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I'D BEEN COMING TO this coffee shop pretty regularly for the last three years, ever since I'd moved over to this side of the city to be closer to my office. So I knew the staff pretty well. When I saw Maya behind the counter, I knew immediately that she was new to the shop.

That didn't mean she was new to the coffee game, though, as she could whip up a cappuccino and an Americano just as quick and as well as anyone I've ever seen working there, if not more so.

She had started her shift today after I had already gotten my order and sat down, and I was glad. Because if I had gone up there and had her take my order, I probably would have looked pretty stupid as I gaped at her. Of course, gaping at her now, I still looked pretty stupid, but at least it was within the confines of my tiny table, sipping my coffee and hiding half my face behind a book. And that was how I learned her name, of course—from staring at her and her name tag. Thus far, I hadn't worked up the nerve to actually talk.

I pegged her at around my age, so 24 or 25. Not too far removed from college, unless she was going for her PhD. I'd graduated with a Bachelors in Literature two years ago, against the financial advice of my parents and career counselor, so I was every bit the stereotypical woman sitting in a coffee shop and reading a book. Though I guess that norm was deviated from by the fact that I was in the middle of a truly disgusting horror novel, The kind that would make lesser souls clutch pearls.

I blame my best friend from long ago for my taste in books. She and I had grown up on the same street, so naturally we had become fast friends, and when I was far too young for it, she had let me borrow one of the cool books I had seen on her dad's bookshelf. Horror, of course, and since then, it had been my go-to genre.

But Maya behind the counter was the opposite of the grisly murder scene I had been reading. She was gorgeous, a black woman with light skin and curly black hair. It looked like dark clouds coiled into springs. I wanted to touch her and feel how soft it was. I wanted to rub my hand across the smooth skin of her upper arm while looking into her dark brown eyes. I wanted to know what she smelled like, though I could hazard a guess that she smelled like coffee beans at this moment.

But I didn't do any of that. I sat behind my book and stared at her like an idiot. Not for the first time in my life, I wished there was a way to tell if another woman was a lesbian just by looking. Not that I wanted every gay person to just be out against their will. But if like, magically, a lesbian like me could catch a vibe from another lesbian or bi girl or whatever and like, we'd just know. Without having to do the dance. 

The dance was fun in college; now I worked sixty hours a week half the time, and I didn't have all the time in the world to play guessing games.

I did think, though, that with Maya, it would be worth a little dancing. A little risky flirting. Because my god, when was the last time I'd just outright stared at another woman like this? I felt brazen. Either brazen or stupid, or perhaps some combination thereof. It may have just been my lazy way of initiating the dance—secretly hoping that she would catch me staring, and seeing how she reacted. Maybe not fair of me, to put her on the spot like that, but what was the alternative? Do nothing, and let all this potential wilt away? Do something, and risk stabbing the potential with a knife? 

I criticized the dance and wished I could just know, but that was the thing. I did like the dance. I liked the not knowing, because in this limbo, there was infinite possibility. It swirled between us, breathing life into a thing that didn't exist as I watched her turn back to the espresso machine, her black apron dusted with cinnamon and powdered sugar, her tan pants showing me the shapely curve of her ass. I watched her springy hair bounce with life; watched her turn to serve the next customer, her breasts pushing at the apron.

I sighed. I could feel it in my bones that I was going to masturbate to the thought of Maya tonight, rubbing my clit as the memory of coffee filled my nose...

And it was with that lewd idea filling my mind that she met my eyes, and she didn't look away. Caught in the middle of my strange fantasy, I reacted sluggishly, my eyes first widening, then flicking away. When I flicked them back, she was still looking, and she had a little grin on her face. Fear and hope twirled together in my chest.

Then she was turning to help the next customer, and the thrill in my chest faded, leaving behind a small bitterness. Was that it? Would that be all that I could get from her?

Well, Leah, it's not like you deserve any more, I told myself. And that was the truth. Sitting here and staring didn't earn me any points. 

"Okay," I whispered to myself, since she wasn't looking at me anymore. I set my book down. "Just go up there and get a...a croissant. And see what happens."

I wasn't hungry, but that was hardly the point. I took in a breath, and I stood up from the chair. I had some small amount of confidence in myself. I was a cute girl, I thought. It wasn't like I'd never had a date...even if it had been a little while. I was in good shape, and I had auburn hair that curled lightly and flowed down the back of my neck. I had a nice smile, and a nice pair of tits, if I must say so. 

I was worth consideration, right?

I walked up to the counter, waiting behind the guy in front of me. Maya got his coffee taken care of in a matter of seconds, and then it was me, stepping up to where he had just stood.

"Hi," Maya said to me, a smile on her face. "What can I get for you?"

"Um," I said profoundly. I glanced over at the bakery case, pretending to consider my options as my face got hot against my will. "I would love...a croissant."

"Sure," Maya said. "Plain, or chocolate?"

I could have sworn she was grinning at me. That wasn't just her normal customer service smile, was it? That was a flirt—the black girl teasing the white girl. Right?

Argh! How could I want something so badly and be this fucking terrible at it?

"Chocolate," I managed to say, and inside, I congratulated myself. If Maya really had been putting something out there in the air, then I was supposed to say 'chocolate.' I was sure of it. I was pretty sure of it. 

Maya smiled at me, and I wondered about it as she went over to the bakery case and crouched down behind it to reach in and get the croissant. I wished I could see her. I wished she was crouching on my face.

Jesus, was I really so horny? I needed to cool it. 

"One chocolate croissant," Maya said, handing it to me in a small, crinkly brown bag. "Anything else I can get you?"

If I'd had any game at all, I would have said something else there besides, "Nope." But I didn't. My game was woefully lacking, and by the time I had paid and gone back to my table, I felt more stupid than I had when I had just been staring at her. 

Not my strongest showing, I thought to myself, setting the bagged pastry down onto the table beside my coffee, then plopping my butt down into the chair. I should have glanced back; seen if Maya was looking at my ass. My ass might have been my best feature. I was thin, and my belly was flat, but I had wide hips. My build gave me, frankly, a nice, round, delicious ass. Something Maya would surely enjoy...right?

I couldn't bring myself to look back at her, so I picked my book up and tried to read for a bit. When I did work up the nerve to look up at her after a few minutes, she wasn't looking at me, just working. I had probably blown it. 

I begrudgingly ate my chocolate croissant, which at least turned out to be delicious. In enjoying the food, it became easier to get lost in my book again, so I turned the pages and thoughts of Maya left my mind—or at least hung out far enough in the back that they weren't too distracting.

After some time, I rubbed my hands together and found them uncomfortably dry. I didn't have lotion with me, but the coffee shop had a little hand pump of lotion in the bathroom, so I bookmarked my spot. I just needed to go get a squirt of lotion, and I wasn't concerned about anybody taking my book. If anything, I was more concerned about them seeing the ridiculous cover, so I put it face-down before I got up.

I glanced at the counter, but Maya wasn't there. She probably had gone to the back to clean some dishes or do some restocking now that the place had died down a little bit. Now someone else was at the front, some guy named Austin, who I was familiar with and who had a long gray eyelash on his left eye that drove me crazy to look at. I just wanted to pluck it.

I gave him a polite smile and moved past the counter, back to the short hallway that led to the bathrooms. 

I don't know why it didn't occur to me to knock. I usually did in these bathrooms; it was a small shop, and they were just single-person bathrooms, not big things with
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