitated. “I usually wait for her to call since she’s 

home and everything.”  

 

“Screw it. I’m calling.” She was already trying to unlock 

her phone with Cheeto fingers.  

 

“Hol’ up, hol’ up,” I said, tossing back the rest of the 
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glass before plopping down on the couch next to her.  

 

The video call rang a good few times before Maya 

answered. The look on her face was one of confusion.  

 

“What have you guys been up to?” she asked, suspicious.  

 

“Nothing,” we chorused. Alex hiccupped.  

 

“I miss you.” The words just slipped out. I hadn’t even 

known they’d been queued on the tip of my tongue.  

 

Maya’s face softened. She was lying in bed, her face 

devoid of make-up. It occurred to me that it was probably only 

eight in the morning in Singapore as she rubbed her eyes with 

the back of her hand.  

 

“I miss you too, baby.” She smiled. Just those simple 

words, uttered so casually, hit a chord in me. This. This was 

hella worth fighting for. Sure, things could get difficult. 

But I wasn’t gonna give up that easily.  

 

“How many chins do I have from this angle?” she asked, 

squinting at the screen. 

 

“Just the normal amount,” I said. “Alex just came by my 
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place for a chat. You know anything about that?”  

 

With one hand holding her phone up, Alex still managed to 

stuff her face with Cheetos, watching the conversation playing 

out in front of her.  

 

“Umm…” Maya hedged. “Maybe a little. I was concerned 

about you, Gray. And, you know, Alex had nothing better to 

do.”  

 

“Oi!” Alex interjected, sending Cheeto dust flying with a 

wave of her finger. “I can assure you that my time is very 

valuable.”  

 

“Dude!” I warned, wiping errant Cheeto dust off my arm.  

 

Maya rolled her eyes. “I’m just glad the two of you are 

getting along. Although I’m assuming there’s a fair bit of 

alcohol involved in this newfound friendship?”  

 

“No,” Alex and I chorused again. I winced.  

 

“Right.” Maya wasn’t convinced. “Anyway, maybe we should 

all hang out once I’m back. A double date or something. How’s 

Cady?”   

 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 159 

“Okay,” I said at the same time Alex said, “Sure. She’s 

with Charm tonight.”  

 

“Oof,” Maya winced. “Things haven’t gotten better?”  

 

My brows rose at the hint of drama. “Who’s Charm?”  

 

“Cady’s best friend since forever. They went to school 

together,” Maya supplied. Alex only rolled her eyes. “Alex and 

Charm really don’t get along.”  

 

I turned to Alex. “Why?”  

 

“Trust me. I don’t have a problem with her. But she 

hasn’t liked me from the start. Cady doesn’t see it, though. 

So I’m not saying anything until she realizes it’s an actual 

problem.”  

 

“Smart,” I commented. “Don’t borrow trouble until it 

actually falls into your lap.”  

 

“Also,” Maya continued. “Alex missed out the part where 

she’s insanely jealous of Charm.”  

 

“I am not!” Alex was highly defensive, which probably 

meant there was some truth in Maya’s statement.   



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 160 

 

“Yes, you are, Alex. Don’t try to deny it. I know you 

better than anyone. You’re jealous that Charm and Cady have 

such a deep connection and that someone Cady cares for doesn’t 

really like you. You feel left out.”  

 

“Whatever,” Alex murmured under her breath.  

 

Maya pursed her lips. “Don’t ‘whatever’ me. I’m older and 

wiser, remember?” 

 

“Older, maybe,” Alex conceded with no grace whatsoever.  

 

“And,” Maya wasn’t done. “It doesn’t help that Charm is, 

like, the poster boy for androgyny. Seriously, Gray, you have 

to meet this woman. Her cheekbones can cut glass.”  

 

“So she’s gorgeous, huh?” I must’ve had a funny look on 

my face because Maya followed up with, “But you know I only 

have eyes for you, baby.”  

 

Alex groaned. “Thanks, guys. This conversation is really 

helping with my problems.” 

 

“You don’t have a problem, Alex,” I said, turning back to 

her. “Not yet, anyway. Sure, there might be some tension 
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between you and this Charm person but it’s not something you 

can’t put up with for the woman you love. It’s not gonna be a 

problem until either of you does something to bring it to 

Cady’s attention. Don’t be the one to do that.”  

 

“Fine,” Alex grouched.  

 

“Or,” I continued. “If it’s really bothering you, just go 

straight to Charm and ask her if everything’s cool between you 

two. But choose your words carefully ‘cause you know that 

whatever you say will more than likely be reported back to 

Cady.”  

 

“See what I mean, Alex?” Maya’s voice came through the 

phone. “I told you it would be good for the two of you to 

talk.”  

 

“Thanks, mom.” Alex wasn’t too happy about receiving 

advice. She excused herself to the restroom shortly after.  

 

“So what’re you up to today?” I asked, leaning into the 

overstuffed couch.  

 

“Well, I spent the whole day in bed yesterday so I 

suppose I’ll have to meet up with a few friends today.” 
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“Sounds fun.”  

 

“But I really miss you, though.” Her voice had dropped to 

that tell-tale pitch.  

 

“Oh, yeah?”  

 

“Mm-hmm.” Her free hand tugged at the v-neck of her 

cotton tee, revealing a nice amount of cleavage. Vivid 

memories of their feel and scent invaded my mind. Damn if my 

mouth didn’t water.  

 

“Are you teasing me with what I can’t have?”  

 

“It’s only another seven days, baby.”  

 

“I can’t live that long without them… I mean you.”  

 

She laughed. “Nice save.”  

 

“Now give me a little peek.”  

 

“Oh gross.” Alex’s voice carried across the room. “I was 

gone for, like, a minute! Keep it in your panties please.”  

 

Maya giggled, her face turning a lovely shade of pink. 
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She gave me a conspiratorial wink while apologizing to Alex 

for violating her phone. We made plans to FaceTime the next 

day before she hung up with a kiss.  

 

“You all right?” I asked Alex as she settled into the 

couch again.  

 

“Yeah, all good. It’s nice to see Maya happy.”   

 

I returned her phone. “I’m glad I make her happy.”  

 

Alex took a breath like she wanted to say something more 

but looked away instead.  

 

“What?” I asked.  

 

She shook her head. “How about we get wasted and finish 

that show?”  

 

I paused for a second, wondering if I should question her 

silence. Then, deciding against it, I simply said “Sure” and 

refilled our drinks.  
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# 

Chapter 12 

We had dinner and drinks with Alex and Cady a week after 

Maya flew back to New York. Maya’s mother was visiting her 

sister in Philadelphia again and we had the whole weekend to 

ourselves – the perfect excuse to do nothing but lounge around 

in our underwear after the double date.  

 

When we got back to my apartment after way too many 

drinks, my whole plan involved getting Maya naked and in bed. 

Maya seemed to have the same idea; the moment I shut the front 

door, she slipped her jacket and scarf off, revealing the 

little black dress she wore underneath. The effect of that 

lace-trimmed number hadn’t worn off over dinner. As she walked 

towards me, I felt desire spike sharply in my belly.  

 

“You’re gonna kill me with that dress.” I reached out and 

pulled her close, burying my nose in her loose curls.  

 

“Good. I have five more just like it,” she said with a 

giggle.  

 

“Cheeky, aren’t you?” My fingers dug into her hips.  

 

She made a little noise at the contact and looked up at 

me, eyes wide. I wonder if she knew I’d do anything for her if 
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she looked at me that way.  

 

“Come here,” she said, reaching up to cup the nape of my 

neck. In her heels, she didn’t have to reach far to find my 

lips.  

 

I let her kiss me, her lips soft and seeking. She tasted 

like white wine and the chocolate dessert we’d shared. I felt 

a growl at the base of my throat as she slid her tongue 

against my bottom lip.  

 

“I love it when you do that,” she said, tugging at the 

buttons of my black shirt.  

 

“What?” My fingers reached up to help her – anything to 

hasten the process of feeling her skin against mine.  

 

“Growl in your throat like that. It’s so… primal.”  

 

She was getting a little breathless as my shirt came 

undone, her fingers hastening to unzip my binder. I hid a 

smile of contentment as I watched the woman I wanted more than 

anything in the world want me right back.  

 

I reached behind her and unzipped her dress in one quick 

tug, running my hand down the smooth skin of her back and over 
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the generous curve of her ass.  

 

“You trust me?” I asked her.  

 

She nodded.  

 

I slid an arm under her knees and swung her into my arms. 

She gasped and threw her arms around my neck.  

 

When I placed her in the center of my bed, she flipped 

her heels off and watched intently as I removed each article 

of clothing painfully slowly. When I started on the button of 

my black jeans, she licked her lips, her gaze unwavering.  

 

“I need you, baby,” she breathed and I was powerless to 

deny her anything.  

 

* 

 

Later that night, when I exited the shower, Maya was 

seated on the edge of the bed, wrapped tightly in my oversized 

bathrobe. Her wet hair was coiled in a towel turban.    

 

“I feel like a potato,” she said as I dried off.  

 

I tried my very best not to laugh at that analogy. But it 
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was hard. “Well, then you’re the sexiest potato I’ve ever 

eaten.”  

 

That made her smile. The first few bars of Usher’s “U Got 

it Bad” came through from the speakers in the living area. 

Very apt.  

 

“You should never wear clothes,” Maya commented as I 

plugged in the hairdryer.  

 

I caught a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror – 

not too shabby, even if I do say so myself. At least 

everything was still in its place at thirty-two.  

 

Maya came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my 

waist. She smiled at me in the reflection of the mirror.  

 

“Beautiful,” she said, running her hands appreciatively 

over the toothy, angry bear tattooed on my stomach (his name’s 

Eddie, for future reference).  

 

“Not as beautiful as my potato,” I joked, setting the 

hairdryer down so I could wrap myself around her.  

 

“Stop.” She laughed lightly as she cuddled close, still 

watching our reflection.  
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I slipped the makeshift turban off her head; her curls 

fell around us, damp and smelling like my Toni & Guy shampoo. 

She made a sound of contentment as I kissed her forehead.  

 

“I love you, baby.”  

 

I hadn’t meant to say it – no, wait, I had. I’d been 

thinking about it for weeks, maybe months. Oh god. Who was I 

kidding? She’d had my heart the moment she said she’d take 

care of me.  

 

But I’d wanted to save it for a special moment. I guess 

this was it, while we were both half damp and still tingling 

from the wine we had at dinner. What’s wrong with me?! 

 

Her eyes widened and she turned to face me, probably 

trying to read if I meant what I said. So I said it again.  

 

The tip of her nose started turning red a second before 

her eyes welled with tears. Okay, so not what I’d expected.  

 

She laid her forehead against my chest and took several 

deep breaths.  

 

“Maya?”  
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“I’m okay.” Her voice was muffled against my skin.  

 

“Then why are you crying, baby?” 

 

She sniffled. “I’m not crying. You are.”  

 

I rolled my eyes and held her close as she gathered 

herself. When she finally looked up at me, I wiped away the 

tear tracks with my fingers.  

 

“I never thought I’d hear you say those words, Gray,” she 

confessed, her voice thick. “I love you, too. More than you 

can imagine.”  

 

The coil of anxiety that had spiraled into a tight knot 

in my stomach began to unravel at her words. Relief was an 

understatement. I hadn’t realized how afraid I’d been that she 

wouldn’t return my feelings.  

 

And, maybe, deep down, I’d known all along how we felt 

about each other. No one else had the ability to look into my 

soul like Maya did.  

 

“I love you so much,” she repeated, pulling me down for a 

lengthy kiss. I smiled against her lips; nothing could have 
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made me a happier woman.  
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# 

Chapter 13 

 

Happiness is such a fleeting thing. I had exactly 56 

hours and 39 minutes of it. Yes, I counted every moment. I 

couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt like everything in my 

life was exactly where it should be.  

 

Well, so much for that.  

 

I was opening the shop on Monday morning after my weekend 

with Maya when I got a call from Alex. We’d made plans to work 

out together later that day so it didn’t seem like a big deal 

that she was calling.  

 

I sandwiched my phone between cheek and shoulder as I 

worked the padlock on the shopfront.  

 

“Hey, what’s up?” I asked, leaning over to flip the 

shutters up.  

 

“I’m at the University Hospital – you know where that 

is?”  

 

Panic made my fingers immobile for a second.  
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“Yeah. What happened?”  

 

“I can’t explain over the phone but can you come down 

right now?”  

 

“Is it Maya?” I had to force my lips to say those words.  

 

“Yeah. She’s… she’s alive. But I think you should be 

here. I’ll text you the details.”  

 

I stood on the sidewalk, staring at my phone, blinking. 

Waiting for the text. She’s alive? She’s ALIVE? What the hell 

was that supposed to mean? 

 

My mind raced to last night. I’d walked Maya back to her 

apartment after a three-hour dinner at my favorite sushi 

place. She hadn’t really wanted the weekend to end but she 

knew her mother would be back the next day. So I’d kissed her 

goodbye. We’d parted. I sent her a few funny dog memes before 

we said goodnight a little later. And… that’s it. That seemed 

like a normal night, right? Right?! 

 

What could have happened in eight hours? 

 

Mel found me staring at my phone minutes later, the 

shutters still half up. She laid a hand on my arm and I pulled 
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away, thrusting the set of keys into her hand. She was saying 

something but I couldn’t hear over the ringing in my ears. I 

couldn’t breathe as I waited for my phone to buzz.  

 

And then it did.  

 

Fourth Floor, Ward 11.  

 

I ran the whole way. It was fourteen blocks but I made it 

there in under fifteen minutes. The medical staff yelled at me 

to slow down as I pushed past the crowd in the lobby and 

rushed for the elevator.  

 

Alex met me in the hallway; she’d been sitting in one of 

those plastic waiting room chairs with her head in her hands. 

Seeing her like that made my heart seize. I suddenly didn’t 

want to know. I didn’t want this to happen. I didn’t want to 

be here. I wanted to go back to last night.  

 

“Gray, it’s this way.” Alex began walking towards the 

ward but I couldn’t move. Or maybe I was moving backwards. I 

didn’t know. I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want to see my 

baby in a hospital with tubes sticking out of her or whatever. 

 

“Gray, hey.” Alex turned on her heel and waved a hand in 

front of my face.  
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“I can’t.” I didn’t recognize my voice.  

 

Alex grasped my shoulders and shook me a little. “Yes, 

you can. She’s alive, okay? That’s what’s important.” 

 

“I… Was it an accident?” 

 

“No.” 

 

Before I could say anything else, Alex steered me to the 

ward.  

 

I can’t remember the last time I prayed. Maybe when Mama 

had been alive and she’d make me say prayers before bed. I 

couldn’t even remember the words.  

 

But as I followed Alex into the tiny grey room, I prayed. 

I prayed that Alex was right, that Maya was okay. I prayed 

that if things weren’t okay, I could fix them. I couldn’t even 

remember the words I said. It was just a start of an old 

prayer Mama used to make me repeat.  

 

Dio te salve, Maria. Dio te salve, Maria. Dio te salve, 

Maria. 
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My eyes honed in on the prone form on the bed. Maya 

looked… fine. Peaceful. Like she was just sleeping. Her cheeks 

were flushed and there was an IV tube taped to the back of her 

hand but otherwise, she looked fine, tucked away tightly in 

the hospital sheets.  

 

“Some good news,” the hefty blonde nurse said as we 

walked in. I hadn’t even noticed she was there. “Her color has 

returned after we pumped out the rest of the pills. She’s 

going to be fine. She just needs plenty of rest for now. The 

doctor will be in to see her shortly and someone needs to be 

with her 24/7. If that’s a problem, let me know now and I’ll 

assign a staff member. Now, who can fill out some forms for 

me?”  

 

Alex volunteered, leaving me alone with Maya. Her 

breathing was so faint. I could barely hear it over the hum of 

the heater. I leaned in close, placing my ear next to her 

mouth, and just stood there, listening to her breath whistle 

in and out.  

 

Why, baby?  

 

The nurse had said pills. What kind? Why did she have 

them? How many did she take? Why?! Why would she even want 

to…? 
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I wanted to believe it wasn’t me. But nothing else seemed 

to add up. Nothing had changed recently except me telling her 

that I loved her.  

 

I ran a hand over her forehead, letting it rest there as 

though it would provide an insight into what was going through 

her mind.  

 

“Why, babygirl?” I asked aloud.  

 

She stirred, rubbing her forehead against my palm, but 

didn’t wake.  

 

I wasn’t sure how much time passed before Alex re-entered 

the room and took a seat on one of the spare chairs. She’d 

rolled up her sleeves but the flannel shirt she wore was 

creased to hell. Her eyes were red-rimmed.  

 

“You gotta tell me something, Alex.” My voice was loud in 

the quiet room.  

 

She ran her hands over her cheeks and took a deep breath. 

“Fine,” she said, her tone withdrawn.  

 

“Maya called me this morning at about six a.m. She said 
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she’d taken a bunch of sleeping pills and she wanted to tell 

me she loved me and she was so happy that everything worked 

out for Cady and I. She kept going on about that. I can’t 

remember what I said – I was freaked – but I managed to 

convince her to throw them up. By then, it had already been 

some time.  

 

“I called 911. She was barely conscious when they got 

there. Thank god I told her to unlock the front door before I 

lost her on the phone. They pumped her stomach soon after.”  

 

My lips were numb when I said: “I walked her home at 

midnight. What happened?”  

 

“Gray,” Alex said softly. “It’s not your fault, okay? 

None of this is.”  

 

“I told her I loved her.” For the first time in a long 

time, I felt the burn of tears in my eyes. I had a few pieces 

of the puzzle now but nothing seemed to fit. Was I angry? Was 

I sad? No. I felt helpless.  

 

“She told me.” Alex’s smile was genuine but tired.  

 

“Did she… do this because…?” 
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“No.” Alex was quick to interject. Then she sighed long 

and hard. “Look, it’s not my place to say this, okay? But I 

know you’re hurting and you need to understand. Maya has MDD - 

it’s-” 

 

“Major Depressive Disorder,” I said quietly. I closed my 

eyes against the pain of pieces coming together. “Has Maya 

done this before?”  

 

Alex nodded. “Once, when she was fourteen, before she was 

diagnosed.”  

 

I picked up Maya’s prone hand, hoping I could transfer 

some of my strength to her. How had she hidden all of this 

from me? How could I not have seen through it? Had there been 

signs? I wracked my brain. Had she tried to tell me? I 

couldn’t come up with anything. To even consider… suicide… she 

must’ve been in so much pain. Why didn’t she feel like she 

could talk to me?  

 

“She’s been on medication for it? I didn’t see her take 

any when she was with me.”  

 

Alex nodded. “She was doing well for almost ten years. 

But it was very stressful for her. MDD, it’s like a brain 

imbalance, but her family doesn’t believe it’s an illness.”  
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“What do you mean?” I asked, threading Maya’s fingers 

through mine, wishing she would squeeze back like she usually 

did.  

 

“Her family… they don’t acknowledge that she’s – how 

should I put it – neuro-atypical. They don’t believe in mental 

illness.”  

 

My brows furrowed. “I don’t get it – why don’t they 

believe in it?”  

 

Alex threaded her fingers through her hair, frustration 

evident in her movements. “See, that’s the problem.”  

 

Her voice was a near shout.  

 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.” She took a deep, 

calming breath and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re not 

– you can’t see things like we do, Gray. You don’t 

understand.”  

 

“Tell me, then,” I challenged. “Tell me what the fuck it 

is I don’t understand.”  

 

“You don’t get what it’s like in our society. Mental 
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illness, it’s a taboo thing. People don’t believe in it. If 

you’re sad, just go for a run to de-stress. If you’re 

‘depressed’, just man up and pull yourself together.” She 

paused. “And there’s really no such thing as ‘coming out’. We 

can’t just do it. We can’t just ‘be gay’.” 

 

I raised an eyebrow. “You think I don’t know how hard it 

is for some people to be out?” 

 

“Not in an Asian society, no, Gray, I don’t think you do. 

I lost my whole goddamn family. You think I want that for 

Maya?” 

 

I bit my lip and looked down at Maya, her chest rising 

and falling in perfect rhythm. I was thankful she was unaware 

of the conversation.  

 

“So what do you want me to do? What can I do?” 

 

Alex sighed and collapsed into the chair. “I don’t have 

the answers, Gray. It’s not my life.” 

 

I wished I could sock her. But I had to remind myself 

that none of this was Alex’s fault. She was caught in the 

situation that, technically, had nothing to do with her. I was 

more than grateful she’d been there for Maya. But at the same 
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time, I hated what she was telling me.  

 

“Look, just wait for her to wake up. Ask her for the 

truth. All of it.”  

 

I swallowed. “How bad is it?”  

 

Alex simply shook her head. “It won’t be easy. But I 

think you can take it. You’re a big girl.” 

 

Really? I wanted to ask. Cause I felt like a toddler 

still learning to walk.  

 

“I got her stuff.” We turned as Cady walked briskly into 

the room, a bright pink overnight bag in her hand. “How’s she 

doing? What did the doctor say?” 

 

“The nurse was in here earlier. Maya just needs to rest 

and she’ll be just fine,” Alex said, taking the bag from Cady.   

 

“Oh, thank god.” Cady’s relief was palpable. She made her 

way to the other side of the narrow bed. “Did you hear that, 

hon? You’ll be just fine. All you need is some rest.”  

 

She held Maya’s hand and squeezed her fingers in a 

gesture of comfort. I just stared blankly out the window, 
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still trying to put the pieces together.  

 

“Gray, you all right?”  

 

Cady looked up at me, her eyes full of worry.  

 

“No.”  

 

I didn’t mean for it to sound as harsh as it did. But I 

couldn’t seem to control the riot of emotions whirling through 

me. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself.  

 

“Why don’t you sit down?” she offered, gesturing to the 

chair behind me.  

 

I shook my head.  

 

“I’m gonna head home for a quick shower then,” Cady said, 

still holding Maya’s hand.   

 

“I need a change of clothes,” Alex said as she stood up, 

brushing off the flannel.  

 

“You guys go ahead. I’ll be here.”  

 

They gathered their things to leave. “Hey, wait. Could 
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you please do me a favor?” 

 

“Sure,” Cady said, shrugging on her coat.  

 

“In my apartment, there’s a black box I keep in the 

little drawer under my coffee table. Could you please get it 

for me? My receptionist has the keys.”  

 

“Sure, Gray.” Cady reached up to give me a hug. “Hang in 

there. We’ll be back soon.”  

 

Alex patted me on the arm.  

 

I almost crumbled when they left, my hand still 

intertwined with Maya’s. I quickly swiped at the tears on my 

cheeks and took a steadying breath. 

 

Please, baby. Please wake up.  
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# 

Chapter 14 

 

She shot straight up in bed just after four in the 

afternoon, gasping and out of breath. I was by her side in a 

second, holding her as she shook violently. She held on tight, 

her eyes closed, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.  

 

“It’s gonna be all right, baby,” I said repeatedly, 

rocking her a little, trying to help her calm down.  

 

She shook her head even as she clung to me. The blood 

pressure monitor beeped wildly as she got more and more worked 

up with whatever was going through her head.  

 

“Baby,” I said, grasping the nape of her neck. “Look at 

me. Look at me,” I repeated when she didn’t. Her eyes snapped 

to mine. Scared, full of guilt.  

 

“Take a deep breath with me, okay?”  

 

She nodded, still shaking. She mimicked my breathing, or 

tried to as best as she could before she saw the IV taped to 

her hand.  

 

“Gray, get it off me, please. I don’t like needles. 
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Please.”  

 

“Maya.” I tried to make my voice as calming as possible. 

“It’s not a needle, okay? It’s just a piece of plastic. You’re 

on your third drip already. You need this, baby.”  

 

“But I don’t want it. Please, Gray. I can’t…”  

 

She buried her face in my stomach and cried. I swallowed, 

my heart breaking as I watched the woman I loved fall to 

pieces. I held her, telling her that it was going to be okay, 

stroking her hair and reminding her that I was there for her, 

no matter what it was.  

 

Minutes later, she pulled back, her face streaked with 

tears.  

 

“I need to go.”  

 

“What?” I asked, brows furrowed.  

 

In a quick move, she ripped the IV from her hand hopped 

off the other side of the narrow hospital bed. A trail of 

blood stained the pristine sheets. 

 

“Maya!”  
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I rushed over to her as she hit the floor, unbalanced and 

dizzy. I helped her up and she clung to me, repeating that she 

was fine.  

 

“I need to go, Gray.”  

 

“Where, Maya? Where are you gonna go like this?”  

 

Her eyes filled with tears again. “Anywhere. Take me 

anywhere, Gray. I don’t want to be here.”  

 

“Maya, you can’t. Let me get the doctor.” 

 

“If you get them, they won’t let me leave until I agree 

to psychiatric care. But I need to go now, Gray. I don’t want 

to be here. Please, please, please.” 

 

She should stay. She should stay and get help for 

whatever demons she was harboring. But she pleaded with me 

again, desperate and weak. I was only human.  

 

I helped her into her underwear and a simple red dress. 

She sat on the edge of the bed and slipped on a pair of flats 

that Cady had packed for her. Taking a deep breath, she 

twisted her hair into a knot.  
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“Let’s go,” she said, getting to her feet. She was 

steadier this time, determined, even as her hands shook.  

 

“Promise me something, Maya,” I said, reluctantly sliding 

her travel bag onto my shoulder.  

 

She nodded.  

 

“Promise me that you’ll see a therapist.” 

 

She nodded again.  

 

“Say the words.” I wasn’t gonna let it go.  

 

“I promise, I promise. Let’s just go.”  

 

I walked closely behind her, ready to catch her if she 

fell. She walked steadily now but none of this felt right. She 

should stay and get the help she needed. Instead, I was 

helping her leave the hospital. Why? Because she’d asked me 

to? Begged?  

 

We didn’t have any trouble leaving. The hospital staff 

were too busy to even look up as we walked through the front 

doors. I’d hoped someone would question us and take the 
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decision (and guilt) out of my hands.  

 

The security guards even opened the doors for us as we 

left. Maya was on her phone, booking us an Uber. I desperately 

wanted to pick her up, throw her over my shoulder and walk 

back into the hospital. It was the right thing to do. Although 

she seemed to be fine, seeming fine and being fine were two 

different things. I knew only too well.  

 

When the Uber took us past the University, I asked Maya 

where we were headed. She hadn’t said a word so far, choosing 

instead to look out the window of the car. For once, her eyes 

didn’t betray what she was thinking. Or maybe I just couldn’t 

read her anymore. And that worried me. A lot.  

 

I’d assumed she was coming home with me where I could 

keep an eye on her. Where we could talk. We really needed to 

talk.  

 

She looked down at her fingers. “Upstate somewhere. The 

Fish and Pike Inn. I looked it up last night when I… I wanted 

to be away when I…”  

 

I picked up the hand she had placed on her lap and gave 

it a squeeze. She didn’t have to finish that thought; I didn’t 

want her to finish it. I don’t think I could handle the mental 
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image of her lying unconscious (or the other thing) in an inn 

somewhere. My chest tightened as I felt the familiar coiling 

of anxiety form a hardened cement wall around my sternum.  

 

Maya shifted over in the backseat and laid her head on my 

shoulder. I pulled her close, trying to calm my breathing by 

inhaling her familiar scent. I breathed in and out, counting 

to ten and then repeating the cycle. Just like Jean had taught 

me when I had faced my own demons. I wondered what Maya’s 

were; I wondered if I could fight them for her.  

 

I let her have her space once we got to the inn almost an 

hour later. The receptionist checked us in with minimal hassle 

even though we didn’t have reservations. It was a fairly nice 

place with a collection of cottage-esque apartments. I 

couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen so much open space or 

so much green. Maybe in a postcard or something. Certainly 

never in New York.  

 

The inn was lovely and extremely picturesque. The 

pathways were lined with cobblestones. Waist-high bushes 

formed an armor around each front gate. No one would be able 

to see into the large front windows – it was a good place if 

you didn’t want anyone to see what you were doing. Or if you 

wanted to kill yourself.  

 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 190 

She settled into the brown brocade couch once the bellboy 

shut the door, her withdrawn form so small against the 

upholstery that I felt my heart crumble. I told myself not to 

stare, that she probably needed some time to herself. Instead, 

I busied myself by ordering something to eat and filling the 

kettle to brew some sweet tea. 

 

When I sat on the end of the couch with a steaming mug – 

something easy on her tummy after the trauma of last night – 

she didn’t move. I placed a hand on her calf and she jerked as 

though she’d forgotten I was there.  

 

She stared at me for the longest time, her bottom lip 

quivering as though she was about to cry. I set the mug aside 

and held my arm out. She curled herself into my side and 

rested her head on my shoulder. The position, one in which 

we’d watched Netflix countless times, was so heartbreakingly 

familiar that, for a moment, I felt everything would be okay.  

 

“You’re a good person, Gray.”  

 

I said nothing but pulled her closer, catching her tears 

on my shirtsleeve.  

 

Her voice was a whisper. “But I’m not. I’m a liar.”  
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I knew she felt me tense but she didn’t look up. Instead, 

her eyes focused on the small blank TV screen in front of us. 

It mirrored a deceptively sweet image of a couple cuddling on 

the couch.  

 

“Tell me,” I said simply.  

 

She was silent for a while. Every few seconds, I’d hear 

her take a deep breath and then swallow hard. I tried not to 

squirm from the nerves but it was hard.  

 

“Before I say anything,” she began, her voice soft, 

“please remember that I love you. I wish I could say I 

wouldn’t have done what I did but I’m too selfish for that.” 

 

I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I love you, too, 

baby.” 

 

She worried her thumbnail. “I wanted to be happy. For a 

while, I was happy. With you.”  

 

“Me too, baby. I still am.” 

 

She shook her head. “You can’t be happy. I’m a liar. I 

lied to you; I lied to my family. I even lied to myself. I’m 

really good at that.”  
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“What did you lie about? Whatever it is, I’ll help you 

fix it.”  

 

Her bottom lip quivered again. “Oh god, you’re such a 

good person. You don’t deserve me. You can’t fix it, Gray. 

It’s a mess. I’m a mess.”  

 

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  

 

“I’m engaged.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 193 

# 

Chapter 15 

For a moment, I went deaf. The ringing in my ears 

overtook everything else and I sat forward abruptly. I didn’t 

have to look at my reflection in the TV to know that the blood 

had drained from my face.  

 

I stood and moved away, trying to find some semblance of 

balance. Engaged? Engaged? My Maya? The words simply didn’t 

compute.  

 

I couldn’t breathe. I slapped my hands on the writing 

desk in the corner, trying to get a decent breath.  

 

I felt hands on my back but I pushed them away, needing 

space. Needing to be away. Oh god. I couldn’t even begin to… 

my Maya, belonging to someone else… the image of her with 

another woman… I felt my hands tremble as I swept the hair out 

of my face.  

 

Impossible. She was everything that was innocent. No one 

could fake that, can they? She was the purest person with the 

sweetest heart. She was incapable of doing something like 

this. Right? Right?! 

 

But she was telling the truth. I could see it in her 
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face, the way she feared my reaction. I heard it in her voice. 

She didn’t want to tell me this. She had to.  

 

Fuck.  

 

“Please, please, please just listen to me.”  

 

The ringing subsided but I still heard her voice as 

though it were from afar, even though she was standing just a 

few feet away.  

 

I felt my lips move. I don’t think I even processed what 

I was saying. “What is there to talk about?”  

 

She faltered for a moment, tears puddling on her dress, 

the stains dark against the cheerful red.  

 

“I didn’t want to be. I had to,” she said quietly.  

 

“What the fuck does that mean?!” I hadn’t meant to raise 

my voice. Or maybe I had. I didn’t really know. She recoiled 

from my words but didn’t move away.  

 

“It’s an arranged marriage, okay? I don’t even really 

know the guy. We’ve been on a few dates, that’s it.” 
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I blinked.  

 

And then it hit me. Alex was right. I didn’t know 

anything about their world. I just stared at the woman I’d 

thought was my world, watching her crumbling, watching my 

world crumbling. Feeling it crumbling.  

 

“Gray, I know I messed up, okay? I know I did. But I 

don’t want to lose you. I just can’t lose you. Please…” 

 

She tentatively placed her arms around my waist and I 

stood there, my hands curled into fists, feeling her tears wet 

my chest. She held onto me as though I were her last hope, her 

last chance for happiness. And maybe I was.  

 

I had very little mental clarity. And so many questions I 

was almost choking on them. I shut my eyes as she sobbed, 

wondering what the hell had happened to my perfect-ish life of 

twenty-four hours ago.  

 

“You should get some rest.” I know the words came from me 

but I didn’t even feel my lips move.  

 

She shook her head, still buried against my chest. I 

needed time to think. I couldn’t process anything with the 

sound of her crying.  
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“Don’t push me away.” Her words were barely audible. I 

swallowed, realizing that I’d wanted to do exactly that so I 

could wrangle free of this madness for a while. “Just sit 

down, please.”  

 

I let her coax me back to the couch but I kept to my end 

of it. She wiped her nose with a tissue. She looked defeated; 

her eyebags were stark against her skin and her lips were 

tightly drawn. Sick - she looked sick and tired. I’d never 

seen my girl look this way.  

 

“This is the biggest mistake I’ve ever made,” she said, 

looking down at her crossed legs. “But I’d make it again if 

had to.”  

 

“You’re talking about me? I’m a mistake?” I knew I was 

picking up the wrong things but I couldn’t help myself. I felt 

on edge, the little pockets of anger I’d set aside for years 

welling inside me like a storm.  

 

“No, Gray. No, please don’t think that. I’m talking about 

what I did. Asking you out, trying to seduce you on our first 

date. I started this. So I thought I could end… end 

everything… it if I just stopped… being.”  
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I ran a hand through my hair. “You would’ve let me live 

with the doubt that my love drove you to death?”  

 

“No!” She swiped at her eyes again. “I didn’t think of it 

that way.” 

 

Her smile was sad. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I 

thought I was being so smart. But I was insanely stupid.” 

 

She took a deep breath.  

 

“On that first night, I told you I wanted you when we first 

met.” 

 

“Yeah.” 

 

“I wanted you because you were everything I couldn’t have 

but needed so desperately. We met just a couple of weeks after 

my… engagement.” The last word was almost a whisper. “And I 

was so, so unhappy. I wasn’t in a good place, mentally. I just 

didn’t want to exist in a world where no one cared to listen 

to me.”  

 

She was silent for a while. I said nothing but my jaw 

couldn’t possibly clench any tighter.  
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“My parents know I’m gay. They know I have –” she choked 

on the word, “MDD. But they deny both. They just want to get 

me married off so I’ll stop being a burden with all these 

issues they can’t or won’t deal with. Marriage is like duct 

tape to them – it solves everything. People will stop talking 

about their ‘crazy daughter’ if I settled down and appeared 

normal. 

 

“And I’d resigned myself to that. Completely. I was down 

the darkest hole you can possibly imagine. Where everything 

just happened around me and I was just in the middle of 

things, existing. When I met you, it was the first time I’d 

felt alive in a long, long time.” 

 

I felt tears on my cheeks but didn’t wipe them away.  

 

“You have a bit of a reputation with the ladies. Always 

unavailable is what Charm said. She knows who you are through 

a friend of a friend. So, in your words, I thought you were a 

safe bet for-”  

 

“A one-night stand?” I asked between clenched teeth.  

 

She nodded, looking down, ashamed. “I thought if I could 

just feel what it meant to be with someone I really wanted, I 

could get on with life. Just once, I wanted to do something 
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for me. I wanted to live. But I hadn’t counted on you, Gray. 

 

“I knew I loved you that first night when you touched my 

scarred body and called me beautiful. The moment you 

encouraged me to do the things I’d been told not to do my 

whole life. The moment you kissed my forehead and said 

goodnight when you thought I’d fallen asleep.” 

 

I closed my eyes in an attempt to fight the tears. I knew 

exactly what she meant. I hadn’t meant to fall so hard and so 

deep so quickly.  

 

In all the pain her words caused, there was one thing I 

knew for certain: I loved Maya. Despite whatever fucked up 

twist of fate had led us together, I loved her. She’d lied to 

me but that pain was disintegrating more quickly than I’d 

expected, leaving only an intense need to claim what was mine.  

 

As she dabbed at the constant flow of tears, the doorbell 

rang. I’d completely forgotten about the food I’d ordered but 

my legs wouldn’t move.  

 

“I’ll get it,” Maya offered, wiping her nose clean once 

again. She dug through her travel bag for her purse to tip the 

bellboy who brought a large tray into the room. I stared 

ahead, out the large bay windows and into the bushes around 
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the little cottage.  

 

As she flipped her wallet open, something small fell out 

of it with a sharp clink on the tile. It rolled to the edge of 

the thick carpet. I could barely make it out in the dimly lit 

room but it looked like a ring. A diamond ring winking in the 

low light.  

 

Maya didn’t move. She watched me staring unblinkingly at 

it.  

 

I stood and picked the ring off the floor, inspecting it 

under the lamplight. A square cut diamond, probably two 

carats, surrounded by little ruby stones. It was huge. 

Beautiful.  

 

It almost made me smile.  

 

The ring confirmed one thing – whoever this dude was 

didn’t know Maya very well. Big and flashy was the opposite of 

my girl. She’d hate this monstrosity.  

 

“I’ll just leave the tip,” the bellboy said. He seemed 

nervous. I wondered how palpable the tension was in the room.  

 

“No,” I said, looking straight at him. He couldn’t be 
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more than eighteen, probably working a summer job before 

college. Maybe even saving up for it. “Take this.”  

 

He balked as I handed him the ring. The diamond winked in 

the low light. Maya said nothing but stepped aside for him to 

leave.  

 

“I can’t,” he said. “It’s too much.”  

 

“Count your blessings,” I returned and ushered him out 

the door before he could say anything else.  

 

“I don’t know how I’m going to explain that,” Maya said 

uncertainly.  

 

“You don’t have to.”  

 

I picked up the coat I’d draped on the back of the couch 

and slid out the black box Alex and Cady had brought over to 

the hospital earlier that day. In it were the few things that 

remained of my mother. Mostly pictures – the few of them she’d 

had the money to develop – and her rosaries. I didn’t remember 

the prayers anymore but the weight and feel of the small beads 

had felt comforting in the hospital while I’d waited for Maya 

to wake up.  
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“Come here,” I said, patting the space beside me as I sat 

on the couch.  

 

She sat on the edge of the seat and watched me unpack the 

box. When I popped the false bottom to reveal my parents’ 

wedding bands, she instinctively scooted backwards and 

repeated the word “no” several times.  

 

I simply shook my head and picked up the smaller of the 

two rings.  

 

“Why are you saying no, baby? Are you afraid?”  

 

She shook her head again. Her hair unclasped from its bun 

and fell over her shoulder. She swatted it away with a flick 

of her hand.  

 

“I don’t deserve you.” Her words were almost a whisper. 

“I’m a liar and a cheater and I don’t deserve to be with you.”  

 

I held out my hand, waiting for her to place her palm in 

it. She didn’t.  

 

“I’m not saying what you did was right. But everyone 

deserves to be happy. The last few months, you’ve made me the 

happiest I’ve ever been – all you had to do was smile at me 
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and I wouldn’t be able to remember what it was to be anxious. 

All I want to do every day is spend time with you, doing 

nothing and everything.  

 

“I understand why you did it. We probably have a lot of 

stuff from your past to work through – hell, my past has been 

choking me for seventeen years, too, and you tried to help me 

through that. But one thing I know for sure is that I love 

you. And that’s not going to change, no matter what we gotta 

go through.”  

 

“But my engagement…”  

 

“Won’t mean shit if you don’t marry him. You know me, 

baby. I can offer you a decent life. I make a good living and 

I’ll support you no matter what you do.” 

 

Her lips quivered. “Even my bakery?”  

 

I felt a smile twist my lips. “Especially your bakery.”  

 

She finally placed her palm on my upturned hand and I 

placed my lips against it. Her fingers were cold and tense 

under my lips.  

 

“Baby, I need you to know that this isn’t an engagement 
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ring. It’s a promise. It’s a promise that I’ll be here for you 

whenever you feel ready to move forward. In the meantime, I 

belong only to you. Maya, will you be mine?”  

 

She rasped a “yes”, swiping tears from her eyes even 

though they kept flowing in a constant stream. “I didn’t know 

what it meant to be happy until I met you.”  

 

I slid the ring onto her finger; it was a little loose 

but I didn’t think she noticed through the veil of tears.  

 

I pulled her close for a kiss. “Mine,” I said, placing a 

possessive kiss on the side of her neck.  

 

“I’m yours. I’ve always been yours in every way that 

matters.”  

 

She kissed me fiercely, her tears intermingling with her 

passion. I pulled her onto my lap, grateful for the feel of 

her weight, a reminder that she was still there, still mine.  

 

When her fingers reached for my shirt, I stopped her and 

wiped the tears from her cheeks.  

 

“You need to rest.” 
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She tried to protest but I was insistent. She grumbled as 

I buttered some toast for her and made her drink some warm tea 

with it. The tea put her to sleep within minutes.  

 

I sat on the edge of the bed and kicked off my Converse, 

feeling my muscles finally relax. I lay back, blinking up at 

the dark ceiling, trying to take in the hellish day. I wasn’t 

even given a minute to collect myself before the phone rang 

loudly in the quiet room.  

 

I jumped at it, trying to answer it before it woke Maya.  

 

It was Alex.  

 

“Gray – what the fuck? We’re at the hospital. Where are 

you? Where’s Maya?”  

 

“She’s fine. She wanted to leave. We’re upstate.” 

 

“She wanted to leave?!” Alex was incredulous. She 

sputtered for a moment. “Are you kidding?”  

 

“I know how stupid that sounds.” I grabbed my cigarettes 

from my coat and made my way outside. “But she’s okay. She’s 

resting.”  
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“Gray-” 

 

“She promised she’ll see a therapist. Trust me, I’m gonna 

make sure she does.” 

 

I lit up and took a long drag as Alex filled Cady in.  

 

“So where exactly are you?” she asked a moment later.  

 

“The Fish and Pike Inn off route 87. Seriously, we’re 

fine. I’ll bring her back tomorrow.”  

 

“So… you talked?”  

 

I took another drag. “Yeah. A heads up would have been 

nice, Alex.”  

 

Alex sighed. “It wasn’t my place to say anything.” 

 

“We really liked you, Gray. We didn’t want you to get 

hurt,” Cady chimed in from the background.  

 

“Really? Did you like me when you cleared my background 

check for a one-night stand?”  

 

There was a moment of silence. I could imagine them 
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exchanging worried looks. “So she really told you everything, 

huh?”  

 

“Yep.”  

 

“I guess we should apologize for that. We shouldn’t have 

meddled.”    

 

“Ya think?”  

 

“So… what now?”  

 

“I’m not gonna let her marry that dude.” 

 

“Yes!” I heard Cady shout in the background.  

 

“You’ve just made my fiancee very happy,” Alex commented. 

I could hear the smile in her voice. “I was hoping you’d feel 

that way.”  

 

“I gave her engagement ring to the bellboy.”  

 

“You what?!”  

 

As I rehashed the events from earlier that evening, Alex 

and Cady couldn’t help but laugh.  
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“I thought I liked you before, but this is gold,” Alex 

said.  

 

“Everything kinda makes sense now, you know? Why she 

didn’t want to talk about commitment. Why she shied away when 

I talked about how I felt about her. Now I see it.”  

 

“She loves you, Gray. More than you know.”  

 

“I know. I’m not gonna let anyone force her into a 

marriage.”  

 

“Well,” Alex hesitated. “You haven’t met her mom yet. 

She’s scary, man.”  

 

“My mom was Latina. I’ve lived with scary and learned 

from the best.”  

 

I flicked my cigarette into a small inlet drain and watch 

it fizzle in the shallow water.  

 

“Is she going to be staying with you? We’d like to see 

her tomorrow.”  

 

“We haven’t discussed it but I’ll be happy to have her. 
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I’ll let you know in the morning, okay?” 

 

“Sure. Get some rest. That’s enough drama for today, I 

think.”  

 

I hung up soon after and washed up before climbing into 

bed. Maya instinctively rolled over and tucked her head under 

my chin. I breathed in the scent of her hair and cherished the 

feel of her by my side. I could see my mother’s ring on her 

hand in the dim light.  

 

Dame fuerza, mamá. I was gonna make this work.   
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# 

Chapter 16 

I convinced her to come home with me the next day. She 

was afraid – terrified, actually. She kept repeating that her 

mother was going to be furious; she hadn’t checked her phone 

all night to avoid her calls.  

 

But I held her close in the soft morning light, the 

sheets warm from our mingled scents, and assured her that I 

would take care of her. She squeezed me tightly and fell back 

asleep for a little while longer.  

 

I crept out of bed early and made arrangements for my 

clients to be rescheduled. Mel had texted me multiple times 

the previous day but I simply hadn’t been in the headspace to 

text back. She was more than relieved to hear from me, even at 

seven in the morning.   

 

I bundled Maya into the Uber at a little past nine (the 

price they quoted was surprisingly cheap). She was wide awake 

and antsy as hell to be heading back. She’d asked me multiple 

times if we could stay another day, but that would simply 

prolong the issue. I could only imagine how worried her mother 

would be at this point.  

 

Almost an hour later, we were back at my flat. She 
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changed into one of my old shirts as I made some room for her 

stuff in my closet. We didn’t say much to each other; I 

figured she was tired.  

 

“Do you have anything to eat?” she asked while she boiled 

some water in the kettle.  

 

“Um…” A quick forage in my fridge only produced overnight 

oats… and I’d already mixed my protein in it. “How about I run 

down to Expresso and get us some pastries?”  

 

“Yes, please.” I could hear her stomach growl five feet 

away. “Could you get me a toasted bagel?” 

 

“Of course. Cream cheese?”  

 

“Do you really have to ask?” she said with a laugh.  

 

I pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’ll be ten minutes, 

tops.”  

 

I felt uneasy about leaving her alone and broke into a 

jog on the way to the café. This anxiety thing was a real 

bitch.  

 

I pushed past the queue and waved to Miranda. “Throw in a 
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couple of toasted bagels please, hon.”  

 

A knowing smile split her lips. “I know whose favorite 

those are. Is this your walk of shame? Did you have a good 

night?”  

 

I tried to smile. If only she knew…  

 

Before I could respond, I felt a hand land heavily on my 

shoulder.  

 

“Gray?”  

 

I moved away so quickly that I shocked my heart into 

working overtime. That voice.  

 

“Whoa, relax, man.”  

 

I blinked and blinked again. I’d never forget that voice 

and that face.  

 

“Ash?” my voice was almost a whisper.  

 

“You do remember me.” She looked a little sheepish. I 

tried to calm my racing heart. “It’s been a long time.”  
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“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Seventeen blissful fucking 

years. What are you doing here?”  

 

“I, uh, was coming down to your shop but I thought I saw 

you run in here so…” She paused to flick her dark dreads 

behind her back.  

 

“Here you go, doll,” Miranda called from the counter. I 

handed her a twenty and picked up the bagels and coffee.  

 

“It’s not a good time, Ash.”  

 

I started to walk out the door when she said, “I’m in the 

program, man. Let me do this, please.” 

 

I finally knew what she wanted, why she’d been looking 

for me. If she was in AA, one of the Twelve Steps would be to 

make amends with those she’d harmed in the past.  

 

As an individual, I wanted to tell her to fuck off. As a 

counselor, I knew I should let her say her piece.  

 

“Walk with me,” I said begrudgingly.  

 

She walked behind me – what a weird thing to do.  
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“You grew up great, huh? You work out a lot?” she asked.  

 

I didn’t answer her question. “So what do you have to 

say?” 

 

“You’re not making this easy on me, Gray.”  

 

I turned on her. “Oh, yeah? Why should I, Ash? Did you 

really expect to turn up almost two decades later and expect 

me to be okay with you crushing my ribs?”  

 

“No.” She looked down at her shoes. Not Doc Martens, 

thank god. “It’s my biggest regret, you know. Hell, I was high 

most of the time back then. I didn’t know what I was doing.”  

 

“Bullshit. You’re supposed to make amends, not lie.”  

 

I turned and walked away. She followed closely behind. 

“Look, Gray. You’re right. That was bullshit. I’m sorry, man. 

What you did… leaving us… made me too mad to think. You were 

my best friend-” 

 

“You’re damn right I was. And what did I get for it? 

Forty stitches and three goddamn broken ribs.”  

 

“I felt betrayed, okay? Like you found something better 
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and were gonna leave me behind in that fucking shithole.”  

 

That stopped me in my tracks. “What?” 

 

“Maybe I was a little jealous, too. I saw the guy you 

hung around with. He was real set up, man.”  

 

“That’s why you almost killed me? Because you were 

jealous? You could’ve talked to me, Ash.”  

 

She ran a hand through her dreads. “I was seventeen and 

stupid. Very stupid.”  

 

I considered her words. “I gotta go. It’s not a good 

time.” 

 

“Yeah, yeah. All right. I feel you.” 

 

Just as I turned away again, she said: “I missed you. A 

lot.”  

 

I felt nostalgia churn in my chest as memories of happier 

times came barrelling back. Numerous exhilarating but illegal 

activities came to mind – we’d enjoyed the hell out of our 

youth, that’s for sure.  
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As I paused on the sidewalk, she came up behind me and 

placed her arms around my shoulders like she’d done a hundred 

times before. I tensed immediately.  

 

“I mean it, Gray. I’m sorry. I’m asking for your 

forgiveness. I don’t know if it means much to you after all 

these years, but it would sure as hell mean a lot to me if you 

said you forgave me.” 

 

Before I could say something, Maya’s voice cut me off. 

She stood in the doorway of the walk-up still dressed in my 

shirt, which clung to her every curve. She was panting 

heavily, as though she’d run down the stairs.  

 

“What’s going on, Gray?” she asked. “What’s all the 

yelling about?” 

 

Ash released me immediately. I didn’t have to look at her 

to know that her eyes were taking Maya in appreciatively. Some 

people never changed.  

 

“It’s nothing, baby. I’ll be up in a second.” 

 

Ash stepped forward, hand extended, smile already in 

place. “Hey babygirl, I’m Ash-” 
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“Don’t you fucking dare!” 

 

“Whaaat?” Ash tried blinking innocently at me, holding 

her hands up. “I wasn’t doin’ nothing.” 

 

“Who you kidding? You taught me your moves.”  

 

Ash laughed, the corners of her eyes crinkling, just like 

I remembered. “So I did.”  

 

I handed Maya the coffee and bagels.  

 

“How about we meet for a drink next week? Strictly 

coffee. We’ll talk more then.”  

 

She thought about it for a second before nodding.  

 

“Sounds good. Thursday at eight at Expresso?” She held 

out her arm for a shake. Just like old times. Except it 

wasn’t.  

 

I hesitated but took it anyway.  

 

“See you then.”  

 

I shut the main door behind her and heaved a big breath. 
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Maya still stood in the stairway with the bag of bagels 

clasped to her chest.  

 

“Was that-?” 

 

“Yeah.” She didn’t have to finish the sentence.  

 

“Are you okay?” 

 

I nodded. Still a little blindsided, but okay, actually. 

Seeing Ash in the flesh and hearing her apologize had been 

quite cathartic. And it ruined what seemed to be my only 

haunting memory of her.  

 

“Was she really going to hit on me in front of you?” Maya 

asked as we walked up the stairs.  

 

“Yeah, she hasn’t changed one bit.”  

 

“You’re kinda smiling.”  

 

I hadn’t even realized. “I guess she brought back 

memories I left behind a long time ago. Good ones. How weird 

is that?”  

 

“Not weird at all. She was your friend long before… you 
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know.”  

 

“I guess,” I said, making sure I locked the apartment 

door.  

 

“Hey, maybe talking to her will help with your 

nightmares,” Maya said, curling up on the couch and pulling 

out a warm bagel. She made a sound of pleasure as she bit into 

it.  

 

“I hope so, baby. I really fucking hope so.” 
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# 

Chapter 17 

“So this is what I’m gonna do,” Maya said a little while 

later as she waved her half-eaten bagel around like a thinking 

apparatus. “I’ll be straight-” 

 

“The hell you will,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. 

The damn thing was almost lukewarm now.  

 

“Be serious,” she scolded, pointing the bagel at me as a 

warning. “I’m just gonna be straight with my mom and tell her 

that I’m thankful for all she’s done for me but I can’t live a 

lie anymore. I don’t want to be engaged to Christopher.  

 

“See – most times, this is when people will think the 

shit’s about to hit the fan. But no. That’s not even the worst 

part for me. Now I gotta tell her I’m gay. How the hell do I 

do that?”  

 

I pinched off a little of the bagel she was still holding 

out. “I’ve never had to do that before but I’ve counseled many 

kids who’ve asked me that very same question. And the only 

answer is, just do it. Take a deep breath and just come out 

with it. Pun intended.” 

 

“Like ripping off a band-aid? But in my case, I suppose 
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it’s a giant pubic wax strip.”  

 

I almost choked on the bagel at that analogy.  

 

She set the food aside and placed her head in my lap, 

sighing heavily. “Why does it have to be so difficult, Gray?”  

 

“I honestly wish I could do it for you…” 

 

“But it’s not your battle,” she finished. “It’s mine.”  

 

I stroked her hair as she thought out loud.  

 

“My tuition’s paid for the year. So that’s something at 

least. They can’t take my degree away from me. But I’ll need 

to get a job.” 

 

“You don’t need to. I promised I’d take care of you.”  

 

“Not take care of me like that,” she objected. “I meant 

like cherish me, not be my sugar daddy.”  

 

 “Mmm. What if I like the thought of you being my sugar 

baby?”  

 

“I’m trying to be serious, Gray.” Her brows furrowed. 
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“I’ll do what millions of other college kids have done and get 

a job so I can make rent and you know, buy things.”  

 

“I don’t pay rent for this place, baby,” I was quick to 

correct her. “I inherited it from Jean and his partner.” 

 

She was silent for a moment before she said, “I don’t 

want to be a burden, baby. I can get my own place, maybe a 

flatshare or something.” 

 

I think my face showed how offended I was. “Why would I 

want that?”  

 

“I just – I just wanted to give you the option. I don’t 

want you to feel obliged to offer me a place here…”  

 

“Baby, I don’t feel forced into anything. I don’t see a 

future without you so why would I want you to leave?”  

 

She held my gaze for several seconds, tears threatening 

to leak past the corner of her eyes.  

 

“I love you,” she said, her voice only a whisper.  

 

I smiled, still not used to how those words made me feel. 

“I love you too, baby.”  
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The serenity of that moment was interrupted by the 

buzzer, making both of us groan. We knew who it was.  

 

“Your moms are here,” I commented, getting off the sofa 

to let Alex and Cady in.  

 

Alex enveloped Maya in a hug so tight I wondered how her 

bones didn’t pop. “Thank god,” she said. “What the hell were 

you thinking, leaving the hospital like that?”  

 

Maya had the sense to look guilty. “I couldn’t be there 

anymore. I hate hospitals.”  

 

“You scared the crap out of us.” Cady shooed her fiancee 

aside and took her turn hugging Maya. “Are you okay? Blink if 

Gray is holding you hostage here.”  

 

I rolled my eyes. “You guys want something to drink? I 

think I have more of that berry tea Maya likes.” 

 

They declined and chose to sit with Maya instead. I gave 

them some space and excused myself to have a shower.  

 

When I returned, all three of them looked at me 

anxiously.  
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“What?” I asked, running a towel through my hair.  

 

“I’ve decided to rip the band-aid. Now.” Maya looked 

determined.  

 

“Good. I’ll come with you.”  

 

She bit her lip. “Thank you. I’d like you to be there.” 

 

“Alex and I will wait at Expresso. If you guys need 

anything, just text, okay?”  

 

So, there we were, the gay entourage, walking with 

purpose towards Maya’s flat twenty minutes later. My girl was 

on the verge of tears already. I could tell.  

 

There was a police car parked outside the flat. Maya 

immediately 180-ed and tried to walk back to my flat. I caught 

her by the arm and pulled her back.  

 

“You’ll be fine, baby,” I reminded her. “I’m right here.”  

 

“We all are,” Cady hastened to assure her with a smile.  

 

Alex and I exchanged glances as we walked up the front 
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steps. She gave me a nod for good luck a moment before the 

front door to the building opened and two officers walked out.  

 

The four of us stopped to stare at them; they did the 

exact same thing through their shades.  

 

Then the taller of the two asked, “Maya David?”  

 

Maya swallowed audibly. “Yes?”  

 

He heaved a long sigh. “Your mother reported you missing 

last night. She was convinced something had happened to you 

because your front door was unlocked when she returned from 

Philadelphia yesterday. She couldn’t reach your cell phone. 

Would you care to explain?”  

 

Maya looked up at me before she said, her voice 

trembling, “I was upstate with Gray.” 

 

The shorter dude lowered his shades to look at me. “I 

take it that’s you?” 

 

“Yes, sir,” I said. My palms were sweating and I had to 

stop myself from sprinting down the block. Old habits, you 

know.  
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“And the both of you didn’t think to inform this girl’s 

mother? Or lock your front door?” 

 

In unison they crossed their arms in front of their 

chests. Stay still, Gray. Don’t fidget. You’re good. You 

didn’t do nothin’ wrong.  

 

“It was spontaneous,” I said instead. Maya nodded in 

agreement.  

 

“And who are you two?” Tall Dude looked past us to Alex 

and Cady.  

 

“We’re just friends, Officer.” 

 

“All right.” Tall Dude signaled for us to enter the 

building. “We’ll walk you upstairs, Ms. David. Your mother’s 

been worried sick.” 

 

“That’s okay, Officer. We got this.” At least I tried to 

say that. But they insisted on walking us to the apartment – 

all of us, including Alex and Cady.  

 

“Shit’s gonna go down,” Alex whispered behind my back.  

 

We only had to wait two seconds after the first knock. 
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The door flew open, revealing a very frazzled older version of 

Maya.  

 

She hugged her daughter immediately, in tears. She spoke 

a few words in Tamil and I couldn’t tell if her words were of 

relief or a reprimand.  

 

And then she opened her eyes, finally taking in Maya’s 

little entourage.  

 

“Ma’am, I believe this is your daughter. As you can see, 

she’s safe-” 

 

Tall Dude didn’t even get through his debrief before 

Maya’s mother’s face screwed up in a mask of rage. Shit.  

 

“You!”  

 

God, her voice was terrifying, and she wasn’t even 

talking to me. She pointed a lean finger at Alex. Jesus, Mrs. 

David looked like she was about to curse the poor girl with 

her scraggly finger in the air like that.  

 

With her other hand, she dragged Maya into the apartment 

with a grip that must’ve hurt. It looked as though she was 

dragging her child away from sin. 
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Stocky Dude chimed in. “Ma’am, calm down.”  

 

“I told you to stay away from my daughter!” Her voice 

carried down the hallway. I wondered who else was listening 

in. Alex looked away; she probably wanted to be anywhere but 

here.  

 

“Ma, I think we should talk.” Maya braved a hand on her 

mother’s shoulder.  

 

“Talk, nothing!” Her accent got thicker the more riled 

she got. She turned on Alex. “Why are you here? You can’t 

leave my daughter alone, can you?”  

 

Alex turned to one of the officers. “Is it okay if we 

leave now?” she asked quietly.  

 

Before they could respond, Maya’s mom said, “Go. And take 

your friends with you.”  

 

“Actually, ma’am,” I tried to sound as confident as 

possible. “I’m with Maya.”  

 

“What?” She turned to her daughter. “What is this?” 
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“We need to talk.” Maya’s voice trembled as she looked 

her mother in the eye. I wanted to hold her and protect her 

from her mother’s gaze.   

 

Tall Dude cleared his throat in the silence that 

followed. “I assume the matter’s settled, Mrs. David. Take 

care.”  

 

They couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Alex and Cady 

were right behind them, leaving me standing alone in the 

hallway.  

 

“Come in, Gray,” Maya said, but her mom stood in the way.  

 

“We can either do this in the hallway with your neighbors 

listening in or we can do it in the apartment,” I said, 

keeping my voice as calm as possible.  

 

She moved aside grudgingly and I walked past her to stand 

with Maya.  

 

Mrs. David locked the door and turned to us.  

 

“Don’t do this, Maya,” she said. She sounded like she was 

choking on her words.  
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Maya’s fingers reached for mine. “So you do know. Why do 

you treat me like you don’t?”  

 

Well, that made Maya’s job a little easier. No bikini wax 

needed.  

 

“You can’t do this to your family.”  

 

Maya took a deep breath. “All I’ve ever done is for my 

family. I’ve pretended to be something I’m not for almost ten 

years. It’s enough.” 

 

“What about Christopher?”  

 

“He’s a grown man. He’ll deal with it.”  

 

Mrs. David looked me up and down. “And this is who you’ve 

chosen over an upstanding lawyer?” 

 

Maya moved closer to me, putting herself between her 

mother and me, as though she could protect me from the sting 

those words caused. “I couldn’t have chosen someone better. 

There isn’t anyone better for me.”  

 

“Stupid. How’d I raise you to be so stupid?” 
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“You didn’t, ma. You raised me to be strong and smart. Do 

you really think I’d do this if I felt like I had a choice? I 

don’t. This is me. It’s always been me.” 

 

Her mother snapped. Maya turned her head and took a step 

back to avoid the blow but I pushed her out of the way and 

intercepted Mrs. David. She pulled away as though my touch had 

burned her.  

 

“Get your things, baby,” I said quietly, meeting Mrs. 

David’s gaze. “Don’t forget your passport and medication.”  

 

Maya wiped the tears off her cheeks as she hurried to her 

room. I could hear her pulling out drawers in a hurry.  

 

I looked at Mrs. David; she seemed to have trouble 

speaking. Her throat worked but no words came out.  

 

“Don’t try that again,” I said instead. “Your daughter 

means the world to me. You won’t find anyone who loves her 

more than I do. Not even your lawyer.”  

 

“Who are you?”  

 

“I’m Adrianna Grayson. I own the tattoo shop two blocks 

over and I’m a counselor at FREE NYC.” 
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“A tattoo shop?” Her voice was flat. She crossed her arms 

over her chest, as though she was saying, “Is that it?”  

 

“Yes. It’s my pride and joy.” 

 

“I don’t get it.” Mrs. David ran a hand through her hair 

– curls that were a replica of Maya’s. “You – you’re so 

manly.” 

 

I knew where this was going.  

 

“But I’m not a man,” I clarified. “And she wouldn’t be 

happy with one just because she loves someone who’s masculine 

presenting.” 

 

 “Masculine presenting.” She repeated those words as 

though they were the most ridiculous things she’d heard.  

 

I chose to power through it. “She’ll be living with me 

and you’re welcome to visit if you want to. I know this is not 

what you envisioned for your daughter but… she’s happy, Mrs. 

David. Please respect that.”  

 

Maya came through, pulling an overstuffed suitcase behind 

her and trying to balance a backpack on her shoulders.  
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“I got it, baby,” I said, picking up the suitcase by the 

top handle. “Is this everything?”  

 

Her eyes were red as she nodded. “Let’s go.”  

 

“What will I tell everyone?” Mrs. David asked quietly as 

she made our way to the front door. She collapsed onto the 

couch, staring ahead at the blank wall. 

 

“The truth,” Maya replied without hesitation. “I’m tired 

of lying. Tell people the truth – that I’m finally happy.”  

 

Her mother only shook her head. “You have nothing. What 

are you going to do without money?”  

 

“Live.”  

 

We closed the door behind us with a soft click.  

 

I gathered her into my arms a second before she burst 

into tears.  

 

* 

 

Alex and Cady were waiting for us on the stoop.  



© Sugar Snatch Fiction         MAYA / 234 

 

“That was quicker than we expected. What happened?” Cady 

asked.  

 

Alex looked withdrawn, defeated. I really felt for her. 

Being attacked like that was… painful.  

 

“What we expected, I guess. She tried to hit Maya.”  

 

“Oh, my god,” Cady gasped, reaching out for Maya’s 

fingers. “Hun, are you okay?” 

 

“I’m fine.” Maya’s voice was quiet. “She tried to but 

Gray stopped her.”  

 

“Why did she rip into you like that?” I asked Alex.  

 

Both of them looked at Maya, who looked up at me.  

 

“Um-,” she paused uncertainly. And then it clicked.  

 

“Seriously?! You two?” 

 

“Gray,” Alex said slowly, “It was a long time ago, okay? 

We were teenagers.” 
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“What the hell happened?” I didn’t realize my fingers 

were digging into Maya’s shoulder until she tapped on them to 

ease up.  

 

“We got caught,” Maya said. “And we weren’t allowed to 

see each other after.”  

 

“There’s nothing going on between us,” Alex hastened to 

assure me.  

 

I sighed. “I guess I know that.”  

 

“You’ll get over it,” Cady assured me. “You just need to 

tell yourself it happened a long time ago.” 

 

“Can we please go home now?” Maya asked, leaning her head 

against my arm.  

 

“You have our address, right?” Alex asked.  

 

Maya nodded.  

 

“If you need anything – and I really mean anything – you 

come see us, okay?”  

 

I watched the three of them hug it out and felt myself 
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smile. They were really like a little family: two moms looking 

after the little bird that had flown the nest.  

 

Cady swiped the tears off Maya’s cheeks when they pulled 

apart. “Get some rest,” she said.  

 

Maya nodded and reached for my hand.  

 

With our fingers entwined, we walked home.  
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# 

Epilogue 

“Gray, you’ve got Mr. Gomez here to see you.” Maya’s 

voice came through the intercom. I could hear her flipping her 

thick textbook shut in the background.   

 

Mel had been out sick with bronchitis for a week and Maya 

had offered to cover for her in between classes.  

 

It had been a month since Maya moved in with me and there 

hadn’t been a day that I wasn’t thankful to wake up with her, 

cocooned in the sweet nest of our mingled scents and feeling 

her soft weight against my side.  

 

She was the sweetest when it came to our clients – I 

think it was her smile that made people feel special. When 

she’d called Mel to ask what her duties were, Mel had simply 

told her to look sexy and make clients feel special. I think 

that had worked a little too well. More than one client had 

taken in her sexy wrap dresses and sweet smile and tried to 

hit on her over the span of a few days.  

 

It set my teeth on edge.  

 

She’d kept her promise to see a therapist; I didn’t even 

have to bring it up with her. She’d simply asked who I’d 
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recommend, I’d said Connie at FREE NYC, and she’d dropped 

Connie a message. She’d been going for four weeks straight and 

taken her medication every night - yes, I watched her do it 

and maybe breathed a sigh of relief when she did. I felt 

responsible for her now.  

 

She was showing Jose to the consult room when I walked 

out.  

 

“Would you like some coffee? Water?” she asked as he took 

a seat.  

 

“Not right now but how about we get some coffee later? 

Just the two of us?”  

 

My brows rose at his question. Was this sixty-something 

man really putting the moves on Maya? 

 

But she only laughed and flashed her ring. “If I were 

ever single again, I’ll give you a call.” 

 

Jose clutched his heart in mock disappointment. “All the 

pretty ones are taken, huh?”  

 

“They sure are,” I said, walking in and standing behind 

my girl. I placed a kiss on the top of her head. “It’s getting 
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late, baby. You can head home if you like.”  

 

“Esta es tu mujer?” Jose asked in Spanish, his eyes 

widening in surprise. 

 

“Sí, y es toda mía.”  

 

He held out his hand. “Congratulations, Gray. She’s a 

very sweet girl.”  

 

I shook his hand, unable to keep a smile off my face. 

“Gracías. You’re here for your touch-up?”  

 

“Sí, sorry I’ve been rescheduling. Work’s been very 

busy.”  

 

I pushed his apology aside. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s 

have a look at how it’s healed and we can get started.”  

 

* 

 

Over an hour later, I could smell dinner on the stove 

even before I turned the key in the front door. Maya made it a 

point to make dinner for us every night. It was a lovely way 

to wind down after a long day.  
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She was bent over, oven mitts in hand as she poked at the 

dish in the oven. She was wearing an old sweater of mine and 

it crawled up her ass, making for a very enticing picture.  

 

“I’m home,” I said, locking the door behind me.  

 

She pulled the tray out and set it on the counter. Her 

face was flushed from the heat of the oven. Little curls clung 

to her forehead.  

 

“Hi, baby,” she said with a smile. “Come here and give 

this a taste.”  

 

I’d never heard a better invitation.  

 

She squealed when I caught her by the waist and pulled 

her to me, placing a kiss on her neck, inhaling jasmine and 

vanilla. Home.  

 

“I meant taste the lasagna.” She couldn’t get the smile 

off her face.  

 

“Well, you should’ve been more specific then.” 

 

She raised a bite to my lips. I didn’t have to taste it 

to know that anything my girl made would be fantastic.  
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“Guess who just called?” she asked as she grabbed some 

plates from the cupboard.  

 

“Who?” I asked, pulling my coat off.  

 

“Maggie – Cady’s mom. She set up an interview for me at 

Macy’s. How cool is that?” 

 

“That’s great, baby. If that makes you happy, go for it.” 

 

“It’ll feel good to have some money coming in,” she 

admitted, handing me a slice of lasagna.  

 

I licked a little bit of stray sauce off my fingers while 

I waited for her to hand me utensils.  

 

“Oh, and there’s a dinner party at Alex and Cady’s this 

weekend. We’re going, right?” 

 

“Sure.”  

 

The first few notes of Sue Ellen’s “I Was Made For Loving 

You” came through the speakers. Maya’s gaze caught and held 

mine. The last time I’d heard that song was our first night 

together. I remembered lying in her bed and wondering if it 
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was possible to fall in love so damn quickly.  

 

She reached for my hand and simply said, “I remember.”  

 

I smiled and lifted her hand, placing a kiss on the ring 

she wore like a seal of honor.  

 

We're gonna make it all come true 

'Cause girl, I was made for you 

And girl, you were made for me 

 

*** 

 

 


