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      Bartender-extraordinaire Amy Thompson loves her job at Sappho’s Kiss, but grows weary of the party lifestyle she lives. A decade has passed since she’d taken her life into her own hands and said enough was enough. That didn’t mean a lifetime of programming changed overnight and concealing her pain from others was a habit she held to with a steely, white-knuckled grip. That is until she caught sight of big, azure eyes across a coffee shop.

      Psychologist Maya Chamberlain tells herself she’s content with her life since she was widowed years before. The same crash that took her husband left her with a limp and a loathed cane. She loves her job at the LGBT Youth Center in Colton, Maine’s Pride District until an over-sized, blonde ego plops down across from her in Pink’s Diner.

      Can two women who hide what they desire from the rest of the world find freedom and acceptance in each other’s arms?

      

      Length: 31,737
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      He stood on the three-point line and adrenaline pumped through his veins. The click of the timer counting down synchronized with the pounding of his heartbeat. His muscles strained, he lifted his arms, and felt the texture of the ball rough against the pads of his fingertips. Pushing off the floor with his toes, the basketball took flight seconds before the buzzer sounded. The world around him went into slow motion. His teammates, the opposing team, and fans, all disappeared.

      This last shot wasn’t the end, but the catalyst for the new beginning. Win or lose, his life and who he was born to be, began at this moment. No more facades—no more lies to tear him apart. One sigh of breath roared in the muffled drone of the fans. The ball rode the rim, circling slower and slower until falling through the net with a whisper of sound.

      A smile played across his mouth, everyone would think it was for the win of the coveted Championship, but nothing ventured farther from the truth.

      Tonight Robert Thompson, All-American Golden Boy, Champion Basketball Player, died, and in his place came Amy Thompson. He’d done everything for everyone else, lied to himself and others. Time to tell the truth, move on, and finally live for Amy. Not his family, his teammates, or his coaches—for Amy— the time came for him to live his dream.

      “My name was Robert Thompson, but, now, you can call me Amy.” He spoke to no one in particular. The chaos around him made it impossible for him to hear himself. With a bright smile, he walked off the court and never looked back.
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      Huge blue eyes with dark, sweeping lashes caught Amy’s attention. Pair that with a super cute pug nose and pointed pixie chin, and she was hooked. The stranger across the room was adorable. From the woman’s sitting position, she could only assume the cutie stood a few inches over five feet, at least a foot shorter than Amy. Her long dark hair twisted into a messy knot at the nape of her neck. Amy leaned her elbows on the round café table, sipping her coffee. She couldn’t help but openly gawk at the stranger, observing over the rim of her mug.

      Nervously shifting eyes kept darting toward her, and Amy winked each time their eyes met. She turned the prettiest shade of pink Amy had ever seen. Fuck this, she shouted in her head. She stood with her coffee in hand and headed for the table across the room.

      She swore the woman was looking for a way of escape, yet sat frozen in her seat. Amy had a feeling this would be the worst first impression in history. Shrugging her shoulders, she snorted and jumped into the quicksand headfirst. Plopping down in the chair across from the stranger, she smiled broadly.

      Amy knew before she opened her mouth this wasn’t going to be good. “You’ve been undressing me with your eyes for the last twenty minutes, when you buying me dinner? And I warn you, I ain’t a cheap date.” Wow, the girl’s doe eyes rounded comically wide, and Amy couldn’t help but smile wider.

      “I wa… What? Who are you? I’d never,” the pretty woman squeaked in obvious outrage.

      “Never? Well, ain’t that a shame. You know, beautiful, there’s always a first time for everything.” Blue Eyes sputtered and those eyes grew so large, they seemed to eclipse her face. She placed a hand over her heart looking around in a panic. “Toni, the lady’s buying me a coffee.” Amy lifted her coffee cup and waved it at one of the servers she knew from Sappho’s Kiss, a popular club in the Pride District.

      “I-I’m not buying you anything. How dare you assume I’d have anything to do with you?” She actually wagged a finger at Amy and the swallow of coffee nearly went down the wrong way. “Rude, that’s what you are, rude!” The tone of the other woman’s voice left no doubt she’d prefer to scream.

      Wow, a lady, an uppity one too. It made Amy want to ruffle her carefully put together exterior. She crossed her forearms and leaned onto the table, putting her taller frame in the woman’s personal space.

      A mix of hurt and amusement stole into Amy’s gut at the disgusted wrinkle of the woman’s nose. Pushing the hurt away, she kept the broad, friendly smile on her face and looked around before lowering her voice conspiratorially when she spoke.

      “I can see you want me, don’t deny it. Your big, beautiful eyes tell me.” Amy reached out to finger of the lady’s soft hair, pushing it back behind the delicate whorl of the woman’s ear. “Since we’re going to be spending a lot of time with each other, what’s your name? I’m Amy, sexy bartender extraordinaire.”

      The woman shoved back in her chair, putting distance between them, heavy iron legs scraping along the tile floor. “I. Will. Not. Be. Spending. Anymore. Time. With. You.”

      “You know, babe, because I have a few muscles doesn’t mean I don’t have brain cells still functioning. Your careful enunciation wasn’t necessary. Do you always get your little white, cotton granny panties in a bunch,” Amy asked and her nonexistent filter took over. “You know, rubbing one off can reduce some of your stress. Hell, if you’re too uppity to do it yourself, then you can pay someone. Money can make someone overlook that harpy personality of yours.”

      Amy expected it, and when a soft, tiny hand connected with her cheek, she smiled. “Foreplay, baby, all you had to do is say you like it rough.” Amy caught the woman’s delicate wrist, and brought it to her lips, brushed her lips to the rapid jump of a pulse. The still unnamed stranger pulled away. Amy loosened her grip and the beautiful woman pushed awkwardly from the table. An inelegant, stuttered gait assisted by a cane caused Amy’s eyes to widen and a moment of remorse followed. Now, she really did feel like a bitch—more than usual.

      “If I ever see you again, I’ll leave bruises!” To punctuate her point, the tip of the carved wooden cane rapped Amy’s shin.

      “Ow, dammit, woman,” Amy hissed. “Violence doesn’t become you.” She grabbed her shin as the woman quickly stomped to the front door. Amy had started to push to her feet when Toni touched her shoulder.

      “Sit your Jolly Green Giantess ass right back down. You need to let her cool off. She’ll be here tomorrow same time, you better be here to apologize.”

      “Yea, yea, yea, I wasn’t the one who resorted to violence, a slap and a hit to the shin with a weapon. Assault with a deadly weapon,” she muttered.

      Toni shook her head, silver curls swinging around her face. “I think you’ll survive.”

      Amy huffed, but kept her mouth closed. This meant war, and she didn’t plan on losing. That woman needed a spanking, and Amy felt a grin curve her mouth at the vision of getting her hands on her gently rounded ass. Oh, this was looking up.

      

      Maya Chamberlain scowled long after her disastrous lunch break ended. How dare that woman treat her in such a way? “I’ve never!”

      “Maya, you okay?”

      Her face flamed at being caught talking to herself. “Yes, Hannah, I’m fine.” She smiled and tried to erase the worried look from her secretary’s face.

      “Are you sure? You seem upset.”

      “Yes, I met the most obnoxious woman at the coffee shop.” The image of Amy flashed in her mind and her anger escalated, never had she been treated that way in her life. Women should know better than to be disrespectful to other women. She tightened her fingers around the handle of her cane, then glowered down, shocked to find the hated accessory—necessary accessory—clutched tightly in her hand.

      “It’s a pretty small neighborhood, and working here you meet everyone sooner or later. What does she look like? I’ll let you know if she’s safe or not.”

      Working as a counselor at a LGBT center in a predominantly gay and lesbian section of the small city of Colton, Maine, everyone knew everyone. The Pride District made up blocks of businesses and apartments. The disappointment her parents displayed when she found this job still made her regret her hasty acceptance. When she’d finally moved into her own small home in a small neighborhood nearby and toured the area, she’d fallen in love. Being away from her old life, in a place no one knew of her skeletons, turned out to be liberating.

      “I really shouldn’t, I’m sure I won’t see her again.” The repetitiveness of straightening and setting the papers neatly on her desk for the tenth time since she sat down annoyed her.

      “We’re a very tight, mixed community here. I wouldn’t hang my hopes on not meeting again.” Hannah gracefully glided across the room. Even with a belly, which spoke of the nearing end of her pregnancy, Hannah was lithe and graceful. Maya’s jealousy flared and her spitefulness embarrassed her.

      Hannah lowered herself into the cushy chair in front of Maya’s desk. The stubborn look on the other woman’s face screamed she wasn’t leaving until she got the story.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you. She’s tall, muscled, but not overdone, dirty blonde hair and never stops smiling. She said her name’s Amy and she told me I undressed her with my eyes. She asked when I was buying her dinner.” Maya took an aggravated breath. “Rude, exceptionally rude, that’s what she was. I slapped her, and before I left, she told me I could pay for sex because they’d overlook my personality. I dented her shin with my cane.” Maya’s confusion grew when Hannah’s eyes widened gradually over the condensed version of her story until she realized Hannah hadn’t blinked and her mouth hung agape.

      “You slapped Amy Thompson? Are you kidding me? She’s a bit overwhelming when you first meet her and doesn’t possess much of a filter, but she’s loveable as can be. She and my sister are best friends, have been since grade school. She’d skin herself alive before she laid a finger on anyone else.”

      “She was rude!” Maya spoke in unison with Hannah.

      “She’s a bit oversexed!”

      Maya didn’t respond. She didn’t want to think about sex and the giant woman. Assumptions were made about her sexuality because of where she chose to work, but she was very much straight. “I have no idea if she is or isn’t oversexed; it’s none of my business. All I know is she’s rude in making the postulation I’d have anything to do with her after her less than spectacular introduction.”

      “You should apologize.” Hannah pushed herself from the chair and disapprovingly glared at Maya. “She’s one woman you’ll do well to keep in your corner. Everyone trusts her and some of the cases we have require us to have a few allies.” Hannah turned and walked away, talking to herself. “Slapped Amy, damn shame, wait until I call Marley.” Maya leaned heavily back in her chair, listening to the mumbled conversation fade and wondering what in the world just happened.

      “Is everyone as crazy as her?” Maya quietly spoke the question at Hannah’s retreating form.

      “Yes, we are!”

      Her face flamed at her developing habit of talking aloud, and she harrumphed.
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      Amy winked, slid another drink across the bar and sent another cute, little femme off dancing to the beat. The smile had been forced until the young woman left, then Amy sighed heavily, wiping down the already pristine bar top.

      “What’s with the long face, Thompson?” Amy narrowed her eyes at the sound of her oldest friend’s voice. Marley Young smirked at her from the other side of the bar. At almost six feet, Marley was eye-to-eye with Amy. “Don’t narrow those eyes at me, you might be able to fool the masses, but I’ve known your ass far too long.”

      She relented. A lifetime of dealing with Marley proved her friend didn’t give up. “Met this woman the other day, she completely hated me, but it wasn’t like I made myself appealing.” Even with lingering regret, she couldn’t help laughing at the memories of the little woman in the coffee shop.

      “Amy, my oldest and dearest friend, you’re not known for your tact. If a time comes when you do discover some hidden depth and find you’re a gentlewoman, then it will be the day the Earth stands still and life as we know it ends.”

      “Fuck you very much, my friend.” She flipped off the snickering Marley. Amy paced the length of the bar, checking for anyone needing refills and took care of any new arrivals. When she returned, Marley still stood in the same spot, tapping an empty brown bottle on the heavily autographed bar top. Sappho’s Kiss had a tradition. Every newbie signed their name, a permanent guestbook of sorts. “Is that your not-so-subtle way of asking for another?”

      “You know me so well,” Marley grinned, and Amy took the bottle. “Mom’s been asking about you, wonders when her favorite adopted daughter’s going to show up for Sunday dinner.”

      “Tell Claire I’ll try to make it this week. I’m actually getting a weekend off for the first time in months.” The hoops she’d jumped through to get the days off wasn’t surprising. Cynthia King, her boss, acted like she couldn’t do without Amy. To be honest, the other bartenders Cyn hired were great, yet looked at the clientele as prey in the dating pool.

      “Tell me about this woman you pissed off,” Marley ordered.

      “She’s cute, tiny, pretty, huge blue eyes and has a mean bitch slap.” As Marley spewed beer from her nose and proceeded to cough, Amy snorted.

      Her friend cleared her throat several times before asking, “Okay, repeat that?”

      “She was snotty with this ‘I’m better than you’ attitude. I gave her some advice she didn’t take kindly to.”

      “And I’ve a feeling I’m going to regret asking, but what sage advice did you give her?”

      “I told her if she rubbed one off, it might relieve her stress, and if she was too uppity to do it herself, she could pay someone.” The punch to the shoulder didn’t take her by surprise.

      “Amy! You did not tell some woman you just met she needed to rub one off to relax.” Amy nodded in answer. Marley groaned and dropped her head to the bar. “It’s a wonder she didn’t try to beat you to death.”

      “She did pop me in the shin with her damn cane. I still have the fucking bruise.”

      “How old is this woman, and are you hitting on the geriatric set now?”

      “She wasn’t old, maybe in her late twenties, and she walked with a limp so I’m guessing she twisted her ankle or something. It doesn’t matter; she assaulted me with a weapon.” Marley lay across the bar, laughing until tears streamed down her face, Amy growled. “It’s not funny!”

      “You may not think so, but it sure as hell is. Assaulted by a munchkin with a cane, I have to meet this woman!” An emotion akin to jealousy made Amy’s eyes narrow. Marley was a beautiful woman, tall and lean, always upbeat and the ladies couldn’t resist her. The thought of her best friend anywhere near the woman Amy met at the coffee shop upset her.

      “You’re not going to.” The words came out harsher than she meant, and Marley instantly caught on. The slow grin her friend gave her caused her face to flush. “She never gave me her name, and I haven’t gone back to Mama Pink’s yet.”

      “Are you avoiding the coffee shop?”

      “No, I haven’t been back yet,” Amy stated and dared her friend to comment. Marley never turned down a dare.

      “You live in the apartment over Pink’s shop. You’re avoiding her, and I want to know why.”

      “Jeri, I’m taking a break.” Wednesday nights were always slow—two bartenders were more than they needed. The owner was away and Amy acted as manager in Cynthia’s absence, which turned into 90 percent of the time. She grabbed a bottle of water, ducked beneath the apron, and headed for a semi-quiet corner.

      “You have no filter, never have.” Marley followed close behind her. “Now, we’re sitting in a corner so you can talk. What’s going on?”

      “She didn’t like me.”

      “Of course she didn’t. You told her to remove the stick from her ass in a less than polite manner. What’s really going on?”

      She held her water bottle between her palms and leaned her forearms on the tabletop. “It’s embarrassing,” She sighed. There was more to it than she wanted to tell Marley. Some shit she wanted to keep to herself. “She was adorable and she threw a fit. Everyone knows me at Pink’s shop. I’m a lost cause in the romance department. Maybe I can join a convent or something.” She glanced at Marley, their eyes met, and two belly laughs came out in unison.

      “Joke all you want, but something about this woman is bothering you.”

      “I’m getting old.” She sighed.

      “Bitch, we’re the same damn age,” Marley bellowed.

      “Yes, but don’t you think about settling down one day?”

      “I got no choice. Mom wants a nice daughter-in-law and grandbabies. She hints enough. Your bed is rarely empty. Why not ask for more than a one-night stand?”

      “I’ve asked and my bed has been very empty lately. Only lonesome ol’ me.” she flexed her fingers around her bottle. She grew weary of being someone’s fetish or one-time hookup.

      At twenty-two, her decision to transition made everything fall into place. For the first time, she knew happiness and contentment. Finally her dream came true to live as Amy and not Robert. It was all she’d ever wanted.

      Ten years later, she’d gone through a few surgeries and hormones. She felt naïve some days, but she still wished for someone to spend time with. Hell, to spend her life with, but at thirty-two, she still existed in limbo.

      “Amy!” She flinched when fingers snapped in rapid succession in front of her face. “You’re acting weird. If you want a girlfriend, find yourself one.” Marley sighed. “Andrea, our confirmed bachelorette, settled down with a nice wife-to-be and kids. There might even be a few more in the planning. Not everything is written in stone, and we’ve told you before not everything comes down to what you’re rocking in your pants.”

      “I know, Marley, but I don’t know what to do. I got this damn front up and no one cares to try to look beyond it. They all think I’m some booze-slinging clown who’s good for a fuck.”

      “Then do something about it, like I don’t know, apologize to the woman for being an ass of immense proportions. Because face it, we both know you were.”

      “You don’t gotta put it like that. What kinda friend are you?”

      “Your best one, and as your oldest friend, I know what you’re like. You put on this nice little front to keep everyone away. It’s time your bullshit ended.” Marley pushed to her feet and looked down at her. “Get off your high pedestal and apologize. Don’t forget Sunday dinner this weekend or I’ll send Mom to hunt you down.”

      “I’ll be there,” Amy shuddered. “Claire scares me more than you do.”

      “Damn right, all five-foot-three hippie inches of her is terrifying. I’ll call you later, gotta get home. Saw the For Sale sign go down on the house next door. Keep your fingers crossed for no homophobes or republicans; I can only show so much diplomacy.”

      “You show diplomacy,” she asked. Amy snorted and tried to cover it with a cough at the look Marley shot her. “Go meet your new neighbors, then invite them over to dinner one night. You know, to meet your hippie, free-love mother, leftist socialist dad, out-of-wedlock pregnant sister, and her atheist, mocha-skinned life partner.”

      “It sounds like a hate group protest placard in the making telling us we’re going to Hell, because we’re not that radical. My family is exceptionally open-minded.”

      “Oh, Oh, don’t forget to invite me, your crude, transgender best friend. It will be great. I’ll show up with popcorn to watch the fireworks signal the start of World War III. No, no, wait, Bible thumpers believe in the apocalypse! It would be epic.”

      “You find all this a little too amusing. I’m outta here. Behave and apologize to the mystery woman.”

      “Yes, oh wise one.” Marley flipped her off. Amy cackled when her friend moved quickly toward the door. Standing, she sighed heavily and made herself go back to work. Marley was right, but admitting it made her stomach burn. Apologizing was the thing to do, although, it could wait. She could only be so nice.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, well, well, lookee here.” Maya groaned and dropped her chin to her chest, staring at the file. If she pretended the woman wasn’t there, maybe she’d go away, but she knew a lost cause. The creak of the old leather chair when Amy sat down signaled she wasn’t that darn lucky.

      “If you don’t have an appointment, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “No, I’m here to teach today. To my extreme pleasure, I looked into this office when I passed and saw you.”

      Maya refused to look at the woman. She figured it would encourage an extended visit, and there was no way in Hell she wanted that. “I don’t find you charming, and even when I assume you’re supposed to be flattering, it’s highly sarcastic. You really should see someone about your defense mechanisms. You’re very much on your way to being a bitter, old cat lady.”

      A loud gasp sounded and she jerked her gaze up to see Hannah standing in the doorway. She pointed from her eyes with her middle and index fingers to Maya. The pregnant woman mouthed, I’m watching you.

      “Hannah, you sexy knocked-up femme fatale, come give me some loving.” Amy’s normally husky voice brightened and her bearing relaxed. Hannah glided across the room. With a wide-eyed stare, Maya saw a smile bloom on their faces. Aside from the outward facade, a subtle change happened when Amy looked at Hannah.

      She was trained to observe, and the transition was almost startling. Something about the new Amy seated across from her drew her in, making Maya curious and Amy seem more approachable. Maya loathed the shift in her perception. To counterbalance the unwanted feelings, she pulled their first meeting to mind and held the memory close—the outrage bringing her back to herself.

      “My beautiful Amy, you been behaving,” Hannah asked.

      “Of course, you ain’t around. When’re you going to leave that life partner of yours? He doesn’t deserve you.”

      Maya observed the interplay between the two with a frown. Softness existed in their eyes, a familiarity beyond friends—maybe a former lover.

      “I didn’t give into your exceptional charm when you were sixteen, and it isn’t going to change now.” Relief at the confession nearly drove the air from Maya’s lungs. The intensity of it astounded her. It wasn’t her business who Hannah slept with, and Maya should definitely not be relieved when she discovered no past sexual relationship.

      “You wound me, woman.” Amy pressed her mouth to Hannah’s belly. “Sunny, tell your mama you love me more than that donor of hers.”

      An old sadness threatened to choke Maya. She bit the inside of her cheek using the sharp and sudden pain to drive it away.

      “Amy!” There was no anger, only amusement in the high-pitched squeak of Amy’s name. Maya fought the need to look away when Amy turned, pressed her cheek to Hannah’s belly and cupped the rounded sides in her hands.

      “All joking aside, you’re beautiful as ever, Hannah.”

      Hannah giggled, and something strange burned in Maya’s stomach and tightened her chest. The soft smile and the closeness between the two made a feeling close to outrage heat her blood. “How long have the two of you known each other,” Maya asked. The harshness of her tone took her by surprise.

      Amy lifted her chin and rested it on the upper slope of the other woman’s belly. “Since I was ten and she a sexy, older woman of fourteen,” Amy answered with a nearly innocent smirk.

      “And you’re as full of shit as you were back then.” Hannah cuffed the back of Amy’s head and huffed.

      Amy flopped back in the chair, holding her hands over her heart. She turned to Maya and the amusement in the Amy’s voice almost made her smile. She stopped it before it formed. “Do you see what I have to put up with,” Amy demanded.

      “All I see is your front doesn’t fool everyone like you wish it did.”

      “On that note, Amy, behave.”

      “I always behave, Hannah. I’ve no choice. No one wants to misbehave with me. Unless…” Maya’s eyes narrowed at the wicked look Amy shot her. “You interested in misbehaving with me, Miss Maya?”

      “Absolutely not,” she squeaked and turned red. A very different answer nearly passed her lips and her heart kicked up a notch. It was impossible. No way did she want to have anything to do with the infuriating woman. Yet the strange jittery feeling in her stomach seemed to say otherwise.

      “You know you don’t have to fight it, baby, I know you wanna.”

      Maya’s hands trembled and she tried to cover it by shuffling the files on her desk. She knew Amy caught it by the heated look in the other woman’s eyes and her tongue moving slowly over her full lips. “You don’t know anything. Isn’t there somewhere else you’re supposed to be?”

      “Yea, there is, but this conversation isn’t done, far from it.”

      Her gaze followed Amy as Amy pushed to her feet and towered over Maya, then stepped closer to her desk and bent at the waist. Before Maya could jerk away, Amy brushed soft lips over hers. She couldn’t contain the gasp at the gentle caress.

      When Amy eased back to look at Maya, her blue eyes dropped to Maya’s mouth and lingered. “Sweet, I bet you’re sweet all over, please let me find out.” The words were whispered, but by Hannah’s snort, it wasn’t quiet enough.

      “I believe it’s time for you to leave.” Fear made her reply too harsh. If she was interested in having a relationship with a woman—which she wasn’t—it definitely wouldn’t be with a woman like Amy. Amy’s confidence was high and in your face. Maya preferred sophisticated gentlemen who wouldn’t demand anything from her.

      “I’ll go for now, but your sweet little gasp blew your cold bitch act out of the water. See you around, Maya.”

      Maya huffed when Amy straightened and turned to Hannah with a huge bright smile on her face. There was a lingering embrace and then a quick kiss dropped to Hannah’s swollen belly before Amy left Hannah and Maya alone.

      “Um, Maya, do you have something to share?”

      “No, no, I don’t. Your friend needs to learn boundaries and personal space.”

      “Whatever you say, but I didn’t see you pulling away when that friend of mine was kissing those lips of yours. She isn’t all bad, and no matter what or who put fear in your eyes, she is one person who could make it go away. Think about it before you dismiss a chance your mind may not want to take, but your body does.”

      Maya hardened her features and banished all emotion like she’d practice for too many years. Dropping her eyes to her desktop, she ignored Hannah until she left. It had been rude, but she didn’t want to talk about anything to do with Amy.

      Her hand dropped to her thigh, felt the thick surgical scars through the thin linen of her skirt and followed the ridges all the way to the swell of her hip. A body she’d once considered perfect and healthy was now broken. The night the accident happened, her husband drove too fast, drunk and enraged over some perceived slight—some imagined flirtation on her part. She’d known what would happen when they arrived home and braced for it, resigned to the lie which was her perfect marriage.

      She and Charles never made it home. The moment his hand shot out to grip her hair. making her look at him, he lost control of the car. All she remembered was the pain, then nothing else until three days later. She’d awakened to discover her husband had died on impact. Shame, not mourning, reduced her to painful sobs. The relief of no longer needing reasons for another hidden bruise or an excuse of clumsiness, and in her freedom, she found her greatest humiliation.

      She pressed her hand to her chest in an attempt to rub away the ache the memories caused. Shaking her head, she grabbed her cane and pushed to her feet. She walked around her desk and headed for the door, in need of a little fresh air. She made her way through the busy hallways. The kids in the after-school program ran here and there, but she simply sidestepped them with a smile on her face.

      “Put a little more behind that one, Sara. Don’t lock your elbow.” She narrowed her eyes at the sound of Amy’s voice and stopped outside an open door to peek around the doorjamb. Amy stood in the middle of the large room with mitt-like cushioned pads on her hand. A small slip of a girl with an expression of deep concentration was hitting them. One tiny glove-covered fist, then the other connected with Amy’s palms. Amy moved in a small circle around her.

      “This ain’t a movie, girl. You rear back, you lose power on the forward motion. Keep the punches short and tight. Again, left,” The left hand connected with the slap of vinyl against vinyl. “Now right, one, two, three, one, two. That’s right, who is it?”

      “My dad.” Maya raised her hand to her mouth to cover the gasp at the sheen of tears in Sara’s eyes. Other kids circled Amy and Sara.

      “What doesn’t he have, baby girl?”

      “Power.”

      Tears burned her eyes at the understanding and sadness in Amy’s eyes as she dropped her hands. “Give me four short, quick jabs with your left, then right.” Amy brought her impressively muscled arms back up, crouching so Sara could reach, in constant movement, keeping the girl bouncing on her toes in a circle. “Good, again, take the rage, the frustration, use it. Don’t hold back, you’re strong, stronger than words or punches. You have all the power, baby girl. You, no one else, you’re in control. Show me!”

      The anger behind the punches astounded Maya. Too much rage in a body so small. Amy’s words were low and encouraging, even surrounded by about fifteen children ranging from maybe ten to late teens, Amy and the girl seemed to be in their own world.

      Punches changed, quick, slow, it was an endless dance between them, and it slowly ended with Amy straightening. The girl hugging her tight around the waist and hid a tear-stained face against Amy’s stomach. Amy called for the next sparring partner, this time a boy in his mid-teens.

      Maya couldn’t stay for another. She couldn’t watch Amy and not hold onto her first impression. Controlled, stoic, keeping everyone at arm’s length, it’s the way she had to keep it. People were destined to hurt her. If she kept her walls up, she’d be safe physically, but more importantly, emotionally. With uneven steps, almost stumbling and falling, she escaped, pushing everything away—especially the dangerous woman threatening everything Maya fought so hard for.
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      “Robert?” Every muscle in her body tensed at the sound of her mother’s voice in her ear. She cursed herself for not checking the display before answering. She scrubbed one hand over her face and tried to push her irritation away. Amy had hoped her mother would forget the yearly phone call. Iris Thompson’s haughty tone was like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Sorry, you got the wrong number, no Robert here.” She knew she sounded bitchy, but she didn’t care.

      “Don’t make me call you that name. I didn’t call to fight.”

      “Then, mother, what did you call for?” Tightening her abs, she curled to a sitting position and threw her bare legs over the side of the bed.

      “I was wondering if you’d possibly have dinner with me this weekend, Henry is away on business.”

      “Is that what you’re still calling it instead of fucking his flavor of the month,” Amy asked.

      “Don’t be crass, he’s your father and he deserves your respect.” A harsh laugh filled her bedroom. Respect, yes, Henry Thompson demanded respect, his word law.

      “When he passed me the check at graduation, I think his words were he never wanted to see me again. Bastard paid me well to disappear and not embarrass him with my deviant behavior.”

      “That’s enough, Robert!”

      She gritted her teeth until her jaw ached. She hated that name, and she wasn’t him anymore, she’d never been him. “Fine, what do you want?”

      “Dinner this weekend. I’d like to speak with you, see you, it’s been quite a few years since we’ve been in the same room. Could we possibly meet at Gio’s?” Expensive and pretentious, like her mother.

      “Sure. Can it be Friday? I have to work Saturday. It’ll be easier to get Friday off.” She didn’t want to take a night off or sit across from her disapproving mother.

      “Friday at eight,” Iris asked.

      “Yea, sure, is that all?”

      “Yes, Ro—” Her mother cut off the name before it fully formed. The tension and lack of sleep caused her head to pound. “Yes, I’ll see you then. Good-bye.”

      Without a word, she disconnected the call and tossed her phone on the bed behind her. Darting a look at the clock, she groaned seeing it was only nine. Five hours sleep. Great, today already sucked. Pushing the sheet off her lap, she stood and headed for the bathroom. She caught her reflection and her shoulders slumped. Her breasts were small; hormones only did so much in that department. The once bulky muscles of her playing days were leaner. Although, working out had become a habit and, after she’d started the transition, the routine hadn’t changed. Hitting the gym and working out to distraction drove away memories.

      A few surgeries made her facial features more feminine. Amy was proud of how far she’d come. Outwardly, she appeared to be the woman she’d always known herself to be, but she refused the final step. Sex reassignment surgery was too risky in her opinion. She might be uninhibited, but she wouldn’t be walking the streets naked so the penis didn’t bother her.

      The long-practiced tuck made for a smooth, feminine appearance. Her hands came up and stroked over her sensitive nipples. They hardened and pleasure zinged down her spine.

      She moaned. It’d been so long since she’d been touched. She knew people thought different, but it wasn’t anyone’s business. Amy wanted more than some fuck-n-go. Maybe a nice little girlfriend or wife like some of her friends had. But she didn’t feel like it was in the cards for her. She turned away from the mirror and continued into the bathroom to get ready for the day, and then she’d head downstairs to Mama Pink’s for coffee. Who knew, possibly she’d feel human after two or ten espresso shots.

      Thirty minutes later, she walked through the front door of Pink’s Coffeehouse dragging her fingers through her shaggy, shoulder-length hair. She made her way to the counter and the scents of strong coffee, vanilla, and cinnamon with hints of chocolate caused her to smile. Shocking, neon pink hair caught her attention.

      “Mama, give me some sugar.” She placed her palms on the counter and started to lean across it.

      “Here ya go.” A sugar dispenser slammed down in front of her and Amy busted out laughing.

      “Pink, you know I’m wasting away with unrequited love.” She pouted her lip and the older woman quirked an eyebrow.

      “Keep your bullshit for those young women stupid enough to drop their panties for you.”

      “Your panties are the only ones I am thinking about.”

      “Stop thinking, I don’t wear any.” All it took was eye contact and Pink let out a booming laugh. Pink grabbed her cheeks, pulling her down for a loud, smacking kiss. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping the day away, you look like shit.”

      “Oh, thank you, I can feel the love.” Amy rolled her eyes. “Yes, I could be sleeping, but someone doesn’t know not to call before noon. I need coffee, lots and lots of coffee.”

      The other woman patted her cheeks. “Go sit, I’ll bring you coffee and a pastry. You’re losing weight.”

      “Pink, I’m the same weight I’ve always been.” Pink clucked her tongue and shooed her away.

      She pivoted and looked around the shop. Couches lined two walls along with coffee tables and a few overstuffed chairs. The other half contained several, round café tables, and she spotted Maya sitting at one of them. She grinned broadly when she noticed Maya trying to hide behind a newspaper. Oh no, my cranky little woman. No hiding from me today. She weaved through the tables, catching Maya peeking at her then ducking back behind the paper.

      Chuckling to herself, she stopped beside the table. “I know it’s you behind there. You’d never make it as a detective or spy. May I sit down, or are you going to whack me with your cane again?”

      “Will it make you go away if I do?” Maya folded the paper neatly with a loud huff and set it aside.

      “One of these days you’re really going to hurt my feelings.”

      “I doubt that, if you’re going to sit, do it instead of looming over me.”

      “Thank you for your less than gracious invite. Am I safe in assuming manners weren’t taught in those fancy schools of yours?” She took the seat across from Maya and folded her arms on the tabletop.

      “Excuse me?” A perfectly arched brow rose and anger caused Maya’s huge blue eyes to shine. The woman was sexy as fuck when she was mad.

      “From your better-than-you bearing and the careful way you speak, you scream money.”

      “Whether or not my family is well-to-do has nothing at all to do with you. You’re rude and unpleasant to be around.”

      “I beg to differ. I’m quite charming and sexy. You think so too, so, you can quit playing hard to get.” Amy winked and licked her lips, she noticed Maya’s gaze dropped to her mouth. She wants me, so why does she have to fight it so hard.

      “I’m straight.”

      Amy suppressed a laugh at the high screech in Maya’s voice. She couldn’t help herself. “Sure you are.”

      “I am, and I have a date this Friday with a very nice and pleasant gentleman. He’s a corporate attorney, very upstanding member of society.”

      “Sounds nice and boring,” Amy stated and rolled her eyes.

      “Well, he’s not, he’s rather fascinating,” Maya squeaked again. It amused Amy, and she wanted to hear it again.

      “Uh-huh,” she muttered and waited for it.

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe. I’m straight and not interested in you at all.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You are impossible to speak to.”

      Fuck, Maya was sexy when she turned all haughty and frustrated. Amy simply smiled and watched the color highlight Maya’s cheekbones. A thought occurred to her. She wondered if the woman showed that much passion in bed. Oh, she’d bet the proper little lady would be a hellcat, all teeth and claws.

      “Amy, your coffee and the cinnamon roll you like. Who’s your friend?” Pink rubbernecked between them, the curiosity in Pink’s voice thick.

      “Pink, meet Maya, Maya, this is Mama Pink, the Vixen of Coffee.”

      “Oh, you’re our new counselor at the center. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “You as well, Pink.”

      “Well, I’ll leave you two young ladies alone. I may be old, but I remember the look of young love. Good job, finally a nice one.”

      “Pink, that’s not, we’re not…”

      Amy listened to Maya sputter, and she reached across the table to take the woman’s hand. “Thanks, Pink, don’t embarrass her, she’s not ready to admit it to the world yet. Soon, very soon,” she said, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.

      Pink gave them both a warm, gooey-eyed look before walking back to the counter.

      “Are you crazy,” Maya demanded. She tugged her hand out of Amy’s grip.

      “Yes, I am, crazy over you.”

      “Oh my God, you actually went there.” A trace of amusement flashed through Maya’s eyes, a smile teasing at the corners of her mouth.

      “You’re beautiful when you almost smile.”

      “You’re impossible. I have to get back to work. Impossible!”

      Maya gathered up her belongings quickly, shooting her looks that could definitely be deadly, but Amy had almost made her smile. She’d mark it as a win in her book and take it, now to get her to accept a date. Her gaze dropped to the cane in Maya’s hand and decided to leave the question for another day.
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      There was something satisfying about the resounding bang of a door or desk drawer as they slammed or the rattle of keys as they roughly landed on a tabletop. The actions were childish, but it felt good. She searched for something to throw, but decided against it at the thought of the mess she’d make.

      “Impossible!”

      She didn’t realize she said it aloud until her grandmother’s voice came from the direction of the kitchen. “Maya, dear, is that you?”

      “Yes, Grandma,” she answered. Maya slid her briefcase under the table beside the door and hung her cane on the side of it. All stress melted away, and she smiled at the petite woman. Some would say frail, but contrary to appearance, her grandmother had a backbone of steel. After Charles died, Maya had put their home and bad memories up for sale. The three-bedroom bungalow she and her grandmother lived in now was average-sized, but it was their home. There were no bad memories or pain from her past, just new happier times where she was free and safe.

      “How was your day?”

      “Fine, long,” she replied. “What did you want me to make for dinner tonight?”

      “What happened the last time you lied to me, dear?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You ain’t old enough I can’t paddle you.” Maya wanted to laugh, but held it in at the expression on the elderly woman’s face. That face meant business. “You got your knickers in a twist over somebody, who is he? I may look tiny, but I can take him!”

      “It’s not a he. She’s annoying and impossible, rude and crass. She thinks I…” She realized she had started pacing and froze mid-step. Her grandmother watched her strangely.

      “Honey, is there something you want to tell me? I know you decided to take the job at the center to help, but, Maya, you can talk to me.”

      “Why are people asking me that? There’s nothing to tell. I could do with never speaking with her again. Why does everyone assume I want—no, I don’t have any inclination to date a woman, especially not Amy!”

      “Maya, you know I ain’t one to judge, and to be honest, there was this lovely woman before I married your grandfather. It was hot! Isn’t that what you young people say?”

      “Grandma!” Her face flamed and she stared at the older woman, her mouth hanging open.

      “What, dear? Love is love. I see it on all those posters and things. I really thought you’d be more open-minded. There goes my hope you didn’t take after your parents.” Her grandmother tsk’d, shaking her head, and walked back toward the kitchen. Maya followed behind Angelique, totally lost for words. “Is this Amy an attractive woman? If she is anything like Flora, you’d be a lucky woman. Women do know how to make another woman’s toes curl. I didn’t know a tong…”

      “Grandma! I don’t want to know, please, can we forget this conversation ever happened?”

      “Such a prude for a young person. Sex is natural. There’s this gentleman at the senior center, rather handsome and such a reputation. I may be old, but a woman has needs. Now, what will we be having for dinner?”

      “We’ll figure it out after I change.”

      Maya walked down the short hallway to her bedroom. Closing the door behind her, she let the blues of the walls and cream of the bedspread calm her. Tranquil, she needed everything to be calm around her. She’d lived too long surrounded by chaos and stress.

      Ten years, that was how long she’d pretended to be the perfect wife. Nothing ever good enough, she was too thin or not thin enough. It had always been her fault he cheated because she wasn’t pretty enough. In bed—she was a lump lying there, she didn’t keep house well enough, the list grew each day.

      She lifted her hands to the tiny pearl buttons of her silk blouse and tried to ignore the trembling of her fingers. She began to pick them apart slowly. Catching her reflection, she turned to face the full-length mirror and slowly stripped her shirt off. She dropped her gaze, and then brought it back up. Petite, she still possessed the trim figure of her teens, definitely a little more padded with age. Maya hesitated before she reached behind her to unhook her bra and remove it.

      The scrap of silk fell from her fingers, she hadn’t been blessed with large full breasts like her grandmother and mother. They were small and her nipples appeared too large for their size, but at thirty-four, they hadn’t begun to sag. Her stomach a little rounder and hips slightly fuller. She reached for the button on her skirt, undid it and slid the side zipper down. Instantly it fell to pool around her feet. The panties were serviceable, white cotton.

      Tears filled her eyes at the sight of angry pink scars, years passed and they hadn’t faded. Still ugly, thick ridges and her thighs were lopsided in size due to muscle damage. Average, there wasn’t anything special to draw anyone’s eye. She suffered through blind dates set up by her parents like the one to come on Friday.

      What did Amy see that made her keep coming back?

      At the question, anger built. What Amy thought didn’t matter and she’d prefer if the bothersome woman kept her distance. She turned away from the mirror too quickly and her leg gave out, tumbling her to the carpet. Her eyes began to burn. She buried her face in the thick cushion of the carpet and with long practice silently cried.

      Losing track of how long she lay on the carpet crying, the knock on her door startled her.

      “Honey, are you okay?” Her grandmother’s worried voice carried through the thick wooden door, and Maya cleared her throat.

      “Yes, I’m fine. I’ll be right out. I dozed off. Let me splash some water on my face and I’ll come help with dinner.”

      “Okay, I’ll put the kettle on for tea.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I love you, honey.”

      The knot in her throat threatened to choke her. Her grandmother knew she lied but would never call her on it. Tears were hard for her. They showed a weakness, and allowed people to know what they could use against her.

      “Love you too.” She pushed awkwardly to her feet, limping to the bathroom to change into her nightclothes and wash the evidence of her tears away.

      Dinner turned out to be lasagna leftovers from the night before. They watched their usual shows, mindless sitcoms, and she laughed where appropriate. Her grandmother excused herself at ten with a kiss and a whispered goodnight. Maya turned off the TV and curled up in the corner of the couch, pulling a blanket over her.

      Her eyes barely stayed open, but sleep would be a long time coming. Amy kept disturbing her thoughts since she’d seen her with the kids and seen the gentle and understanding way she dealt with them. That didn’t fit with the woman she spoke with—the sarcastic and rude one.

      No, she was a psychologist. She knew the signs of someone putting up a defense. She could ignore it and talk people through it. It didn’t work with Amy, though. The woman made her angry and something else—something which shouldn’t be there. An odd tightening in her lower belly caused a disconcerting flutter in her chest.

      She couldn’t be attracted to the woman—any woman, for that matter. An image flashed in her mind of Amy kissing her. Her lips were soft, warm, and best of all, gentle. Light, barely a caress, and she couldn’t resist lifting her hands to her mouth to trace her lips.

      She gasped at the unfamiliar tingling between her thighs—oh no, she wouldn’t, no. She surged up from the couch as quickly as possible and headed for her room. Once inside with the door locked, she lay down in bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. She thought about anything other than Amy and wished for sleep.
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      Amy sat across from Iris, clenching her jaw and counting the seconds until she could leave. The woman kept polishing the already spotless silverware and had adjusted everything on the table at least twice. Barely a dozen words passed between the two of them.

      Iris reached for the silverware again, and Amy narrowed her eyes. “Touch the knife again and I swear I’ll throw the damn thing across the room. We’ve been sitting here for half an hour, and you keep putting off ordering. What do you want, Iris?”

      “You used to call me Mother.”

      “Yeah, and you used to acknowledge you had a child.”

      “I miss my son. You’re a rude and bitter stranger. When’s the last time we sat down to dinner?”

      “Three years ago, if I remember correctly, and you caused a helluva scene and stormed out. If that’s your plan this time, please save the tantrum and I can go ahead and walk out.”

      Iris shined the knife again, and Amy tightened her fingers around her water glass. “Ro…” She shot the older woman an angry look. “Can’t we have a nice meal and a civil conversation?”

      “It depends on you.” Looking for a distraction, Amy darted her eyes around the room, only catching bits and pieces of Iris’s conversation. Gio’s Bistro was all-white linen and silver, white flowers of some kind in shallow bowls on the tables. Sterile and boring and the patrons were the same. No one slouched, a sedate, low drone of conversations peppered with polite, empty smiles. She missed the Pride District, bright and filled with laughter. This side of Colton narrowed down to status and appearance.

      Her gaze continued to scan the room until a smirk lifted one corner of her mouth. Across the room, Maya was smiling a little too brightly at her date. The cost of the guy’s suit could feed a family of four for at least a month. He looked slick and the expert gangster-esque comb-back didn’t conceal the quickly spreading bald spot that seemed to be growing as she watched.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “What?” She didn’t even bother looking at Iris.

      “I’ve been talking for the last ten minutes, and you haven’t heard a word.” The petite woman across the room darted a look at her watch. So much for the fascinating date. She could guarantee Maya wouldn’t be bored on their first date. “Can you be any more obvious? It’s shameful how you’re staring at that woman.”

      “She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Amy knew it would only scandalize her mother further, yet she couldn’t resist.

      “I won’t sit here and listen to this. And to think I fought with your father to get him to agree to have you visit for the holidays.”

      She turned an angry glare on Iris, and the woman shrunk back. “Let’s get this straight, Iris. It’ll be a cold day in hell before I step foot in his house again. I don’t have to sit here listening to your usual tantrum caused by your entitlement. If it’s all the same with you, why don’t we skip next year’s phone call?” She curled her hands into tight fists. Pride in herself filled her chest at keeping her voice low and calm. Iris’s thin face pinched, and she clenched her teeth, emphasizing the tick of her jaw. “Now, go home, I don’t need you and your bullshit invite to the holidays. I’m going to have a nice dinner and shamelessly ogle the beautiful woman until she notices me and threatens bodily harm with her cane. Good-bye, Iris.”

      With the good-bye, she raised her hand and called the waiter over. With huffs and puffs along with angry looks, her mother made her way out of the restaurant. Amy read over the menu, not a price in sight, and was thankful for her independently wealthy status—she rarely touched the money her father paid her to disappear. She ordered a nice bottle of Malbec and a steak, then ignored the waiter when he walked away.

      Resting her chin in her hand, she let her attention go back to Maya. She had her hair pulled up in an elegant twist, her makeup light, and Amy couldn’t ignore the fullness of her pink painted lips.

      Her body tightened with arousal, remembering what those lips felt like under hers. The soft gasp and the fact Maya hadn’t pulled away teased her. The old-fashioned high-collar, completely buttoned-up shirt she’d worn at the center screamed to be removed slowly.

      Maya had on a similar one tonight, this one dark blue to match her eyes. She’d grown used to half-dressed women parading through Sappho, but Maya was a conservative, beautiful package she wanted to unwrap slowly, all night long. Her heart kicked up to hyper speed at the thought.

      The waiter appeared with the bottle and a glass. She straightened, inhaled, tasted, letting the wine flow over her senses. She wasn’t completely unsophisticated, although she worked hard to make people believe otherwise. Nodding to the waiter, he filled her glass and walked away, leaving the bottle. She continued her perusal of Maya. Just then, Maya lifted her hand and stroke the back of her neck, then glanced around until her eyes widened then narrowed when her gaze fell on Amy. Amy picked up her glass and toasted Maya with a wink before taking a sip.

      Maya fumbled her silverware, napkin, and nearly knocked over her own glass of wine, darting glances in Amy’s direction. Amy met them with a small wave or a blown kiss. Each one darkening the color on Maya’s face. She wondered if it was anger or embarrassment. Maybe awareness, but whatever it turned out to be, Maya didn’t like it.

      Her dinner came, and she gave the gorgeous brunette a break. She ate, and drank another glass of wine. When she was done, she pushed her plate away and leaned back in the chair, noticing Maya and her date were preparing to leave. She narrowed her eyes and clenched her jaw at the quick kiss. Ah hell naw, she growled in her head. That wasn’t going to happen. Maya wouldn’t be going home with anyone but her.

      She didn’t have to worry long. Maya smiled sweetly until the man disappeared. But the expression fell when the angry little woman headed toward her table. “Hello, Miss Maya.”

      “Are you stalking me?”

      Amy snorted a laugh, then stood and motioned to the seat her mother had vacated. “You are beautiful, and as much as I want a date, I have a bit more pride than that. Please sit.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Dinner with my mother never got started, and since I was here already, I figured I’d order something to eat. Just extreme luck I got to see your pretty face tonight. How was the date? It couldn’t have been very fascinating with you checking the time every ten minutes until you noticed me.”

      An extremely cute little huff sounded from across the table, Maya gave in and sat. “It was a blind date. My parents set it up for me.”

      “Sorry. Glass of wine? Maybe dessert? I noticed you didn’t have any.”

      “I really shouldn’t.”

      “Why not? They have a killer cheesecake here, or at least they did the last time I came. Never mind, we’ll get it and you can try it.”

      She called the waiter over to order coffee and cheesecake. She sensed Maya’s gaze on her the whole time.

      “You look very nice tonight.” Maya’s quiet and embarrassed voice broke the silence between them.

      Amy turned to catch her dropping her attention to the table. “Thanks, kinda feel like I’m in drag. I’m out of practice being in polite society. I learned quickly I prefer a place like Pink’s or Sappho, Rayne’s Deli in the District. And I must say, you are gorgeous as always.”

      “No, I’m…”

      “Take the compliment and say thank you.”

      “Um, thank you.” Amy smiled. Maya’s pretty face flushed, and Amy wondered why the woman had such trouble hearing nice things about herself.

      The waiter quickly returned, left the dessert, coffee, and the check. She picked up the fork, sliced off a small piece of the cheesecake. “Here.” She held the fork out, wondering if Maya would give in.

      “I can get my own.”

      “Open those pretty lips and I don’t mean to talk.” She waited with an arched brow for Maya to open her mouth. Once her lips closed around the fork, Maya’s eyes closed and long lashes fanned over high cheekbones. Then she pulled back shyly.
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      Amy held the fork out for her, and she really wanted to fight, but when she told Maya to part her lips, she’d listened. The sweet, creamy cheesecake melted on her tongue, and she couldn’t help but close her eyes to savor it. She let out a small moan—she rarely indulged in sweets and it was heaven on a fork. Pulling back, she met Amy’s gaze. She was staring at her. Maya’s face flushed and burned at the emotion in Amy’s regard.

      Then she took a bite using the same fork. Amy’s mouth quirked on one side when Maya realized she was staring at the other woman’s mouth and her tongue stroked over her own lips. What was happening to her? It was the fact of her attraction to this woman that disturbed her. Yes, she’d admit it if only to herself.

      Rude and crude, nothing like Maya would normally be interested in, but an image of the day at the center flashed through her mind. The woman might be hard and crass, quick with a joke, although she’d shown gentleness with Hannah and the kids. She couldn’t allow herself to give in to urges that were likely fleeting.

      “Another,” Amy asked.

      She started to say no, but the woman ignored it and fed her. She swallowed the small bite and glared across the table. “You know I’m perfectly capable of doing this myself.”

      “Oh I know. But I’m enjoying it, so let me.” Leaning across the table into Maya’s personal space, Amy whispered, “I won’t tell anyone you adore me. It’ll be our secret.”

      “Do you make habit of being people’s secret?” Maya instantly knew the question was a mistake. Amy pulled into herself and sat back, setting the fork on the edge of the plate. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said it.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t come across as the most likeable person.”

      “I don’t think that. Everyone I’ve talked to sings your praises. Hannah told me I had to apologize after I dented your shin.” She relaxed a bit when a small smile eased the hurt look on Amy’s face.

      “Marley told me to apologize after I told her I gave you a bit of de-stress advice.”

      Maya ignored the heat infusing her cheeks. “Marley? Hannah mentioned her.”

      “Yes, Hannah’s sister and my best friend since we were kids. She was always keeping me out of trouble.”

      “Did she have to do that often?” Amy’s booming laugh made her smile. The hurt of moments before forgotten—at least for now.

      “Oh, a full-time job, I may have been a bit of a hellion. I’ve mellowed a bit.”

      “I don’t think you being a hellion is in the past, but if you’ve mellowed, then I am terrified to know how bad you used to be.”

      “I’m an angel compared to the Amy of the past. What about you, always been the buttoned-up lady?”

      Smiling a bittersweet smile at the question, she lowered her chin to stare down into her coffee cup. “Didn’t have much choice. My parents are very wealthy and conservative. Old money, and appearances are very important. Any sign of impropriety isn’t tolerated.”

      “Sounds like my family, except for the old money part. They disowned me, my mother calls about once a year, but I haven’t seen or spoken to my father in ten years.”

      “Did they disown you when you came out?”

      “You could say that. No one’s spilled the beans on me to you yet?” The confused look on Amy’s face made Maya nervous.

      “I think coming out as gay or lesbian shouldn’t be an issue.” She reached across the table, taking Amy’s hand and giving it a squeeze. “I’m sorry your parents couldn’t cope with you being a lesbian.”

      “Baby, being a lesbian wasn’t what made them disown me. The fact I decided I wasn’t Robert Thompson, their golden boy son, anymore—that did it.”

      Maya froze, her mouth dropping open. The thought had never occurred to her. Since she’d come to work at the center, she’d met pre- and post-op trans men and women, but it never popped into her mind regarding the imposing woman across from her.

      A flash of fear nauseated her. Jerking her hand back, she chewed nervously on her lip.

      “Well, that answered the question I thought of asking.” Her head popped up when Amy stood, her face blank, no emotion in her usual humor-tinged voice. “Night, Maya, see you around.” Amy stuffed money inside the small padded folder on the table and quickly walked away.

      “Amy, stop.” Dammit, her hip refused to work and she gripped the handle of her cane tighter. By the time, she made it out the front door, Amy had disappeared. A taxi coming down the block caught her attention, and she stepped to the curb, waving it down. Thankfully, it stopped and she opened the back door to slide inside. Giving the address for the Center, she relaxed back against the seat.

      That could’ve gone better. Okay, maybe a gross understatement. Amy wasn’t a male, genetically yes, but in every way it mattered, she wasn’t. The fear, though, had taken over, made her pull away, and in turn, she’d hurt Amy. She fidgeted on the seat, swearing the drive took longer than normal.

      Finally, the driver pulled into the District. Pride flags were everywhere and people milled around, many couples holding hands. Some poured out of bars and restaurants to sit at café tables littered along the sidewalks. After paying the driver, she carefully got out of the cab and suddenly felt stupid.

      Where the hell was she going to start looking? Sappho’s Kiss. It was where Amy tended bar, but if she wasn’t there… Oh, how she hated crowded places. Pink’s, she’d stop there first. She carefully made her way down a few blocks, and then turned right. The neon sign flashed Pink’s Coffee in neon to match the owner’s signature hair color.

      She opened the door and walked into the crowded room, every chair, couch, and table occupied. She made her way carefully to the counter. “Pink?” The woman seemed to be trying to figure out who she was, then recognition along with a smile spread across Pink’s rounded face.

      “Maya, right?”

      She nodded in answer. “Do you know where I could find Amy? I need to speak with her.”

      “Oh, um, she lives upstairs, but I saw her go by the window about twenty minutes ago and she didn’t look good. Maybe you can come back later.”

      “I really have to talk to her, please.” She pled with her eyes. She couldn’t let her apology wait, hurting the woman didn’t sit right with her.

      “Okay, but she’s impossible when she’s pissed off. Her apartment is upstairs. All you have to do is go around back and take the stairwell up. Be careful the steps are a bit steep.”

      “Thank you so much.” Pink gave her a nod and Maya headed back outside into the fresh night air. She ducked between the buildings into the narrow alley.

      Thoughts of how she’d apologize flashed into her mind. The only thing she could do was tell Amy the truth, and thoughts of telling the strong woman the story made her sick to her stomach. The steps were indeed steep but she took them one at a time, holding tight to the cool, metal banister.

      With a deep calming breath, she raised her hand, hesitating only a moment before knocking. “Fuck off!” The harsh reply carried easily through the door.

      “Amy, open the door, please.” There was silence on the other side, then suddenly the door flew open, startling her. Amy wore a men’s tank top and low-riding pajama bottoms.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m sorry. Can I come in? I really need to sit down.” The ache in her hip would slowly grow into a burning pain. Sadly, she’d become used to it.

      “Come on, you shouldn’t be walking around in alleys no matter how safe the neighborhood. We still get homophobes roaming about.” Amy stepped back and allowed her in. She was grateful Amy didn’t reach to assist her, but for some reason, it annoyed her too. The opposing sensations confused her since she so protectively guarded her hard-earned independence.

      Maya glanced around the meticulously neat apartment, nothing out of place. The smoky, sweet scent of incense teased her nose. She sank onto the soft, tan suede couch and sighed in relief. The pressure eased in her hip and thigh.

      “You can stay and rest, then I’ll call you a cab, or did you drive?”

      “I took a cab. I don’t drive. I need to tell you something.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You took the news better than some.”

      When Amy seemed ready to continue, Maya spoke up, cutting her off. “Shut up. Let me say this before I lose my nerve.” Amy’s honey blonde brow rose and Maya swore she almost smiled. “I was married for several years, two rich families combining and it was very business-like almost something from the Middle Ages. I played the part of the perfect wife and socialite. On the Board of all the right charities and had the right friends. Stepford Wife, but everything wasn’t so perfect. After our first anniversary he hit—” She paused as a sob threatened. “—hit me for the first time.

      “Charles never left marks, at least none anyone could see. I won’t go into detail. I’m sure you can picture it clearly enough yourself. I’m sorry, you don’t look like a man—you’re not a man—but fear is irrational. I’m incredibly sorry I let it get the better of me. I wanted to make sure you knew it was my fear, my memories, not who you are. You may be a lot of things, and annoying is very much one of them, but mean-spirited isn’t.”

      She noticed Amy remained silent for her small speech and realized she hadn’t looked at the woman the whole time. Turning her head, the anger in Amy’s eyes took her breath. “Are you divorced?”

      “No, he died in a car accident. It’s where I hurt my hip.”

      “C’mere.”

      “What?” Her eyes widened when the woman patted her lap for Maya to sit. “Oh no, I don’t need a hug or anything.”

      “Who said anything about a hug? C’mere.” Maya swallowed around the nervous lump in her throat and scooted over a few inches, stopped, and turned back to find deep blue eyes staring at her with a raised brow. Moving carefully, she lifted and settled herself on Amy’s lap.

      “Um, if you’re not going to hug me, what are you going to do?”

      “This.” Amy’s slender hands—the slight calluses surprised her—cupped her cheeks and turned her head. Her only warning was a fan of breath across her mouth before Amy brought their lips together. It was a gentle kiss, unhurried, no hardness or anger. Her chest tightened and her lips tingled. On instinct, she brought her arms up to drape over the bigger woman’s shoulders.

      The angle of the kiss changed, the tip of Amy’s tongue teased the crease of her lips and an unexpected sigh parted her them, allowing the gentle probing. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she melted into the long, slender body, her breasts pressed to Amy’s. The deep moan against her lips startled her and had her pulling away.

      “Easy. Come back here. I’m going to enjoy this kiss until you come back to your senses.”

      She let herself lean back against Amy, and coming to her senses was the last thing on her mind. Not during the first kiss or the ones that followed. They were all soft, a taste here, a nip there, and a gentle suck to her bottom lip, then top. Amy never pushed for more, and somewhere in the back of her mind, she wanted Amy to push, but she settled for the gentle sips from her mouth. It was perfect.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Amy stood behind the bar with her arms folded over her chest, leaning back against the counter. Wednesdays were normally their slow night and tonight was no different. A small group of regulars and the normal barely legal college girls looking for dancing and maybe a hookup to let off a little steam. She chuckled and shook her head. To be young again, but she let her mind wander to Maya.

      “What has our Amy staring off into space?” Speaking of barely legal, well, twenty-five, she brought her attention to the tiny redhead.

      “Artemis Lange, don’t have anyone better to do tonight?”

      “Very funny, my roommate is at it again and driving me insane.”

      “When are you going to get your own place? You have a full scholarship and parents offering to rent you a quiet apartment.”

      “That I know, but I want to do it on my own and my job at Pink pays what it needs to.”

      She leaned over the bar and rested her forearms on the surface. “Where would you take a nice girl on a date?”

      “Wha—what? Nice girl? What language is this you speak?” Artie stared at her as if she’d grown a second head. “Are you running a fever?” She batted Artie’s hands away from her forehead.

      “Knock it off. I met this very nice woman and I want to impress her. Normally, I’d end up back at my place, not very impressive and definitely not screaming relationship.”

      “Well, depends on what kind of relationship you want.” She chuckled when the younger woman waggled her brows.

      “I was talking serious relationship, one that won’t be confined to my bedroom, not yet anyway.”

      “Wow, definite turnaround from normal Amy M.O. Tell me about this nice girl.”

      “Her name is Maya, she works at the center. She’s beautiful and petite, smart, very classy, and she doesn’t take my bullshit.”

      “Ohhh, she’s a saint then.”

      “Yes, she is.” Her thoughts flashed back to Friday night. Since then, they’d seen each other a few times in passing, but no more kisses. Maya seemed to avoid it, even casual touches. Her past explained some it, but not all. Maya had been a willing participant in the first base make-out session, but she hadn’t made any moves.

      “Does she know, about you-know-what?”

      “About my past life, yes, she does, and she’s also straight or claims to be. I may be charming, but I’ve never charmed one from the straight and narrow before.”

      “Whaaaa…. Oh no, no, no, we are not into initiating new members of the cock-hating club, no offense.”

      “None taken, but stop it, it’s not like that.” She narrowed her eyes, and Artie did a slow-motion pan to the door like a predator looking at prey.

      “Oh my, I may not be going home alone tonight.”

      Following her gaze, Amy smiled, her heart kicking up a few dozen beats. Maya stood nervously at the end of the bar, her eyes darting everywhere. “Get lost, she’s mine.”

      “That’s her?” Amy only answered with a nod. “No wonder you’re ignoring the fact she ain’t on our team. Go get your girl.”

      She walked off, barely hearing what Artie had to say. “Hey, baby, you come here often?”

      “You’re not amusing as you think.” A smile the only response she could give the light tone in Maya’s voice. “I hope I wasn’t interrupting you and your friend.” A chuckle threatened at the way Maya stressed the word friend.

      “No, I’ve known Artie since she was eighteen and tried to scrub off the black X so she could drink. What are you doing here, but more importantly—” Amy leaned across the bar and tapped her pouted lips with her index finger. “—where is my proper hello?”

      “Is that your less than charming way of asking for a kiss?”

      “Yes, c’mere.”

      “I don’t think I should. I wouldn’t want to ruin your reputation as a ladies’ woman.”

      “Do you want me to beg? Because a certain someone has been avoiding showing me any affection and my feelings are starting to get hurt. I understand if you don’t want anyone to kn—” Maya’s soft lips pressed to hers quickly and a groan sounded. She didn’t know if it was her or Maya. It didn’t matter. She changed the angle of the kiss, nudged against the seam of Maya’s lips and eased inside. She reached up and cupped Maya’s cheeks, stroking her thumbs across her high cheekbones and traced the fan of her lashes.

      “I don’t pay you to make out with customers, Thompson.” Her boss’s disapproving tone broke through the moment, but Amy stopped Maya from pulling away. Stroking her tongue teasingly over her woman’s lips, she suddenly felt the bite of nails in the back of her biceps. The kiss ended slowly, but Amy didn’t pull away.

      She turned her head, still stroking Maya’s petal soft skin and feeling the little woman lean into her touch. The only thing she could do was smile. She met the glaring of the cranky, mocha-skinned Cynthia King. “Hey, Boss Lady, when did you get here?”

      “If you weren’t my only reliable employee, I would’ve fired you a hundred times by now.”

      “Amy, I can…”

      “She can’t fire me. I’m the only one who shows up when scheduled and I’m the manager.” She caught sight of Maya out of the corner of her eye, chewing nervously on her bottom lip. Suppressing her moan was impossible, as Amy turned her gaze to Maya’s mouth. “You know that nervous habit of yours is sexy as fuck, right?” She smirked. Maya’s eyes widened and her cheeks turned the prettiest shade of pink. It exactly matched the lipstick Amy had kissed away the other night.

      “If I’m not mistaken, you do work for me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, keep your panties out of a twist.” She dropped another quick kiss to Maya’s lips. “Baby, have a seat and I’ll be right back. What do you want to drink?”

      Maya cleared her throat before she spoke. “A water with lemon, please.”

      “Be right back.” She reluctantly walked to the other end of the bar to talk to Cyn. As usual, it was Amy in charge again. She didn’t know what other business Cyn ran, but she rarely showed at Sappho. Amy loved the club, but this seriously interfered in her social life.

      “Do you have a problem with managing the club in my absence?”

      “No, but a weekend here and there would be nice. We have to get some better help in here. I don’t like babysitting the girls who want to shake their asses and do a reenactment of a Coyote Ugly scene on my bar. Let me find a few good people, because, Boss Lady, you suck at hiring.”

      “Do what you have to do. I trust you. I wouldn’t have you managing Sappho if I didn’t. Once you find and train a few good people, start taking a few weekends off. It’s not like you need the tips. I pay your damn ass an obscene salary.”

      “That you do, and I deserve every fucking penny of it.”

      “Go flirt with your girlfriend. I’m headed up to the office for a bit.”

      Amy caught a strange look come over her boss’ face before the mask fell into place along with the death stare aimed at Artie. The younger woman danced with a pretty young thing in a barely there dress. Cyn shook her head roughly and stormed off. She shrugged and filled a tall glass with ice and water, throwing in a few wedges of lemon.

      “Miss me?” She set the glass in front of Maya and leaned back over, resting on her forearms to invade Maya’s personal space.

      “You were ten feet from me, and I heard your boss call me your girlfriend,” Maya said.

      “It sort of happens when you kiss me in a public place. Rumors will run rampant.”

      “Is that right? Oh, how will my reputation survive?”

      “You know, I am finding you have a smartass streak, and it’s not very attractive.”

      Maya gasped and held her hands to her chest.

      “Definite smartass,” Amy demanded.

      “I could go back to whacking you with my cane and insulting you.”

      “No, no, I’d take smartass any day.” She received a quick kiss, two in a row. There might be bigger battles ahead, but getting kisses from Maya of her free will was a win for Amy. “I have a question for you, would you go to dinner with me? I have to work this weekend, but we could make it a lunch since I’m a slacker and work nights.”

      “How about we plan for Monday night,” Maya suggested. “My grandmother and I are going to the symphony this weekend. She’s been looking forward to it.”

      Amy reached out to stroke her fingertips along Maya’s forearm and leaned in close until she mouthed the curve of her woman’s ear. “Monday then. How much convincing would I have to do to have you waiting at my place when I get home tonight?” She nipped at the side of Maya’s throat.

      “Amy,” Maya shrieked, and Amy pulled back.

      “What? It’s a question.” The shy almost smile on Maya’s lips made her grin. Amy reached out and stroked her fingertips over the blush highlighting Maya’s cheeks. Cupping the woman’s chin, she lifted until Maya looked at her. “You know, sooner or later, I’d love you in my bed.”

      “I know, but, um, I’ve been told,” Maya stopped talking and tried to drop her chin to her chest, but Amy wasn’t having it.

      “You’ve been told what?”

      “I’m a bit a disappointment in the sex department.”

      “Bullshit, if we’re talking about that—him—then he doesn’t know shit, and for your information, being in my bed doesn’t mean you gotta give up the booty. Even if it’s a very nice one. You know, I was checking it out and noticed the first day.”

      “You didn’t!”

      “Oh yes, I did, so, my place, tonight, you asleep in my bed, and I can curl up with you when I get home.”

      “I can’t. My grandmother is expecting me. She’s probably already wondering about me. She’s not frail or anything, she’s in perfect health, but when my parents wanted to send her to a home, I moved her in with me.”

      “It’s fine. I’m disappointed, but I’ll survive. Do you want me to call you a cab?”

      “No, I’ll be fine. I have a cab service on speed dial, but would you wait outside with me?”

      “Of course,” Amy answered and looked toward the dance floor. “Artie, watch the bar.” Cyn would kick her ass, but she didn’t care. She let out a booming laugh when the woman jumped and vaulted over the bar. “You want a job, Artie?”

      “Hell no, I like sleeping at night.”

      “Suit yourself. I’ll be back, no free drinks.”

      “Aye, Aye, Captain!”

      Amy ducked beneath the apron of the counter, walking around to wrap her arm around Maya’s shoulders and walking through the door.

      “Aww, so sweet!” Artie cackled. Amy flipped her off over her shoulder.

      The cab took longer than expected, and she leaned back against the front of the building with Maya’s back against her chest. It was odd how comfortable Maya was, but it wasn’t like her parents or Amy’s or their friends would be driving through. No one would spread rumors, or out them. She wondered if in the real world, when they were outside the sanctuary of the District, if Maya would still be willing to be touched and held by her. Those thoughts would only lead to a dark place, so she shoved them away.

      Amy drew gentle patterns on Maya’s stomach, and her woman’s muscles quivered beneath her touch. She loved how responsive Maya was, as if each touch was new. Part of her understood she needed to take it slow. A past like this woman’s wasn’t easily forgotten or healed.

      “Amy.” Maya whispered her name and lifted her small hands to rest on Amy’s biceps. The offer in the simple touch was tentative and unsure.

      She turned Maya in her arms and lifted her hands to hold the delicate chin. “May I,” Amy asked quietly. She was bold and brash by nature, rarely confining her impulse to possess—to kiss. Although with Maya, her control turned tenuous.

      The small nod emboldened her, yet she held her needs in check. As much as Amy needed the feel of Maya’s soft mouth conforming under hers, she knew there would be a point that Maya would break and most likely not in the sexy, abandoned way she craved.

      Their warm breath mingled, the hesitation encouraging anticipation, and Amy discovered the slow moving seduction made her want Maya more. With a gentle tug, she urged Maya’s lips closer to hers and the moment they met, Amy couldn’t suppress her quiet tortured moan. It incited her desire to near combustible levels. The kiss at its core nearly chaste. She fed at the unbelievable softness of Maya’s lips and savored the innocence she tasted—widowed or not, Maya seemed untouched and Amy would treat her as such.

      The cab pulled up to the curb and Amy reluctantly broke their embrace. “I’ll see you Monday for our date.” Amy’s voice thickened with her need and the pleasure-glazed stare from her woman only heightened her compulsion to keep Maya longer. Instead, with one last quick kiss, she sent Maya home. She hoped like Hell this wasn’t too good to be true.
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      “Dear, you look very lovely. Do you have a date?”

      Maya checked her reflection and smiled. She caught sight of her grandmother hovering in the bathroom doorway. Nervousness made her stomach jittery, Amy had insisted on picking her up, and telling the woman no would’ve made her think she wanted to hide their date. A date with a woman. A few weeks ago, Maya would’ve told anyone who suggested the thought they were out of their minds, especially with someone like Amy. The tenderness with which Amy treated her had worn her down, and she couldn’t help the excitement of anticipation for their first date.

      She applied her favorite pink-tinted gloss. She’d kept her hair down, which she rarely did, and wore slacks instead of her favored skirts.

      “Yes, they should be here any time now.”

      “Should I expect you home this evening? You can stay out for the night. I’m quite capable of taking care of myself and you’re a healthy, young woman.”

      “No, I have work tomorrow. I’ll be home late, but I’ll be home. Besides, it’s only a first date.”

      “Tell me about…” The doorbell echoing through the house cut her grandmother off. “Finish getting ready, I’ll answer it and ask your young man to wait.”

      “Grandma, wait, it’s not…” The rest of her explanation left unsaid. The elderly woman moved quickly, and there was no way Maya would be able to get to the door before her.

      She shook her head, thinking about the reaction Amy was more than likely going to get. Heading back out into her room to grab her purse, she then made her way down the hall. A giggle bordering on hysterical bubbled out when she stopped in the living room, seeing her grandmother looking way up at Amy.

      “Maya, I do remember asking if there was anything you wanted to talk about.”

      “Grandmother, this is Amy. Amy, this is my grandmother Angelique.”

      “Very nice to meet you, ma’am, I can see where Maya gets her beauty, and to be honest, if I hadn’t seen her first, I would give you a run for your money.”

      Maya dropped her chin, the smile curving her mouth making her cheeks ache as Amy leaned over her grandmother’s hand, kissing the back of it.

      “Young lady, you wouldn’t be able to handle me.”

      Maya gasped and Amy chuckled.

      “How about you let me be the judge? I could use a Sugar Mama.”

      Maya met Amy’s amused gaze and blushed at the wink. The heat in her cheeks deepened at what Amy said next. “What are your granddaughter’s thoughts on an open relationship?”

      Angelique giggled, and the sound shocked her. “You are way too full of yourself.”

      “I’ve been told a time or two, ma’am. If you’ll excuse me, I should give my date a proper hello.”

      Maya stood frozen in place while the woman’s long legs ate up the distance between them.

      “Hello, baby.” Amy bent, and she held her breath when the taller woman brushed a chaste kiss to her lips. Maya was thankful for it, but frustrated by the innocence in it. “Later when we don’t have an audience, I’ll give you a proper kiss.”

      A permanent blush was going to be on her face, but she gave Amy a small smile. “Okay.”

      “Are you ready to go? The cabbie is waiting for us.”

      “Oh, okay. Grandma, I might be late.” She walked over and hugged her grandmother.

      “Honey, stay out all night. If you come home, I’ll be utterly disappointed in you.” Her grandmother stage-whispered the words in her ear, and Amy laughed from where she stood next to the door waiting.

      Before she completely died of embarrassment, she hurried Amy out the front door. “I’m sorry about her.”

      “Don’t be. She’s adorable, and it’s nice to have someone on my side.”

      “Will you flirt with anyone?”

      “Yep, especially if it’ll put a smile on someone’s face, it’s sort of like a public service.”

      “Oh really? Am I your public service too?” Maya tried to keep her tone joking, but Amy tensed at the cold, cutting edge of Maya’s tone.

      Strong slender fingers wrapped around Maya’s upper arm, stopping her, and Amy lifted Maya’s chin to look at her. She waited for Amy to scowl, to tell her to go back inside, but Amy’s hands cupped her cheeks and their mouths connected, driving away all rational thought.

      There had never been kisses like this in Maya’s life. She lifted onto her toes and Amy deepened the kiss. It was an unhurried dance, tender suckling nips to her top lip, and then the bottom. Amy changed the angle to brush teasing caresses to the corners. An occasional tease of tongues had Maya holding her breath and parting her lips slightly.

      She became dizzy when she was tugged flush to Amy’s bigger body, Fingers kneading the small of Maya’s back, hesitating before moving lower to cup her backside and lifting her feet off the ground.

      Maya expected fear at the loss of control—of the tight embrace—but she only moaned and fell deeper into the kiss. The sensation intoxicating, she was lost in emotions she’d never experienced with anyone. She had barely found sexual pleasure at her own hand, but now she wanted more than kisses and embraces. Maya needed bare skin and the weight of Amy atop her. She gasped and pulled back at the intensity of her need, staring up at the woman, their uneven breaths mingling.

      “I want more than one date or a few kisses, one day I’ll get them, but I won’t ever push for something you’re not willing to give or that will frighten you. Are you ready to go have dinner?”

      Amy set her back on her feet, and she nodded in answer, trying to catch her breath. Amy stepped away and turned to wrap a strong arm around her waist.

      “Maya, dear, are you sure you don’t want to take an overnight bag?” She turned her head and hid her face in Amy’s side.

      “I’ll have her home at a decent hour.”

      Maya swore she would die of embarrassment, and the woman wrapped around her chuckled, helping her into the back of the cab. “I really do adore your grandmother.”

      “I really think the feeling is mutual. Enough about my grandmother, where are you taking me on our first date?”

      “You’ll love it. Stiletto’s on Sixteenth.” The driver grunted and pulled out into the empty street.

      “Stiletto’s, I’ve never heard of it.”

      “A little hole-in-the-wall place. It’s right down the block from my place. A friend of mine is in town—Shelby is playing there tonight and I thought you might like it.”

      “So, I get to meet some of your friends?”

      “A few maybe. Monday has a mellow feel and I know how you don’t like crowds.”

      “Thank you.” A warm feeling washed over her at Amy’s thoughtfulness, and when Amy wrapped her arm around her, Maya relaxed into her side. She didn’t know why, but she hadn’t thought of Amy as affectionate or even that she wanted it. She hadn’t lived with a lot of hugs or kisses, though Amy seemed to be making up for it. Amy reached over with her right hand and laced their fingers, squeezing and then stroking the back of Maya’s hand in small circles.

      Amy’s mouth made contact with her ear and whispered, “No reason to thank me, baby. I’m selfish and want you all to myself.”

      Maya shivered. “Is that so?”

      “Yep, like I said, selfish.” Amy brought the fingertips of her left hand up to cup Maya’s chin and turn her head, and before she had a chance to speak, soft lips found hers again. She trembled under Amy’s kiss and the ghost of a caress on her thigh.

      For a moment, she forgot about the scars she was sure Amy would feel. Amy only pulled back enough to tease Maya’s mouth with brushes, to rub their noses together. Amy moved in closer for a quick kiss, then pulled away again when Maya began to respond.

      Her voice was raspy and breathless, and she was lightheaded from her heart pounding too fast. “You’re a tease, Amy Thompson.” Maya returned Amy’s smile against her own mouth.

      “Yes, yes, I am, but when I take you back to my place after dinner—” Maya gasped and jerked at the unexpected stroke across her hard nipple. “Are you a little sensitive?”

      “I didn’t think I was.” Her voice was low and filled with awe. She shivered when Amy repeated the caress, and her back arched.

      “Maybe the right person hasn’t touched you before.”

      Amy kept up with the barely there brushes to her nipple, and Maya was about to lose her mind. Dangerous thoughts filled her head, an inner voice pushing her to ask Amy if they could skip dinner. She craved more touches—touches without the barrier of clothes.

      A deep groan brought her back to her senses, wondering what had made the particular sound rumble in Amy’s chest, then glanced down and saw her hand on Amy’s knee, nails dug in. “Sorry.”

      “Baby, don’t be. I’m not.”

      “Would you be disappointed if we skipped dinner?”

      “That depends on what we’re skipping dinner for. I have an entire night planned.”

      “Could we order dinner to be delivered at—” The words tripped and caught on the tip of her tongue. Part of her was scared to death to say it. “—your place?” Before she’d finished the question, Amy was redirecting the cabbie, giving him her apartment address. Fluttering like butterflies on speed, her stomach twisted.

      Almost immediately the cab pulled to the side, Maya recognized Pink’s storefront, and Amy paid. The door opened, then Amy slid out and reached back to help Maya to her feet. Her hands trembled in Amy’s and the cab pulled away.

      “You know you can change your mind at any time. If you want, we could walk the rest of the way to Stiletto’s.”

      After parting her lips, what she wanted to say wouldn’t come, so she merely licked her lips and shook her head.

      “You gotta tell me, tell me what’s on your mind, baby. What do you want?”

      “You.” The answer was simple, but the visions swirling in her head were complicated. Her wants and needs scary in their intensity. Did she know how to take what she wanted? Maya was lost in an alien world. Amy was Transgender, a woman born inside a body that didn’t fit her soul. She was at a loss, not because of what and who Amy was, no. Maya was adrift in her own insecurities and inexperience. Would she be able to give Amy the pleasure she needed? The mediocre sexual releases Maya had experienced in the past taunted her.

      The kisses and touches Amy gave her were breath stealing. But could she make Amy breathless?

      “Maya, Maya, you think far too much,” Amy admonished. Maya took the hand Amy extended with her own, which was clammy with nerves. Their fingers laced together and they made their way down the alley.

      “I don’t want you to be disappointed,” Maya miserably admitted aloud.
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      No longer could she ignore the nervousness tensing Maya’s body or her beautiful eyes, cloudy with tears ready to fall. At the base of the stairs, she released Maya’s chilled hand and brought hers up to cup Maya’s cheeks. Lowering her head—the descent in seeming slow motion—the fan of warm breath against Amy’s mouth tempted her to close her eyes. Amy forced them to stay open so as not to miss a single emotion. She wanted to see every emotion flitting across her lover’s features. The contact was like a lightning strike. It bunched her muscles and a tremble worked through her limbs, weakening her knees.

      Never had one kiss made her nerves feel as if they were exposed. Maya brought her hands up, wrapped them around the back of Amy’s biceps. She listened to the Maya’s sweet whimpers and labored gasps. Everything about Maya was an aphrodisiac.

      Pushing passed her soft lips, Amy flicked her tongue teasingly over Maya’s and a shout of victory sounded in the back of her mind as Maya melted into her. They stood there in the dimly lit alley and lost themselves in one kiss that only led to another. She’d have Maya’s petite delectable body naked against hers soon.

      Visions of Maya spread out on her bed entered Amy’s thoughts, her skin even paler on the dark, blue sheets. Deepening the kiss, she wrapped her arms around Maya and spun them until she pressed the Maya’s back to the rough brick wall.

      “Maya, baby, you drive me insane.” She kissed Maya. Simple, small brushes between words. “The moment I saw you at Pink’s I knew I had to have you.”

      “You—you wanted me?” The stuttered question was tinged thickly with disbelief.

      Her lips grazed Maya’s jaw and up to her ear, then nipped the lobe gently. “Desperately. You’re so fucking beautiful.” Bending her knees and tightening her arms around Maya, she lifted her high against her chest. “Wrap your legs around me.” The order was barely out before Maya’s surprisingly strong legs wrapped around her waist.

      “Amy.” Her abs clenched, her nipples hardened, and ached at the raw need in Maya’s voice. She reached the landing and unlocked the door on autopilot. Amy ignored the rattle of keys and clang of Maya’s cane as the items hit the floor, kicking the door closed behind her.

      “I want you naked now.” With purpose in her steps, she carried Maya to her bedroom. “On your feet,” she ordered.

      The caress of Maya’s soft, tiny frame sliding down her made a shudder work along Amy’s spine. She released Maya, and Maya unsteadily started slipping buttons free. Amy gently batted her lover’s hands away.

      “No, let me, I’ve dreamed of this,” Amy admitted.

      “Of us,” Maya asked shyly.

      “You don’t even realize what you do to me.” As she spoke, she undid tiny pearl buttons, exposing flawless creamy skin. “Want to taste you, every luscious inch.”

      While unbuttoning Maya’s shirt, Amy dropped to her knees. No bra hid the small breasts. The hard swollen peaks seemed to beg for her mouth. Lifting her chin, her tongue slowly stroked over one nipple and Maya let out a shuddering breath as she bowed her body. Amy opened her mouth and closed her lips around her lover’s nub. Maya was the perfect size to take completely into her mouth. She sucked, pulled downward, and then increased the pressure to pull her back inside, using her tongue and teeth to tease Maya.

      Maya moaned her name repeatedly and sunk her fingers in Amy’s hair to hold her close. Shaking all over and on unsteady legs—whimpering and bowing—she clung frantically to Amy. Amy palmed Maya’s ass, sinking into the full curves. She pulled off Maya’s nipple with a soft, wet pop, and mirrored her actions to the other.

      She kneaded Maya’s ass as she moved downward, her fingers slipping into the crease and lower to stroke Maya through her slacks. Amy traced the seam and felt her lover’s heat, then pulled back, breathing hard. “The pants need to go.”

      Maya’s gaze canted upward to meet Amy’s heavy-lidded ones. Maya’s lips parted to allow quick breaths to escape. Beautiful—nowhere in memory had Amy seen someone look at her like she was the most desirable woman in the world. Maya’s passion flared and her pupils dilated. Amy refused to take her gaze from Maya, not even when Amy removed sensible flats, tantalized the perfect arches, or released the button and catch of Maya’s pants.

      Amy swallowing hard at the rasp of the zipper, then panties and pants joined Maya’s shirt on the floor. A neatly trimmed triangle of hair had Amy licking her lips and she leaned forward to nuzzle. She inhaled the scent of Maya’s arousal.

      Turning her head back and forth, Amy stroked her cheeks and lips over Maya’s lower belly. “Shift your feet apart and open for me.”

      “Amy, no one’s ever…” The words quivered with need and shyness.

      “Open for me, baby, please. I’ll beg for a taste if you want me to.” Hell, Amy would lay her soul bare. Promise it only to Maya if that’s what it took. In all her years, she’d never felt need such as this. Maya shook from head to toe, and Amy found herself unable to breathe or think.

      “Are—aren’t you going to undress?”

      The question took Amy by surprise. She’d only wanted to give Maya pleasure, push her to the edge and over. Hear her cry out as she lost control for Amy, but she hadn’t thought about her own release. Sitting back on her heels, Amy pressed her face between Maya’s thighs, curled her tongue, and traced the dripping wet lips of Maya’s sex.

      Amy’s skin felt too tight, arousal burning low in her belly. Rarely did Amy get an erection, but the pleasurable pulses between her thighs had her squeezing them around semi-hard flesh. She licked at Maya again and savored the high keening cry as Maya’s hips thrust forward.

      “Anything you want.” Apprehension made Amy’s moves shaky as she stood. “I don’t want to turn you off.”

      “Never.” Maya lifted her chin in silent invitation, and they kissed, slow and sensual. Neither seemed to be in a rush—strange, since the need to take was so strong—but Amy didn’t want to rush the moment, nor did it seem Maya felt the need to hurry. “You’re beautiful.” Amy gripped Maya’s hips as her lover eased buttons free, the tailored blouse parted, the fabric pushed over her shoulders and removed.

      Maya pressed tentative kisses to Amy’s extremely sensitive nipples. They hardened further to aching points. “Fuck, baby, so good. Suck ’em. Use your teeth.” Maya did as Amy asked, and Amy wrapped her hands around the back of Maya’s head. Lost in desire, the likes of which she’d never felt before. Just the suction of Maya’s hot, wet mouth had Amy on the verge of losing it.

      Hasty movements alerted her to Maya’s undoing of her jeans and the denim loosened around her hips. Amy kicked off her ankle high boots, losing the extra two inches of height. In a flurry of motion, more clothing littered the floor and Amy stood nude before Maya.

      Amy held her breath. Semi-flaccid flesh pulsed against her thigh. She gazed down at herself, the small, slightly uneven breasts, the rippling abs, and the penis she couldn’t hide. Closing her eyes, she waited for the backpedaling, the excuses, but there wasn’t anything but silence broken only by harsh breaths. Bringing her head up, Amy caught Maya staring.

      “Do you, um, does it…” Amy knew the question Maya was failing to get out.

      “Does it get hard?”

      Maya nodded shyly.

      “Not like my past life, yet it’s sensitive about the way a clit would be.” It was different for everyone. A person’s perception of what they were supposed to be was an individual concept, yet what didn’t bother her could cause Maya fear. That was the one thing Amy didn’t want in the bed with them—terror.

      “Show me, please.” Amy’s heart nearly stopped when Maya held out her hands. Taking Maya’s in hers, Amy turned and walked backward to the bed. She sat at the edge and scooted until she rested against the headboard, bringing Maya with her. Maya straddled her thighs and inched closer until their chests were flush.

      “You’re perfect, do you know that?” Amy nuzzled between the small breasts, the silky skin warm against her cheeks. The sweetened scent of Maya filled her nose, faint perfume, hints of sweat, and her tongue darted out to taste.

      Maya’s slender arms circled her neck and her elbows rested on Amy’s shoulders as Maya played in Amy’s hair with her fingers.

      Reaching between them, Amy lifted her dick to rest on her own belly and then smoothed her hands over the flare of Maya’s hips. Amy moved her hands around to take hold of the lush curves of Maya’s ass and squeezed. Her lover’s hot, wet lips rode her sensitive flesh as she pushed and pulled, rolling Maya’s hips. Biceps flexed as she moved Maya faster. Amy lifted her chin, found the rapid beat of her woman’s pulse, nipping and lightly sucking.

      Maya became slicker, her movements frantic, and trembled. Amy’s name was an endless litany on Maya’s tongue. Clinging tighter, Amy felt the burn, the telltale evidence of how close she was. Ecstasy bordered on pain—intense and hot—she jerked and shook, nails pricking flesh. Amy quickly slid her hand over Maya’s lush ass and pushed one hand between Maya’s thighs from behind, found Maya’s slick, pulsing pussy. She pushed two fingers deep. Scissor motions opening Maya further, and the small woman lost control. Maya bucked, her thighs gripping, her scream steadily building from a whimper.

      One arm around Maya’s waist, Amy pulled her woman tight. Sweat slicked skin and dripping response made the connection of their skin loud in the room, but barely heard above moans, whimpers, and cries of each other’s names. One last coming together, muscles locking around Amy’s fingers, and Amy’s orgasm hit her hard and fast. Amy dropped her head forward, taking a hard nipple between her teeth and biting down in a pleasure/pain pinch, groaning loud.

      Maya held tight to her, trembling, tears wetting her shoulder where Amy’s head had come to rest. The after-sex lethargy disappeared in a rush at the tears.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?”

      Maya only shook her head, refusing to look at Amy. Amy leaned back and forced Maya to look at her. Amy took in Maya’s passion-flushed face and red-rimmed eyes, it would kill her if she had done something to hurt Maya, or if the passionate woman in her arms regretted even a moment of tonight.

      “If I did something, please tell me. Did I push?” Amy’s voice still low and raspy with her release, but her heart rate was returning to normal.

      “No, I didn’t know it felt…” Maya clamped her lips shut and shook her head.

      “Felt what?”

      “It always, with him, it always hurt, and the few times I… you know… it was never like… I sound like an idiot.”

      “No, you don’t, it’s never supposed to hurt. Okay, I won’t say some people don’t like a little pain with their pleasure and sometimes even more than a little.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Oh no, I should be thanking you. Who knew there was a wild woman under those old-fashioned blouses and skirts?”

      Maya giggled, an actual girly giggle, as she dropped her forehead to Amy’s chest.

      “Stop!” Her admonishment was muffled, and Amy kissed the top of her head. Maya’s silky hair tickled her nose.

      “Not bad for a first time, but as they say, practice makes perfect.”

      “Not bad? If it gets better, I won’t survive!”

      “Oh yes you will. I know it’s a bit early to ask, but are you staying the night?”

      “I don’t have clothes.”

      “I have a washing machine and a shirt for you, or you can be very nice to me by walking around naked.”

      “I couldn’t!” The nervous squeak in Maya’s voice was sexy as was the deep red flush on her cheeks.

      Amy simply smirked and proved Miss Maya wrong. She didn’t stay the night, but they did spend the evening naked. Amy dressed only long enough to grab takeout from the delivery guy before stripping. Amy took advantage of every second she had with Maya, memorizing every detail of the woman in her arms. Part of Amy wanted to keep Maya forever, but the other darker, jaded part knew reality would invade. She urgently wanted to hold on to the other woman, at least for now, because in the end, she felt certain there wasn’t a happily-ever-after to come.
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      Reading the same page in the thick patient file for the twelfth time, Maya found she still didn’t remember a word. Cheeks flamed as thoughts of the lingering kisses they’d shared while waiting for the taxi pushed to the front of her mind. Maya hadn’t wanted to leave, with each kiss she’d been pulled in deeper. But there was a persistent unease about what a relationship with Amy would mean. A coming out of sorts and the hell it would cause.

      The disappointment her parents would feel and the wrath of their conservatism. Her grandmother’s support would be the only comfort she’d have. Even that solace was tenuous. Her grandmother didn’t know the full story about Amy’s past life. But Maya was quickly coming to care deeply for Amy and she savored the physical affection the woman bestowed upon her. Maya found herself torn between expectation and the feelings Amy stirred.

      “What is this I hear about a certain psychologist being seen in Sappho, making out with an annoying bartender?”

      Maya groaned as a too cheerful Hannah breezed through the door of her office with a mile-wide grin on her face. The woman’s eyes were practically twinkling with amusement.

      “We weren’t making out.” Maya ducked her head to hide the darkening of her cheeks, but the loud chuckles made it worse.

      “That is so not what I heard, downright couple cutesy.”

      “Talking and a date do not a couple make.” She knew it was pointless to argue, it was probably all over the neighborhood already, thanks to the gossip mill.

      “Just give it up. Do you like Amy or not?” The serious tone killed the protest she was going to make.

      “Against my better judgment, I do. She’s not like what she shows the world.”

      “You’re damn right there. Amy always pretended to be something she wasn’t, and even now when she can be what and who she is, she can’t give up the act. Better to be loved as a clown than pitied as a human being. It became too much of a habit. If you like her and she’s good to you—because I don’t think you’ve had enough good—give her a chance.”

      Reclining back in her desk chair, the old spring creaking at the movement, a small whisper of sound passed Maya’s parted lips in a sigh. There was so much to consider and she didn’t even know where to start. “Can I do this? Before I met Amy, I never thought about a woman in a sexual way, but when she kisses me, it’s as if everything is right. She’s so easy and never pushes for more than I can give.”

      “Um.” Hannah cleared her throat. “You’re not going to tell me you haven’t had Amy in bed yet.”

      “Well, we sort of didn’t make it out on the date.”

      “And, Maya, what does it mean that you didn’t make it out on the date?”

      “We were on our way to Stiletto’s to watch a friend of hers perform, but she started touching and kissing me, I asked if we could go back to her place.” Maya slouched more the wider Hannah’s eye became until she bowed and dropped her eyes to her clasped hands.

      “You, the woman who couldn’t stand Amy, suggested the trip to her place? Wow.” Hannah darted a look over her shoulder before lowering her voice and leaning in to whisper. “How was it?”

      “Hannah, I can’t tell you that!”

      “Aw, come on. Friends share this information. Now, spill.” Maya grinned as Hannah smiled sweetly and batted her lashes. Friends. Maya never had many of those. Actually she couldn’t remember ever having someone she considered a friend—besides Amy, of course.

      “I can’t, sorry.” Even if she was comfortable sharing information with Hannah, she wouldn’t be able to say it. The fleeting thoughts about the night she spent with Amy made her heart hammer in her chest.

      “That good, huh,” Hannah asked. Maya shook her head as Hannah smiled wickedly from across the expanse of the desk. “You don’t even have to answer. It’s written all over your face.”

      “Did you always know Amy was transgender?”

      “No, she kept that one bottled up. She and Marley have been friends forever, and Amy was always underfoot. I think she spent more time at our house than she did at her own. Amy’s parents never asked to meet mine, so when Amy talked about her friend Marley, I guess they assumed she was a boy. It got to the point Amy had a room of her own. Still remember the look on her face when she had no choice but to go home, I‘d never seen anyone so sad before.

      “Marley came out at sixteen, but the ‘rents already suspected so they never thought anything about Amy staying over. When Amy told her parents what she was going through, Amy started spending more time at our house. She told us what happened and we think they pretty much disowned her then. I don’t know the details, if you want to know what happened in detail you’d have to ask her.”

      “Psychologically I understand it, but the things she had to go through—the changes and the separation from her family—I can’t even imagine.”

      “It wasn’t pretty. Whatever mourning or anger she went through, she kept between Marley and herself. Again, like I said, she got used to playing the role.”

      “I understand. She’s shared the real Amy with me, but she doesn’t talk about the before.”

      “There are some things you may never know. She doesn’t want to remember being him, because that’s not what she saw—how she thought of herself.”

      Maya smiled sadly and nodded.

      “Okay, Boss Lady, you have an appointment arriving any minute now. Get your game face on. This one isn’t an easy one.”

      “I’ve read the file. There’s a lot of mentions of Amy in it.”

      “I wasn’t kidding when I said Amy is one to have in your corner with these kids. They trust her and have taken her class.”

      “She was teaching her class a few weeks ago and I peeked in when I passed. She’s very gentle but blunt with them about expressing themselves.”

      “Some of the language floating out of that room would make a drunken sailor blush.” She watched Hannah lift awkwardly from the chair, leading with her belly, which seemed larger than it was the day before. “This baby needs to come out soon. I still have two months and I already can’t see my toes.”

      “You’re beautiful and I think the ‘not seeing your toes’ is normal.”

      “This is the one and only. It’s up to Marley to populate the rest of the rebel forces our parents want.”

      “Rebel forces?”

      “Oh, our parents live off the grid: solar energy, grow their own food—oh, and Claire, our mother, is a supposedly retired Human Rights Activist. Marley and I had no chance at being normal.”

      Maya laughed as Hannah winked and shrugged her shoulders as she strolled out of the office. The conversation had relaxed Maya some, but with the lack of distraction, it all came rushing back, but not fully. Part of her focused on her upcoming appointment. Most of her cases involved the emotional or physical abandonment of parents due to children coming out with their sexuality. She’d intellectually understood the negative reactions, but to see the result of them in the too-wise eyes of children… Bitterness beneath the young, tough exterior caused her heart to break.

      Pushing the stray curls, which had escaped the loose twist at her nape, behind her ears, she organized her files and settled in to take one more look at the one for her next appointment. Her phone buzzed as it vibrated on the corner of her desk. She picked it up and noticed a new text, so she stroked her thumb over the screen and tapped the message icon.

      “Miss me?”

      Maya smiled and nervously chewed the corner of her bottom lip. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Maya’s smile got wider as she read the reply. “I believe I may be hurt.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Really!”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You’re IMPOSSIBLE!”

      Maya snorted and covered her mouth to muffle the giggle trying to escape. The phone buzzed before she could reply.

      “I could be sleeping, but no, I missed you and I get no love.”

      “Aw, sorry.”

      “I read the sarcasm in that.”

      “I was serious. I have an appt soon.”

      “I have the weekend off, dinner? Let me know. Call me when you get home.”

      “Okay.” She hit Send and turned her phone off, slipping it into her desk drawer as the sullen-faced teenager came in with heavy steps.

      “Wynn, I’m Maya. It’s very nice to meet you.” Maya stood and extended her hand.

      The girl gave it a brief look before flopping down in the chair Hannah had vacated and started to chew on her thumbnail.

      “Okay, why don’t we get to know each other a bit?” Maya smiled patiently, attempting to reassure her patient.

      The next hour was an exercise in painfully pulling information from Wynn, distrust rolling off her in waves. Maya didn’t push. The girl needed to come to trust her, and it wasn’t going to happen right off. It would take time, and Maya made sure she let Wynn know she had all the time in the world. She wasn’t giving up, but would need to use gentleness as she approached the brooding teenager.

      By the end of the session, she hadn’t learned a thing about the girl, and her patience was slowly fading into frustration at the grunts and monosyllables she received as answers. The hour ended, and the girl bolted from her chair, since she’d been watching the time closely.

      “I’ll see you next week at the same time. Your social worker is very adamant about us spending some time together before she will move you from the group home to another foster home.”

      “It won’t last. They only like me for the paycheck.” She didn’t have time to contradict the statement before Wynn was nothing but a blur as she exited Maya’s office. Slumping back in her chair, Maya rubbed her palms over her face. She circled over her temples with her fingertips to combat the pain steadily growing into a headache.

      Saying this case was going to be tough would be an understatement. Wynn was going to either hate or respect Maya before this finished. She hadn’t been lying. She wasn’t giving up on the teenager.
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      Dinner consisted of takeout, and now Amy had Maya tucked against her side as they watched a movie. Amy had draped her arm around Maya and stroked her fingertips along Maya’s silky upper arm. Pressing a kiss to the top of Maya’s head, Amy could tell she was distracted.

      “Where are you at tonight?”

      “I’m sorry, I have this new case at the Center, and I don’t know how to get through to her.”

      “Baby, some of those kids have been fucked over time and again. It’s definitely not going to be easy.” Maya nodded her head and sighed heavily as she straightened to turn toward Amy.

      “Her file—I can’t go into details—but I feel helpless. This is harder than I thought, being professional, when all I want to do is protect them. You’ve been around the Center. You know these kids. Is there any advice you could give me?”

      Now seemed like a moment of truth moment. She leaned forward and braced her forearms on her knees. Amy had purposely kept things to herself. It was easier than talking about her past or family. Amy had so many things she wanted to forget rather than remember.

      “Baby, you have to understand these kids are disowned. Sometimes it’s kinder than living with parents or family who find who you are disgusting or some sin against an unseen God.”

      “Is that what happened with your parents?” Darting a look to the side and Amy peered into Maya’s eyes, the expression soft, Maya waited but didn’t push. As much as Amy appreciated it, Maya was going to need to learn to knock down the barriers these kids were putting up.

      “I am an only child. A genetically male child and my parents, especially my father, had certain beliefs about what I was going to become. Never once, while growing up, did I feel right or comfortable in my own skin. There was always something off. I excelled at sports, football until high school, then I was too tall and lanky for it and I started playing basketball. It was the only place I belonged other than with Marley’s family, but basketball earned me a full ride to college.” Amy reached out to dust an invisible speck from the coffee table—she needed a minute to stall.

      “Marley came out to her family, and they were so supportive. It wasn’t a big deal, barely made a ripple during dinner. Claire simply told Marley she still expected grandkids and everything continued as normal.” Amy chuckled, remembering the night, Marley telling everyone at the table she was lesbian and then asking if her Dad could pass the mashed sweet potatoes.

      “Coming out as another sex isn’t like telling someone you’re attracted to the same sex.”

      “No, it’s not.” Her laugh this time held a bitter edge. “I was expected to live up to the family name, never do anything to ruin their reputation. Being a kid, what the hell did I know? I saw the cool way Marley’s family accepted her so I went home and told my parents I was a girl. I knew what it meant, but everything went to Hell. My parents didn’t kick me out. They did disown me, but to remain at home, I had to keep up the act. I lived with Marley and her family more than my own after.” She couldn’t look at Maya as she spoke, the conversation needed to happen, but it didn’t mean she liked it. The past was supposed to remain in the past.

      “My father and I made a deal, if I finished my education. Continued as the big, All-American basketball player. Hell, I was slated for the NBA, but I knew it wasn’t for me. When I graduated from college, I could walk away with a nice chunk of money. They could tell their friends whatever they wanted about me, whether it was that I was some successful businessman overseas or dead. Most probably think I’m dead. Robert is dead. He never really existed, but it’s been almost a decade since my father has spoken to or seen me. My mother calls once a year, sometimes we have a disastrous almost meal.” Maya curled around Amy’s arm and rested her cheek to her bicep.

      “I’m sorry, Amy, but you have family in your friends.”

      “I know, and as much as I wish the situation was different, I’ve accepted it.” The pain was still as soul-deep as it had been a decade ago when her father refused to look at her while placing the envelope in her hand. Tilting her head, Amy laid her cheek on the crown of Maya’s head and sighed. “What’s happening between us, Maya?”

      “What do you mean?” Maya’s voice quivered a bit.

      “This. Are we dating or merely fucking around? I prefer going in knowing. If you don’t see a relationship going anywhere, then I can handle it as long as I know.” Amy knew it was a lie as soon as the words were out. Trying to hold back and wait for the end hadn’t worked for her. She wanted more—needed more—but what she needed didn’t mean shit unless Maya wanted the same.

      “To be honest, I don’t know, Amy. This is all new to me.”

      Amy kept from reaching for Maya when the woman pulled away, but her body tensed the longer she watched Maya sitting there silently with her head bowed.

      “I like you, more than I should,” Maya added. That revelation hurt. “And I truly don’t know how to handle it. Being lesbian, bi, or whatever identity applies, I never considered the chance I’d ever be attracted to a woman. Not wanting to lose you is my major worry, but I don’t even know how to explain this to my friends and especially my family. My grandmother surprised me. She genuinely likes you. She barely batted an eye. Unfortunately, I can’t say the same when it comes time, if it comes time, to tell my parents. They’re very much like yours, and as much as I don’t agree with or want to bend under their expectations, part of me is too well trained to ignore over three decades of conditioning.”

      Knowing it was coming and finally hearing it were two separate things, and the level of pain those words caused surprised her. Amy couldn’t blame Maya. This was new and she hadn’t come right out and said it was going nowhere. Would she change her mind later? Hopeful she would, but caution dampened the faith. Maybe with time.

      “Okay, then we wait and see.”

      “Amy…”

      She shook her head, cutting Maya off. She had a feeling she knew what was coming and she didn’t want to hear it. “It’s fine. I can’t ask you to jump headfirst into something you don’t know if you can handle.” Needing to wipe the frown from Maya’s face, Amy moved her upper body forward as her mouth settled on Maya’s. Instantly, Maya’s small, soft hands cradled her jaw and her lips parted.

      The moan encouraged her as Amy closed an arm around Maya and tugged her forward until she came to straddle Amy’s thighs. Her need to claim, to mark Maya as hers—some leftover primal instinct—as much as she wanted to, she couldn’t.

      The gentle kiss continued, each nibble drawing top and bottom lips in unison. They teased with the tips of their tongues as angles changed and the kiss deepened, easing into more profound intimacy. Amy had fucked countless times in her life. As sappy as it sounded, she preferred the affection and sensuality of making love to Maya. Amy’s hands and fingertips stroked tenderly along Maya’s forearms, barely touching the silky skin, a mere graze of flesh. At the prick of Maya’s nails, she retreated and broke the kiss.

      Without taking her gaze away from the heavy-lidded eyes of her lover, she took the bottom of Maya’s T-shirt in her fists and slowly eased it up and off. “Do you know how beautiful you are?” Amy watched the constriction of Maya’s throat as the woman shook her head. Moving her gaze lower, she took in the small breasts covered by black lace cups. “I thought so the first time I saw you.” Amy wrapped her hands around Maya’s nape and pulled her down slightly.

      “These huge blue eyes were gorgeous, even when they were threatening me with violence.” She brushed kisses to the heavy fan of the woman’s lashes, feeling the tickle against her lips. “And this sexy pug nose.” Another kiss brushed down the bridge.

      “My nose isn’t sexy.” Maya breathlessly denied Amy’s words.

      “Oh, yes, it is, along with your pouty lips. That day in your office, I couldn’t resist one little taste, but it only made me want more.” She nipped at Maya’s lips, dropping kisses and whispering loving praises against Maya’s skin. There was a tremble working its way through Maya, a small arch of her body as she tried to get closer. Maya’s fingers worked their way through Amy’s hair, scored her scalp, and tried to pull her closer. But Amy didn’t want to stop. She wanted to make sure every inch of Maya was kissed before the end of the night.
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      Through heavy lids, Maya watched Amy press kiss after kiss to her forehead, eyes, jaw, and chin, then move lower. Moist, soft lips brushed over Maya’s skin. It was as if Amy wanted to mark every inch of her. Amy’s eyes were closed, and she paused here and there to linger, to inhale the scent of her skin. Amy traced maddening patterns with her fingertips then reclined into the couch cushions. Maya whimpered in protest at the loss of warmth, but Amy laced slender fingers through the ones of her right hand, and wrapped her opposite hand around Maya’s wrist.

      She swallowed as the heat of Amy’s expression seared into her. Amy pressed her cheek into Maya’s palm and leaned against it. Turning her head slightly, Amy’s tongue darted from between her lips and stroked over Maya’s pulse point. She whimpered at the heat of the woman’s caress.

      Every touch—slow, lingering caress—came closer to stealing her breath. She’d never been touched with such tender restraint. Been savored or felt cherished. Amy made her feel like she was the only woman in the world, a precious treasure.

      Maya scooted closer to her lover until her inner thighs gripped Amy’s hips. Amy called her beautiful. They weren’t empty words of seduction, but the truth. She saw the sincerity in the other woman’s passion-darkened eyes.

      “Amy, you make me feel so…” What she’d been about to say flew away. Her mind went blank as teeth gently sunk into her wrist, and then the sharp edge dragged along the inside of her forearm. A quivering breath rushed past her parted lips as puffs of warm air teased the aching peak of her breast.

      Her nipple pushed against the lace, causing her to arch her back pushing closer to Amy’s mouth, silently begging for more, and she didn’t have to wait long. A soft kiss landed on one peak then the other, followed by a nip and suck through the lace. Pleasure arced along her body, tinged with slight frustration at the too soft teases.

      “Don’t tease, please.”

      A raspy chuckle nearly made her pull away; she didn’t want to be laughed at.

      When she glared down at Amy’s mussed hair and noticed Amy’s tongue moistening her lips before the lace was pulled aside and her nipple disappeared into the wet heat of Amy’s mouth. Amy swirled and flicked her tongue, pressure building as her cheeks hollowed. Maya squeezed her thighs together to control the prickling of arousal—the odd sensation was new and a bit frightening. Telltale wetness made the silk of her panties uncomfortable.

      Maya rolled her hips as she felt Amy tug at her waistband, heard the slight pop of the button, and then the rasp of the zipper. Amy grazed her nipple with her teeth and all thought or sense shattered. She clutched at Amy, wrapped herself around the woman’s taller body and arched her hips. A slender hand slipped inside the denim of Maya’s pants, curved around her, and fingers connected with damp, aching flesh. Instead of crying out Amy’s name or begging for more, the only sound that emerged was a whimpering sigh.

      “So wet and hot, until you say good-bye, it’s only mine.” Maya was going to speak, to tell Amy she belonged only to her, but the words cut off as two fingers thrust deep. Full lips slammed against hers, and Amy’s tongue pushed roughly into her mouth as Amy drove her to the edge of sanity.

      Maya rode Amy’s fingers, pressing their bodies flush together, and her arms tightly circled Amy’s neck. Maya trembled, feeling the pounding of her heart in her ears and in her passion she noticed things. Amy shook as much as Maya, her moans frantic. It was as if the more pleasure she gave Maya, the more she received. How could someone be so generous, to think of another’s pleasure before their own?

      Maya jerked away, lovingly taking in Amy’s flushed face and kiss-swollen lips. “Stop.”

      “What? What’s wrong, baby? Too much?”

      Shaking her head roughly, Maya shivered as Amy’s fingers curled inside her. Maya rolled her eyes upward.

      “I want, oh god, I don’t know what I want, and it’s never been like this.” Without thought, her hips arched, feeling the sensuous drag of her inner muscles clenching around Amy’s fingers.

      “What do you fantasize about?” Amy’s voice was low and husky as she spoke, but something in the woman’s eyes changed. “What do you want? I will give you whatever it is.”

      Whatever she wanted. What did she want? Maya didn’t know. She barely touched herself for sexual release. Frigid, it’s what she’d always thought herself to be—cold and nonsexual. She’d never found a second of pleasure with her husband. Even when the marriage was new and she’d had hopes the man her parents made her marry would come to love her.

      She buried her face in the curve of Amy’s throat and inhaled the smoky scent of sandalwood incense.

      Maya melted into Amy and clung tightly to her, safe in the taller woman’s arms, but more than that, she felt loved. Amy simply held her, not pushing for more, as if embracing Maya was enough. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. Why did everything have to be so complicated?

      “I’ve never been asked what I want, never once. Maybe by Grandma.” Her words muffled by Amy’s skin.

      “Well, I’m asking. What do you want? And I’m not only talking about sex.” Amy stroked a hand over her hair and shifted Maya nearer, deeper into the comfort of the taller, slender body.

      “It’s silly.”

      “I won’t laugh.”

      The sincerity in Amy’s low whisper made her give in. But looking at Amy was impossible as what she really wanted popped into her head. Those long ago dreams, except only one dream she still craved. “I want to be loved.” The tears burned her eyes moments before they spilled from under her lashes, wetting her cheeks and Amy’s neck.

      “Baby.” The arms around her tightened further and made it hard to breathe. She clung desperately as the world shifted beneath her and Amy stood. She trusted Amy, had experienced with her what it would be like to be loved. Maya knew what it felt to be cherished as something precious and the feeling only made her tears fall faster.

      “What are you doing?” She lifted her head and flinched at the bright florescent bathroom lights.

      “Slide down, baby. We’re gonna take a bath.”

      “A bath?”

      “Yeah, never taken a bath with someone before?”

      Maya shook her head as she slid down Amy’s body until her feet touched the floor, then stood back to watch Amy move around the room. The bathroom was surprisingly large for an apartment. There was a large shower, with a separate bathtub big enough for two.

      “I renovated the bathroom when I moved in.”

      She nodded again as Amy bent over the tub, turned the water on, and checked the temperature before straightening. As Amy reached for the bottom of her T-shirt, Maya’s heart and stomach began to do flips as she took in every inch of Amy’s slender body as it was exposed. The small breasts with button nipples, flat, well-defined stomach. When the jeans fell after a slight hesitation, she took in the leanly muscled thighs and the long thick flesh between.

      A thought materialized and she couldn’t keep herself from asking. “Do you ever, you know, um…”

      “Do I ever fuck with it?” Her face flamed as she jerkily nodded her head and dropped her eyes.

      “The hormones and T-blockers kinda make full-on erections a thing of the past. With some stroking, it firms up, but it’s not the greatest. Some Trans hate it, some don’t, a personal preference kind of thing. I’ve always enjoyed sex, past life and this life. What we do in our bed is our business.”

      “I’ve only been with one man and you.” Lack of experience made her shy, but Amy smiled at her, closing the distance between them. “I never enjoyed sex. It was always…” Amy used her soft lips to stop what Maya was about to say, and her body jerked as Amy pushed the denim down over Maya’s hips. She moaned softly and leaned into Amy. She could kiss Amy for hours and it would never be enough.

      The kiss eased as Amy withdrew and smiled at her with a small tilt at the corner of her mouth. She didn’t know why, but she found Amy’s smirk sexy as hell even though a month ago it infuriated her to no end. “Finish getting undressed, get in the tub, and I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” As Amy left the room, Maya kicked her jeans aside and walked over to the tub, then turned off the water and stepped carefully in. She let out a sigh as the hot water slightly stung her skin as she lowered. Laying her head back, Maya closed her eyes, waiting for Amy to return.

      “Make room, baby.”

      Maya’s eyes popped open and she smiled, then gasped to find Amy standing beside the tub, stroking along her length slowly.

      “Um,” She swallowed and licked her suddenly dry lips. “You don’t have to if you don’t like it.”

      “You’re the only one I’ve ever done this with. So what happens between us is between us, if only because we both want it and not what other people expect us to do, understand?”

      Maya could only nod and scoot forward, then Amy slipped into the tub behind her. Strong, slender arms draped around her, and she relaxed back onto Amy’s chest. Her heart had eased into a slow rhythm but kicked up at the caress of Amy’s fingertips along her thighs, then lower stomach and higher to palm her breasts. A gasp issued from between her parted lips at the hard pinch and roll of her nipples, Amy’s teeth found the side of Maya’s throat and bit down gently, sucking lightly. Maya writhed between Amy’s thighs. Amy wasn’t hard, just a firm ridge pressed to her lower back, and as Maya arched her back, the silky skin teased at the crease of her nether cheeks. Pulsing and aching, she had the strange feeling of being empty, her heart pounded and her face felt flushed.

      “Do you know how sexy you are when you’re turned on?”

      “I never—” She gasped at the sharp tug at her nipples. “—felt sexy.”

      “Now, that’s a shame. When you blush, even your nipples get darker.”

      Maya whimpered as Amy released one nipple and stroked her palm down the slight roundness of Maya’s stomach to cup her. Her thighs fell open as Amy tapped her swollen folds, slow and easy. Her clit hardened and she jerked as Amy patted and connected with the sensitive bud.

      Maya lifted her arms and wrapped them around the back of Amy’s neck as Amy closed her teeth around the lobe of her ear and nibbled. Cool air met the wet skin of her calf, and with a shock, she realized she had thrown her leg over the side of the tub, opening herself for Amy’s fingers to move deeper. Shaking, moaning, and arching her hips, Maya pushed and rubbed against her lover’s hand, but let out a pitiful whimper when the woman stopped.

      “Easy, baby, we have all night, no need to rush.” Those words were growled into her ear as fingers grazed her folds and the tip of her clit where it peeked from within.

      “Oh God!” The teasing touches, pinches at her nipples and naughty things whispered low, caused her to feel as if on fire, and she quivered, forced her legs wider. Amy’s nipples were hard points between her shoulder blades, and the more she rubbed her back against them, the louder Amy’s panting became. Amy’s heart pounded so hard she could feel it. It was all too much, sensory overload, pleasure she didn’t know how to handle. Her words were inflamed and embarrassed her, and she wanted, no, needed more. She wanted to know what it was like to find release with someone who cared for her, filling her—just this once. “I can’t take it, please, I want to come.”

      The plea barely passed her lips before Amy wrapped her hands around Maya’s waist and turned her. She met passion-filled eyes with her own, discovering a face she was sure as equally flushed as hers. “Baby, lift up and I’m going to wrap my fingers around myself, lower yourself. I won’t promise it’s going to work.”

      Maya dropped her gaze to the watery scene. The flared head barely above the surface, and she lifted her hips, with a moment of hesitation as the pressure built. Maya waited for the pain, but was determined not to let the past ruin this moment. She placed her palms over Amy’s breasts, squeezing and feeling the hard press of Amy’s nipples. Amy dropped her head back against the tiled wall. Maya lowered and moved her right hand aside to wrap her lips around the hard peak. Amy’s body bowed, pushing her softly firm, thick cock deep.

      A shudder tore through Maya, and she suckled harder at Amy’s breasts, one then the other. Amy’s hands gripped her hips with bruising force as they rocked and rolled. Amy moved inside her, and Maya clenched her inner muscles as her clit rubbed Amy’s lower belly. There wasn’t any thrusting, just a gentle sway. Amy sank the strong fingers of her left hand into Maya’s hair, fisting and tugging, as Amy arched and trembled.

      It was strange to feel full, but no pain. Since she was on top, she was making Amy lose control. She released Amy’s nipple with a slow abrading drag and pressed, full bodied, against the bigger woman. Faintly she noticed the quickened movements, the frantic rubbing of their bodies as they sloshed water over the edge of the tub.

      Their lips touched, words whispered, praise and curses, and Amy subtly pulsed inside her. It wasn’t a strong one, but a gentle throb, and Amy’s arms became a steely band around her. A knot formed in her lower belly, an odd tingling, her face heated and her nipples ached where they skimmed Amy’s, and then without warning, a sharp unexpected pleasure took her breath and bowed her body back in an arch as her release slammed into her. The force of the ecstasy, the hard clamp of her inner muscles around Amy, a pleasure bordering on pain. Her scream met Amy’s shout as they vibrated with the strength of their orgasms.

      “Maya, baby…” There was an edge to the words, an emotion that felt off as Maya came back to herself, then Amy took her mouth in a deep, passionate kiss. She clung to her lover just as hard as Amy held her. She didn’t care the water grew tepid. The only thing she cared about was Amy kissing, holding her while still softly filling her. At that moment, she would give up everything not to only feel loved, sated, but also to be told she was loved. The thought filled her with happiness, even as dread threatened, but she pushed it away. There was time enough for doubts later.
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      The ringing in her ears lingered long after the last customer walked out the door. Amy went through receipts and reports. She’d rather deal with a bar filled to capacity than handle paperwork.

      “Working on overtime, Amy?”

      Snorting at her boss’s question. Amy lifted her head to catch sight of a very tired-looking Cyn.

      “I wish, Boss Lady, but you suckered me into a salary.”

      “An obscene salary, don’t forget that. Whiskey neat and keep 'em coming.” Cyn lifted and plopped down on the stool across from her and concern twisted her gut.

      “Straight liquor, never a good sign. What’s going on? Should I be looking for a new job?” Amy asked as she set a rocks glass on the bar and filled it with top shelf whiskey.

      “No, this place has been going for decades, and it will be here long after we’re gone. It’s been a long week and it has just started. How are things with your cute, little girlfriend?”

      “Changing the subject.”

      Cyn smirked and nodded.

      “Complicated, very complicated.”

      “Isn’t it always? Love isn’t an easy business, and you do love the woman, so don’t try to deny it. But she doesn’t feel the same?”

      Clenching her jaw, Amy leaned forward, rested her forearms on the bar and lowered her chin to her chest. She blew out a heavy breath before she spoke. “I don’t know what she feels. I know what I hope she does, and she says she cares, well, likes me more than she should.”

      “Did you fall for a straight girl, Thompson? You should know better.”

      “Yeah, yeah, rub it in. She’s confused, been fucked over a lot, but, Cyn, I don’t know if I can handle when she says good-bye.”

      “Amy, you don’t know if she’s going to leave. Fuck, woman, you don’t even know for sure what she feels for you isn’t love. There’s more than what people see, Amy, and you should know that well. You’ve hidden your true nature so many years, sometimes your act is all there is. Sometimes we make impossible sacrifices, forsaking what we made those changes for. Don’t give up because the odds may be too daunting, then wake up in ten, twenty years trapped with no way out.”

      “Something you want to talk about, Boss Lady?” The strained tone in Cyn’s voice, underlined with sadness, reached Cyn’s pale green eyes, and had Amy narrowing her eyes. Cynthia King was a Domme, always in control, and had the women who came into Sappho trying to sniff out the reclusive owner. But this woman sitting across from her looked older and exhausted.

      “No, I made my incredibly fucked up bed and now I have to sleep in the cesspool it is.”

      “I’ve fought so hard to get here, gave up pretty much everything and disappeared off the face of the Earth, but I want more—more than being someone’s one-night stand. Maya is it—the one I’ve been looking for and a happily ever after with her feels unattainable.”

      “When did Amy Thompson stop hiding she’s a pessimist?”

      “You caught me at a weak moment.” Amy chuckled, but it didn’t hold a touch of mirth.

      “Get the fuck out.”

      Amy’s brows rose as she stared at Cyn. "What?”

      “Go home. I’ll take care of closing tonight. I barely sleep, and I need something to keep me busy.”

      “Don’t you have anything or anyone better to do, Cyn? You work at that secret job of yours in the depressing streets of Normalcy, then you work here every night after we close.” Amy had known Cynthia King since the day she stepped foot into the Pride District and interviewed for the bartender’s job. They were friends, but she didn’t know much about the older woman. The woman kept too many secrets.

      “Unfortunately, no. My last girl said I didn’t have enough time and she was right. It would be nice to find one who understands work is very important.”

      “Not a lot of ladies like to come second to not one but two jobs, Cyn, and you are mighty picky about your quality of submissive.”

      “We don’t talk about my lifestyle.”

      “Uh-huh, like I haven’t seen you coming from the direction of Mistress Leather’s Den of Debauchery a time or two.”

      “That is not what it is called, and again, not talking about it.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “The story of my life. Now, go home, maybe call up your girl for some phone sex.”

      Amy gasped dramatically. “I would never. I’m a virgin, woman, a virgin, and I am scandalized!”

      “Scandalized my ass.”

      “Yes, Mistress. Right away, Mistress.” Letting out a loud laugh as Cyn flipped her off, she walked out from behind the bar. “Maybe you should take your own advice, go home, and maybe find someone to have phone sex with.”

      “Sex isn’t fun if it isn’t hands-on, maybe paddles-on.”

      “Pervert!”

      “Look at who’s talking, Thompson. I’ve heard rumors you’re a freak in your own right.”

      “Don’t believe the rumors. I’m a fucking angel.” Walking away, she smiled broadly as she listened to her boss’ loud cackling behind her. Stepping out into the cool night hair, Amy inhaled deeply and turned left to head back to her apartment. With nothing left to distract her, her mind instantly went to Maya. Everything between them was perfect except for the elephant in the room: Maya’s uncertainty.

      It was taking everything in her not to push for the commitment she wanted from Maya. Being a secret didn’t sit well with her. Their relationship here in the safety of the District was out, and her lover wasn’t afraid to show affection or hold hands. All would change, though, out in the real world beyond these blocks of streets. She didn’t know what she was going to do, part of her preparing for the day Maya figured out Amy was no longer worth the effort and being with her wouldn’t sit well with her family.

      Amy had already given up her dreams of accepting parents. Maybe she’d even decided having someone, a wife, wasn’t in the cards either. Solitary. She had her friends and Marley’s parents had adopted her as their own, but she wanted one person she could come home to at night. Hell, a few kids wouldn’t be bad either, but Maya wasn’t ready and Amy didn’t want to be waiting on the sidelines until she was. Although, waiting is what Amy would do, whether it was smart or not. She’d fallen in love, and she would be prepared for the pain she feared was coming too soon.
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      Maya sipped her lukewarm tea as she darted nervous glances at her parents. Ingrid and Martin Chamberlain were perfectly put together. Both in their early sixties, the pair still bore the look of youth only privilege could afford. The only sign of their age were the faint lines at the corners of their eyes. Ones she knew would be deeper if they smiled more often, but even tiny shows of emotion were too much for them.

      Nausea brought on by nerves made her stomach roll. Their monthly Sunday dinner might not be the best time to make the announcement she was dating a woman, but to be honest, the choice of day wouldn’t change the reaction she knew was coming. She and Amy were coming up on three months of dating, and it was time to let her parents know. It wasn’t fair to Amy. Maya loved her, yet was terrified to say the words.

      “Dear, how is your job?” Ingrid’s tone dripped with disdain as she stressed the last word. She knew well their thoughts on her job and the people she chose to help.

      “It’s going very well. I’ve settled in nicely and the community is a close-knit one. The programs offered by the Center are top-notch.”

      “Maya, when are you going to give up this silly job?” She’d known the question was coming, but still inwardly flinched at the cold tone from her father.

      “Father, I love where I work.” The lack of conviction in her voice deepened her depressed mood.

      “It’s unseemly to be working with those people, Maya. Our friends and my colleagues are speculating. I will not have you sullying the family name. I have set up an interview with the Wesley Clinic tomorrow. You will show up.” Martin didn’t ask, he ordered, and she didn’t remember a time where she hadn’t been made to feel as if she were one of his employees. It was spoken with the same tone she’d heard when he told her she would be married. The sick feeling in the pit of her stomach intensified.

      Maya’s hands shook as she set her teacup down and flinched as it rattled on the saucer. Gathering all the courage she possessed, which wasn’t much, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders. She pictured Amy in her mind, the broad smile and tender expression. If she wanted to be free, Maya needed to make a stand. She needed to accept the consequences.

      “No.” She wrung her hands but forced her chin to remain high and looked her father directly in the eyes. The lift of one brow was the only reaction and the silence drew out.

      “Would you like to repeat that? Because I don’t believe I asked you whether you wanted to or not. You are going to interview with Nigel and that’s all there is to it.”

      “No, I already have a job, friends and—” She swallowed hard and refused to submit. “I have met someone and I care for her, I love her. This is my life, not yours.”

      “Her? Have you lost your mind, Maya?” She flinched and pulled into herself as her father surged to his feet, circling the table to tower over her. If her heart hadn’t already kicked up to hyperspeed with her confession, the look on Martin’s face, mottled red and eyes burning with rage, would have done it. “We didn’t raise you to be some deviant. No wonder you couldn’t make Charles happy. No wonder he thought you were a pathetic excuse for a wife!”

      The tickle of a tear slipped down her cheek, quickly followed by another. Terror built to paralyzing levels as she slid sideways on the couch and tried to push to her feet. Whimpers turned to sobs as a strong shove to her shoulder pushed her back down.

      “You’re not leaving this house until you end this nonsense. You’re disgusting.” She reached for her phone, hiding the move as she stroked her thumb over the screen to unlock, then by memory hit the speed dial for her house. Every ounce of strength she had thought she possessed disappeared at the rage aimed her way. Memories of pain, excuses, and hidden blue and black marks flooded her mind. She was weak, unable to fight back.

      Darting a pleading glance toward her mother, silently begging for help, but Ingrid turned away, busied herself with an invisible speck of lint.

      “I’m going home.”

      “No. You’re going to stay here, and I will personally take you to your interview tomorrow. You will also get any notion out of your head about being in love with some woman!”

      The tears wouldn’t stop, but he kept raging, his voice getting louder, harsher with each word, and when she tried to stand, he pushed her back down. Panic set in, it was just like with Charles. Her breathing became ragged and her chest ached, her head swam with lack of oxygen. She was hyperventilating. Her father promised to find her a suitable husband, her job would only be temporary until she could settle down, started having babies.

      “I can’t have children. Your precious Charles ruined that!”

      She didn’t know where the words came from. It was a truth she‘d denied, and the wreck had taken more than the full use of her leg. A crushed pelvis, the loss of an ovary, too much scarring is what they had told her. Maya had mourned the loss of the children she’d never have more than the abusive husband, and her father wanted a repeat. He didn’t care if she felt loved or safe, he only wanted her to obey. He didn’t want her to disgrace the Chamberlain name.

      “You can’t come in here with them!” The family butler’s voice rose higher than she’d ever heard it.

      “Fuck off, Cedric. I lived in this house long before you came along.” Relief at the sound of her grandmother’s voice relaxed her slightly, but her father still loomed over Maya, his hand on her shoulder, firmly holding her in place. “You better get your hand off my grandchild, Martin.”

      “Mother, this has nothing to do with you, and who are those people?”

      “Baby? Maya?” Maya let out a shuddering breath at Amy’s voice, equal parts anger and concern. “I don’t give a fuck who you are, but you better step away and now.” Then there was the familiar feel of Amy’s touch, palms pressed to her cheeks, kissing her tears away. “Hey, look at me.”

      Maya did. She gazed into her lover’s beautiful eyes and took comfort in the small smile. “I want to go home.”

      “Oh, you will. Come on, baby.”

      “Get your hands off my daughter, you freak! She was fine until she met you. You brainwashed my daughter!” Maya clinged to Amy to keep her close, but Amy pulled away and straightened.

      “Maya, I want you to get up and go over to your grandmother.”

      “Amy, don’t.”

      “Baby, go.” Maya slipped from the restraining grasp and hurried to Angelique’s side. Her eyes widened as she took in the group behind her grandmother. Familiar faces from around the Center, even Hannah stood there and the woman from Sappho, Artie.

      “What is…” She stopped speaking as an unfamiliar woman stepped forward, going to stand at Amy’s side.

      “Mr. Chamberlain, I am Detective Graham. I was informed a phone call was made to Angelique Chamberlain in which her granddaughter specifically told you she wanted to leave and you refused to let her. You know, I won’t be able to get an unlawful imprisonment charge to stick, but guess how embarrassing it will be when I cuff your ass and haul you in. Or better yet, I can leave my very pissed off friend here to kick your ass for fucking with her girlfriend, I wouldn’t be the wiser and this group of witnesses will swear you threw the first punch.”

      Maya’s eyes widened at the detective’s words, but gaze was only on Amy. Amy had her fists curled tight. Her body trembled with rage, ready to fight for her. Maya, the woman who couldn’t commit or tell Amy they had a relationship, but Amy was willing to go to war for Maya. She swallowed hard and bit her lip as hot tears flowed down her cheeks.

      “You can’t do that!”

      Amy spoke up. “We can and we will. Maya will be going with me. You won’t contact her and you definitely won’t come and see her. You see, I care for your daughter very much and I won’t put up with your bullshit. You may have the world kissing your ass for the size of your bank account, but I grew up rich, more money than even you will see in a lifetime, and I sure as fuck ain’t impressed. Maya will contact you when she’s ready. Until then, fuck off.”

      Her jaw dropped as Amy backed away from Martin and then walked around him, standing beside Ingrid’s chair. “And you. Is your next diamond or shopping spree more important than your daughter? Apparently, it is, because you didn’t have the balls to open your fucking mouth. Everything I said to your husband applies to you too, and I really hate to repeat myself.”

      Shame made Maya cringe. She turned her head and hid her face in her grandmother’s neck, inhaling the lavender scent of her favorite perfume.

      “Dear, let’s go home,” her grandmother said soothingly.

      She could only nod as Angelique led her from the house. Voices murmured around her, gentle touches, whispered words between quick hugs. Strangers who knew nothing or barely anything about her offered her the comfort her parents wouldn’t. Muffled shouting came from the house behind her. She lifted her head to peek back at the door to see a cursing, furious Amy being dragged out by the detective and another tall woman.

      Once safe in the back of a strange car, the quiet tears turned to pitiful sobs, and she clung to her grandmother. The elderly woman tried to soothe her, but in the end, Angelique released her into Amy’s arms. Burying her face against Amy’s chest, her fingers fisting the cotton of Amy’s shirt and the woman whispered loving words, stroked her back tenderly, and kissed the crown of her head. The tears wouldn’t stop. Her shaking intensified and she pulled into herself. Despite the comfort, she lost herself to the memories and pain.
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      A week, an entire fucking week since she’d heard or seen Maya. Amy had a feeling Maya was avoiding her, and she was tired of it. Office hours at the Center were ending and she leaned back against the wall outside Maya’s office with her arms crossed over her chest. Maya wasn’t going to avoid her one more day. When the door opened, Amy recognized the teenager who came out. Wynn nodded at Amy and she nodded back, but the wide-eyed little woman held her attention.

      “We have to talk, now.”

      “I don’t have time today, Amy.”

      “Bullshit.” The tone in her voice sent Wynn running for it, and she stepped forward, wrapped her hand around Maya’s upper arm, and led her down the hallways.

      “Amy, let go!”

      Amy shook her head and ignored the protests until they reached the room where Amy taught her self-defense class. Stopping in the middle of blue mats, she released Maya and walked to the cubbies where the gloves and pads were kept.

      Grabbing a pair of gloves, she turned back to Maya. “Give me your hands.”

      While Maya shook her head, she still obeyed and held out her small hands.

      With quick movements, Amy put the gloves on Maya and pulled the Velcro straps tight. “Hit me.”

      “Wha—what? I don’t want to hit you.” Maya’s eyes were wide and shocked.

      “I didn’t ask if you wanted to, I told you to. Now, hit me.” Holding up her hands palms-out, Amy waited and Maya rolled her eyes, giving a barely there tap, a feeble effort. “I have a five year old in my class who hits harder than you.”

      “This is stupid, Amy.”

      “No, you hiding from me for a whole week is stupid, not calling me back or answering my texts is stupid. If you don’t want to be with me, you can say so. We already had this talk. Now, fucking hit me.” Amy grunted with satisfaction when a punch with a little more power behind it connected with her palm, even if it didn’t have much finesse.

      Frustration seemed to cause Maya to hit harder, and Amy danced around her, forcing Maya to turn, each punch harder, faster. Maya didn’t speak, but her eyes said plenty—there was a sadness there. A lost expression with a sheen of unshed tears.

      “Tell me why, baby. I gave you a fucking out, no demand of promises.” The small jabs faltered. “I didn’t say stop. Answer me. I’m a big girl and I can take the good-bye. Be woman enough to tell me to get lost.” Parts of Amy warred with the need to know, but she was still terrified of what Maya would say.

      She didn’t want a good-bye. She wanted promises, promises of forever, the knowledge one day she would wake up every day with Maya curled against her side. There wasn’t anything she wanted more. Amy had the life she’d always wanted. Now she wanted the woman she’d always dreamed of having.

      “Talk. You don’t have any problem telling me off any other day. Don’t be a chicken shit. Tell me you don’t want to be with me.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t want to be with you.” Maya spoke between punches until she placed her gloved hands on Amy’s chest and pushed hard. Stumbling back, Amy took in the flushed, frustrated expression on Maya’s face. “How can you think I don’t want to be with you? I came out to my parents for you. Why did you come for me?” The screamed question shocked Amy.

      “Why the hell wouldn’t I? Angelique called me, scared and pissed off about what she heard on the phone. I called in backup because I didn’t trust myself. You’re important to me. I love you, and I’m not giving you up. I lied. I can’t handle being a fling.” Setting her hands on her hips, Amy dropped her chin to her chest and stared down at her toes. This wasn’t how she wanted to tell Maya she loved her. She’d pictured it being said as they lay in bed or after a romantic dinner, not in the middle of a fight.

      “You love me, like, really love me?”

      Amy rolled her eyes. “How else would I love you?” As soon as the question was out, Amy had an armful of soft woman and she twined Maya in her arms, lifting the woman high on her chest. The kiss Maya gave her was awkward and frantic, a rough thrusting of tongue and clicking of teeth. She squeezed until Maya squeaked and pulled back, but just far enough to rest their foreheads together, their labored breaths mingling.

      “I love you too. I was so scared, then you showed up and you fought for me. I was ashamed.”

      Happiness spread warmly through Amy’s chest at hearing the words she had waited for. Maya loved her. Her, Amy Thompson. As much as Amy had hoped to find someone, she had tried to keep it buried. The deeper she hid the dream from herself, the less likely she was to be disappointed when it never happened, but her dream was now in her arms, holding her as tight as she was holding Maya.

      “Of what? I love you, there was never any question whether I would fight for you or not.”

      “I hadn’t been able to tell you how I felt. I was so scared of being hurt again, and you were willing to stand up for me. You were willing to do it even without promises from me. The thought I would meet anyone never crossed my mind. I didn’t even like you when I met you, but—” She cleared her throat as her face heated. “—I was jealous.”

      “Jealous?” Amy leaned her head back to meet Maya’s eyes and narrowed her own.

      “Of Hannah. When you were touching her and kissing her belly, I became all growly in my head.”

      Okay, it might not be the best idea, but Amy couldn’t keep the smile from her mouth at the confession, and she knew it for sure as the shade of pink on Maya’s cheeks went from embarrassed to mad.

      “It’s not funny!”

      “Baby, you have to admit it’s very funny. You claimed to not even like me. You were undressing me with your eyes the first morning, weren’t you?” Amy smirked and listened to the tearing of the Velcro strips and the soft plop of the gloves hitting the mat. “Admit it, you lusted for me even then.”

      “Actually, I couldn’t stand the sight of you. You were rude.”

      “You were so pretty.”

      A denial seemed poised on Maya’s lips, but Amy kissed it away before it had a chance. Her woman was going to have to learn to take a compliment. “You know, the place is deserted. We’re the only ones here and you’re wearing a very sexy, easy access skirt.”

      Narrow confused eyes widened as what Amy said sunk in and Maya gasped.

      “Amy! We can’t…”

      “Oh, but we can.” To prove her point, Amy walked to the door, with Maya in her arms closing and locking it before pushing Maya’s back against it. “When people fight, it is customary to have makeup sex.”

      “Is that right?”

      Amy nodded and curled her fingers beneath Maya’s thighs as she lifted her off her feet. She leaned down to brush a kiss to her lover’s lips, taking her time to savor the softness and the sweetness. Maya gave in and melted into the press of mouths. Their tongues teased and tangled between moans and gasps. Amy caressed soft curves, breasts, stomach, hips until she wrapped her hands in the flowing silk of Maya’s skirt and slowly began to wind it up. Breaking the kiss, she gazed down at Maya and tried to catch her breath.

      “I want to hear you scream.” Dropping to her knees, with the silk held high and pinned to Maya’s hips, she nuzzled cotton-covered dark curls. Maya arched, pushed against Amy’s mouth, and Amy opened and grazed the edge of her bottom teeth along with damp cotton-outlined swollen lips. Tucking the hem of the skirt in the waistband, she curled her fingers around the sides of Maya’s panties and pulled them down her lover’s shapely legs, removing them and stuffing them in the pocket of her jeans.

      “So very pretty.” Reverently she teased the tight curls, moving lower to glide along smooth, wet flesh flushed with arousal. Amy canted her gaze up as she brought her fingers to her lips and licked, then sucked, moaning as Maya’s taste burst on her tongue and Maya made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a whimper. “Open for me.”

      Rounded thighs opened as Maya shifted her feet, and Amy sat back on her heels. She stopped a mere breath from the pretty pussy in front of her and blew across Maya’s wet labia, felt satisfaction as Maya’s thighs quivered.

      Amy’s name was a breathless moan as she gripped Maya’s hips and buried her face into the silken heat, then thrust her tongue between her lover’s tender lips. She found the hard nub of Maya’s clit, pushing and rolling the tip of her tongue over it before sealing her lips around the sensitive bundle of nerves. Amy suckled and pulled down, groaning as Maya’s hips arched roughly, grinding against Amy’s mouth. Maya’s fingers twisted in Amy’s hair, tugging as high-pitched moans echoed off the walls.

      Amy loved when Maya lost her calm, control slipping to allow her nothing but the opportunity to lose herself in the pleasure. A growl rumbled deep in Amy’s chest as she lifted Maya to drape her thighs over Amy’s shoulders. She tightened her grip on the smaller woman as Maya bucked and moved her hips in tight circles. Maya’s muscles trembled as they held Amy’s head in a vise. Amy’s chest ached with the lack of breath, but she wouldn’t, no, she couldn’t stop, powerless to relinquish the clit pulsing a wild cadence on her tongue. A steady flow of wetness, slick and musky, and she release the hard nub and licked up the sweetness, felt it coat her tongue and the inside of her mouth. Swirling around the fluttering opening, she pushed the tip of her tongue in, felt the muscles clamping around it.

      “Amy, oh, fuck.”

      Amy’s movements faltered at the vulgarity, shocked at the word falling so easy from Maya’s lips, but then she pushed deeper. Amy’s nipples ached, her stomach tensed with need, and still she pushed her lover faster and farther towards the end.

      “Wha, I’m going to…” The sentenced ended as a sudden low, whimpering moan cut it off and Maya’s body bowed, muscles tensing to the point of shuddering. Amy’s gaze flew up to watch Maya’s face. Maya’s mouth opened wide, her eyes squeezed shut, and she held her breath. Her heels dug into Amy’s back and a surprisingly strong grip held Amy in place. A powerful flood of moisture, as Maya came, soaked Amy’s face and flowed down her chin and neck.

      She’d never seen anything or anyone more beautiful, muscles, once tense, relaxed so suddenly she had to hold Maya up as she became boneless. She eased her lover down the wall until she rested on Amy’s thighs, then kissed Maya, sharing the flavor of her release, with nibbles, deep tongue thrusts, and sharp nips. Amy wanted more, but it would wait until they got home. Heavy-lidded, satisfied eyes stared at her when she pulled back, dropping small kisses, soothing Maya, bringing her back down after her orgasm.

      “I love you, Maya.”

      “I love you too, Amy. I’m sorry.”

      “No apologies, we’re fine. I understand. Doesn’t mean I liked it, but I understood. You ready to go home so we can do this again in our bed?”

      Maya’s cheeks turned the cute shade of pink Amy loved. “Our bed, huh?”

      “Yes, our bed.”

      “I love the sound of that. Let’s go home.”

      Amy smiled as she helped Maya to her feet, slipped her lover’s panties back on, and stood. She walked across the room to grab Maya’s cane from the mat. Turning to find Maya still leaned against the wall, her face flushed and her clothes a mess. In that moment, Amy realized the woman waiting for her belonged to her and her alone. Her chest tightened and her eyes burned. Not wanting to concern Maya, she smiled and returned to her. It seemed too good to be true, but it was all her dreams come true. Maya was what and whom she’d always been waiting for.
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      Maya stifled a yawn as she walked out of the Center’s front door. She was the last one to leave just as the sun was starting to set. At this time, the only door left unlocked was the front one, and she pulled it closed then used her key to lock it. Maya turned and nearly jumped at the thin figure in a black, ragged hoodie sitting on the bottom step.

      “Hey, are you okay?” The person turned their head, showing a familiar profile. “Wynn, what are you doing here? It’s late. Shouldn’t you be at the home?”

      Maya leaned heavily on her cane as she carefully ascended the steps and lowered to sit beside the girl. Bending forward to peer into the girl’s face, she gasped at the bloody swollen lip. “Oh, honey, let me see.” Reaching across, she placed her hand on Wynn’s thin cheek, turning the girl to look at her. “That looks nasty. What happened?”

      Wynn shook her head, pulling away from Maya’s touch. “It’s nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing to me. You know whatever you tell me always stays between us, unless you tell me otherwise.”

      “The kids at school don’t like the weird dyke, and the foster home they placed me in, she said I was asking for it when I told her what happened.”

      Anger built in Maya’s stomach, and she narrowed her eyes but figured Wynn wouldn’t react well if she saw her mad. “Well, let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Dinner. My girlfriend does a mean takeout.” Maya smiled as it earned her a crooked half-smile. She pushed to her feet and Wynn followed. Maya twined her arm around Wynn’s, dragging her down the sidewalk.

      “Is Amy your girlfriend?”

      “Yep, all six-foot-three goofy inches of her. Do you have one?”

      “No.”

      “Plenty of time for girlfriends later. If you must know, Amy annoys me all the time, but she makes me laugh so I put up with her.”

      “She looked mad at you a few weeks ago.”

      “I won’t deny she was. I came out to my parents. It wasn’t the most welcomed news. I became a bit scared and confused, and I avoided her. Not the best idea, but we made up. Besides, she’s beautiful, and I can’t stay mad at her for long.”

      “It must be nice to have someone who cares.” The sadness in Wynn’s young voice broke Maya’s heart.

      “I never had anyone care before Amy, except my grandmother. My parents saw me as a prop who was supposed to be perfect all the time, and my husband saw me as a means to an end. He was very abusive.”

      “Is he still around?”

      “No, he died, a car wreck. That was where I hurt my leg, and after, I kind of gave up on finding some fairy tale happy ever after. Until a very rude woman approached me in a coffee shop and proceeded to tell me I was undressing her with my eyes. I will assure you I was doing nothing of the sort. Amy was delusional.”

      There was a small laugh and then the rest of the walk was made in silence. Maya had too many thoughts in her head. She knew she had to call the authorities, but she didn’t want to send the girl back to somewhere she didn’t feel safe, protected. There had been too many years of terror, she understood. Amy would know what to do. She had her detective friend, Charise. For tonight, though, the girl wasn’t going to go anywhere. They would feed her and make up the bed in the guest room.

      Turning down the alley beside Pink’s, Wynn tensed.

      “It’s okay, Amy lives upstairs.” There was only a slight relaxing as she led Wynn around back and up the stairs, letting the girl go first. She opened the door and nudged Wynn inside. “Amy?”

      “Hey, baby, just waiting on the delivery, you’re late.”

      Maya smiled as Amy stepped out of the small kitchen, but shot Wynn a look before turning back to Maya with a questioning lift of her brow.

      “I didn’t know we were having a guest for dinner and one with a nice fat lip, maybe a shiner in the making.”

      “Yes.” Walking unevenly across the room, Maya lifted onto her toes to press a quick kiss to Amy’s lips. “I ran into young Wynn on the steps of the Center. Wynn, make yourself at home. Do you want something to drink?” The only answer she received was a nervous nod, but she gave Wynn a reassuring smile before pushing Amy into the kitchen.

      “Okay, what is going on?”

      “It seems Wynn was bullied at school and her foster parent said she deserved it. Being a weird dyke, as Wynn so delicately put it, was enough reason to be beat on.” Maya opened the fridge and felt Amy’s gaze burning into her back.

      “And you decided to bring her home with you. Taking in strays, baby?”

      “I thought we could feed her, give her a safe place to sleep, and figure out things in the morning.”

      “You do know they are probably going to be looking for her at the home tonight?”

      “Well, is there any way you could have her stay at least for the night?”

      Darting a look over her shoulder, Maya caught the indulgent expression. “I could possibly make a call or two. If Wynn doesn’t feel safe where she is, we could do an emergency placement.”

      “Do you know how much I love you?”

      Amy chuckled as she passed Maya and dropped a kiss to her upturned lips. “As much as I love you. I’ll give Charise a call and see what I can do, but I’ll make sure her foster parents will be informed she won’t be returning tonight.”

      There seemed to be a permanent smile on Maya’s lips. She was happy, her grandmother was happy for her, and while the way her parents reacted hurt, she wasn’t going to let it ruin anything for her. She grabbed two bottles of water and headed back into the living room, finding Wynn sitting stiffly on the couch.

      “You know, you can relax. Amy is making a couple of calls, and after dinner, we’ll make the guest room up for you. If you’re a night owl, I’ll have you know Amy is too.” She sat down, handed the sad girl one of the bottles. Wynn took it without even darting a glance in her direction.

      “Thanks.”

      Waiting patiently and watching Wynn open and close her mouth, Maya wanted to say something but stopped herself. Maya simply waited, giving Wynn all the time she needed to decide if she was secure enough to ask whatever question was floating around in her head.

      “Why are you being so nice?”

      “Shouldn’t I be? I don’t want anything from you. You need a safe place to sleep, and this is about as safe as it can get.”

      Another small nod and it was silence again. Maya could hear Amy’s muffled voice as she talked on the phone in the other room. The bedroom door opened, and Amy breezed in with a smirk on her face, nodding at Maya.

      “Wynn, you’re staying here tonight. A friend of mine and your social worker will be over in the morning to talk to you. Until then, you’re in charge of the remote, but no horror movies. Maya damn near pisses herself if something jumps up on screen.”

      Maya squeaked as Amy flopped back on the couch and wrapped her up tight in her arms. “I do not. You watch those gory movies that make me nauseous. Speaking of nauseous, what did you order us for dinner?”

      “Pizza, but I ordered you the Manicotti you like. So, me and Wynn will be sharing the pizza and breadsticks. We might let you have one.”

      “Wow, thank you, I am truly honored. Wynn, would you like a change of clothes? Amy’s may be too big, but it will work until you can get your things tomorrow.”

      Wynn nodded and Maya pushed up from the couch, only to be pulled back down so Amy could give Maya a hard, quick kiss.  She turned away from Amy and smiled at Wynn. “Come on, we can get comfortable before dinner arrives and I can show you your room.”

      Amy arched a brow at Maya. Maya smiled and shook her head. She wasn’t going to get attached to having someone to take care of, but it was so hard not to when Wynn seemed to need someone to care for her.

      The night passed quickly with dinner and, of course, scary movies that had her jumping out of her skin. Wynn had loosened up as the night went on. The girl even giggled and joked a few times, mostly giving Amy a hard time, and it made Maya’s chest tighten to see the normally sullen girl brighten, clouded eyes starting to shine.

      Midnight came, and Wynn yawned. Amy shuffled the girl off to the guest room while Maya went to Amy’s room and stripped to slip into bed. She waited for Amy to come back. Finally the door opened and her girlfriend, partner, walked in, shut, and locked the door.

      Clothes soon littered the floor as Amy walked across the room. Maya lifted the blanket, watching Amy slide beneath. She cuddled to the taller woman’s side, laying her head on Amy’s chest and draping her arm across Amy’s stomach.

      “What did Charise say?”

      “She put me in contact with Wynn’s social worker. I told her what I knew, which isn’t much, and she said she would be by in the morning to get the full story from Wynn. What are you plotting in that head of yours?”

      “Nothing. Why would I be plotting anything?”

      “Maya.”

      “Do you think I could become her foster mother? Well, could we become her foster parents?”

      “Baby, being a foster parent isn’t easy. She’s got some major issues in the trust department. I know you’re a psychologist and you will know how to deal with it. The we part I’m not sure about. We don’t live together yet, and, yes, I said yet, but we haven’t really had the kid talk.”

      “What are your thoughts on kids? You know I can’t physically have them because of—” Maya swallowed around the lump in her throat. She’d always wanted to be a mother, but she’d accepted the loss even if it made her sad, but now she had a chance. “If I fostered her myself, with thoughts on adopting, would you stick with me?”

      “Of course. I thought about kids before, before the hormones and all. I banked a few specimens with thoughts of maybe one day. You have to keep in mind, though, fostering might not work. There’s procedures and red tape.”

      Maya knew the odds. She’d worked with social services through the Center plenty of times, but she wanted this. The only thing was: she wanted Amy to fully be with her on this.

      “I want this with you, but you have to agree. Would you one day try to adopt with me, not just Wynn, because it might not work, but would you like kids with me?” She refused to look at Amy as she asked, her voice quiet, breaking slightly with uncertainty. There was a lot they’d talked about these past few weeks: where their relationship would go, when they moved in together where they would live, and a serious discussion on what a relationship like theirs would mean. Children was one question she hadn’t brought up, terrified of what Amy’s answer would be. Maya had seen Amy with Hannah and the kids at the Center, but it was different from having some of her own.

      Amy stroked fingertips along her cheek, slipped them beneath her chin, and lifted her to look into Amy’s eyes. A soft smile tilted the corners of her lover’s full mouth. “I will have a houseful of kids with you if we can. I want you to understand we have a long road ahead to adopt, but I think we should talk to Wynn, because ultimately this is a decision she should make. Who knows if she even wants to live with us. We’re insane. Who wants to deal with crazy moms?” Amy talking about them being moms caused butterflies to go crazy in her stomach.

      Maya squealed, grabbed Amy’s cheek, and gave her a loud smacking kiss as she straddled Amy’s hips. “I love you! You will never understand how much.”

      “I love you too. And to think you despised me at first.”

      “When you drop the act, you’re more than what you let people see. In fact, you’re pretty damn near perfect.”

      “Make sure you remember you said that in about fifty years or so.”

      Maya grinned broadly and hugged Amy tight, she didn’t know how she got so lucky or even if luck would last, but it didn’t matter. Finally she had everything she wanted, and it was because of the woman in her arms.
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      “Moms! Some people have to go to school. Get up! Coffee’s made. You have ten minutes, no making out.”

      Amy groaned as their daughter Wynn yelled through the door, then turned her head to check the time.

      “It’s seven thirty. It’s the ass crack of dawn!”

      “Do the two of you have to start yelling as soon as your eyes open?”

      Maya’s grumpy voice made Amy smile. She’d discovered quickly, once the honeymoon stage of their relationship was over, her sweet woman was homicidal before a pot of coffee.

      “You brought her home. I just went along with it.” The sudden smack with a pillow took Amy by surprise, and she pushed it off her face to see Maya heading for the bathroom. “That wasn’t nice, baby. You can’t treat your wife like that.”

      Maya flipped her off and Amy gasped.

      “Now I know where Wynn gets the shitty manners from.” Sitting up, Amy threw her legs over the edge of the bed and reached for her pajama bottoms and T-shirt. As soon as she sent everyone off to work and school, it would be back to bed before working Sappho tonight.

      Walking out of the bedroom, she followed the scent of strong coffee and music playing. “You know there are some days I really don’t like you.” Amy dropped a kiss to the top of Wynn’s beanie-covered head and took the mug the girl handed her.

      “Same goes for you, Ma. Grandma wants me to come over after school, I need cab fare.” Amy leaned back against the counter and sipped her coffee, watching Wynn over the rim.

      “You know where cab fare is. You’re up to something, and I can sense it. What have you done?”

      “What you mean, done something? I ain’t done anything!”

      “You’re thinking of doing something.”

      “There’s this dance coming up at school, and I kinda wanted to ask someone, but I think she’s already going with someone.”

      “Ah, girl problems I think I can handle. What’s this beauty’s name?”

      “Jenny.”

      Amy’s heart dropped to the pit of her stomach as Wynn refused to look at her. “Oh, no, no, no, Jenny is off limits. You’re nearly eighteen and she’s only fifteen. Wynn, tell me nothing has happened.”

      “No! She treats me like family. She’s pretty and nice. It’s nothing. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Wynn, come here.”

      Wynn dragged her feet across the kitchen, and Amy set her coffee aside to hug her.

      “I’m not being mean. Jenny is a great kid, but Andrea is a bit crazy when it comes to her daughter, like your mom is crazy when it comes to you. Keep it friends. Maybe one day when she’s a little older. You never know, right?”

      “Yeah, you never know. I’m going to go get my books and stuff ready for school.”

      “Love you, kid.”

      At the words, Wynn squeezed extra hard before rushing from the room.

      “Where is she off to in such a hurry?”

      “Getting ready for school. Now, I need a proper good morning since our daughter decided to ruin my morning cuddle with my beautiful wife.” Maya leaned into Amy and she lowered her head. The kiss went from soft to hard in no time at all, then ended slowly. Amy nibbled at the corners of Maya’s mouth and her full bottom lip before smiling into eyes shining as they met her own.

      A lot could change in a year. She had never imagined having Maya and Wynn, a family which consisted of more than her friends, and living without always looking in from the outside anymore. This was perfect, and would be as long as she could keep her daughter from trying to hook up with her friend’s kid. Whoever said kids were bundles of joy had never been around a damn teenager, especially a fucking hormonal one. She wouldn’t change it, though. She was finally where she wanted to be.

      One last kiss to Maya’s pouted lips and she straightened. “Your daughter wants to date Jenny.”

      Amy smiled as Maya’s eyes went comically wide then turned on her toes. The tap of her cane was loud as she rushed from the room. “No, no, no! Wynn Thompson!”

      “Ma, you’re a snitch!”

      Ah, yeah, she really liked this whole family thing.
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