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Synopsis

Ashley O'Sullivan navigates her stifling life as a librarian haunted by Catholic guilt and repressed desire. Trapped between the past of her teenage lesbian encounter with Bree Donovan and her conservative upbringing, she secretly explores sapphic dating apps seeking a lesbian connection. 

A blunt proposition from the enigmatic Velvet Vixen leads Ashley to a reckoning at a queer bar, where she rejects transactional intimacy. This sparks an unexpected journey toward self-acceptance when she meets Kesha—a fiercely confident African American artist who becomes her anchor. 

As Ashley rebuilds her life in Kesha's vibrant lesbian world of chosen family and queer community, she confronts her traumatic past with the church and estranged parents. The story explores Ashley's transformation from an invisible "library mouse" to a sapphic woman embracing unapologetic joy, discovering that true sanctuary lies not in hiding but in defiant love and self-worth.
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Ashley O’Sullivan

The scent of old paper and dust clung to Ashley O'Sullivan like a second skin, a perfume worn thin by fifteen-hour shifts shelving biographies in the hushed, cathedral-like expanse of the New York Public Library. At twenty-five, she moved through the towering stacks with practiced invisibility, her blonde ponytail a flicker of gold against mahogany shelves, her 5'6 frame swallowed by a shapeless cardigan bought to conceal curves she'd been taught were sinful invitations. Beneath the demure facade, her thumb scrolled Kindle pages filled with sapphic whispers—stolen moments between lunch breaks and bathroom stalls, where fictional women touched in ways Ashley's Catholic student hands still trembled to imagine.

Her childhood in Queens had been a tapestry woven with rigid threads: rosary beads at dawn, confessionals smelling of lemon polish and shame, her mother’s voice sharp as a ruler whenever Ashley lingered too long at sleepovers with Bree Donovan. Or the school dances where Ashley and Bree danced the night away. Her mind wandered to one school dance. Ashley remembered the bassline throbbed beneath her worn flats, a phantom heartbeat shaking dust motes from the gymnasium rafters. Her own reflection flashed in the mirrored tiles behind the stage—pale blonde hair escaping its messy bun, cheeks flushed, the scoop neck of her black tank top revealing the swell of her chest. Fifteen felt like standing on a crumbling ledge tonight. The chaperones lingered near the punch bowl, oblivious shadows. Catholic school plaid skirts were abandoned at the door with their rules. Here, under the cheap strobe lights, 

Ashley pressed herself against Bree's thigh with deliberate friction, the worn wood floorboards vibrating underfoot. This wasn't dancing. This was a silent sex written in sweat and movement. Bree's breath hitched against Ashley's temple, warm and smelling faintly of stolen raspberry vodka. Her fingers dug into Ashley's hipbone through thin cotton, possessive. "Still worried about Sister Mary Margaret?" Bree murmured, the words vibrating against skin. 

Ashley shook her head, letting her forehead rest against Bree's collarbone. The bass swallowed everything else—the nervous laughter, the squeak of sneakers, the distant thump of a basketball against a locker outside. This closeness was their secret language, louder than any confession whispered behind the confessional screen. Friends didn't hold each other like this, trembling and urgent. Friends didn't map constellations with their fingertips beneath waistbands in the janitor's closet during third period.

Ashley shifted, pressing deeper. The worn floorboards groaned faintly beneath them, echoing the strain in her own chest. Her tank top clung, damp between her shoulder blades. She wasn't the girl folding her hands neatly during Mass anymore. Here, sweat-slicked and pulsing with the music, she was something else entirely—something hungry. Bree’s thigh was solid beneath hers, an anchor in the swirling chaos of colored lights and pounding rhythm. Ashley tilted her head back, catching Bree’s gaze. Dark eyes, pupils blown wide, reflected the fractured strobe, holding a challenge Ashley met with a deliberate roll of her hips. A low sound escaped Bree, swallowed instantly by the bass.

The chaperones were ghosts near the bleachers, their vigilance blurred by cheap punch and teenage noise. Ashley’s focus narrowed to the heat where their bodies met, the rough seam of Bree’s jeans against her inner thigh. Fifteen felt less like an age and more like a precipice tonight. The casual touch of girls dancing together was camouflage. What pulsed between them was raw, illicit—a stolen communion far removed from the wafer-thin piety of confession. Bree’s fingers tightened, knuckles white against Ashley’s hipbone, pulling her impossibly closer. Ashley’s breath hitched. 

Let’s go to the girl’s bathroom, Bree said pulling Ashley away from the dance floor, her sweat cooling instantly on Ashley’s skin in the drafty hallway. The bass faded behind the heavy gym doors replaced by the hollow echo of their footsteps on linoleum and the sharp chemical tang of industrial cleaner. Ashley's pulse still hammered in her throat a frantic counterpoint to the sudden quiet. Bree didn't let go of her hand fingers interlaced tight as they pushed through the bathroom door into the fluorescent glare.

Bree, with her crooked grin and calloused hands from playing goalkeeper, who’d pressed Ashley against the cold tiles of St. Mary’s Academy bathroom during sophomore year. Ashley still tasted the spearmint gum on Bree’s tongue, felt the electric shock of fingers slipping beneath her waistband, rubbing, fondling and groping as they tongue kissed until Sister Mary Margaret’s shadow fell across them, her gasp echoing like a dropped hymnal. The aftermath was bleach-scrubbed knuckles and tear-stained Hail Mary’s, Bree transferred out by Easter, and Ashley folding that memory into something small and buried deep, like a forbidden prayer card.

Now, tucked into the library’s geology section—far from prying eyes, Ashley’s phone glowed with the garish pink icon of "Her." Her profile picture showed only her hands clutching a dog-eared copy of Virginia Woolf, a coward’s compromise. "Quiet bookworm seeks confident guide," she’d type and retype until her palms grew slick. Below it, hidden behind a password even her nosy brother couldn’t guess, lay the other profile: "Curious Blonde NYC” on Lesbian adult personals.com, where women posted photos of lace-edged lingerie and blunt, hungry captions. Ashley’s own gallery held only a blurred shot of her collarbone, pale above a black satin camisole she bought in a panic at Bloomingdale’s.

Tonight, as rain lashed the library’s great arched windows, Ashley refreshed the apps with the frantic devotion of a supplicant. A notification bloomed—not from "Her," but from the darker corner of her digital double life. The username “Velvet Vixen” had sent a message: Saw your pic. You look like you’d tremble if I pinned you to those shelves. Ashley’s breath hitched, her thumb hovering over the screen as Sister Mary Margaret’s disapproving face flickered behind her eyelids. The scent of old paper suddenly felt suffocating, thick with the ghost of spearmint and shame.

She remembered the rigid silence in the headmistress’s office afterward, her mother’s knuckles white on her purse, the way her father wouldn’t meet her eyes for weeks. They’d framed it as a lapse in virtue, a demon to be scourged with prayer, burying the electric thrill of Bree’s touch beneath layers of guilt. Ashley traced the faded scar on her knuckle—a souvenir from scrubbing bathroom tiles until her skin bled—a physical echo of the internal wound. That night, she’d hidden Bree’s stolen panty inside her mattress, a relic of something wild and obliterated.

“Velvet Vixen’s” profile photo was a shadowed curve of hip beneath crimson lace. Her bio was blunt: “No games. I know what I want.” Ashley imagined those hands, not calloused like Bree’s, but perhaps manicured and strong, pushing her cardigan off her shoulders. The fantasy was a live wire, terrifying and magnetic. She typed a reply, her fingers clumsy: *Maybe I would. Three words that felt like jumping off a cliff. She hit the send key before she could recall them, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

Outside, the storm intensified, thunder shaking the century-old foundations. Ashley pressed her forehead against the cool glass, watching rain blur the city lights into streaks of gold and crimson. Somewhere out there, “Velvet Vixen” existed, a promise, or perhaps another kind of reckoning. The library’s silence deepened around her, no longer a sanctuary, but a vast, waiting space charged with the static of her own terrified longing.

Her phone buzzed again, a reply already. “Meet me”.  Two words, followed by an address downtown: a dive-style bar Ashley knew only from whispered rumors about women dancing and making out. No question, no pleasantry. Just an imperative. Ashley’s thumb trembled over the keyboard, Sister Mary Margaret’s ghostly reprimand warring with the phantom press of Bree’s thigh against hers in that sterile bathroom stall.

The scent of old paper suddenly choked her, not comforting, but cloying, like dried flowers on a grave. She shoved the phone deep into her cardigan pocket, the fabric rough against her knuckles where the scar still lingered. Downstairs, the last patrons were leaving, their umbrellas blooming like dark petals at the entrance. Ashley lingered in the geology aisle, tracing the spine of a book on volcanic formations. Fire beneath stillness. She understood that now.

Closing time echoed through the halls. She didn’t move toward the staff exit. Instead, she walked toward the grand staircase, her steps deliberate on the marble, each one carrying her further from the girl who scrubbed tiles until her hands bled, closer to the woman who’d typed maybe I would. Rain lashed the windows, reflecting her pale, determined face back at her stranger staring out from the glass.

The address “Velvet Vixen” sent pulsed in her mind: The Cubby Hole, A cozy and communal bar known for its unique decor and friendly atmosphere, where it's easy to strike up conversation and more, much more.

Ashley pushed through the heavy library doors into the downpour, her umbrella snapping inside out at once. She abandoned it in an overflowing trash can, letting rain plaster blonde strands to her cheeks as she hurried toward the subway, the address a neon sign blinking behind her eyes. The humid stench of the underground station—wet concrete, stale urine, and pretzels—was a jarring counterpoint to the library’s hushed sanctity. She gripped a damp pole on the crowded train, acutely aware of every accidental brush against her hip or shoulder, her body humming with a terrified anticipation that felt dangerously close to the illicit thrill of Bree’s fingers beneath her skirt.

The Cubby Hole’s entrance was unassuming, tucked between a bodega and a vintage record shop, marked only by a small, rain-slicked sign depicting a cartoon badger peeking from a hollow log. Inside, the air was thick with the warm, yeasty scent of beer, layered with perfume and the damp wool of coats. Ashley hesitated on the threshold, her cheap cardigan dripping onto the floor. Her gaze swept the space it was eclectic, chaotic, and colorful with a ceiling covered in an abundance of items like Japanese lanterns, model airplanes, glittering disco balls, and souvenirs from customers. It looked like a thrift shop after Mardi Gras.  The overall effect is a cozy, friendly, and lively dive bar that feels like a second living room to some of its patrons

Ashley scanned the crowded bar, her heart hammering against her ribs. Near a corner booth draped in strings of fairy lights, a woman watched her. She was older, maybe in her mid-thirties, with sharp cheekbones and dark, choppy hair that fell across one eye. Her lips painted a deep, bruise-like plum, curved into a slow, knowing smile as she lifted a tumbler of amber liquid in silent acknowledgment. “Velvet Vixen”. The name pulsed in Ashley’s mind, suddenly terrifyingly real. The woman wore a simple black turtleneck, but the way it clung to her shoulders and the deliberate arch of her neck radiated a confidence Ashley could only dream of possessing. She felt instantly transparent, her borrowed courage evaporating like rainwater on hot pavement

The woman gestured toward the empty space beside her with a tilt of her chin. Ashley’s feet moved before her mind could protest, navigating the press of bodies and the low thrum of conversation. The scent of expensive perfume—something smoky and resinous—cut through the beer and wool as Ashley slid onto the bench. Up close, “Velvet Vixen’s” eyes were a startling shade of grey, cool and assessing, holding none of the warmth Ashley desperately craved. "Ashley," the woman said, her voice a low, smooth contralto. It wasn't a question. "I'm Mara."

Ashley’s fingers twisted in the damp hem of her cardigan. The silence stretched, thick with the unspoken weight of Ashley’s inexperience. Mara didn’t fill it. She simply watched, her gaze drifting pointedly to Ashley’s throat where her pulse fluttered visibly beneath pale skin. Ashley remembered the blurry collarbone photo, suddenly feeling absurdly exposed. "You're... not what I expected," Ashley stammered, instantly regretting the juvenile admission.

Mara leaned forward, forearms resting on the scarred tabletop, her grey eyes sharpening. "Listen," she said, her voice dropping to a murmur that somehow cut through the bar's din. "We're both women here. I'm here because I want it." Her plum-stained lips curved into something predatory. "And I bet you ache for it." She paused, letting the crude implication hang. "Let's ditch this place. Go to mine. We can sixty-nine each other." The vulgarity landed like a physical blow, stripping away any pretense of romance or connection Ashley had secretly woven into her fantasies.

Ashley recoiled as if scalded, the bench suddenly abrasive against her thighs. The spearmint ghost of Bree vanished, replaced by Sister Mary Margaret’s icy disapproval and the suffocating scent of bleach-scrubbed tiles. This wasn't the confident guide she’d imagined; it was a transaction, blunt and bruising. Her voice, when it finally came, was a thin, trembling thread. "No," she whispered, then stronger, pushing herself upright, her cheap cardigan catching on the booth's edge. "I'm sorry. You're... not my type." The lie tasted bitter, a shield against the sudden, crushing disappointment that hollowed her chest.

Mara’s plum-stained lips flattened into a hard line, her grey eyes narrowing with cold amusement. "Your loss, little mouse," she murmured, swirling her drink dismissively as Ashley stumbled away from the booth. The fairy lights overhead seemed to mock her retreat, casting garish shadows on the laughing faces around her. Ashley wove through the humid press of bodies; shoulders hunched against the phantom weight of Velvet Vixen’s predatory stare. The vibrant chatter now felt jarring, the pulsing music a relentless assault. She needed air, needed the quiet sanctuary of her cramped Queens apartment, needed to bury this raw, foolish hope again.

Outside, the rain softened to a misty drizzle, painting the neon signs in watery streaks of color. Ashley leaned against the damp brick wall beside the record shop, breathing in the wet pavement scent, trying to steady the tremor in her hands. The rejection stung, sharp and humiliating, but beneath it simmered something unexpected: defiance. Mara hadn’t been wrong about the ache Ashley did crave it, but she wanted more than crude mechanics. She wanted the lingering glances, the shared laughter, the slow unraveling described in her lesbian Kindle novels. The fantasy hadn’t shattered; it had crystallized.

At lunch, hunched over tuna salad in a staff break room smelling of burnt coffee, Ashley scrolled Velvet Vixen’s profile. Photos showed a woman with razor-sharp cheekbones and eyes like smoked glass, draped in leather against graffiti-scarred walls. Her bio read: No virgins. No nuns. Ashley’s thumb hovered over the block button, then stopped. Last night’s encounter at The Chubby Hole, a lesbian dive bar where she’d nursed a single cider for two hours, flashed before her. A stocky brunette had bought her a shot, then slid a hand up her thigh with all the subtlety of a bulldozer. Ashley had fled to the bathroom, shaking. Women could be crass too, it seemed. Just like men.

At lunch, Ashley fled to Gasoline Alley in NoHo, craving an iced coffee to jolt her spiraling thoughts. Rain slicked the pavement as she clutched her iced coffee, replaying the Chubby Hole encounter, the brunette’s invasive grip, the sticky bathroom floor tiles under her knees when she’d hidden. She didn’t see the uneven cobblestone. Her ankle twisted, the cup flew, and cold liquid arched through the air before drenching a pair of oxblood Dr. Martens. Ashley hit the ground hard, palms scraping concrete.

"Jesus”, came a voice above her, sharp but amused. Ashley looked up, rain plastering blonde strands to her cheeks. The woman stood framed by graffiti-streaked brick, mocha brown skin glowing against a mustard-yellow trench coat, dreadlocks coiled like crown braids. Her Docs gleamed with coffee runoff. Ashley scrambled onto her knees, already tugging her cardigan sleeve over her hand. "I’m so sorry, I’m catastrophically clumsy" she stammered, swiping frantically at the leather.

A manicured hand caught her wrist. "Stop baptizing my boots in cheap cardigan, girl." The woman, Kesha, she leaned and cocked her head. "These cost a hundred forty bucks. You are paying for dry cleaning?" Up close, her eyes held flecks of amber in the brown, and Ashley felt pinned by their intensity. Something coiled low in her belly familiar yet terrifying. Not “Velvet Vixen’s” predatory smirk, but a warm, assessing gaze that saw her trembling. "Name?" Kesha prompted, not unkindly.

Ashley swallowed. "Ashley." The name felt too small under that gaze. Kesha’s lips quirked. "Ashley who spills coffee and worships Docs. Gotcha." She hauled Ashley up effortlessly, her grip firm but not bruising. Rain slicked Ashley’s knees, stinging the scrapes. Kesha didn’t release her hand. "Dry cleaner’s two blocks. Walk with me?"

Inside the humid shop smelling sharply of chemicals, Kesha leaned against the counter while Ashley fumbled with her wallet. "Keep it," Kesha waved her off as Ashley offered crumpled bills. "Just promise not to drown any more footwear." Her laugh was low, melodic, utterly disarming. Ashley noticed the silver septum ring glinting faintly, the geometric tattoo peeking from Kesha’s collar. Kesha was tall, maybe 5’9, large breasts and totally hot. Nothing like Velvet Vixen’s curated menace. This felt... real.

Outside, rain softened to mist. Kesha lit a clove cigarette, the spice cutting through wet pavement smells. "So, Ashley," she exhaled smoke in a thoughtful plume. "You always apologize this much?" The question wasn’t mocking. It probed gently, like turning a page. Ashley flushed, twisting her damp cardigan sleeve. "Only when I ruin expensive shoes," she murmured, then dared a glance upward. Kesha’s gaze held hers, steady, curious. No traps. Just open water.

They walked without direction, past bodegas steaming with lunchtime heat. Kesha talked about her graphic design gig, her cat’s obsession with chewing charging cables. Ordinary things. Yet Ashley’s pulse thrummed at the way Kesha’s hand brushed hers when gesturing, the warmth radiating from her mustard coat. At Houston Street, Kesha paused. "My studio’s that way." She nodded toward a converted loft building. "You?"

"The library." Ashley gestured vaguely downtown. Silence stretched, thick with
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