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Chapter 1

   
 Ashton Levengood took a deep breath and wiped her hands on her shorts as she stood outside the kitchen of her parents’ house. After spending the first eighteen years of her life blissfully oblivious to the fact that she was gay, and the next four years of college grappling with the fact that she might like women, she was ready to come out to her family. Right now. In the middle of her college graduation party (if it could really be called a party, since it was only her family). The only person who knew she was gay (aside from her roommate who got the point when Ashton tried to kiss her after years of apparently reading the signals completely wrong) was her best friend, Lily. Honestly, aside from Lily and her family, there really wasn’t anyone else she found necessary to tell. It’s not that she was a hermit exactly. Ashton just wasn’t overly social. She was awkward and shy, and it took a lot for her to open up to people.  
 She willed her legs to move and walked into the kitchen where her family was eating cake. She cleared her throat once, gaining zero attention because of how soft it was, then did it again, much louder, and gulped when all four people looked up from their cake to stare at her. She stood there, completely frozen, suddenly unable to push out the words that she had been practicing inside her head for hours.  
 “What is it, dear?” her mom asked, placing her cake on the table to walk over to Ashton and run a hand up and down her arm. Her eyes were full of concern as she waited for Ashton to respond. “Is something wrong?”  
 “No…” Ashton cleared her throat. “I just umm… I really need to tell you all something.”  
 Her mom continued to stare, but Ashton’s attention was torn from her by the sound of her older sister, Brynn, clapping her hands together. She looked across the room to find Brynn’s perfectly manicured fingers clamped together and her red lips pursed into a tight, but excited, smile. Ashton and her sister might have been the spitting image of each other, with their long brown hair and bright blue eyes, but that was where the similarities ended. Her sister, who was older than Ashton by three years, always looked put together. Not one piece of her wavy hair out of place. Makeup impeccable. Fashion sense on point. Ashton wasn’t messy by any means. She just preferred ponytails and comfort over trying to impress others.  
 “Oh my God. Is this finally the big moment?” Brynn squealed.  
 “Big moment?” What the hell was she talking about? 

 “You’re finally going to come out, aren’t you?”  
 Leave it to Brynn to just blurt out the biggest news of Ashton’s entire life. How did she even know? It’s not like she had told her sister she was gay. She never even told her she was questioning.  
 “Is that what this is, sweetheart?” her mom asked softly, squeezing her arm gently, the way she always did when she wanted to show her support. “You can just say it. You wouldn’t be telling us something we don’t already know.”  
 Ashton looked over to where her dad was nodding. Even her brother, Oliver, still in high school, and not one to be overly invested in her life, shrugged his shoulders as if to say this wasn’t news to him either.  
 “You all knew?” She looked around at her whole family once again. “For how long?”  
 “For at least fifteen years,” her mom answered nonchalantly, as if the fact that she knew her daughter was gay over ten years before Ashton even started questioning it, wasn’t crazy at all.  
 “Sounds about right,” Brynn added.  
 Ashton rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, you can’t tell me you’ve known I was gay since you were ten.”  
 Brynn looked toward the ceiling as if she was considering this, then smirked at Ashton. “No, I’d say that fits. I tried to do your nails and you cried.”  
 Ashton scoffed. “You tied me to a chair. Of course I cried.”  
 Brynn laughed and shook her head. “Classic.” 
 Ashton’s mom squeezed her arm once more. “I think what we’re all trying to say, honey, is that we don’t care who you love. We just want you to be happy.”  
 Her dad opened his arms, a huge grin on his face, as he walked over to where Ashton and her mom stood. “Group hug.”  
 Brynn jumped out of her chair, clearly eager to join in, and even Oliver came over with only mild coaxing from their dad. Before Ashton could escape, her whole family had her wrapped up in a tight embrace. Now it seemed silly that she was ever nervous to tell them. Of course they would be okay with it. That’s how her family was. Overly supportive to the point that it was almost annoying. She just hoped they didn’t push this too much.  
 Of course, that wish wasn’t going to come true. As soon as she was released from the hug and could finally breathe again, Brynn looked at her with wide eyes and wiggled her eyebrows. “So, do you have a girlfriend?”  
 “Is it Lily?” her mom added excitedly.  

What the hell? “Lily? She’s not even gay. No, I don’t have a girlfriend. I… I never have.”  
 “We definitely need to change that.” Brynn had the look in her eye that told Ashton she was on a mission. And this was definitely a mission she wanted no part of. “So, what’s your type? Butch? Femme? Lipstick? Chapstick?”  
 Ashton’s head was spinning now. All she wanted to do was share this part of herself with her family and hopefully move on. “What? I… I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”  
 Brynn shook her head and scrunched up her nose as if she was disgusted. “You’re a terrible gay person. Don’t worry though. Your big sis is here to help.” Her eyes lit up as if she suddenly had an idea. “Oh my God. One of my former students was telling me about a Pride festival about forty-five minutes from here. It’s the first time they are doing it, and her college is making a big deal out of it because it's apparently in memory of someone who went there.”  
 She grabbed her phone out of her pocket and began rapidly typing away. “Ah! There it is! The First Annual Live Like Willow Pride Festival. Melsborough, New Jersey.” She held her phone so close to Ashton’s face, there was no way she was going to be able to actually read it. “It’s the first weekend in June. We should go.” 
 “I think that sounds wonderful,” her mom chimed in before Ashton could answer.  
 She opened her mouth to tell them it wasn’t necessary, but was cut off by her dad. “We should do it as a family.”  
 Ashton was sure her brother would disagree, so she was surprised when he nodded his head emphatically. “I could ask Lucas to go. I don’t think he’s ever been to one.”  
 At this point, Ashton was so confused. Why was her brother so excited about a family day at Pride and why would he invite his best friend? “Why would Lucas want to go?”  
 Oliver laughed as if she had just told a joke. “Do you have the worst gaydar in the world or something? Lucas is gay.”  
 Ashton was starting to believe she must since she had no idea about Lucas and had learned about herself much later than the rest of her family. “We really don’t have to do that.” Honestly, the thought of going to Pride made her nervous. Like a break out in hives level of anxiety.  
 Ashton’s dad patted her on the shoulder. “We know we don’t have to, but we want to. We’re your family, and we want to support you.”  
 “I just…” Deep down, Ashton knew why the idea of going to Pride made her so nervous. She was worried it was just another place she wouldn’t fit in. And who doesn’t fit in at Pride? That’s exactly what it’s all about. “I just don’t know if I’m gay enough for Pride. I’ve only like… half kissed one girl in my whole life.”  
 Ashton knew how dumb those words sounded as soon as they were out of her mouth, and she hoped her family would just ignore them and move on. The smirk on Brynn’s face and the way she stared at Ashton in amusement as she tilted her head to one side, told her that wasn’t going to happen.  
 “I’m not even going to try to figure out how you half kiss someone, but I can tell you that how many girls you kiss is not a measure of how gay you are. If it was, I would be very, very gay.”  
 When her dad and brother both groaned at the same time, Brynn threw her hands in the air and rolled her eyes at them. “Oh, come on, it’s college. Grow up.” Much too quickly, her attention was back on Ashton. “What do you say, sis? Ready to throw on some glitter and go to Pride?”  

Glitter? “I don’t… I don’t think I do glitter.”  
 Brynn looked at her as if she had suddenly grown five more heads. “You’re gay. All gay people do glitter.” She put one hand on her forehead and shook the other in the air. “Fine. Even if it has to be sans glitter, can we please go to Pride?”  
 As everyone in her family anxiously awaited her answer, Ashton knew she couldn’t say no. Because, there was one place she would always fit in. It was right here with these four crazy people. The four people who wanted to do this for her. “Fine. I’ll go.”  
 Brynn giggled as she clapped her hands together. “That’s perfect, because I actually just came up with an even better idea. Picture this.” Brynn brought her hands together and moved them apart as if she was presenting a sign. “Pride tour. I think…” She put one finger in the air before typing furiously into her phone. “Aha. Yes. Philadelphia and New York City Pride are two different weekends and neither conflicts with Melsborough. That takes care of three out of four weekends in June. We just have to find one more to go to.”  
 A Pride event every weekend? Ashton was hoping to crawl out of the closet, not ride out on a rainbow unicorn.  
 “I love that idea,” her mom squealed, the pitch so high it made Ashton’s ears ring.  
 Her dad gave her a knowing smile before looking at her sister. “Maybe we should give the first one a try and then decide from there.”  
 “Fine, but I’m keeping my calendar open.”  
 Ashton’s dad brought his hand to his mouth and giggled as if he was a middle school girl who’d just heard juicy gossip. “Me too.”  
 God, these people were infuriating, and Ashton loved them so much.  
   






Chapter 2

  
 “Welcome to the Live Like Willow Pride Festival,” Brynn announced as they walked up to the streets that were blocked off and filled with booths, most of which were adorned with some type of rainbow. “Or as I like to call it—my little sister’s first step into the world of lesbians.”  
 Ashton visibly cringed. Why did her sister have to be like this? It was bad enough that she had rubbed roll-on body glitter that looked like it was straight out of the nineties, all over Ashton’s body. Now she was making a scene. Except, she really wasn’t. Other than their family, no one else was paying attention to her.  
 Ashton took a deep breath. This was going to be fun. In some ways, Brynn was right. This was a step toward her fully embracing who she was. The chance to finally be herself, now that she felt like she knew who that was.  
 “So, what do we do now?” Ashton asked as she looked around, taking in all of the girls holding hands with girls, and boys holding hands with boys. It really was an amazing sight. She didn’t know when she would feel as comfortable as everyone else attending seemed to be, but it gave her hope seeing people living and loving so loudly.  
 Brynn walked in front of her, turning around to talk to her as if she was a tour guide. “Most Pride festivals will have a parade, but with this being the first year for this one, I read that they aren’t doing that. There’s going to be a ton of gay shit to look at and buy though, and if I had to guess, probably some type of gay performer or something.” Her eyes went wide and her face lit up. “Oh my God! I hope there’s a drag show.”  
 “How do you know so much about Pride?” Ashton asked as they got closer to the festival.  
 “I’ve been to Philly Pride twice and New York City Pride once,” Brynn said with a matter-of-fact tone, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “How do you not know any of this?”  
 Ashton’s dad put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her tightly up against him. “Take it easy on your sister, Brynn. This is all new to her. People who are in the closet tend to avoid things that could associate them with the LGBTQ community because it scares them.” He gave Ashton a sheepish grin. “At least, that’s what I read.”  

He had read up on being gay? For her? God, that was sweet. Instead of responding, Ashton leaned in closer to her dad, feeling protected by him the same way she had as a little girl.  
 He must have heard her unspoken words because he squeezed her arm and placed a quick kiss on top of her head. “Maybe we should ease into things by getting some food first. I saw some picnic tables just down the road a little way. Let’s all grab some food and meet over there, then we can discuss our plans for the day.”  
 Ashton was happy when her family branched out in different directions, giving her a moment to breathe while she grabbed a hot dog and soda. A few minutes later, they all reconvened at the picnic table her dad had pointed out.  
 Her mom shook her head as she sat down across from Ashton. “I was just reading about the girl this festival is in memory of. I had no idea she passed away when she was only thirty-one years old.” She put her hand over her chest, and Ashton thought she might start to cry. “And you’ll never believe how she died. She was—” 
 Brynn cut their mom off by throwing a fry at her. “Huh-uh. I’m gonna stop you right there. Today is all about rainbows and happiness. No sad shit.” 
 Ashton’s dad picked up the fry that was now lying in front of her mom and waved it at Brynn. “No throwing fries at your mother.” He popped the fry into his mouth and winked. “And stop saying shit.” 
 “I’m sorry, Dad,” Brynn said softly, almost sounding sincere before she broke into laughter. “I’m so fucking sorry.”  
 Her dad just laughed and shook his head, putting an arm around Ashton’s shoulders once again. “Your sister is going to be the death of me. Think we can find someone to marry her off to today so I can finally be free of her?”  
 “Sorry, Daddio,” Brynn said with a singsong voice. “Not today. Today is all about finding some lady-loving for my sister.”  
 As if on cue, Ashton, her dad, and brother simultaneously choked on the food they were eating. “Come on, Brynn,” Oliver groaned. “I don’t want to think about that.”  
 “Why? Are you homophobic?” Brynn asked teasingly.  
 Oliver looked over at his best friend, then back at Brynn. “Obviously not. I don’t want to think of any sort of loving from anyone toward either of you. It’s gross.”  
 “Oh, grow up.” Brynn rolled her eyes and stood from the table, reaching her hand toward Ashton. “Come on, Ash. Since the rest of the family can’t seem to handle the truth, we need some sister time.” She looked back at the rest of their family. “We’ll call you guys when we’re ready to meet back up. Have fun!”  
 She pulled Ashton away from the table before anyone had a chance to protest. Ashton had no choice but to follow after her sister. “You were just saying all of that to bug Dad and Oliver, right?  
 “Saying what?” The way Brynn smirked told Ashton she knew exactly what she was talking about.  
 “You know. What you were saying at the table a minute ago.”  
 Brynn cackled. “Do you have an issue with the words lady-loving?”  
 Ashton could feel her face turning red. God. Why did her sister have to be like this? She stared down at her scuffed up sneakers. “No. It’s just a weird way to put it. Plus… I’m… I’m not looking for that right now.”  
 She thought back to kissing her very gay, very out and proud roommate, after years of her flirting relentlessly with Ashton. She thought about how their lips had just barely grazed, when her roommate playfully pushed her away, laughing as she did. She remembered exactly how her voice sounded when she said, “Oh sweetie… you’re cute and all, but I’m not here to coach rookies.” 


How embarrassing. Ashton wasn’t having another experience like that anytime soon. She was fine navigating these new waters alone for a while.  
 Her sister’s laugh brought her back from her unfortunate daydreams. “What’s the point of being out if you’re not going to get it on?”  
 Ashton shrugged. Why was her sister so crass? “I don’t know. I guess so I can finally feel like myself for once.”  
 Brynn stopped laughing and the smile on her face became sweet and sincere. She draped an arm over Ashton’s shoulders. “Have I mentioned how happy I am for you? I know I give you a hard time, but I mean it. I’m glad you’re feeling comfortable in your own skin.” Brynn’s eyes caught something in the distance and her smile became deviant. “Speaking of skin, I just found the perfect thing for your bedroom.”  
 She led Ashton over to a stand filled with paintings of naked women, most of them naked women with other women. Ashton could barely believe her eyes. She had never seen art like that before, and it almost felt wrong to even look at it.  
 Brynn bumped her hip against Ashton’s. “Why are you staring at the ground? These are such fine pieces of art. That’s a grade A p—” Brynn stopped as if she had changed her mind about what she was about to say. “Paint job.”  
 Ashton had no idea why Brynn had chosen to hold back this time until she heard another voice. “Like what you see?”  
 Ashton slowly moved her eyes from the ground, and she most certainly did like what she saw. The girl standing in front of her was about her height and had shoulder-length black hair and flawless creamy skin. She was wearing bright red lipstick and just a touch of black eyeliner. Her outfit was splattered in paint with all of the colors of the rainbow, too perfectly to be done by accident. She had at least four tattoos that Ashton could see, one of which was the word proud going into a rainbow flag on the inside of her wrist.  
 The smirk on her face caused a dimple to form in her right cheek, and it might have been the cutest thing Ashton had ever seen. That smile grew even bigger, and it took Ashton a minute to realize that was probably because she was staring.  
 Brynn cleared her throat as if she was trying to get Ashton’s attention, but it was no use. She was frozen in place like a complete idiot.  
 Brynn elbowed her in the side and laughed. “I think it’s safe to say that she very much likes what she sees.” She stuck out her hand to the hot mystery woman. “I’m Brynn, and this is my very awkward, but also very, very, gay sister, Ashton.”  
 The hot mystery woman shook Brynn’s hand. “I’m Dakota, and I am also very, very, gay.” She motioned toward the table. “In case you couldn’t already tell.”  
 “So, you’re an artist?” Ashton asked. Of course the first words she was finally able to force out of her mouth had to form the dumbest, most obvious question in the world.  
 Dakota subtly lifted one eyebrow at the same time she not-so-subtly ran her eyes over Ashton’s body. “Among other things, yes. Why do you ask? Are you looking to model?”  
 Ashton practically choked on her own saliva at the mention of modeling for the type of paintings Dakota did. Her cheeks heated, and she was sure they must be as red as the shirt she was wearing, which was confirmed by the way her sister was snickering beside her. “Oh… um… that’s… uh… really cool, but I like just came out, and I’m not really umm… I mean, I’m flattered and all… but…” She let her words trail off because even she had no idea what she was saying at this point.  
 Luckily, Dakota seemed to be amused by her ramblings, that one dimple getting deeper the more Ashton rambled. “You do know that I don’t only paint naked women, right? I just meant you’d make a good muse. Fully clothed of course.” She followed her words with a wink, and Ashton just about passed out. 
 Seriously, why was this girl even talking to her right now? “Do you live around here?” Ashton asked, trying to change the direction of the conversation so she could hopefully stop making a fool of herself.  
 Dakota nodded. “I live about fifteen minutes from here in East Pine. I grew up in Maryland but went to EPU because they have a good art program. I love the area so much that after I graduated three years ago, I decided to stay.”  
 Of course she was older than Ashton. Older. Cooler. Hotter. Completely out of her league. Not that it mattered anyway, she reminded herself. She wasn’t looking for anything or anyone right now.  
 “I’ve heard great things about East Pine,” Brynn said when Ashton remained silent. “One of my former students was a freshman there this year. She was the one who told us about Pride. Apparently the university has been making a big deal about it.”  
 Dakota’s smile dropped slightly, and she ran her hand across the table. “Yeah. Willow Stone’s death two years ago hit this town and the university really hard. She definitely made her mark. I’m glad her wife and best friend were able to put this together in her memory.” 
 “Did you know her?” Ashton asked, since apparently all she was able to contribute to this conversation were questions.  
 Dakota stuck her hands in the pockets of her shorts and rocked back and forth. “Not personally. I owe her a ton though. She’s the whole reason I came to East Pine. She worked for EPU when I was in high school, and she was at one of the college fairs I went to. The way she talked about the school left no question in my mind that was where I wanted to go. No wonder everyone seems to have loved her so much. There was definitely something special about her.” She took her hands back out of her pockets and fixed one of her paintings that was starting to tip over. “Anyway, enough of the sad stuff. Today is supposed to be all about living life, happy and proud.”  
 “Well, on a happier note, your art really is beautiful.” There was no trace of Brynn’s usual sarcasm as she stared at the paintings in front of them, but Ashton knew that was about to change when a wide grin spread across her face. “I’m trying to convince my sister to buy one to put in her room, but I think they might be a bit too overstimulating for her.”  
 Oh, Ashton was going to kill her for that one. She dared to peek at Dakota and much to her surprise, her face had the slightest hint of blush on it. It disappeared just as quickly as it had appeared, and she reached down to pick up one of her business cards that was lying on the table. She held it between her fingers and handed it over to Ashton. “I’ll make you a little deal. If you do want an original work of mine, just reach out and let me know. I’ll be sure to make an extra special piece just for you.”  

What the hell was that supposed to mean? Ashton waited for the punchline where Dakota made some kind of joke about painting a character from a children’s show, since Ashton was clearly such a prude. When it didn’t come, she forced herself to speak. “Cool. Maybe I’ll do that.” She held her hand up in some sort of awkward half wave and tripped over her feet as she began to back away. “We better get back to our family though. It was nice to meet you.”  
 She walked away so fast, it took a minute before Brynn finally caught up to her. “Slow down, sis. Where’s the fire?” Brynn started to laugh, and Ashton knew exactly what was coming. “Except for maybe in…”  
 Ashton put her hand up to stop her. “Do not even think about finishing that sentence.”  
 Brynn stepped in front of her and crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”  
 Ashton crossed her arms as well and glared at her sister. “You were going to say the fire was in my pants.”  
 Brynn dropped her arms. “Okay, so you do know what I was going to say.” Her shit-eating grin came back as she wiggled her eyebrows. “It’s true though, right? You have a thing for Hot Artist? You want to feel her brush strokes on your skin?”  
 Ashton shook her head. “I…” She cleared her throat. “I’m not looking for any of that right now.”  
 “That’s too bad. She was definitely interested.”  
 It was sweet that her sister somehow believed she could get a girl like that, but she couldn’t be more wrong. “She was just being nice. It’s literally her job. That’s how she sells her art.”  
 Brynn pointed back toward the table. “Did you see those paintings? That girl doesn’t need to flirt with someone to sell her art.”  
 Ashton knew that was true. Her paintings really were beautiful. They weren’t something she would hang up in her room, but she could appreciate the talent it took to make them. Still, she was sure Dakota was just being nice. Either way, it didn’t matter. It’s not like they would see each other again.  
 Ashton was so caught up in her own thoughts, she didn’t even realize they were now standing with the rest of their family.  
 “Guess what?” Brynn said as she bounced up and down. She hitched her thumb toward Ashton. “She got hit on. The girl who hit on her was a major hottie too. She even gave Ashton her card.”  
 Her dad’s eyes went wide, and he began to bounce just like Brynn. “Are you going to call her?”  
 “It was her business card. I don’t even know if there was a phone number on there. It might have just been her social media information.” Ashton shrugged. Why did her family have to make this into such a big deal? “She was just being nice.”  
 “But, really, how hot are we talking?” her brother asked.  
 Brynn nodded her head down the block. “Follow me and you can see for yourself.”  
 Much to Ashton’s embarrassment, her whole family followed after Brynn. “No. We really don’t have to do this. I’ll just pull up a picture on my phone. I’m sure she has one on social media.”  
 “Don’t worry, sweetie, we’ll be discreet,” her mom promised, but that did nothing to stop Ashton’s anxiety. She had never seen her family be discreet over anything.  
 Brynn very non-discreetly pointed toward the table in the distance. “She’ll be the one at the table with all of the paintings of naked women. Black hair. Just sneak a peek as we walk past.”  
 Apparently, no one in her family understood what sneak a peek meant since they all very blatantly stared at Dakota as they walked past. Her parents both gave her a thumbs up in approval and even her brother whispered, “Dude, she really is hot.”  
 Luckily, Dakota was too busy talking to a potential customer to notice. At least, that’s what Ashton thought, until she looked past the people she was talking to, right at Ashton and flashed her the sexiest wink ever. Ashton responded by tripping over her own feet and hitting the pavement with a loud thud. Thank God she would never see this girl again. 


 







Chapter 3


 

 Ashton sprawled across her bed as she stared down at her phone, the words Dakota Douglass Art popping out at her from the top of the Instagram page she had just opened. Only two days after Pride, and she had already let her curiosity get the better of her. In the short time that had passed, she had somehow convinced herself that maybe Dakota wasn’t as pretty as she remembered. As she scrolled through her page now, that theory was completely discredited. Dakota was stunning, and so was her art work.  
 She wasn’t lying when she said she didn’t only paint naked women, and Ashton was captivated by the dozens of paintings of sunrises, sunsets, flowers, and trees. What captivated her even more were the pictures of Dakota. The smile that had turned her into a blubbering idiot at Pride seemed to shine even brighter in pictures. Everything about her radiated warmth and comfort.  
 She was so lost in Dakota’s world that she didn’t even hear the door to her room open and close. She also didn’t realize her best friend had entered until she threw herself onto the bed next to Ashton. “Whatcha looking at?” she asked, as she tried to sneak a peak over Ashton’s shoulder.  
 Ashton quickly closed out of Instagram before Lily could see, and shoved the phone deep inside her pocket. “Nothing important.”  
 Lily lifted one perfectly plucked eyebrow at Ashton, her luscious blonde curls falling halfway down her back, as she rested her head on her hand to stare at her. It was still a mystery to Ashton how those she was closest to were so completely opposite to her. She was never just Ashton Levengood. She was either Brynn’s little sister, Oliver’s big sister, or Lily’s best friend. Her brother and sister didn’t really have a choice in the matter, but Ashton often wondered why Lily remained so close to her. Sure, they had been friends from the time they were in diapers, but Lily had grown up to be the hot popular blonde cheerleader, while Ashton remained her gangly awkward sidekick.  
 Except, just like her brother and sister, Lily never saw her that way. No matter how popular Lily became, Ashton was always her number one. Even going to college at different ends of the state wasn’t enough to destroy their friendship, the two of them getting closer than ever while they were away.  
 Lily’s eyebrow dropped as she studied Ashton’s face, clearly just waiting for her to break. “This is about the girl, isn’t it? 
 “What girl?” Ashton hadn’t mentioned anything to Lily about Dakota, so that couldn’t possibly be who she was talking about.  
 “Hot Artist.” She pointed her thumb toward the door. “Your sister filled me in on all the details when I got here.”  

Of course she did. “Did she happen to tell you about how I completely embarrassed myself in front of this girl?”  
 Lily shrugged then fell onto her back. “She told me you were your usual Ashton self—tripping over your words and your feet, but that’s not anything to be embarrassed about. I bet this girl found it endearing.”  
 Only her best friend could honestly believe that someone would find that endearing. “I highly doubt that,” she said with a snort.  
 “So, are you going to message her?” Lily asked, as if she actually believed it would lead anywhere.  
 Ashton shook her head. “Absolutely not. Why would I? She lives in New Jersey.”  
 “And you live in Pennsylvania.” Lily laughed. “Isn’t that essentially like being next door neighbors when you’re lesbians?”  
 “Oh, shut up,” Ashton said with a laugh as she playfully shoved her shoulder against Lily’s. “I’m just not ready, okay?” she said, her voice now much more quiet.  
 Lily stopped laughing and studied her once again. “Is this about what happened with Jane?”  

Ugh, why did it always have to go back to that dreaded moment with her roommate? Actually, Ashton knew why it did, because that’s exactly where this all stemmed from. She couldn’t imagine putting herself out there again after she had read the signals so wrong the last time around.  
 “It’s loosely related,” Ashton lied.  
 Lily groaned. “Jane was awful. That girl led you on throughout college just so she could turn you down. It was ridiculous.”  
 Now Ashton groaned. “Ridiculously embarrassing.”  
 “Whatever. Just know that no matter what happens with Art Hottie, I’m proud of you.”  
 “Why?”  
 “You went to Pride. I know that’s outside of your comfort zone.”  
 Before Ashton could answer, Brynn burst through her bedroom door. “Speaking of going outside of your comfort zone…” 
 Ashton quickly sat up. “Do you just sit outside my room listening in for the perfect time to interrupt?”  
 “I just happened to be walking by.” Brynn shrugged before walking over to the bed and sitting down beside Ashton and Lily. “I think we should rent a hotel in Philly on Saturday and go out in the Gayborhood, sans parents and brother obviously. They can meet up with us on Sunday.”  
 “The Gayborhood?” Ashton had no idea what her sister was rambling on about.  
 Brynn rolled her eyes. “You’re the worst gay person in the whole world. We live an hour outside of Philly. How have you never heard of the Gayborhood?” 
 “I’m not sure why I would have.”  
 Brynn looked over at Lily. “Have you?”  
 Lily nodded emphatically. “Oh yeah! I’ve been out there multiple times since turning twenty-one. Well, and before turning twenty-one, thanks to my perfect fake ID. It’s the best place to go out in the city.”  
 Brynn clapped her hands together. “You should come with us. Are you free this weekend?”  
 “I am, actually. That would be awesome if you don’t mind me crashing.”  
 At that very moment, Mr. Levengood peeked his head into the room. “We should all go. Make a whole weekend out of it. Of course, you girls can go out on your own at night, but we could do family stuff during the day.”  
 Ashton threw her hands in the air, but couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “Does no one in this family mind their own business?”  
 Brynn scoffed as if that was a stupid question. “Obviously not.” She looked at Ashton with wide, hopeful eyes. “So, what do you say? Can we do it?”  
 Ashton couldn’t say no to her sister when she looked so excited about the prospect of taking her to her first gay bar. Plus, a night out with her two best friends didn’t sound so bad. “Let’s do it.”  
   
 *** 
   
 After spending the day walking around the city with her family and waiting way too long for Lily and Brynn to get ready, at ten o’clock, they were finally walking into Ashton’s first ever gay bar. The music was loud and the dance floor already extremely crowded as they made their way up to the second floor of the bar.  
 Brynn ordered drinks for all of them while Ashton stood back and took in the scene. Just like being at Pride, it was incredible to see everyone living so freely and authentically. Even though it was still scary for her, she was ready to live that way too.  
 After a few minutes, Brynn nudged her in the side and handed her a drink. “It’s going to taste fruity and delicious, but take it slow. These drinks are strong.”  
 Her sister’s definition of taking it slow and Ashton’s were very different, and even though she was drinking at a much slower pace than both Brynn and Lily, she still ended up sufficiently drunk not even an hour into arriving at the club.  
 As she laughed watching Lily dance with a guy that she claimed was her new gay best friend, Brynn threw an arm over her shoulders and leaned close to her. “So, think you have enough liquid courage to ask one of these girls to dance?”  
 Ashton shook her head. She wasn’t sure she would ever be drunk enough for that. “Not tonight.”  
 “If not tonight, then when?” Brynn asked as if this was Ashton’s last chance. “I’ll make you a deal. If you ask one of these girls to dance, as soon as you’re ready to leave, we will. No arguments. And we’ll get cookies.”  
 Ashton knew this offer was a big deal since her sister normally had a strict do-not-leave-the-bar-before-closing rule, which almost killed her the two other times they had gone out together. Plus, cookies. Her sister knew her weakness. Dang it.  
 “What happens if they say no?” Ashton asked, convinced that would be the case. “Does it still count?”  
 Brynn tapped her chin as if she was considering this. “Asking counts, no matter how it ends.”  
 “Okay. I’ll do it.” Ashton took a deep breath and quickly scanned the crowded room. She had no idea where to start. “I don’t even know who to ask. You choose for me.”  
 Brynn looked around and rubbed her hands together. “Okay. What’s your type?”  
 Her mind immediately went to Dakota, because honestly, she was exactly her type. She wasn’t going to say that to Brynn though, because she knew she would never hear the end of it. “I don’t think I have a type.”  
 Brynn rolled her eyes. “I need your bestie for this.” She walked over to Lily and whispered something in her ear.  
 Lily stopped dancing with her new bestie and
scanned the room, then motioned Ashton over. “So, we’re finding someone for you to dance with, huh?” she asked as her eyes continued to move around the room. Suddenly her eyes stopped and went comically wide. “Found her.”  
 When she pointed across the room, Ashton couldn't believe what she was seeing. “The girl with the shoulder-length black hair?”  
 “Yeah. Is she not your type?”  
 “That’s Dakota.” Ashton couldn’t believe it. She blinked several times just to make sure she wasn’t imagining it, and sure enough, she wasn’t.  
 “Who’s Da- wait… Art Hottie?” When Ashton nodded her head, Lily broke out in a fit of giggles. “That’s Art Hottie? Okay… she’s definitely the one you’re asking to dance. This is, like, fate. Also, you guys totally didn’t do her justice. I love guys, but even I would bang that girl.”  
 “Right? One hundred percent,” Brynn added, causing Ashton to jump since she didn’t even realize Brynn was standing there. “You have to ask her to dance.”  
 Ashton knew there was no getting out of it, so she made the very long journey across the dance floor, realizing just how drunk she was as she tried to walk. Great. This was going to go so well.  
 As she got closer, she realized Dakota was interacting with a bunch of girls surrounding her. It appeared she was there with a big group. Ashton thought about turning around, but then she remembered the promise of cookies and kept walking until she was standing right behind Dakota.  
 She had no idea what to do now so she cleared her throat. It was nowhere near loud enough to be heard over the music so she lightly tapped on Dakota’s shoulder. As Dakota turned around, so many thoughts ran through Ashton’s head. What if Dakota didn’t recognize her? Should she remind her of who she was or just act like they’d never met? Maybe it was for the best if Dakota didn’t realize who she was. 
 Unfortunately, thanks to the alcohol, her mouth didn’t get the memo, and as soon as Dakota was facing her, she started to speak. “Hi. You probably don’t remember me. I’m—” 
 Before Ashton could even finish her sentence, Dakota was pulling her into a tight hug that felt way too good. “Ashton!” she said excitedly.  
 “I’m surprised you remember me,” Ashton said as they pulled apart.  
 “You’re hard to forget.” Dakota ran a hand down Ashton’s arm. Was she flirting? No. There was no way. “So, what’s up? Are you here with someone?” 
 Ashton pointed behind her. “Just my sister and best friend. They told me that I had to ask you to dance.” God, why had she just said that? 

 “You had to, huh?” Dakota teased.  
 She was really messing this up. She might as well just walk away right now and forget all about the cookies. “I mean… they did tell me to…. But it’s not like I don’t want to… I just… you know… I…”  
 Much to her surprise, Dakota moved behind her and put her hands on Ashton’s hips, leaning in close to whisper in her ear. “Wouldn’t want to let them down, now would we?”  
 Dakota was either drunk or ridiculously smooth or possibly a combination of both, but right then, Ashton didn’t care. All she cared about was the fact that Dakota was holding her close and moving her body against Ashton’s in the most tantalizing way. Ashton was so turned on, she couldn’t even think straight. It became so much worse when Dakota spun her around so they were face to face.  
 Was Ashton dancing? Was she even moving? She had no idea. All she knew was Dakota moving up against her was the most amazing feeling in the whole world, and she had never been more in tune with what her body wanted (and needed). She watched as Dakota bit her bottom lip and had the sudden urge to kiss her.  
 She leaned in closer, and was sure she must be imagining it, but it seemed like Dakota was doing the same thing. Their lips were just inches apart when Ashton pulled back slightly. “Do you want to go get cookies?”  
 Dakota laughed as she put some more space between them. “Seriously?” Yep, Ashton, you definitely messed this up. “Cookies sound amazing! I just need to tell my friends.”  
 Ashton was sure this all had to be some kind of joke. There was no way the sexy girl who had just been grinding up against her was now overjoyed at the prospect of getting cookies together.  
 Except, after saying something to her friends, Dakota was right back by her side. “Ready?”  
 Ashton had no idea why she took Dakota’s hand to lead her over to Brynn and Lily, but once she’d grabbed it, it felt even more awkward to let it go. Plus, she liked the feeling of Dakota’s hand in hers, fingers tightly intertwined as if to tell her she wasn’t going anywhere. At least for tonight. At least for this moment. And that was more than good enough for Ashton.  
 “It’s cookie time,” she announced once she was next to Brynn and Lily.  
 Brynn’s already wide smile grew even bigger when her eyes landed on Ashton and Dakota’s hands. “Change of plans. You two go get the cookies, then we’ll meet you outside once you’re done. We need some more dancing time.”  
 “Sounds great!” Dakota answered before Ashton could. “Any requests?”  
 Brynn said she would text what cookies they wanted then shooed the two of them away. They were quiet as they made their way down the stairs and out of the club.  
 “I’m not going to lie,” Ashton said once they were outside. “I have no clue where to get cookies around here.”  
 Dakota smiled and squeezed Ashton’s hand. “Luckily, I’m a drunk cookie connoisseur. I can smell them out.” She used the hand that wasn’t holding Ashton’s to pull her phone out of her pocket. “Or just look it up.”  
 “That makes sense,” Ashton said with a laugh that unfortunately ended with a very loud snort. “Sorry. I’m very drunk right now. I don’t go out much.” 
 “No need to apologize. My friends and I were doing tequila shots before we even left the apartment, so it’s safe to say you are in good, very drunk company.”  

That explained why Dakota was also okay being so touchy with a relative stranger. 

 “Do your friends live around here?”  
 “Some of them. The majority of my friends are either in my hometown or where I live now, but some of my college friends live in Philly, so we decided to have a little college Philly Pride reunion.”  
 “That’s cool.” Ashton nodded as nonchalantly as possible, as if the thought of having that many friends wasn’t completely foreign to her. “How many of you met up this weekend?”  
 “Just ten of us. A few of our friends couldn’t make it.”  

Just ten. Ashton couldn’t even imagine. When they came to a sudden stop, Dakota pointed to the building they were standing in front of with a big lighted sign that said Insomnia Cookies. 

 “Have you had these before?” Dakota asked. “They are literal Heaven.”  
 “I haven’t. I’m glad my first time will be with you though.” Oh God. Why did she just say that? She should have stopped drinking much sooner than she did. “I mean… my first time with the cookies. I’m… I’m glad my first time eating these cookies is with you.”  
 “I knew what you meant.” Dakota winked as she opened the door to the shop for her.  
 After a few minutes, they had their cookies and they were eating them while they stood with their backs against the cold brick building. Ashton tried her best not to make noises while she ate, but Dakota was right. They were amazing.  
 As soon as she finished eating, she rubbed her stomach. “Oh my God. Those were so gooey, warm, and delicious. You were right. I’m in Heaven.”  
 Dakota pushed off of the wall and turned so she was standing in front of Ashton. Ashton wondered if she realized how close their bodies were. How she wouldn’t even have to reach to touch her.  
 She must have been aware, because she did just that a moment later as she put her hand on Ashton’s hip and leaned in closer. She brought her other hand up so it was hovering right in front of Ashton’s face. “Do you mind?“ 
 Before Ashton could comprehend what she was asking, she ran her thumb along the side of Ashton’s lip, removing chocolate she hadn’t realized was there. As she put her thumb in her mouth and licked it off, something changed between them. The air around them seemed to become heavier and once again, all Ashton could think about was kissing Dakota.  
 Dakota leaned in more, their lips even closer than they had been while they were dancing. “I’m really glad your first Insomnia experience could be with me too.”  
 Then before she knew it, their lips were on each other. Ashton didn’t even know who had initiated the kiss, but it didn’t matter. This was the best kiss of her entire life. Not that she had much to compare it to since it had been years since she really kissed someone and those few kisses had been with boys she didn’t actually like.  
 She couldn’t believe a kiss could get much better than this though. Dakota was soft and patient, and when she ran her tongue along Ashton’s bottom lip in a silent question, Ashton thought she might pass out. That was until that tongue touched hers and a new jolt of energy ran through her body. Their tongues slowly exploring one another was nothing like the time Ron Doyle had shoved his tongue down her throat in twelfth grade when they were on a double date with Lily and her boyfriend. It was certainly different from the time she had drunkenly made out with another guy whose name she had never even gotten during her freshman year of college when she was trying not to be gay. If anything, that kiss made her more gay.  
 This kiss was making her more gay too, because kissing a girl, especially this girl, was like nothing she had ever experienced before. It made her feel like she was floating and grounded all at once.  
 When Dakota pulled back, it took Ashton a minute to gain her bearings. She had to hold herself up against the wall to keep from melting to the ground. There were no words for what had just happened. Unfortunately, in her drunken state, her mouth seemed to think there were. “Wow. I never knew kissing a girl would be that good.”  
 Dakota pulled back a little further, her eyes wide as if she was surprised. “You’ve never kissed a girl before?”  

Shit. “I kind of almost kissed a girl once, but it doesn’t count because it didn’t really happen. I mean, not in a weird way. It just… yeah. I’ve kissed a few guys, but it’s been years, and it wasn’t many, and it wasn’t good, and… I’m… God.” She threw her hand over her forehead. Shut up, Ashton. “I’m going to stop talking now.”  
 Dakota didn’t acknowledge what she said, which Ashton figured couldn’t be a good sign, but as she turned to start walking, she held her hand out for Ashton to take. “Shall we get these cookies to your sister and bestie before they get cold?”  
 Ashton nodded her head and walked with Dakota in silence. She had no idea what Dakota was thinking about what had just happened, but hey, she was holding her hand, so it couldn’t be all bad.  
   






Chapter 4


 

 The sun was way too bright at the parade the next morning. Even with sunglasses and a hat, Ashton’s head was still pounding. The night before was a complete blur, but the one thing she couldn’t forget was that kiss. That was an amazing kiss. Too bad she had ruined it with her embarrassing confession. There wasn’t another kiss when Dakota left her to go back inside the club. Just a gentle squeeze of her hand and a promise to try to find her tomorrow. No numbers were exchanged. No plans were made. The chances of actually running into each other were slim. And that’s probably what Dakota wanted after finding out just how inexperienced Ashton was.  
 “You still need to tell us what happened on your cookie adventure last night,” Brynn said while typing furiously into her phone.  
 “We ate cookies. We talked.” Ashton shrugged, and took her voice down a few notches for the next part. “And we kissed.”  
 “You kissed?” Brynn shouted, grabbing the attention of every member of her family as well as a few other people standing close to them. So much for keeping it on the down low.  
 Ashton couldn’t even imagine how red her face was as her whole family stared at her in awe, waiting for more details. “Yeah. Just once. No big deal.”  
 Her mom walked over and put an arm around Ashton, pulling her in close. “Sweetie, this is a huge deal. It’s your first kiss since coming out. This is a step in your journey toward lesbian womanhood.”  
 Brynn made a sound that was somewhat between a laugh and a cough. “Lesbian womanhood? Really, Mom? That’s even too much for me.”  
 Their dad pointed toward the parade. “Look! Gay Santa!” he said with an awkward laugh, clearly looking for any way to change the subject.  
 As everyone laughed about the Santa Claus wearing a rainbow outfit dancing on the float that was passing, the kiss was all but forgotten. Brynn was unusually quiet, her attention even more drawn to her phone since Ashton’s confession, which was the last thing she expected.  
 When the parade ended, Brynn finally broke her silence. She took Ashton’s hand and turned to address the rest of their family. “Sorry to pull the girl of the month away again, but she needs some sister-best friend time.” She looked down at her watch. “Meet back up with you later?”  
 “Sounds good,” their mom said, giving them a knowing smile. Except, Ashton had no idea what she knew because Ashton had no clue where her sister was taking her.  
 “Where are we going?” Ashton asked as Brynn pulled her away from their family and Lily followed close behind. 
 Brynn stopped and hailed a cab with impressive ease. “We’re heading down to where the rest of the festivities take place. It’s where the vendors are.”  
 Ashton wasn’t sure why Brynn had emphasized the word vendors until they were sitting in the cab on their way to wherever it was they were going. “Oh no. What are you up to, Brynn?”  
 “Just giving my little sis the nudge she needs.”  
 “And what exactly does that mean?”  
 “It means we’re going to Dakota’s booth so you can finally get her number.”  
 Finally? Ashton barely knew her. Sure, they had kissed, but it was a drunken kiss. Nothing more. A drunken kiss that Ashton had completely ruined with her big mouth. “I think you have the wrong idea.”  
 “And what idea would that be?” 
 Ashton ran a hand over her face in frustration. “That there’s anything going on between me and Dakota.”  
 “I don’t think that’s the case at all. Hence, the phone number. So, you can turn whatever that kiss was last night into something more.”  
 Ashton shook her head. “I told you I’m not looking for a relationship.”  
 Both Brynn and Lily started to laugh as if she’d just told a joke. “Oh, honey,” Lily said between giggles, “No one said anything about a relationship.”  
 “Exactly.” Brynn held her hand up to give Lily a high five. “Glad we’re on the same page.”  
 Ashton rolled her eyes at her sister and best friend. What did they possibly think was going to happen? “We’re at a Pride festival, you guys. It’s not like she’s going to pull me into a portapotty and have sex with me.”  
 “Obviously.” Brynn scoffed. “That’s disgusting. There are plenty of bars open today with perfectly good bathrooms.”  
 “And that’s not disgusting?” Ashton asked.  
 “Not if you’re getting it on with a major hottie,” Lily said, earning her another high five from Brynn.  

These two were incorrigible. “I’m not losing my virginity in a public restroom.”  
 “There are much worse places to lose your virginity.” Brynn laughed. “Trust me.”  

Ew. “I don’t want to know.”  
 Brynn laughed once again. “I wouldn’t tell you if you did. You can’t handle my wilder stories, little sis.”  
 “Aw, but now I’m intrigued,” Lily whined.  
 “Don’t worry. We’ll talk once Ashton is preoccupied.” 
 It didn’t take long after arriving at the vendor portion of the Pride festival to spot Dakota’s booth. It was adorned with some of the same paintings as last time as well as a few new ones. There was even one of a girl staring off at a sun setting over the ocean that Ashton hadn’t even seen on Dakota’s Instagram.  
 “This one is beautiful,” she said as she approached the booth and ran her finger along the painting. She wasn’t sure how to start the conversation, but complimenting a work of art that very much deserved it seemed like a good way to go.  
 Dakota turned around, a big smile overtaking her face when her eyes met Ashton’s. Maybe last night hadn’t gone as poorly as she thought, or maybe Dakota was just drunk enough to forget. She was fine with either of those scenarios, but the second one seemed more probable. “Hey, you,” Dakota said, possibly a hint of flirtation to her voice. She looked behind Ashton where Brynn and Lily stood. “Hey! It’s great to see you again, Brynn.” She held her hand out to Lily. “And I don’t believe we’ve formally met. I’m Dakota Douglass.”  
 “Lily Trumble. It’s great to meet you. This is quite the collection you have here. Looks like you have a fair share of models, huh?”  
 Dakota smiled, clearly aware of what Lily was getting at. “I’ve been lucky to be able to hire a few women to pose for me, yes.” She looked away from Lily to focus on Ashton instead. “I also happen to know a lot about the female body, so not all of these were based on models.” 
 “And on that note, when are you free today?” Lily nudged Ashton, forcing her to move even closer to Dakota’s booth. “We’d all love to hang out with you if you have any time.”  
 “I’d like that,” Dakota answered, her eyes still focused on Ashton. She broke eye contact when she looked down at her watch. “I have the booth for another hour, then my friend is taking over. Meet me back here then?”  
 “Sounds great,” Brynn responded, pulling Ashton away from the booth before she could say anything. “Dude, that girl totally wants you,” she said once they were far enough away for Dakota not to hear. Thank God.

 Ashton shook her head. “She’s just being nice.”  
 Lily threw an arm over Ashton’s shoulders. “Why do you have such a hard time believing that someone might be attracted to you?”  

Years of experience. “Probably the fact that no one ever has been. Even the two guys I dated in high school only dated me because you were dating their friends.”  
 “You don’t know that no one has ever been attracted to you. You put up walls making it impossible for people to get in.”  
 This conversation was getting a little too deep for Pride. “I guess I’m still trying to find where I fit in,” she admitted. Trying to find the place where I’m not just Brynn’s younger sister, Oliver’s big sister, or Lily’s best friend. 

 Brynn put her arm around Ashton’s waist on the side Lily wasn’t on. “You fit in with us.”  
 Ashton knew it was true. Even with how much more outgoing and popular Brynn and Lily were, they never made her feel like she wasn’t good enough, and she appreciated that so much. For that reason, she was going to enjoy this time with them and not argue over their impending hangout with Dakota. The second part was kind of for selfish reasons since she really wanted to hang out with her.  
 Once the hour passed, they headed back to Dakota’s booth where she was waiting for them as promised. She introduced them to her friend who was setting up the booth with some of her own artwork, then said goodbye and joined the three of them.  
 They were only a few steps from the booth when Brynn made a sudden stop and turned to face them. “So, I think I saw some hot guys somewhere very far away from where we are right now, and I’d like to go find them with Lily. Since that’s obviously something you two wouldn’t be interested in, I guess you should just stay here together. Just the two of you.” She winked at Ashton and lowered her voice, but not enough to actually keep Dakota from hearing. “If you catch my drift.”  
 “Everyone catches your drift. You’re not subtle.” Ashton tried to sound annoyed, but her laughter gave her away.  
 “Have fun, you two,” Brynn practically sang before pulling Lily away with her.  
 “I’m sorry about my sister,” Ashton apologized once they were gone.  
 “No need to apologize. She’s hilarious.” Dakota put her hands into her pockets and looked around. “Anything specific you want to do?”  
 “We can just walk if you want.”  
 As they walked past booth after booth, Ashton wondered if she should bring up last night. She decided it was for the best if she didn’t though. No need to bring it up if Dakota wasn’t going to.  
 Still, the more they walked and made small talk, the more wrong it felt to not mention what had happened between them. She waited until they had walked past the last of the vendors and took a seat on an empty bench, tapping the spot next to her to ask Dakota to join her.  
 “So, I need to talk to you about last night,” she said hesitantly.  
 “You lied to me, didn’t you?” Dakota asked with a laugh that told her the question was teasing, not accusatory. “I knew it.” 
 Even joking, she had no idea what Dakota could possibly be talking about. Ashton’s biggest fault the night before was being too honest. “Lied to you?”  
 “About your lack of kissing experience. A girl who kisses as good as you has to have a lot of experience.”  

Wait. What? That was the last thing Ashton expected to hear. “Are you serious? I wish it had been a lie. Then I wouldn’t have been so embarrassed about admitting it.”  
 Dakota put her hand on top of Ashton’s where it was resting on the bench. “The number of people you have or haven’t kissed is nothing to be embarrassed about. Plus, like I said, that kiss last night…” She paused and smiled up at the sky. “It was good. Like really, really good.” 
 “You were drunk.” To Ashton, that was the only explanation that could possibly make sense.  
 Dakota squeezed the hand that hers was still resting on. “I’ve had enough drunk and sober kisses to know if someone is a good kisser, and trust me when I tell you that you are.” Dakota looked over at Ashton and swallowed hard as if she was nervous. “Just for the record, I’m completely sober now. You know, if you need proof that what I’m saying is true.”  
 Was she really saying what Ashton thought she was saying? “You… you want to kiss me?” 
 Dakota laughed loudly, the one dimple on her right cheek becoming so deep, Ashton was pretty sure she could get lost in it. “I thought we already established that.”  
 Ashton stared down at the bench. “You didn’t say anything last night, so I really wasn’t sure where you stood with things.”  
 Dakota’s smile faded slightly as she became more serious. “It seemed like you had a lot to work through. I wanted to be respectful of that.”  
 “Wow. That’s really cool.”  
 “Yeah I’ve heard I’m pretty cool.” Dakota playfully elbowed Ashton. “That’s what my four-year-old niece always tells me at least, but she also watches CoComelon so her judgment really can’t be trusted.” 
 Ashton was amazed. Amazed by how down to earth Dakota was. Amazed by how comfortable she seemed to be in her own skin. Amazed that she was sitting here beside her right now.  
 For once, Ashton didn’t overthink things. She didn’t let her mind run wild or let her mouth ramble on about nonsense. Instead, she leaned over and kissed Dakota. She continued the kiss from last night, only this time it was even better because she knew where Dakota stood. She knew they both wanted this. And sure, it was entirely possible she would never see Dakota after today, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was this moment and how good it felt when Dakota’s tongue brushed hers.  
 The moment was cut much shorter than Ashton would have liked by the sound of her phone ringing. She groaned as she pulled it out of her pocket and tried her best not to sound disappointed when she picked up. “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”  
 “Hey, sweetie. We miss you girls. Are you ready to meet back up?” 
 “Um… yeah, sure. That sounds good.” Best not to tell her mom she wasn’t with Brynn and Lily. It would bring up too many questions.  
 “Could you put your sister on the phone? I’m by a stand where they are selling young adult LGBTQ books. I want to see if she wants any for her classroom.”  

Shoot. So much for that plan. “I’m actually not with her and Lily right now. I’m with another friend. The friend I met last week.”  
 “The artist?” her mom asked, sounding much too excited. “I think we’re going to find somewhere to eat. You should invite her.”  
 “Okay, I will.”  
 “Right now.”  
 Ashton pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at Dakota. “My mom wants to know if you want to get something to eat with my family. You really don’t have to if you don’t want to. I know you’re here with your friends and I’ve already taken up so much of your time and—” 
 Dakota squeezed her hand once again. “Tell your mom I would love to.”  
 Ashton had to find a way to steady her heartbeat because right now it was out of control. She brought the phone back to her ear and tried to keep her voice as steady as possible. “Where should we meet you?”  
   
 *** 
   
 Ashton hoped Dakota’s nerves were stronger than hers because the way all eyes were on Dakota as they sat at the restaurant table even had Ashton sweating.  
 Ashton’s mom smiled at Dakota from across the table, her smile so big it was bordering on creepy. “So, Dakota, my daughters tell me you’re an artist.” 
 Dakota took a big sip of her water before answering. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 “Do most of your sales come from events like this?” Ashton’s dad asked, his eyes wide with sincere interest.  
 “Vendor events definitely help with getting me recognition, but most of my sales come through online orders.”  
 “Thank God for the Internet,” Ashton’s dad said with a laugh.  
 Dakota laughed along with him. “Yep. Social media—the birthplace of not-so-starving artists.”  
 “So, I take it you make a pretty good profit off of your art?”  
 Dakota nodded in response to his question. “Enough for it to be my main source of income. Definitely not my only source of income by any means, but I’m able to spend a lot of my time doing what I’m passionate about, which I’m very thankful for.”  
 “What other ways do you make money?” Oliver asked before taking a big bite of his burger. When had her whole family become so inquisitive? 

 If Dakota was bothered by all the questions, she didn’t show it. “Odd jobs. Food delivery services, caricatures at parties, some painting and other housework. I’ll really do anything that allows me to dedicate most of my time to what I love.”  
 “A jack of all trades, huh?” Ashton’s dad not-so-subtly winked at Ashton.  
 The move was so blatant, it even earned an eye roll from Brynn. She slapped her dad’s arm before turning her attention back to Dakota. “So, Dakota, do you happen to know of any Pride events next weekend? I don’t know if Ash filled you in, but we’re doing a Pride tour this month to celebrate my sister finally being out of the closet.”  
 “A Pride tour, huh?” Dakota looked at Ashton with amusement dancing in her eyes. “I actually do know of something if you don’t mind driving to Maryland.”  
 “Oh yeah?” Ashton was curious since she remembered Dakota mentioning that was where she was originally from.  
 “It’s not anything big, but a guy from my hometown organized it a few years ago with his boyfriend. I’m actually going right from here to Maryland to spend some time with friends and family, then I’m doing a booth there as well.”  
 “Sold! We’ll be there,” Brynn answered before Ashton had the chance. Not that her answer would have been different anyway.  
 An hour later, as they left the restaurant, Ashton nervously dug her hands deep into her pockets. There was a question she really needed to ask, but just the thought of asking almost caused her to hyperventilate. “So, um, since we’re going to be in the same place next week, do you think I could have your number so we can get together?”  
 Dakota held up a finger. “On one condition.” When Ashton hesitantly nodded in response, Dakota smiled and took her phone, typing in her information, before handing it back. “Don’t wait until next week to text me.”  
 And with one last wink, she was gone.  
   






Chapter 5


 

 By the Wednesday following Philly Pride, Ashton and Dakota were texting consistently, which was surprising since Brynn had chastised her for texting Dakota when she got home on Sunday night rather than playing hard to get. 

 Even though Ashton had come to expect Dakota’s texts throughout the day, she definitely wasn’t expecting her to call, but that’s exactly what happened on Wednesday night.  
 “He-hello?” Ashton answered, hating how obviously nervous she sounded.  
 “Hey! I wanted to tell you something and figured it would be easier to call than text. I hope that’s okay.”  
 “Of course that’s okay.”  
 “I just found out that in addition to the parade and stuff on Saturday, there’s also a Pride party at the local pool on Sunday. It sounded like something your family might enjoy, so I figured I should let you know about it.”  
 “Are you going?”  
 “Only if you do.” Dakota cleared her throat as if she was nervous, but Ashton doubted that was the case. From what Ashton had seen, she was always cool, calm, and collected. “I’d normally avoid my town’s public pool like the plague, but for a gay event your family is at, I’ll make an exception. I really liked spending time with them.” Them. Dakota cleared her throat once more. “And you obviously.”  
 “I’ll ask my family.” Ashton wasn’t sure what else to say because that word obviously was still ringing in her head. It felt like Dakota saw her. Just her. And that was a great feeling.  
 At that exact moment, Ashton’s dad peeked his head into her room. “Ask us what?”  
 Ashton jumped in surprise. “There’s a pool party on Sunday as part of Pride weekend, so I was going to ask if you guys wanted to stay over.”  
 “Tell Dakota I’m booking the hotel right now.” Her dad winked, then slipped back out of the room.  
 “We’ll be there.”  
 “I’m counting down the days.”  

Me, too. 

   
 ***  
   
 The Pittsgrove Pride Festival was even smaller than the Live Like Willow Pride Festival, so it was in stark contrast to Philadelphia. Ashton was surprised a town this small would even host Pride given how far behind the times most small towns were.  
 As they walked up to the few streets that were blocked off, a guy who appeared to be in his late twenties waved at them excitedly as if they were old friends.  
 “Welcome to Pittsgrove Pride! I’m Ethan.” The guy looked around as if he was searching for someone. “My boyfriend should be around here somewhere. I think he went to greet his sister and her fiancé.” He looked around some more before his eyes locked on something in the distance. “Ah, there they are.”  
 Ashton followed the direction of his stare to find two of the most beautiful women she had ever seen walking toward them holding hands. One was blonde and the other brunette, but they were both gorgeous. There was also a guy walking with them, who Ashton assumed must be Ethan’s boyfriend, but her eyes barely grazed him.  
 “Ethan!” the blonde squealed as she skipped over and pulled him into her arms. “How is my favorite future brother-in-law?”  
 Ethan laughed as he squeezed the blonde tightly up against him. “I don’t think you’re allowed to say that until your brother puts a ring on this finger.”  
 “You got him to move back to Maryland. That was the hard part. Getting the ring should be child’s play now.”  
 “Speaking of which,” the brunette said as she joined them. “I’m still pissed at you for that. You stole my best friend from me.”  
 “After my sister stole my best friend from me,” Ethan’s boyfriend said with a laugh.  
 Ashton had no idea what was going on, but it didn’t matter. She felt oddly comfortable with this group. They all seemed so loving and happy, it put her at ease.  
 “We’re being very rude right now,” the blonde said before turning to face Ashton and her family. “I’m Charlie. This is my brother, Jamie, and my fiancé, Reagan.”  
 “Fiancé? Congratulations!” Brynn said.  
 “Thank you. We’ve been engaged forever though.” Reagan playfully rolled her eyes at Charlie. “I was promised a Very Miller Wedding and still have yet to get it.”  
 “I think we’re all ready to see what antics happen at this wedding.” Jamie said with a laugh, then pointed his thumb toward Charlie and Reagan. “These two have quite the history.”  
 Charlie gave Jamie a playful shove. “A history they don’t need to hear about. I believe your boyfriend was trying to welcome them.”  
 Ethan held his hands in the air. “Yes. Welcome to Pittsgrove Pride. I hope you have a nice time today and feel completely at home. I’ll be around, so if you have any questions or any suggestions on how to make this better, let me know. The parade starts in about forty-five minutes.”  
 Brynn raised her hand as if she had a question. “I just have one comment. Are the straight men in this town as tasty looking as the gay men? Because, if so, I’m finding my future husband today.”  
 Jamie shook his head. “Not that I’ve seen, but I’ll be sure to keep my eyes peeled for you.”  
 “You better not keep those eyes too peeled, babe,” Ethan joked. “But seriously, have an amazing day.”  
 They had only walked a few more steps when Ashton heard her name being called and looked toward the sound to see Dakota walking toward her, waving her arms in the air. Once they reached each other, Dakota pulled her into a tight hug that took Ashton by surprise. “I’m so happy to see you,” she said while giving her one more squeeze before letting go. “I have to get my booth set up, but I’ll catch up with you after the parade?”  
 “You shouldn’t have to set everything up by yourself,” Mr. Levengood said seriously before giving Ashton a little nudge. “Ashton will help you.”  
 It was so obvious what her dad was up to, but the smile on Dakota’s face told her that she wasn’t bothered by it. “I’d love the help if you don’t mind.”  
 “Of course. I’d be happy to help you.”  
 As if the street where they stood was on fire, Ashton’s family practically ran away, leaving just the two of them. Ashton shook her head at them. “I’m really sorry about my family.”  
 “No need to apologize. Your family is awesome.” Dakota nodded her head to the parking lot a few feet away from where they were standing. “My car is over there. I don’t have too much with me today so it should only take us one or two trips.”  
 As they walked to the car, their hands swung back and forth almost grazing each other, and Ashton thought about how easy it would be to reach out and grab Dakota’s hand. She had no idea if that was okay though. They had now kissed twice, but what did that mean? It wasn’t like Dakota was her girlfriend just because they had locked lips. Dakota even admitted that she had kissed a lot of people. Ashton was probably just another person to add to that list.  
 Dakota stopped in front of a black Jeep Wrangler and pointed toward the doors. “There’s a bunch of paintings in the back seat, if you don’t mind grabbing some.” 
 When Ashton opened the back door of the jeep, she was surprised to find mostly paintings of sunsets, flowers, and rainbows. There were none of the naked women that had been so plentiful at the other Prides. “These are different. They’re…” She let her voice trail off because even saying it out loud made her feel a little uncomfortable.  
 “Not naked women?” Dakota asked with a laugh. “My mom kindly requested I not bring those today since some of our neighbors might see them.”  
 “Is your mom coming today?” Ashton’s face warmed as she asked the question. Why did the thought of meeting Dakota’s family make her so nervous? Dakota had met hers and it was no big deal.  
 Dakota shrugged as she grabbed some of her paintings. “Probably not. This isn’t really her scene.”  
 Ashton didn’t ask anymore questions since it didn’t seem to be something Dakota wanted to talk about, but it did seem strange her mom wouldn’t come if her parents lived close by. As annoyingly overbearing as they could be at times, Ashton appreciated that her parents never missed anything that was important to her.  
 “You said you were an education major, right?” Dakota asked as they walked.  
 Ashton nodded her head. “Elementary ed.”  
 “I can see that.”  
 “Really?”  
 Dakota laughed. “Of course. Why do you sound so surprised?”  
 “It’s just… Most people I’ve told thought it was weird since I come across as so shy and reserved. I love kids though.”  
 “I’m sure you’re great with them.” When Dakota complimented her, it didn’t feel like empty words. There was a sincerity to her tone that told Ashton she really meant it. “Do you have a job lined up yet?”  
 Ashton sighed. The million dollar question. “Not yet. I think I’m just going to substitute teach for a bit while I figure out where I want to settle down. I love my family and don’t want to be too far from them, but I’m not so sure I want to work in the same school district as my sister.” 
 “No?” Dakota nodded her head toward an empty table. “This is mine.”  
 Ashton set the paintings she was holding down on the table. “I adore my sister, and I love being her sister. What I don’t love is only being known as her sister.”  
 “I’m sure that’s not the only way people see you.”  
 “You’re right,” Ashton said sarcastically. “They also see me as Oliver’s sister and Lily’s best friend.” She tried to make light of it because she didn’t want to play the victim. She was thankful for her life. She just wanted to make it a little more her own.  
 Dakota stopped organizing the table and leveled a stare at Ashton. “I’m not sure if this means much, but that’s not how I see you.”  
 Ashton wanted to ask Dakota exactly how she saw her, but now wasn’t the time or place. “It means a lot actually. Thank you.”  
 They fell back into small talk as they got the booth ready. This continued until the parade was over, and people began to stop by to look at Dakota’s artwork. The confidence she exuded as she spoke to each person, some that she knew and some that she didn’t, amazed Ashton. What amazed her even more was how she found a way to pull Ashton into every conversation. She introduced her to old teachers and neighbors, spoke to total strangers about how certain colors in her paintings matched Ashton’s eyes. Dakota’s confidence was contagious, and standing there beside her, Ashton felt some of that confidence in herself. 
 “Look who it is!” a voice called through the crowd. “Dakota Douglass, how the hell are you?” 
 Ashton turned toward the voice to find a girl who appeared to be around their age with thick wavy brown hair that fell halfway down her back and the bluest eyes she had ever seen. Was everyone in this town gorgeous? 

 “Chrissy Capelli,” Dakota shouted back. “I’ve missed you, girl.”  
 Within seconds, Dakota was on the other side of the booth with Chrissy wrapped tightly in her arms. When the hug ended, she put her arm around Chrissy’s waist and flashed Ashton a huge smile. “Ashton, this is Chrissy. Chrissy, Ashton.”  
 Ashton reached her hand out toward Chrissy. “It’s nice to meet you.”  
 Chrissy gave her a knowing smile as she took her hand. But what did she think she knew exactly? “Very nice to meet you, too. How do you two know each other?” She looked between Ashton and Dakota, her smile growing even bigger.  
 “We met at Pride in Melsborough a few weeks ago. What about you two?”  
 Chrissy squeezed Dakota’s side. “I’ve known this one forever. We went to school together.”  
 “Sure did. We used to joke that Chrissy was the mayor of this town since she was so popular, which is funny since she’s actually going to be mayor soon.”  
 Chrissy shook her head. “Dakota is giving me too much credit. I’m on the town council and my dream is to be mayor someday.”  
 “Which you will, Miss Popularity,” Dakota said with a laugh.  
 “Like you can talk.” Chrissy looked from Dakota back over at Ashton. “I’m sure she would never share it with you because she’s too modest, but Dakota was always the coolest—Homecoming Queen and everything.”  
 With that bit of information, Dakota’s face actually turned a deep shade of red. “I wouldn’t share it because it’s not important. It was Homecoming. Plus, I only got it because people wanted to say I was the first gay Homecoming Queen. Otherwise, you would have won. You had all the guys after you.”  
 “And you had all the girls. All the gay ones at least.” Chrissy giggled into her hand. “And some of the straight ones as well.”  
 Dakota choked out a laugh, her face now an even deeper shade of red. “Enough.”  
 “Fine. I’ll save the rest of the embarrassing stories for later.” Chrissy winked at Dakota then turned toward Ashton. “Are you coming to the party with Dakota tonight?”  
 “I didn’t get a chance to ask her yet, but I’m hoping she will.” Dakota’s eyes really did look hopeful as she looked over at Ashton, but Ashton couldn’t be sure if she really wanted her there since she hadn’t mentioned it before.  
 “Maybe. I’ll have to see if I have anything else going on.”  
 Dakota and Chrissy talked for another minute before they said their goodbyes, and it was just the two of them again.  
 “You don’t have to invite me to the party just because Chrissy mentioned it. I completely understand that you probably want to catch up with your friends.”  
 Much to her surprise, Dakota grabbed ahold of her hands and turned to face her completely. “No. I really want you there. I just found out about the party last night. I was planning on asking you today. I just didn’t get the chance yet.” Dakota dropped her hands and looked at her with wide eyes, as if this answer could make or break her day.  
 “Promise?” Ashton stuck her pinky out toward Dakota. God, why had she just done that? 

 Before she could pull it away, Dakota connected their pinkies and smirked at her. “Promise.”  
 As they stood, pinkies still held tight, staring into one another’s eyes with the sun shining down on them, all Ashton could think about was kissing her. She wanted to kiss her so badly, but again, she had no idea what the rules were with that. After a few more seconds, Dakota’s eyebrows furrowed and she gave Ashton a look she couldn’t read.  
 Before Ashton knew what was happening, Dakota leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. It was so quick, she wouldn’t have even believed it happened if it wasn’t for the lingering feeling of Dakota’s lips and the way she was staring at Ashton with wide eyes. “Please come with me.”  
 “We found you!”  
 Mr. Levengood’s booming voice caused Dakota and Ashton to jump apart.  
 When Ashton looked over, her whole family was standing in front of Dakota’s booth. Brynn had her arms crossed over her chest and was looking between Ashton and Dakota with a shit-eating grin on her face. “I hope we’re not interrupting anything.”  
 Dakota cleared her throat and visibly relaxed into her regular, cool self. “Not interrupting at all. It’s great to see all of you.”  
 Ashton’s mom beamed at Dakota as if she was the one with the crush on her. “It’s great to see you too, sweetie. You have a very beautiful hometown.”  
 Dakota nodded her head and fiddled with a few of her paintings sitting on the table. “It was definitely a nice place to grow up.”  
 “Is your family still in the area?” Ashton’s mom asked, looking around her as if they were suddenly going to pop out.  
 “Yep. The whole family still lives here.”  
 “It must have been wonderful to spend some time with them this week.”  
 “Yes, ma’am, it definitely was.”  
 “That’s wonderful.” She clapped her hands together, coming across as much too excited in Ashton’s opinion. “Are they around today? We could all get dinner tonight.”  
 If it was socially appropriate to actually face-palm, then Ashton would have done it at that moment. Dinner with Dakota’s family? Really? That skipped so many steps. “We actually have plans tonight with some of Dakota’s friends.”  
 “How magnificent.” Ashton’s mom clapped her hands together once more. “Since we won’t have tonight with you girls, how about we help you with your booth?”  
 “Mom, I’m sure she doesn’t want—” 
 “I would love that, Mrs. Levengood,” Dakota answered before Ashton could finish.  
 Brynn rubbed her hands together as she looked around the table. “Where are all the naked lesbian paintings? I want to sell those.” She studied the table as she walked around it to stand next to Ashton, waiting until she was close enough to whisper in her ear. “So, big plans tonight, huh?”  
 Ashton shrugged to try to downplay how nervous she felt about it. “Just a party. You can come with us if you want. I’m sure Dakota wouldn’t mind.” Safety in numbers. With her sister there, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.  
 “Absolutely not. This is all you. Someone needs to be your designated driver, and I’m guessing you don’t want it to be Mom and Dad. I’m totally picking out your outfit and doing your makeup though.”  
   






Chapter 6


 

 “I can’t believe you made us leave Pride early to go shopping,” Ashton said as her sister dragged her through the town’s mall.  
 “I can’t believe you didn’t bring any cute outfits when you knew you were going to be seeing your girlfriend.”  
 Ashton sighed as they walked into another store. “First of all, I happen to like the clothes I packed. Second of all, Dakota isn’t my girlfriend.”  
 “Exactly.” Brynn pointed to the rows of clothes in front of them. “That’s because you haven’t let me dress you. Just wait until she sees you in whatever outfit I pick out. Game over.”  
 While Ashton loved the confidence her sister had in her, she knew clothes weren’t going to be enough to turn whatever was happening between her and Dakota into something more. It was obvious that Dakota had no problem getting girls, so Ashton had no reason to believe this would actually continue after this weekend. It was probably all just a fun way to pass the time, and Ashton was okay with that. It was a good learning experience.  
 “Are you even paying attention?”  
 Her sister’s voice pulled Ashton from her thoughts. When she focused on Brynn, she was holding up a shirt that looked like it was made for a toddler. “Where’s the rest of it?”  
 Brynn rolled her eyes, clearly not finding the joke as funny as Ashton found it. “It’s a belly shirt. That’s the whole point. This is the type of shirt that gets you laid.” She turned to their mom and held up the shirt. “Mom, tell your daughter she’s totally getting laid tonight if she wears this top.” 
 Ashton looked between her mom and sister who were both smiling as if this wasn’t a weird conversation to be having. “You can’t say that sort of thing in front of Mom.” 
 Her mom waved a hand, her smile only growing from Ashton’s embarrassment. “Oh, honey, it’s fine. I just want you to do what makes you happy. It’s not like you can get pregnant.”  
 Brynn put the shirt back on the rack and shrugged. “I can get pregnant, and it’s never stopped me.”  
 “Just as long as you’re safe and never say anything like that around your father. You’ll give him a heart attack.” Their mom rooted through a rack of clothes and pulled out a floral print shirt with ruffled sleeves that made Brynn’s half shirt not seem like such a bad choice after all. “What about this one, sweetie?”  
 Brynn grabbed the shirt out of their mom’s hands and swiftly put it back, her face showing the same disgust that Ashton felt. “Do you want her to die a virgin, Mom?”  Her eyes lit up, and Ashton knew whatever came out of her mouth next was going to be completely inappropriate. “Just think—if you have sex with a girl tonight you can finally say you’ve done something I haven’t.”  
 Mrs. Levengood shook her head, but the smile still didn’t leave her face. “Like I said before, please don’t say any of this in front of your father.” She turned to Ashton, the look on her face becoming much more serious. “And just remember, before you get intimate with someone you need to have a talk about whether they have any Silly Tickle Diseases.”  
 “Silly Tickle Diseases?” Ashton really hoped that didn’t mean what she thought it did.  
 Brynn snorted as she continued to search through racks of clothes Ashton would never wear. “She wants you to ask your girl if she has the clap.”  
 “Brynn Adeline Levengood. Too far.” Their mom was only able to keep a straight face for a moment before all three of them broke into laughter.  
 “Okay, it’s time to get serious,” Brynn said as she looked around the store. “I think I have an outfit idea. I can’t work with you two all up in my business though. Go get us coffee and I’ll meet you by the main entrance in twenty minutes.” She turned to Ashton and lifted an eyebrow. “Trust me?”  
 “Not really.”  
 Brynn nodded her head in understanding. “I can work with that.”  
 Ashton had no idea what to expect when they met twenty minutes later, but she was pleasantly surprised. Brynn had picked out ripped light wash skinny jeans, a black Vans shirt with the logo in rainbow, and black Vans high tops. It was exactly the outfit Ashton would have picked out for herself if she had any sort of fashion sense.  
 She was so satisfied with Brynn’s selection, she even trusted her to do her hair and makeup, and she wasn’t disappointed with that either. She styled her hair into loose curls and did the slightest hint of smoky eyeshadow and blush. 
 When Ashton looked in the mirror once she was ready, she couldn’t believe what she saw. It was her, but a more put together version. It would have been great if she felt as good as she looked, but instead, she still thought she might throw up.  
 “Are you sure you don’t want to go tonight?” she asked Brynn in one last-ditch effort to have someone there to help her feel not so out of place.  
 Ashton saw Brynn roll her eyes in the mirror. “No one gets laid by taking their sister to a party. Not to worry though. I’m not leaving you high and dry.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a bottle of tequila. “Shot time.”  
 “Only one though.” Ashton held one finger in the air to emphasize her point. Any more than that and her lightweight self would most likely be drunk before she even met Dakota at the party. 
 “Let’s compromise and do two.”  
 “How is that a compromise?”  
 “It’s a big compromise. I was going to suggest at least four.”  
 “Do you want me to get laid or do you want me to be laid out on the floor?” Ashton snorted at her own joke. She wasn’t planning on having either of those things happen tonight.  
 “Relax. This is just to get you loosened up.” Brynn wiggled her eyebrows. “Trust me, you’ll want to be as loose as possible.”  
 “On that note.” Ashton quickly removed the top from the tequila, poured two shots, and took them both without stopping to breathe.  
 Ashton forgot just how much of a lightweight she was until she was giggling uncontrollably as Brynn drove her to the address Dakota gave her for the party.  
 “Shit,” Brynn said with a laugh as she put her car in park. “Maybe you should have just had one.”  
 Ashton laughed much louder than was warranted. “Welp. A little late for that.”  
 Brynn’s eyes focused on something outside of the car. “At least your girl’s looking fine tonight.”  
 Ashton followed the path of Brynn’s gaze and soon her eyes landed on the most beautiful sight in the world. Dakota was standing a few feet from their car wearing cut off jeans shorts and a very low cut black T-shirt. That wasn’t the most beautiful part though. The most beautiful part was her smile that was directed straight at Ashton, as if it was reserved just for her.  
 Brynn waved to Dakota whose eyes flashed over to her only for a second before focusing back on Ashton. “Yep, you’re totally getting laid tonight.”  
 Ashton looked away from Dakota for just a moment to give Brynn a light slap on her arm. “If you keep saying that, it’s going to be all I’m able to think about.” And that’s not what she needed when her judgment was clouded by tequila.

 “Look at her. How could that not be all you’re thinking about?”  
 Ashton was looking at her. And even though she was excited to have more time with Dakota, her nerves had increased immensely now that she was at the party.  
 “You got this,” Brynn said, her voice now soft and encouraging.  
 “Heck yeah, I do.” Ashton gave her sister two thumbs up.  
 Brynn visibly cringed as she pushed down Ashton’s thumbs. “Just don’t do that.”  
 Ashton jumped at the sound of a knock on her window. When she looked out, Dakota was now standing right outside of her door. As soon as Brynn unlocked it, Dakota opened the door. “Sorry if I scared you.”  
 “Not scared, just tequila’d.” Ashton snorted through her laughter.  
 “Sorry,” Brynn apologized. “Sometimes I forget what a lightweight my sister is.”  
 “No problem.” Dakota reached her hand out toward Ashton and helped her out of the car. “I’ll take care of her.”  
 “I’m sure you will,” Brynn said with a wink.  
 Ashton couldn’t be sure since it was dark outside but she was almost positive Dakota’s face had turned red from her sister’s comment. Ashton held onto the door and faced her sister. “I’ll call when I need a ride.” She quickly shut the door before Brynn had the chance to say anything else to embarrass her.  
 When she turned away from the car, she lost her balance. Right before she could hit the ground, strong arms grabbed onto her and held her tight. Ashton let herself melt into those arms as Dakota's hands moved to rest on her hips. Even though her touch was light, Ashton could feel it everywhere. “So, hello,” she said softly.  
 Dakota’s smile grew as she ran her eyes up and down Ashton’s body, clearly not even attempting to be subtle. “Hello to you, too. Are you ready to head inside?”  
 “Of course.” Ashton looked around at their surroundings. “Where are we exactly?”  
 “We’re at my friend Shelby's house.”  
 Ashton took in all the cars parked in the driveway and down the street. “Are her parents home?” She was sure everyone at the party was well over twenty-one, but even so, she couldn’t imagine Shelby’s parents being okay with her having this many people over.  
 Dakota laughed and pulled Ashton even tighter up against her, causing Ashton’s body to buzz with thoughts of how the rest of this night was going to go. “You’re so cute. She doesn’t live with her parents anymore. This is her house.”  
 Of course. Why hadn’t Ashton thought of that? She would have been embarrassed for assuming she lived with her parents, but she was too focused on the fact that Dakota had called her cute to care. “You think I’m cute?”  
 “The cutest.” She pulled back from Ashton slightly and ran her eyes over her body once again. “I love your outfit.”  
 “My sister picked it out.” Why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut? “Maybe we should go in and get a drink. I need to do something with my mouth, so I stop talking.” Welp, that sounded bad. “I mean… not like kissing… something else with my mouth…” She shook her head. She just kept making this worse and worse. “Oh God, not that either. Not that I wouldn’t want to do any of that. I would. You’re very hot.” Stop talking, Ashton. “So, how about that drink?”  
 “A drink sounds great.” Dakota removed her hands from Ashton’s waist, but the disappointment of losing her touch only lasted a few seconds since she quickly grabbed ahold of Ashton’s hand.  
 As soon as they walked in the house, all eyes were on them which was something Ashton was not accustomed to at all. Dakota must have noticed her nervousness because she directed her past everyone and into the kitchen, wasting no time pouring a mixed drink for both of them. She held her plastic cup up to the one she had just handed to Ashton. “Cheers.”  
 “Cheers,” Ashton repeated before drinking down most of the liquid. Brynn was right. She needed to loosen up if she was going to make a good impression on Dakota’s friends.  
 It actually seemed to work too. Once Dakota started introducing her to everyone, the buzz running through her body made her feel a lot more comfortable. Of course, the fact that Dakota kept a firm grip on her hand the whole time didn’t hurt either. She met so many different people she was sure even if she hadn’t been drunk there was no way she would remember any of their names, except maybe Chrissy since she had met her earlier. Every single person had stories to share about Dakota in high school and every story confirmed just how different their experiences had been. Chrissy hadn’t been kidding when she said Dakota was the coolest, and it was obvious in the way everyone talked about her. Not that Ashton could blame them. Dakota wasn’t just outgoing, but also genuinely nice and caring. She was able to pick up on little things that other people would miss, like noticing when even the alcohol wasn’t enough to keep Ashton from getting overwhelmed.  
 “Wanna sneak away for a bit?” she whispered, squeezing Ashton’s hand in a way that already had her feeling more calm. When Ashton nodded, Dakota poured them each another drink then led them out of the house and into the backyard.  
 A fire that people had been crowded around earlier in the night was now abandoned since Shelby had encouraged everyone to move inside to avoid making her neighbors angry.  
 Dakota sat down on the bench by the fire and patted the spot next to her. She stared up at the sky looking just as content out here alone as she had looked surrounded by dozens of people. “It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?”  
 Ashton took in the stars that dotted the sky, then turned her attention to Dakota who somehow looked even more beautiful with the light from the fire hitting her face. “You really are.” She laughed at her slip-up and threw a hand over her face. “I meant it is. Freudian slip, I guess.”  
 Dakota laughed along with her and pulled Ashton’s hand from her face. “It’s no problem at all. I hope it was an honest slip though.”  
 “I'm honest to a fault, so you never have to wonder if what I’m saying is true. Plus, obviously that was an honest slip. You’re like the hottest person I’ve ever seen.” Ashton resisted the urge to throw her hand over her face once again, instead shaking the drink she was holding. “I should probably be done with this. It’s doing the opposite of keeping me from word vomiting all over you.”  
 “I don’t mind one bit. In fact, I think we could have a little fun with this.” Dakota wiggled her eyebrows. “Tell me something most people don’t know about you.”  
 Ashton thought long and hard about what to say, but for some reason one thing kept coming to mind. “I’ve got something that no one knows. Not even my sister.”  
 Dakota rubbed her hands together, her eyes wide with interest. “Oh, a deep, dark secret? I can’t wait.”  
 “I wouldn’t say it’s deep or dark, but it’s definitely a secret.”  
 “I’m listening.”  
 Ashton took a deep breath and blew it out. “I like to read lesbian fanfiction.”  
 Dakota raised an eyebrow. “That’s it? Really?”  
 “Steamy lesbian fanfiction.” Ashton’s cheeks heated just at the thought of some of the things she had read since she started to realize she might be gay.  
 Dakota laughed in disbelief. “You’re a lesbian. That’s pretty standard.”  
 “I also…” Ashton wasn’t really sure if she wanted to admit this part, but also knew her drunken brain wasn’t going to let her stop. “Have written a few. Not steamy ones. Very lame G-rated ones that I will never share with anyone but my own journal.”  
 “Again… pretty standard lesbian.”   
 Ashton shook her head. Don’t say it. Don’t say it. “I write it about Marcie and Peppermint Patty… from Charlie Brown.”  
 Dakota clapped her hands together and cackled. “I promise I’m not laughing at you. That’s just the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard, and now I must find these journals.”  
 “Absolutely not. Never happening. In fact, once I’m sober, I will forever deny this.”  
 “Too late. I recorded the whole thing.”  
 Ashton searched around as if she was actually going to find some type of recording device. “You didn’t.”  
 “I didn't.” Dakota tapped her finger against the side of her head. “I’ve got it all up here though.”  
 “Your turn. Tell me something about you.”  
 Dakota looked to the sky as if she was deep in thought. “I’m a secret nerd.” 
 “Oh! Tell me more.”   
 “Let’s just say if your fanfic was up on the internet, I would find it and read it, along with a million other books and comics that no one’s heard of. I like to find creators who have almost no following and buy their stuff. It started as a way for me to give back to those who are in the same boat that I’ve been in, but then I became obsessed. There is so much out there that no one even knows about, and that’s tragic and beautiful all at once.”  
 “Wow, you are a nerd.” Ashton had to joke around or else she might give in to the millions of demands her body was making at that moment. Because Dakota wasn’t just cool and sexy. She was also sweet and charming and multifaceted and God, Ashton was so turned on. 

 “Now that I shared that, you have to give me something else. What are you thinking about right now?”  
 “How much I want to kiss you.”  
 Dakota’s eyes went wide, clearly not expecting that response from Ashton. It didn’t take her long to recover though. Within seconds, she closed the remaining space between them and crashed her lips against Ashton’s in a searing kiss. It was a kiss like no other, and even though Ashton really didn’t have much to compare it to, she was pretty sure she could kiss a million other people and it would never feel like this.  
 When their tongues met, it was like thousands of synapses were firing throughout her body. Never in her life had she felt so alive, and she wanted more. She wanted so much more. Even though it was torture to do so, she pulled her lips away from Dakota’s so she could ask her a question. “Is your car here?”  
 Dakota’s eyebrows furrowed. “It is, but neither of us can drive. We’re drunk.”  
 In a move so unlike her that she thought someone else may have taken over her body, Ashton put her hand on Dakota’s thigh, her nails digging into the skin she was dying to touch. “I’m not trying to go anywhere. I was hoping we could use the car for other purposes.”  
 “Oh?” Dakota’s eyes went wide when the realization hit her. “Oh!”  
 Dakota grabbed her hand and pulled her around to the front of the house where her car was parked. Ashton didn’t even give a second thought to what she was about to do. Between how hot Dakota looked, how amazing their time had been together, and all the thoughts her sister had put in her head, Ashton was about to burst. She had waited way too long for this. She was twenty-two for God’s sake.  
 Once they were in the backseat of Dakota’s car, hands were on each other, exploring parts that Ashton had never touched on another person. All the touching was taking place over their clothes, but Ashton was ready for so much more. She was ready for it all, and it wasn’t because of the alcohol. At least, she didn’t think it was.  
 Still, when Dakota’s hand slipped underneath her shirt, she found herself freezing up. She put her hand on top of Dakota’s, momentarily stopping her from reaching the destination that Ashton was desperate for her to reach. “I… I don’t know what I’m doing,” she admitted hesitantly.  
 “Oh, shit… you haven’t done this before, have you?”  
 Ashton’s mind flashed back to her college roommate’s words. I’m not here to coach rookies. She could lie, but that wouldn’t be right. Dakota should know the truth, even if it ruined the moment. “Um… no. Is… is that a problem?“  
 Dakota pushed a piece of hair behind Ashton’s ear. “Not for me, but this shouldn’t be your first time. Not like this. You deserve more than that.”  
 Her words were sobering, but in the most perfect way possible. Dakota cared about her. She didn’t see her as pathetic or prudish. She just saw her. And that was more than she could say about most people who had passed through her life. It didn’t make the moment any easier though, and certainly didn’t make her want Dakota any less. It was actually having the opposite effect. It wasn’t just blind, drunk lust anymore. It was so much more. 
  “You saying that makes me want it even more. With you.” It was the most vulnerable Ashton had ever been, and that scared the crap out of her. 
 She waited in anticipation as Dakota stared down at her, unsure which direction this was going to take. “Come visit me this week.”  
 “Wh-what?”  
 “Come to East Pine for a day or two. Let’s spend time together when there’s no other people or alcohol to get in the way.”  
 Ashton could read between the lines and hear the words that Dakota wasn’t saying. Come visit me, and if you still want this when you’re sober, it’s all yours. 

 She had no doubt that she would still want it. The real question was how she was going to resist tearing off Dakota’s clothes at the pool party the next day.  
   






Chapter 7


 

 “You seriously didn’t have sex with her?” Brynn asked as they left their hotel room to head to the pool party.  
 “I told you last night and already once today. No, we didn’t have sex. We almost did, but we were too drunk.”  
 “According to who?”  
 Ashton glared at her sister as she hit the elevator button. “According to Dakota. Who was exactly right. I’ve waited twenty-two years to have sex. I shouldn’t lose my virginity drunk at a party in the back of a car.”  
 Brynn pointed a finger at Ashton as if she was about to lecture her. “First of all, I feel personally attacked. Second of all, that’s the sweetest fucking thing I’ve ever heard. Is that really why she didn’t have sex with you?”  
 “It is. She told me I deserved better than that.” Ashton tried to stop the goofy grin from spreading onto her face, but it was no use. Thoughts of last night made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside.  
 “You're totally swooning,” Brynn teased. “I don’t blame you though. If a girl said that to me, I would jump her bones immediately.”  
 “Which kind of takes away from the point.”  
 Brynn shrugged. “I never claimed to be rational.”  
 “What are you being irrational about?” their mom asked as the elevator doors opened to the hotel lobby. Because of course her family would conveniently be waiting right by the elevator when they were having this conversation.  
 “Ashton was telling me how her girlfriend didn’t have sex with her last night because she didn’t want her to lose her virginity in the back of a car, and I said that would be an automatic panty dropper for me.”  
 Mr. Levengood threw his hands in the air and shouted behind him as he walked away. “I’ll be in the car.”  
 “Right behind you, Pops,” Oliver said as he followed behind.  
 “Dakota’s your girlfriend now?” Mrs. Levengood asked excitedly.  
 It was a ridiculous question, but Ashton was thankful that was the part her mom decided to focus on. “No, she’s not. I don’t even know if I’ll see her ever again after this week.”  
 “You mean after today?” Brynn gave her a curious look, clearly aware there was more to the story. 
 “Um, no. I’m actually going to visit her this week.”  
 “The plot thickens. Our girl may become a woman after all.”  
 Ashton didn’t have the chance to go back and forth with her sister because her phone vibrated with a text from Dakota. I figured I should tell you before I get to the pool… I’m bringing a date with me today. 


What? Ashton wasn’t naive enough to think Dakota was her girlfriend, but she also didn’t think she would go on a date with someone else right in front of her after last night. She didn’t have much time to freak out about it because another text came through with the picture of her date. It was a little girl with dark hair pulled back into pigtails giving the camera two thumbs up.  

She’s cute. Should I be jealous? Ashton texted back. Apparently, she was much smoother over text than she was in person.  

Definitely not. I was forced to watch the worst television shows all morning. No one should be subjected to that when hungover. 


I completely understand. I was subjected to my sister. Also totally unfair. 


LOL. See you soon <3 

 All of Ashton’s focus went to that heart, because how couldn’t it? It had to mean something, right? Instead of overthinking it, she should just ask Dakota exactly what this was between them. She should ask her if she was quickly developing feelings as well. This was all so new though. They’d only known each other a few weeks. She should just enjoy it for what it was right now and worry about all of the other details later. Yep. That’s exactly what she would do. 

 When they pulled into the parking lot outside of the pool, Dakota and her date had just gotten out of her car. Dakota waved excitedly as soon as she noticed Ashton’s family. She and the little girl she was with both skipped over to their car holding hands.  
 Without hesitating, Dakota pulled Ashton into a hug as soon as she was out of the car. “I missed you,” she whispered, her voice so sincere that Ashton actually believed it.  
 “I missed you, too.” She really had. Even though they just saw each other the night before, Ashton could feel the loss as soon as they weren’t together. It was a strange feeling that she had never felt before, but also oddly comforting in a way.  
 When they pulled apart, Dakota said hello to the rest of Ashton’s family, then introduced them all to her niece, Brielle. Brielle tilted her head as she stared up at Ashton. “Do you know how to swim? Because I do. I have to wear swimmies, but Aunt Kota tells me I’m the best swimmer ever.”  
 Ashton knelt down so she was on Brielle’s level. For as nervous and awkward as she normally got around new people, kids were the exception. She was in her element around them. “Oh, yeah? I can swim too, but I’m not the best, so I’ll probably need you to help me.” 
 Brielle's eyes lit up, as if the fact that she would have to help Ashton was the best news in the world. “I can do that! Right, Aunt Kota?”  
 Dakota gave Ashton an appreciative smile before ruffling Brielle’s hair. “That’s right, kiddo.”  
 “Should we head in?” Mr. Levengood asked. “That pool is calling my name.”  
 Brielle laughed and shook her head. “Pools can’t talk, silly.”  
 Mr. Levengood furrowed his eyebrows as if he was considering this. “You know what? You’re right! Silly me.”  
 Once they were inside with their towels laid out, they all began stripping down to their bathing suits since Brielle insisted they needed to get in the pool immediately. Ashton couldn’t stop her eyes from focusing on Dakota as she lifted her shirt off to reveal the most amazing, toned stomach. After her stomach, her eyes were immediately drawn to the tattoo that ran down the side of her ribcage. It was some sort of long quote or lyrics, but Ashton couldn’t make it out from where she stood.  
 “It’s Led Zeppelin,” Dakota said when she caught her staring. Of course, she would have something cool. “I’m totally kidding,” she said with a laugh. “I was trying to make myself sound edgier than I actually am. They’re JoJo Siwa's lyrics.”  
 Ashton couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped from her throat. It was so unexpected, yet so very Dakota as she was starting to learn. “Wow. You really are a secret nerd.”  
 Dakota pointed a finger at her as if she was ready to lecture her. “Hey now, JoJo is a gay icon.”  
 Brielle bounced up and down as she tuned into their conversation. “Aunt Kota took me to see JoJo.”  
 “I did. A few months ago. It was epic.” She lifted an eyebrow at Ashton. “You don’t have anything to say about that, do you?”  
 “Nothing at all.” Ashton put her hands up in surrender, but still couldn’t stop her laughter because this girl was too much. In the best way possible, of course.  
  “Let’s get in the pool!” Brielle squealed, patience clearly not her strong point.  
 But for all of the patience Brielle lacked, Dakota made up for it tenfold. She was so sweet and gentle with her, it made Ashton fall for her even more. Once Brielle had spent enough time around Ashton’s family to feel comfortable, Mr. Levengood asked her if she could give him some swim lessons, winking at Dakota and Ashton to tell them this was their chance to get away for a bit.  
 “You’re really good with her,” Dakota said as they sat down on their towels and looked out at the pool where Brielle was splashing around with Ashton’s dad.  
 “I have to be. It’s my job.” Ashton chuckled. “At least, it will be.”  
 “Well, you’re going to be amazing at it. There’s no question about that.”  
 Ashton smiled as a warmth spread throughout her whole body. Aside from her family and a few teachers, no one else had said that to her before. Even her ex-crush roommate had never told her that throughout all of their years going through the same program. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. More than you know, actually. You’re really good with her too.”  
 Dakota shrugged as if it was no big deal. “It’s kind of my job too. Being her aunt and all.”  
 “Do you have any other nieces or nephews?” It struck Ashton that they hadn’t really talked about Dakota’s family much.  
 Dakota nodded. “Brielle has a little brother who’s two, and I have another niece who is seven months.”  
 “How many siblings do you have?”  
 “Two older brothers.” Dakota didn’t say anything else, so Ashton didn’t push it. It wasn’t her business anyway. It was up to Dakota what she wanted to share.  
 “So, what’s the plan for this week?” Ashton asked. “Do you still want me to come visit?”  
 “Of course, I do,” Dakota answered quickly, as if Ashton would change her mind if she didn’t respond fast enough. “My schedule is pretty much at my own discretion so I can make anytime work.” 
 “I know you’d mentioned me staying one or two days.” Ashton hesitated, the possible implications of her next question weighing heavy on her. “Do you want me to stay over?”  
 “Yes. Definitely.” Dakota’s answer was immediate and definitive. “I rent out an art studio and the apartment above it. It’s nothing big, but there’s plenty of space for two.” 
 “Cool. I could come Wednesday and Thursday or Thursday and Friday. Really, anything works for me as well since I don’t have a job yet. I just can’t do the weekend because my family is going to New York City Pride.”  
 “Oh, your family is going to New York City Pride?”  
 Ashton nodded. She couldn’t believe she had forgotten to mention that to Dakota. It must have slipped her mind with everything else going on between them. “We are. Do you have a booth there?”  
 Dakota laughed. “No. I may do well for myself with my art, but not well enough to afford a booth at New York Pride. I appreciate the confidence you have in me though.”  
 Ashton didn’t know if it would be overbearing to ask Dakota to come to Pride with them when they already had plans this week, but since it was what she wanted, she decided to just go for it. “Do you… umm… would you… wanna go? To New York City Pride. It’s cool if you don’t. I understand if you have plans.”  
 Dakota sat her hand on top of Ashton’s and squeezed. “I’d love to go. Do you know what your plan is?”  
 “I just know we’re staying over Saturday night. You’re welcome to stay with us. Brynn and I are sharing a room so you’ll have to deal with her, but I’ll try to make sure she’s on her best behavior.” Which meant Ashton would try to get her to keep all of her inappropriate comments about the two of them to a minimum.  
 “That sounds awesome. As long as you’re sure though. I don’t want to intrude.”  
 Ashton turned her hand so she and Dakota could link fingers, and now she squeezed. “You wouldn’t be intruding. I promise.”  
 “So, I have an idea… if you’re up for it.” Dakota’s voice was suddenly quieter and more hesitant. “What if you came to me on Thursday and then we traveled to Pride together? We can take a train up from where I live and then you can get your car on Sunday after we come back. Maybe Brynn will even ride back on the train with us so she can entertain you on your drive home.”  
 Ashton loved that idea. It not only meant more time with Dakota, but also more time for her to work up the courage to ask about where things were going after this month. That is, if they were going anywhere. In Ashton’s head, that was a very big if, because really, where did she fit into Dakota’s life after all of this was over?  
 “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Dakota added, clearly taking Ashton’s silence as hesitance.  
 “No. I want to. Seriously. More than anything.” That might have been a bit aggressive, but it was the truth.  
 “Good.” Dakota stared down at their hands, hesitating for a moment before she spoke again. “Do you, um, think I could take you on a date Friday night?”  
 It took every bit of self-control for Ashton not to scream and jump up and down. She was going to spend the weekend with Dakota and go on an actual date with her on Friday night? It was almost too good to be true. “I would love that.”  
 The smile that spread across Dakota’s face made Ashton want to say yes over and over again just so it would never go away. “Awesome. I’m already counting down the days.”  
 “Me, too.”  
   






Chapter 8


 

 Ashton couldn’t believe she was really driving to New Jersey to visit Dakota. This was the first time they would be completely alone together, and she was surprised to find she was more excited than nervous. Even though she had only known Dakota for a few weeks, it felt much longer. She felt more comfortable around her than most other people. She could completely be herself around Dakota without any fear of judgment. There were very few people in her life that made her feel that way.  
 She thought back on her conversations with Brynn from the past week and all of the unsolicited advice her sister had given her, mostly about sex. For someone who hadn’t ever actually had sex with another woman, she seemed to know a lot about it. When Ashton asked her how she did, she simply shrugged and said, “Porn,” then tried to convince Ashton she should watch it to get some pointers. Even Ashton knew that was an awful idea, but she didn’t think it would be bad to do a little research. Instead of porn though, she did her research through fanfiction. She spent the week finding the steamiest fanfiction she could and imagining what it would be like to do all of that with Dakota. She had even touched herself while reading a few of them, which wasn’t something she did very often. She didn’t have a choice though. Thinking of Dakota in that way had her so hot and bothered, she needed a release.  
 And what a release it had been. If it had been that good just thinking about Dakota, Ashton could only imagine how it would be with her. She didn’t want to go into this weekend with any expectations, but she was ready for whatever there was to come. That she was sure of.  
 With her mind completely focused on Dakota, the hour drive to her house seemed to take no time at all. Dakota’s studio and apartment were located just off the town’s main street, a few blocks away from the university she had gone to. When she found the parking lot Dakota had told her to park in, Dakota was already standing there waiting for her. In a paint-covered outfit, she really was a sight for sore eyes.  
 She directed Ashton where to park, then waited outside of the door as she got out of her car. As soon as she was standing, Dakota wrapped her in a tight hug. “I swear the paint is dry on my clothes.”  
 Honestly, at that moment, Ashton didn’t even care if it wasn’t since it felt so good to be in Dakota’s arms. “No problem. I missed you.” The words slipped out before she could overthink them. There was no stopping them because they were true. She had missed Dakota from the time they said goodbye on Sunday.  
 “I missed you, too. I’m so glad you’re here.” Dakota pulled away, but kept her hands on Ashton’s arms as she just stared at her as if she couldn’t believe she was really standing in front of her. “Ready for the big tour?”  
 When Ashton nodded, Dakota grabbed her bag, then led her the few steps up to her front door. The whole first floor was filled with painting supplies, canvases, and all of Dakota’s paintings. Some were on display on the walls, while others were scattered around. Dakota dropped Ashton’s bag and held out her arms. “This is my art studio. It’s not much, but it’s mine so I love it. Sometimes buyers come in here, but it’s mostly just my workspace. My goal is to someday move out of the upstairs apartment, make that my workspace, and then turn this part into a gallery for my art.” Dakota shrugged nonchalantly as if that wasn’t an amazing goal to have at such a young age. “We’ll see if it happens.”  
 “It will happen,” Ashton reassured her.  
 “You really think so?”  
 Ashton was always taken by surprise when Dakota sounded unsure of herself since she was normally so confident. Without overthinking it, she closed the distance between the two of them, put her hands on Dakota’s hips, and placed a quick kiss on her lips, forcing herself to pull back before she got carried away. “I know so,” she said before rubbing her nose against Dakota’s.  
 Dakota let out a contented sigh. “Did I mention I missed you?”  
 Ashton couldn’t stop the goofy grin from coming onto her face. She was way too happy to hold it in. “I think you may have, but I enjoy hearing it.”  
 “In that case…” Dakota leaned in and stole another kiss. “I missed you.” And another. “I missed you.” Another. “I missed you.” One more.  
 Dakota picked up Ashton’s bag and motioned for her to follow, leading her to a door at the back of the studio, behind which were stairs going up to her apartment. At the top of the stairs was another door. Dakota held it open for Ashton. “Home sweet home.”  
 The apartment was small, but cute. On the walls was more artwork that Ashton assumed was Dakota’s, even though she hadn’t seen any of those particular paintings on her social media. The door opened up to the living room area where there was a TV, couch, and loveseat. Off to the right was a small kitchen, and off to the left was a hallway.  
 Dakota led Ashton through the living room and down the short hallway. She pointed to the first door they passed and told her it was the bathroom, then walked to the end of the hallway where her bedroom was. The room was just big enough to fit her full-size bed, a dresser, and a bookshelf. Her bedding was black with all of the colors of the rainbow splattered on it like paint.  
 When Dakota noticed Ashton staring at it, her face turned red. “That’s a Crayola comforter. It’s supposed to be for little kids, but I saw it and couldn’t resist.”  
 Ashton sat down on the bed and ran her hand over the comforter. “I love it.”  
 Dakota smiled sweetly, then looked toward her feet. “Obviously this is where you’ll be sleeping. I can sleep here with you, or I can take the couch. I want to do whatever makes you the most comfortable.”  
 Aside from her sister and Lily, Ashton had never shared a bed with anyone. Sharing a bed with Dakota would be much different (for obvious reasons), but those reasons were exactly why Ashton wanted to share a bed with her. She loved the thought of falling asleep in Dakota’s arms. At least she would love that if Dakota was a cuddler. She didn’t want to assume anything. “I’m okay sharing the bed.”  
 “Are you sure? I’m a cuddler.”  

There was the answer. “Even better.”  
 Dakota looked down at her watch. “We have a few hours before it’s dinner time, but after you get settled, do you want to go for a walk around town? I can show you all the sights.” She made air quotes when she said the word sights, causing Ashton to laugh.  
 “Sounds wonderful.”  
 Within a few minutes, they were back outside, walking through town hand in hand. Dakota pointed out buildings along the way, explaining their history or telling her a fun fact about each one. They stopped in front of a building that Dakota looked especially excited about, which was strange since Ashton was pretty sure it was a law firm.  
 “Fun fact about this law firm. It’s owned by a gay couple.”  

Ah, so that’s why. “You really are a wealth of knowledge.”  
 Dakota skipped as she swung their hands between the two of them. “I just love this town. I’ve loved it ever since I came for my first college visit. It’s small like my hometown, but even more liberal because of the college. I’ve always just felt like I fit in really well here.”  
 Ashton wished she could have said that about her college experience. She fit in as well in college as she did in high school, which wasn’t at all. “I don’t know that feeling of fitting in. I’ve never really fit in anywhere. I’m not sure I’m capable.”  
 Dakota stopped and faced Ashton, studying her for a moment before speaking. “I don’t think that’s true. You just need to find your niche. I mean, you fit in with your family.”  
 Ashton snorted through her laughter. “Yeah, but how lame is that? Everyone fits in with their family.”  
 “Not true. I’d argue there’s probably more people who don’t fit in with their families than do. I can tell you from personal experience that what you have with your family is really special.” The way Dakota’s shoulders deflated as she stared down at her feet told Ashton she had hit a nerve.  

Shit. Way to go. “I’m so sorry if I upset you. I don’t know what the deal is with your family, and I shouldn’t have—” 
 Dakota cut her off by squeezing her hand. “It’s no big deal. Seriously. It’s not like I have a bad relationship with my family. I just relate more to my four-year-old niece than I do to any of the adults. My family accepts me and loves me but I’m still kind of the black sheep. My dad and brothers all have standard nine to five jobs. All of their wives are stay at home moms. They just don’t really understand me. And it’s fine because there’s plenty of people who do. I just want you to realize the sort of relationship you have with your family really is one of a kind.”  
 Ashton had never thought of it that way. She loved her family and had always been thankful to have them in her life, but she was so focused on what she didn’t have, she had missed everything she did. “Thanks for putting it like that. I’m sorry if I ever made it sound like I wasn’t appreciative of them.”  
 “You didn’t. I can tell how much you love them, and how much they all adore you. It was obvious from the first time I met you.”  
 They continued their tour, the conversation becoming lighter as they walked through the university and Dakota told stories about her college days. Once the tour was over, they headed back to Dakota’s apartment so they could freshen up before dinner.  
 Dakota took her to a small pizza shop that she claimed had the best pizza Ashton would ever eat in her entire life. She even claimed it was better than sex. She also promised to take her somewhere nicer for their date, which wasn’t a worry to Ashton. She would be happy wherever Dakota wanted to take her. Plus, she was right about the pizza. It was incomparable. Ashton couldn’t weigh in on whether it was really better than sex though since she had nothing to compare it to.  
 After eating way too much food, they decided to watch a movie on Dakota’s couch so they wouldn’t have to move. Ashton could barely focus on the movie because all of her attention was on how good it felt to have Dakota’s arm around her and her head resting on Dakota’s shoulder. By the time the movie ended, Ashton could barely keep her eyes open and Dakota suggested they go to bed.  

Bed. Together. Ashton’s heart was beating at a rapid rate just thinking about it. Dakota must have noticed because she gave her a reassuring smile. “The offer still stands for me to sleep on the couch if that makes you more comfortable.”  
 Ashton shook her head. That wasn’t what she wanted at all. “No, I… I want to sleep with you.” She cleared her throat, wishing she could somehow swallow that slip right back up. “I mean, I want to sleep beside you. In bed.”  
 Dakota grabbed her hand and pulled her up off the couch, still keeping a firm grip on her hand once she was standing. “Just cuddling tonight, okay?”  
 “No kissing?” Ashton leaned in and placed a quick kiss on Dakota’s lips to make her point.  
 “Okay, you twisted my arm. Kissing too.” 
 “That wasn’t very hard.”  
 “You’re very convincing.”  
 “You mean my lips are convincing?” Ashton flirted as she found the confidence she only ever seemed to be able to find with Dakota.  
 Dakota kissed her once again. “They’re very nice lips.”  

God, this girl knew how to get to her. Ashton’s body was buzzing. It was begging for so much more than the kisses she had been promised. Dakota was right though. She was already nervous enough about her first adult sleepover. She didn’t need the pressure of actually sleeping with someone added to that.  
 The kissing turned out to be more than enough though. After each of them changed and brushed their teeth, they got into bed, and their lips found each other once again. They kissed for hours, taking breaks whenever one of them started to get carried away with their hand placement. The best part wasn’t the kissing though. The best part was what happened after. When Dakota opened her arms to Ashton and spooned her, holding on tightly as if she was afraid she might slip away if she loosened her grip at all. She didn’t need to worry about that though. Ashton wasn’t going anywhere.  
   






Chapter 9


 

 Even though they had been up late the night before, Ashton’s internal clock still woke her up before 7 a.m. She had no idea why she was such a morning person, but it had always been that way. She was sure Dakota was probably normal and would sleep in longer, so she contemplated what to do. She was perfectly content in Dakota’s arms, but had an itch to take advantage of this opportunity and do something nice for her.  
 She slowly slipped out of Dakota’s grip, careful not to wake her up, and quietly got dressed. Once she was ready, she headed out to the cafe Dakota had shown her yesterday that apparently had a chai latte she was obsessed with. As she was walking down the street, she noticed two girls, probably not much older than her, one with blonde hair, the other auburn, holding hands and walking together.  
 She wasn’t trying to listen in on their conversation, but happened to catch it as she walked by.  
 “Can we get coffee first? I’m beat.”  
 “We could if we had any idea where to get it.”  
 Normally, Ashton would have just kept walking, assuming that they wouldn’t want her to butt in to their conversation, but something felt different today. She had a new confidence that only Dakota could bring out in her that apparently was still there even when they weren’t physically together. 
 “Excuse me.” She cleared her throat. “I hate to interrupt, but I heard you mention coffee. I was actually just heading to get some for me and my, umm… friend. You can walk with me there if you’d like. It’s just down the street.”  
 The blonde looked surprised, but happy, about Ashton’s interruption. “That would be awesome. I’m Veronica. This is my fiancé, Kate. We just moved here. Hence the lack of coffee knowledge. How long have you lived here?” 
 “Oh, I don’t actually. I’m just visiting a friend.”  
 Kate must have caught Ashton’s hesitation over the word friend because a knowing smile came to her face. “A friend, huh?”  
 Ashton shrugged. “I don’t really know what we are. We’re definitely more than friends, but we haven’t really discussed what we are yet.”  
 “Ah, yes, the dreaded define the relationship talk.” Veronica smiled lovingly at Kate. “I’m so happy to not have to worry about that anymore.” 
 Veronica and Kate told her their story as they walked to the cafe, and they continued with the small talk while in line. Ashton found out they had met their freshman year of college and had graduated two years ago. They moved to the area because Veronica had gotten a job at the university. 
 “This is only my first time here, but I really like what I’ve seen so far,” Ashton said as they waited for their drinks. “I’m not sure when or if I’ll be back, but I could take your number. Even if I’m not back, I can give it to Dakota. That way you’ll know someone in the area.”  
 “Sounds great.” Veronica grabbed Ashton’s outstretched phone from her and entered her number. “Either way, you need to update us about what happens with Dakota. We’re invested now.”  
 Ashton said goodbye to her new friends and left the coffeehouse feeling more content and happy than she could ever remember feeling before. She practically skipped into Dakota’s house, and was happy to find her still fast asleep in bed. Even though she hated to wake her up, she didn’t want her drink to get cold. Also, selfishly, she wanted to spend time with her and tell her about the couple she had met.  
 She crawled back into bed and placed a gentle kiss on Dakota’s lips. Dakota’s mouth curved into a smile as her eyes slowly opened. “That’s quite the way to be woken up,” she said through a yawn.  
 “I can make it even better.” Ashton reached for the nightstand and grabbed Dakota’s drink, holding it up for her to see. “Your favorite chai latte.”  
 Dakota’s eyes went wide as she quickly sat up. “You could have woken me up. I would have gone with you.”  
 “I wanted to do this for you. Plus, it was good for me to go outside my comfort zone. I actually talked to a couple who just moved to the area.” Ashton gave Dakota all of the details about talking to Kate and Veronica and how it was so different than anything she’d ever done in the past. The only thing she didn’t add was how she owed it all to Dakota and the confidence she instilled in her. She didn’t want to come across as too much, so she kept that part out.  
 Much to her surprise, as soon as she finished her story, Dakota pulled her into a tight hug. “That’s amazing. I’m really proud of you.” She loosened her grip only slightly, keeping Ashton in her arms. “So, I was thinking. Since we have our date tonight, do you want to take it easy today? We can just hang here.”  
 When Ashton agreed, Dakota asked if she had any suggestions on what they should do. Ashton looked around the room and her eyes landed on the bookshelf. “Want to show me some of those little known comics you told me about?”  
 Dakota’s eyes lit up and she sat up even straighter. “Really?”  
 “Of course. It’s important to you, so I want to learn more about it.”  
 The rest of the day was spent in bed reading comics together, snuggling, and making out. Ashton wasn’t really sure how their date could top that, but she was looking forward to finding out what Dakota had planned.  
   
 *** 
   
 The first stop on their date was a little family-owned Italian restaurant that had outdoor rooftop seating. Dakota purposely planned it so the sun would be setting as they finished their meal. As they ate the chocolate cake they were sharing for dessert, it was hard for Ashton to keep her eyes on the sunset when the most beautiful view in the world was sitting across the table from her.  
 After taking the last bite of cake, Ashton sat back in her chair and rubbed her stomach. “I couldn’t eat another bite if you forced me. I’m not sure I’ll even be able to move from this spot.”  
 “I hope you can because there’s still one more part to this date.”  
 After Dakota paid their check, they went on another walk around town since it apparently needed to be completely dark for what they were doing next.  
 Once the sun was completely gone and the stars began to shine, Dakota led Ashton onto her college campus where they climbed a big hill close to the football field that overlooked the entire campus.  
 Dakota sat down at the top of the hill and pulled Ashton down with her. “I’ve done a lot of research and have concluded that this is the best spot in town to stargaze.”  
 “Do you come here a lot?” Ashton asked, really wondering if this was where Dakota brought all of her dates.  
 “A decent amount. I like to come here and sketch. There’s so much to see and draw just from this one spot. Sometimes I draw everything. Sometimes I focus on one thing.” Dakota pulled Ashton’s hand up to her mouth and kissed her knuckles. “This is the first time I’ve ever been here with someone else though.”  
 “Why me?“ Ashton hoped the slight crack to her voice didn’t betray her.  
 “I thought you’d like it. You’re the type of person who stands back and takes in the world from a distance. You don’t always say a lot, but I can tell there’s constantly ten million thoughts running through your head. You’re an observer, so I brought you somewhere where there’s a lot to observe.”  
 Dakota was spot on. How did she know her so well after such little time? She hadn’t only crawled into Ashton’s mind, but she’d also burrowed herself inside Ashton’s heart. There was no denying it. Ashton was falling hard and fast, and she could no longer resist the pull between them.  
 Instead of saying anything, she leaned in and kissed Dakota. It wasn’t tentative or unsure. It was hot and desperate. Because she was desperate. She needed so much more than a kiss. She needed to connect with Dakota in a way she had never connected with anyone else before.  
 Their kiss didn’t last long, because Ashton pulled away before it could deepen. “Take me home,” she said breathlessly.  
 There was no question what she was asking for, and she could tell by the look in Dakota’s eyes that she understood. “Are… are you sure?”  
 Ashton put a hand on her cheek and kissed her slowly, forcing herself to pull away after a minute. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my entire life.”  
 They were both quiet as they walked back to Dakota’s apartment hand in hand. Once they were inside, Dakota led Ashton to her room.  
 As they stood in front of her bed, Dakota pushed a piece of hair behind Ashton’s ear, staring into her eyes as if she was the only girl in the entire world. “Are you sure about this? I don’t want you to do anything you’re going to regret.”  
 “I won’t regret this. I promise” Ashton didn’t know how she could. Even if whatever this was between her and Dakota didn’t go anywhere, she wanted her first time to be with Dakota. She knew she could never regret losing her virginity to someone who actually saw her and had her best interests at heart.  
 Dakota nodded in understanding. “I’ll follow your lead, okay?”  
 Ashton couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t think I’m the best lead to follow seeing as how everything I know about sex I’ve learned from steamy fanfiction.”  
 “You’re magnificent.” Dakota moved her hand to the bottom of Ashton’s shirt and silently asked her for permission. When Ashton nodded and lifted her hands over her head, Dakota slowly removed her shirt. Once the shirt was off she dropped to her knees, put her hands on Ashton’s hips, and placed kiss after kiss on her stomach. Then she looked back up into Ashton’s eyes with so much attentiveness she thought she might come from one look alone. “This is going to be magnificent.” More kisses. “I’ll lead the way, but I want you to tell me if you ever want me to stop or slow down.”  
 Ashton pushed the hair away from Dakota’s face as she stared down at her and she had to imagine there was just as much adoration in her eyes as the ones looking back at her. “I promise. This is perfect. You’re perfect.”  
 Dakota moved one of her hands from Ashton’s hip onto the button of her shorts. “Is this okay?”  
 Ashton only nodded because words were escaping her. Dakota kissed across her stomach once again as she unbuttoned her shorts and moved them down her legs. Once they were at her feet, Ashton stepped out of them. She thought the first time she was this exposed around someone she would be nervous and want to cover up, but it wasn’t like that with Dakota. It was the opposite. She wanted to show Dakota every single part of her, even the pieces she kept hidden deep inside.  
 Dakota kissed up one leg, then the other before standing to her feet and taking both of Ashton’s hands in hers. “Do you wanna take off my clothes or should I?”  
 “I’d like to, please.”  
 Dakota smirked and lifted an eyebrow. “Such a lady in the bedroom. I like it.”  
 When she winked, Ashton felt like anything but a lady. Her animal instincts threatened to take over, and she wanted to tear Dakota’s clothes off her. She wouldn’t though. She was enjoying this slow back and forth too much to allow that to happen. She peeled Dakota’s shirt and pants off of her, taking her time to make sure she cherished every moment. The way Dakota’s stomach clenched under Ashton’s touch. How her breathing picked up as Ashton removed her pants.  
 Then, just like that, both of them were in nothing but their underwear. Dakota’s hands came back to Ashton’s hips and Ashton put her arms around Dakota’s neck. For a moment, they stayed just like this. Unmoving. Just taking in the moment.  
 Then their mouths came together. What started out slow and tender quickly deepened. There was a longing in this kiss. A desperation in the way their tongues tangled together.  
 When Dakota pulled back, they were both breathless. When Dakota caught her breath, she nodded her head toward the bed. “Ready?”  
 Instead of answering with words, Ashton dropped onto the bed and pulled Dakota down with her. They quickly moved from sitting to lying and then the kissing began all over again. This time their bodies were brought into the mix. Hands ran over skin. Legs intertwined. 
 The kissing might have lasted minutes or it might have lasted hours. Ashton had no idea. All she did know was there was no way she was going to last long with how turned on she already was.  
 At first, when Dakota stopped their kiss and sat up, Ashton was disappointed. That was until she reached behind her back and unclasped her bra, allowing it to fall off of her shoulders and away from her breasts. Ashton’s breath caught in her throat as she stared at the most perfect chest in the world. She didn’t need to compare it to any others because it was clearly the best.  
 Dakota took Ashton’s hand and guided it to her stomach, where she slowly directed it upward. “You can touch me… if you want.”  
 She dropped her own hand allowing Ashton to make the decision for herself. She didn’t even have to think about it. It was like her hands had a mind of their own as they continued up Dakota’s stomach and onto her breasts. Ashton had wondered if it might be strange to touch someone for the first time, but touching Dakota was as natural as touching her feet to the ground. It was as if her hands had been created for Dakota’s body.  
 Dakota moaned as Ashton’s hands went to work and it was like no sound she had ever heard before. She couldn’t believe that it was because of her. Because of the work of her hands.  
 Dakota closed her eyes and threw her head back for just a few seconds before bringing her focus back to Ashton. She brought her hands around Ashton’s back, stopping by the clasp of her bra. “I want to touch you too… if that’s okay.”  
 “It’s more than okay,” Ashton said with a ghost of a whisper since that was all she was capable of.  
 Then her bra was off and Dakota was touching her and she couldn’t decide what was better - Dakota's hands on her or her hands on Dakota. Not that it mattered, because at that moment she had both.  
 Ashton was so caught up in the moment that she didn’t even know when hands had migrated from chests to underwear, but before she knew it they were both completely naked. 
 Dakota kissed across Ashton’s neck and up her jaw, continuing her path until her lips were by Ashton’s ear. “How do you want me to make you come?” she asked before taking her ear between her teeth. 

Well, that was one way to do it. “It… it’s not going to take much.”  
 “Can I taste you?”  
 Oh, God, she was done for. She moaned and hoped that was enough to tell Dakota the answer was yes. It must have been since Dakota wasted no time moving her lips down Ashton’s body.  
 When she reached the spot between Ashton’s legs, she looked at her once again. “I’m going to lick you now. This is when things will really start to pick up. If it ever becomes too much, tell me to stop.”  
 There was no way Ashton was going to tell her to stop. She didn’t want this to ever stop. Dakota’s tongue lapping at her center was indescribable and it was pushing her closer and closer to the edge. As if she had lost all control, she put her hands in Dakota’s hair and held her up against her. Her hips moved on their own volition, pushing her even deeper into Dakota’s mouth.  
 Dakota pulled back for just a moment and ran a finger through Ashton’s folds. “If it’s okay, I’m going to finger you now. Between my tongue and finger you’re going to feel a lot of sensations all at once. It should make you come, but if it feels uncomfortable because you’re not used to it, let me know.”  
 “Please, Dakota.” Those were the only words Ashton was able to get out because she needed Dakota to stop talking about what she was going to do and actually do it.  
 And then she did. And it was even better than Ashton expected. It was better than Dakota described. She felt her all over her whole body, and when she moved her finger a certain way and hit just the right spot at the same time her tongue circled Ashton’s clit, Ashton lost it. Her vision blurred, her mind blanked, and the most earth-shattering orgasm shot through her body.  
 Her body twisted, turned, and gyrated for what felt like forever before she finally collapsed in exhaustion onto the bed. “Wow… just really… wow… is… is that what sex is always like… because… umm… I can’t believe I waited this long to experience that. I think you’re just really really good. You’re really really good, aren’t you?”  
 Dakota rested her head in her hands on top of Ashton’s stomach, staring up at her with the widest smile as if she was completely amused by her rambling. “I think you and I just mesh really well together.”  

Of course. Of course Dakota would blow her mind, then find a way to give her the credit for it. “I think you’re being modest.”  
 “I think… I want to have some naked cuddles,” Dakota said, before crawling up the bed so she was now lying beside Ashton.  
 But no, that wasn’t right. Ashton might not have ever had sex before, but she knew something was missing. “Wait… you… I mean… you didn’t… I was the only one who had an orgasm.”  
 Dakota pulled Ashton into her arms and kissed her temple. “I know, but that’s okay. It’s your first time. We’re taking it slow. Trust me, just doing that was more than enough for me.”  
 “Absolutely not,” Ashton said, appalled at the thought of experiencing something so magical and not even attempting to give something in return. “This might be my first time, but I’m no pillow princess. There’s no way I’m going to take without giving back. I can’t guarantee it will be good, but—” 
 Dakota cut her off by kissing her lips. “Whatever you do is going to be perfect, because it’s you. That’s all that matters to me.”  
 “I want to go down on you too, but I might need some direction.” Ashton was suddenly nervous, worried she would mess this up and not make Dakota feel nearly as good as Dakota made her feel.  
 “Of course, babe, I’ve got you.”  
 Ashton sighed in contentment as she slid down the bed. “I like when you call me babe.”  
 “Okay, then, babe, position yourself right between my legs.”  
 Ashton moved to the same spot Dakota had been when going down on her and waited for her next set of instructions.  
 “Start with one long stroke of your tongue.”  
 Ashton did as she was told and smiled when Dakota moaned in response. God, she tasted good. She thought maybe people went down on each other just to make the other person feel good, but with just one lick she was pretty convinced she was going to enjoy this just as much as Dakota. Maybe more.  
 “Now circle your tongue around my clit.” Ashton watched Dakota as she did what she was told and Dakota nodded. “Yes, oh my god, yes. Just like that. Do it some more.” Her breathing was getting heavier the more Ashton licked. “Now suck on it a little bit. There’s no wrong way to do it, so just do what feels right.”  
 Ashton was pretty sure that wasn’t true. She’d heard enough horror stories from her sister and Lily to realize that there were plenty of ways to do it wrong. Still, she did as instructed, and if Dakota’s moans were any indication, she wasn’t doing it wrong.  
 “Shit. Is this seriously your first time? You…” Dakota let out deep heaving breaths as Ashton continued to move her tongue around her clit, constantly switching between licking and sucking. “God, you’re good at that. Like really good.”  
 Ashton wondered if Dakota was always this vocal or if she was just doing it to help encourage her. Either way, she loved it. Her words gave Ashton the confidence to add her hands into the mix. She started by slowly moving them through her folds, following the same path as her tongue, then eventually pushed one inside of her. Lord, she really hoped she had the right hole. Somehow messing that up on someone with the exact same anatomy as her would totally be something she would do.  
 “Don’t worry, babe, that’s the right hole,” Dakota said with a strangled laugh. 
 “Shit. Did I say that out loud?” Talk about embarrassing. 

 Dakota laughed once again, but it was even more strained this time. “You did, but that’s okay. I love it actually… this…” Deep breaths. “This is so good because you are you.” More deep breaths. “That’s why I’m going to co—” Before she could finish her sentence she screamed out in pleasure, her body bucking up against Ashton’s face as the orgasm shot through her.  
 “Was… was that okay?” Ashton asked when Dakota finally came down from her high.  
 “Okay? Was that okay?” Another laugh. “That was the greatest orgasm of my entire life.”  

Yeah right. “You’re just saying that to be nice.”  
 “You’re right. But it definitely made the top one hundred.”  

Ouch. 

 Dakota must have noticed the hurt on Ashton’s face because she took both of her cheeks in her hands and kissed her. “I’m kidding. I meant what I said. It might be because it was you more than anything else, but that was incomparable.”  

Because it was you. Those words repeated in Ashton’s head over and over. Now would have been the perfect time to ask her what this was. Ask what she meant by that and find out if this was going to continue after Pride month ended. But she couldn’t. This had been too perfect. She didn’t want to ruin it by finding out that this was all going to end before it even really started.  
 “Are you okay with everything that just happened?”  
 Ashton wished she could express just how okay she was. “I’m more than okay. This was perfect. I’m really happy my first time could be with you.” What she really wanted to say was how she wanted every time to be with her, but that would make her sound like a crazy person.  
 Dakota pulled Ashton tightly up against her and kissed her once again. “How would you feel about your second time being with me too?”  
 Ashton laughed a deep belly laugh because she had never been happier. “I would love that. I just need a few minutes to breathe.” 
 Dakota cuddled into her, their naked bodies connecting just right to make Ashton ready to go again. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”  
   






Chapter 10


 

 When Ashton woke up the next day, she was sore and tired for all the right reasons. She yawned as she opened her eyes and was surprised to find that Dakota was already sitting up in bed with her back resting against the pillows and a sketchbook in her hands. What surprised Ashton even more was what Dakota was drawing. It was a sketch of her sleeping and looking completely content.  
 It was the attention to detail that really got her, even down to the most minuscule scar that Ashton had on her right eyebrow. “You have quite the eye,” Ashton said as she ran her fingers over that part of the drawing.  
 Dakota placed her sketchbook to the side and copied the motion Ashton had just done, but on her actual eyebrow. “What happened there?”  
 “Brynn and I were fighting over the TV remote and my eyebrow was the casualty.”  
 “Ouch. What was so important to both of you?”  
 “She wanted to watch Nick Jonas perform at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade and I…” Ashton let her voice trail off. There was no way she was going to admit this. “Well, I don’t remember what I wanted to watch.”  
 Dakota stared her down. “You really expect me to believe that?”  
 “You have to. It’s true.” Ashton moved her eyes to look anywhere but at Dakota.  
 “You’re a terrible liar,” Dakota said with a laugh.  
 Ashton groaned. “Fine. I wanted to watch A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving.”  
 Dakota threw her head back and howled with laughter. “Had to get some inspiration, huh?”  
 “That was back in ninth grade. I wasn’t writing my fanfiction yet.” Ashton couldn’t help but laugh because Dakota’s laughter was contagious. “But if you must know, I did have an unhealthy obsession with Marcie and Peppermint Patty’s friendship.”  
 “Friendship. Mhm.” Dakota shook her head. “Man, the things we do when we’re in the closet.”  
 “When did you come out? I know Chrissy said you were the first gay Homecoming Queen, so it was clearly before college.”  
 “It was eighth grade. I had a giant crush on Shelby but was acting like I had a crush on this guy named Mark. Mark and Shelby ended up making out at a dance, and I cried. When Shelby came to apologize for stealing my guy, I told her the truth.”  
 “What happened then?”  
 “Shelby told me she had been in love with me for years, and we lived happily ever after. We’re actually still together now.” Dakota laughed once again. “I’m obviously kidding. She hugged me and told me it was okay to feel that way. Then she informed me that her cousin’s best friend, who was a ninth grader at a school about twenty minutes from us, was gay. And so it began.”  
 “So it began,” Ashton repeated. She thought for a moment, then asked the question she had been dying to know. “If you don’t mind me asking, when did you have sex for the first time?”  
 “Tenth grade.”  

Crap. Ashton felt even more pathetic now. “Was that the cousin’s best friend?”  
 “Oh no. We did date, but it only lasted a few months. The distance was just too hard for us.”  
 “I’m sorry I’m so inexperienced,” she said quietly, suddenly feeling overly self-conscious. 
 Dakota pulled her closer and kissed her temple. “You never, ever have to apologize for that. We all move at our own speed. That doesn’t make one way or another right or wrong. It’s just what works for you.”  
 Ashton sighed. “It’s just that now that I’m finally out and know how great all of this is, I feel like I wasted years of my life in denial.”  
 “You’re twenty-two. You have plenty of time to experience life as an out gay woman. Plus, it doesn’t matter if you come out when you’re fourteen or forty. The most important part is taking advantage of whatever time you do have and soaking in the feeling of finally being your authentic self.”  
 Ashton’s heart warmed from Dakota’s words. Dakota had done so much for her in the short time they knew each other and she wished there was something she could give back to her. “I'd love to take you on a date today to thank you for everything you’ve done for me, but I obviously don’t know the area. Is there anything you have always wanted to do but never have?” 
 “There is one thing, but…” Dakota scrunched up her face.  
 “Name it and it’s yours.” There was nothing Dakota could say that Ashton wouldn’t agree to. She deserved everything and more.  
 “Didn’t your mom ever tell you that you shouldn’t agree to something before you know what it is?” Dakota asked with a laugh. “Naked painting.”  
 “Wh-what?” Okay. Not at all what Ashton was expecting. What did that even mean? “Going off of the work in your studio, I’d say you’ve done plenty of naked painting.” She let out a strained laugh and hoped Dakota didn’t realize how nervous she was.  
 “That’s… not what I mean,” Dakota said hesitantly. She pulled out her phone, brought up YouTube, and typed something in. “I’m talking about something I saw on Bachelor in Paradise. Do you watch that?”  
 Ashton shook her head. “Not really. My mom and Brynn watch the whole franchise religiously, and I catch it here and there, but I definitely missed the naked painting.”  
 Dakota held her phone in front of Ashton and she watched as a couple stripped down into just underwear and painted each other’s bodies, before using their bodies to paint big white sheets. Why did this seem so scary to Ashton? She had just been naked in front of Dakota mere hours ago partaking in much more intimate activities. But they were in the moment for that. This… this was different.  
 “We totally don’t have to. You asked, so I told you the truth.”  
 Nope. She was doing it. This month was all about trying new things and expanding her comfort zone and she was going to do just that. “Fuck it. Let’s go.”  
 Dakota lifted her eyebrows as her eyes went wide. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say fuck before.”  
 “I think aside from the few times I’ve angrily mumbled it under my breath, that was the first time I’ve said it out loud.”  
 “How did it taste coming out?”  
 “Weird.”  
 Dakota laughed the most joyful laugh Ashton had ever heard and pulled her even closer. “Man, I love… that you’re going to do this with me.”  
 If Ashton didn’t know any better, she would have sworn that Dakota hesitated after love, like she almost said something else then changed her mind. Ashton did know better though. She wasn’t even convinced that Dakota would want to have anything to do with her after this weekend. She definitely wasn’t in love with her. But… the thought of that being the case. It had Ashton’s heart racing and her palms sweating. What a dream it would be to be loved by someone like Dakota Douglass, the girl who was quickly becoming one of her favorite people in the world.  
 “Are you okay?” Dakota asked, suddenly sounding very unsure.  
 Ashton smiled at her reassuringly. “I’m better than okay. I’m perfect.” 
 “You sure are.”  
   
 *** 
   
 It didn’t take long for Ashton and Dakota to get up, go into town to buy a big sheet, nontoxic paint, and white underwear and sports bras and get back to Dakota’s apartment.  
 As Dakota set up the sheet on the floor of her studio, Ashton grabbed her underwear and bra and went into the bathroom to change.  
 When she came out, Dakota was smirking at her. “You do remember that I saw you naked last night, right? I didn’t dream that, did I?”  
 Ashton walked over to Dakota and threw her arms around her neck, pulling her in close for a quick kiss that literally had her toes curling. Thoughts of the night before danced through her head as she leaned back. “Definitely not a dream.”  
 Dakota rubbed their noses together and stole one more kiss. “Good.” She stepped away from Ashton and moved her hand to the bottom of her shirt. “In that case, do you want to do the honors or should I?” 
 “Oh, um, you can.” As Dakota started to get undressed, Ashton turned away from her and stared at the wall. God, why was she acting so awkward all of a sudden?  
 She didn’t realize Dakota had finished getting changed until her arms wrapped around her from behind and she began kissing her neck. “Are you sure you’re okay with everything we did last night?” There was so much concern in her voice that Ashton felt terrible.  
 Ashton leaned her head back onto Dakota’s shoulder to give her more space for her lips. Everything was right when they were like this. It was only when she let herself get in her own head that things got scrambled again. “I promise. Last night was perfect. It was just a big deal for me. A really big deal. And I’m still trying to wrap my head around it.”  
 Dakota spun her around so they were now staring at each other. Dakota watched her with big doe eyes as she pushed a piece of loose hair behind Ashton’s ear. “Hey, I want you to know that even though last night wasn’t my first time, it was still a big deal for me, too. I don’t take anything we did lightly.”  
 Ashton nodded. She knew Dakota was being sincere, because that was the kind of person she was. “I know you don’t. I’m sorry.”  
 “How many times do I have to tell you? You have nothing to apologize for.” 
 “Okay. I’m sorry.” Ashton giggled at her slip-up. “Oops.”  
 “From now on, whenever you say sorry, I’m going to withhold all kisses for ten minutes.” 
 Ashton crossed her arms over her chest and tried to look angry, but that was hard when she was so incredibly happy. “That’s just rude.”  
 Dakota smirked back at her. “And guess what? I’m not sorry.”  
 “Does the rule count toward the apology I made before the rule was established? Because that would be very unfair.”  
 “No. That was your freebie. It starts now.”  
 “In that case.” Ashton reached down and grabbed the blue paint, pouring some out in her hand before taking said hand and wiping it across Dakota’s cheek. As she spread the paint onto her face, she leaned in and kissed her once again. “I’m not sorry.”  
 “Oh, so that’s how it is, huh?” Dakota put a different color of paint in each hand, then ran her hands down Ashton’s stomach.  
 The coolness of the paint mixed with the warmth of her touch caused Ashton’s whole body to shudder. Maybe this wasn’t such a crazy idea after all.  
 After that, they didn’t waste any time opening the rest of the paint and putting it on their own bodies and each other. Their underwear and bras stayed surprisingly white for a while, probably because they were both avoiding those areas due to Ashton’s little freak out.  
 That was until Dakota dipped her finger in red paint and stared down at Ashton’s chest, her finger hovering in front of it while her eyes drifted back up to meet Ashton’s. “Do you mind?”  
 Ashton swallowed hard because the thought of Dakota’s hands on her again had her body going into overdrive. “I don’t mind one bit.”  
 Ashton laughed as Dakota wrote her name across her chest in a very similar manner to how she signed her paintings. “Is this like in Toy Story when Andy writes his name on his toys?”  
 “Yes. This is the more mature, lesbian edition.” Dakota winked. “Why? Do you want to incorporate it into a new fanfic? Perhaps Little Bo Peep and Jessie?” 
 “I honestly should. I mean, did you see Toy Story 4? There is no way Bo Peep is straight.”  
 Dakota dipped her finger into green paint and booped Ashton’s nose. “You’re truly unlike anyone I’ve ever met before. You’re so…”  
 “Weird?” It’s not like Ashton hadn’t heard that before.  
 Dakota drew swirls on Ashton’s arm with the wet paint still on her fingers. “I was going to say special, but weird works, too. In the best way. Weird is great. I love weird.”  
 Just like that, Ashton loved weird, too. She was fine with being weird if it caused Dakota to look at her the way she was right now. After a few seconds, Dakota cleared her throat and looked down at the sheet below them. “We haven’t done a very good job of getting the paint onto the canvas.”  
 “I guess we should change that.”  
 Neither of them needed more prompting before spreading paint over each other’s bodies again. This time was slower. It was no longer a battle but instead a mutual understanding of their need to be close.  
 Once they were both covered, Dakota reached her hand out toward Ashton. “I have an idea. Take my hand.” When Ashton grabbed her hand, Dakota nodded her head toward the sheet. “We’re going to get down as carefully as possible so we can make a picture of us holding hands.”  

Well, that was adorable. Ashton simply nodded in return because there were no words to express how she was feeling and how Dakota could somehow make her heart beat faster and slower at the same time.  
 They started out slow and steady, but Ashton ruined that when she lost her balance and quickly fell onto the sheet, taking Dakota down with her. They both broke into a fit of giggles that neither could stop.  
 When Ashton gained a semblance of control and looked over at Dakota, she was surprised to already find her staring over at her, unblinking as if she didn’t want to miss one single moment.  
 Dakota tugged on Ashton’s hand that she was still tightly holding onto. “Come here, you.”  
 When Ashton scooted close enough that their bodies were touching, Dakota pulled her on top of her. “Much better.”  
 With their bodies this close, skin on skin in so many places, all of Ashton’s reservations and overthinking were gone. The only thoughts on her mind were how much she wanted Dakota again. Right now.   
 “We’re kind of a mess,” Dakota said as she smiled up at her.  
 “We are.” Those were the only words Ashton could push out because her body was begging for all the things it needed done to it.  
 “We should probably get cleaned up.”  
 Ashton nodded even though that was the last thing she wanted. She didn’t want to break this connection, ruin this moment, and be left completely unsatisfied.  
 “Let’s get a shower.”  
 Ashton nodded once again. Why was she agreeing to this? “Do you want to go first or should I?”  
 Dakota’s fingers moved down her sides slowly and teasingly. “Since you’re the guest, you can go first if that’s what you want.” Those hands then moved down further and squeezed Ashton’s ass. “But I was kind of hoping we could shower together.”  
   






Chapter 11


 

 “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it,” Brynn said as soon as Ashton and Dakota entered the hotel room that they would unfortunately be sharing with her for the weekend.  
 “Knew what?” Ashton asked with a sigh.  
 Instead of addressing Ashton, Brynn turned to Dakota. “You totally made my sister a woman, didn’t you?”  
 Ashton groaned. “Why are you like this?” She turned to Dakota who was luckily laughing. “You do not need to answer that.”  
 Brynn lay down on her bed and put her chin in her hand, staring at both Ashton and Dakota with wide eyes and a shit eating grin. “So, how was it?”  
 Before Ashton could yell at her sister some more, Dakota gently squeezed her arm to get her attention. “I think you two need some sister time. I’m going to go find a vending machine.”  
 Dakota was almost out the door, when she turned back around, her eyes focused on Brynn more than Ashton. “Just for the record, in case anyone’s wondering, I have a feeling this Coke is going to be good. Like really good. As in the best I’ve ever had.” She winked and was out the door, leaving both Levengood sisters completely speechless.  
 “Wow,” Brynn said after a minute of silence. A smirk came onto her face and Ashton knew she was about to find her voice. “Dude, sis. You rocked her world. You watched porn, didn’t you?”  
 Ashton quickly moved her head back and forth. “Absolutely not. Lesbian porn is not how you learn how to actually have sex with another girl.” 
 “So…” Brynn let her voice trail off as if she actually believed Ashton was going to tell her something. After a few seconds, she frowned at Ashton.  “Aw, come on, Ash. I’ve shared my tamer sex stories that I thought you could handle.”  
 Ashton rolled her eyes. “Trust me, I never asked for that.” Still, she did want to share this with someone, and who better than her sister? She lay on the bed next to Brynn and stared up at the ceiling thinking about her amazing night. “Brynn… it was… I don’t know. I don’t even have the words. I figured my first time would be full of fumbling and body parts in the wrong places, but Dakota made sure it wasn’t. She was so patient and… and soft. I always heard that sex was good, but I never knew it would be like that.”  
 For once, a genuine smile came to Brynn’s face. There was no hint of a smirk and Ashton knew whatever she had to say wasn’t going to be laced in sarcasm this time. “I’m really happy for you. You deserve all of the best things in the world, Ash.”  
 “Really?”  
 “Of course. You’re my favorite person in the entire world.” Brynn reached over and squeezed her hand. “I know I obviously tease you all the time. I mean, come on, it’s my job as your big sister. But, I’ve been waiting years for you to get comfortable in your own skin. For you to see even half of what I’ve always seen. Watching you grow this month since coming out has been amazing. I’m so proud of you. I hope you realize that.”  
 Hearing those words from her sister made her almost start to cry. They had always been close, but most of their relationship revolved around teasing each other. It’s not like she didn’t know her sister cared, but hearing the words out loud warmed her heart in a way she didn’t know she needed. “Thanks, Brynn. I owe so much to you. You always had the confidence in me that I didn’t have in myself.”  
 For a second, Ashton thought Brynn might actually start to cry, but then she started to laugh instead. “Enough of this mushy stuff. Tell me about the sex. Did you have an orgasm?”  
 Ashton thought back on all three of her orgasms from the night before and the one in the shower earlier in the day and tried not to let herself get lost in her daydreams about how amazing it was. “Is it possible to not have one during sex?” She wasn’t teasing. It was a genuine question.  
 Brynn rolled her eyes and groaned. “Man, I wish I was gay.”  
 “I really like her.” It was the first time Ashton had admitted it out loud, and that scared her to death. It somehow seemed to make it all more real.  
 Brynn smirked. “I know.” She raised her eyebrow. “Have you guys talked about your feelings?”  
 Ashton shook her head. “I know I need to bring it up, especially since Pride month is ending, but I’m scared.”  
 Brynn furrowed her eyebrows as if she was confused. “What are you scared of?”  
 “That I’m going to find out that she doesn’t feel the same way. That this was all just a fun way to pass the time for her.”  
 Brynn nodded in understanding, but didn’t look convinced. “You two have been spending a lot of time together. She even took your V card. That’s gotta mean something.”  
 “Just because people hang out and have sex doesn’t mean they are actually together. You of all people should realize that,” she teased.  
 Brynn laughed and playfully punched Ashton’s arm. “First of all, ouch. Second of all, very true. Usually, it’s pretty obvious if the other person wants to date you though.” 
 Ashton snorted. “Then maybe she doesn’t, because I’m clueless.”  
 “Yeah, clueless to how amazing you are.” Brynn’s face became serious as she turned to face Ashton more fully. “I’ll deny saying this since I’m your sister and my job is to tease you mercilessly. But, Dakota Douglass would have to be stupid not to feel the same way, and trust me, that girl’s not dumb.”  
 “Who’s not dumb?” their mom asked as she burst through their hotel door that had been propped open so Dakota could get back in.  

How the hell did her family ALWAYS do that? 

 Brynn pointed her thumb at Ashton. “Ashton’s sex slave.”  
 Instead of getting disgusted by her daughter’s words, Mrs. Levengood clapped her hands together in excitement. “It happened? Oh, honey, I’m so happy for you.”  
 Brynn jumped from the bed and picked up her bag. “Yep. So, I’m staying with you and Dad tonight. You have three kids. Clearly, Ashton needs to go to pound town more than you do.”  
 Both Brynn and their mom giggled as if this was a completely normal conversation. Of course, with Ashton’s luck, that was the same moment that Dakota walked back into the hotel room.  
 She had a nervous smile on her face as she looked between all three Levengood women. “What did I miss?”  
 Brynn walked over to Dakota and patted her on the shoulder. “Just that I’m staying with my parents so you two can bone again.”  
 Dakota’s eyes went wide as they shot over to Ashton’s mom, who simply laughed and waved her hand. “Don’t worry, dear, I’m used to hearing things like this from my oldest daughter. As long as you girls are happy and healthy that’s all I care about.”  
 “Umm… Thank you, ma’am.” Dakota put her hands in her pockets as she rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet, clearly feeling uncomfortable.  
 Ashton handed Brynn her bag and pushed her toward the door. “Better get yourself settled before it’s time for dinner.”  
 “Fine, fine. I get it.” Brynn joined their mom by the door. Once Mrs. Levengood had walked out, Brynn turned to face Ashton and Dakota once again, pointing behind her ear as she spoke. “You both have some paint behind your ears.” She cackled when both Ashton and Dakota touched the same spot she was. “Can’t wait to see that piece of art.” With one final laugh, she was gone.  
 Ashton wrapped her arms around Dakota’s waist and rested her chin on her shoulder. “I am so sorry about my family,” she apologized.  
 “Seriously, Ashton? We’re alone in a hotel room and now I can’t kiss you for ten minutes.”  
 Ashton wasn’t sure what Dakota was talking about until she remembered the no apologies rule from earlier. “Aw, come on. That apology was warranted. My family is—”  
 “Your family is wonderful and so are you, and normally I would follow that up with a kiss, but it seems we’ll have to wait about another nine minutes and fifteen seconds for that.”  
 Ashton sighed and threw herself onto the bed because she needed to put space between herself and Dakota. “What should we do in the meantime?”  
 “I don’t know about you, but I was thinking maybe I would get more comfortable.” Before Ashton could even comprehend what was happening, Dakota stripped down to just her sports bra and boy shorts underwear, then sat down on the bed beside Ashton. She rested her hands behind her head and smiled smugly as if she was very proud of herself.  
 Ashton ran her eyes up and down Dakota’s body and became extremely turned on all over again. How had she gone from being a twenty-two-year-old virgin to completely insatiable in less than twenty-four hours? She was about to tell Dakota how unfair this was when an idea popped in her head. An idea to do something that was very unlike her. But now that she had thought of it, she had to do it. Dakota had started this little game and she knew exactly how to end it.  
 She wiggled down the bed and moved in between Dakota’s legs. She moved her hands to the waistline of Dakota’s underwear and smiled up at her.  
 Dakota looked down at her with wide eyes, looking even more surprised than she did when Brynn talked about them having sex right in front of Ashton’s mom. “What are you doing?”  
 “Just because you can’t kiss me, doesn’t mean that I can’t kiss you. And since I can’t kiss your lips…” She let her voice trail off and watched Dakota as she slowly started to pull down her underwear.  
 She wanted to make sure she was okay with it, and she clearly was since she threw her head back against the pillow and groaned. Once the underwear was discarded, Ashton got to work using the pointers that Dakota had given her. She started with a few broad strokes of her tongue, then moved her focus to Dakota’s clit, circling and sucking it just as she had learned to the night before.  
 As her tongue pleasured her clit, she brought a finger into the mix and pushed it inside, causing Dakota to whimper which was all the encouragement Ashton needed. She picked up the pace of her tongue and added another finger and it wasn’t long before Dakota was falling apart above her.  
 Dakota scrambled to pull Ashton up next to her and immediately moved her lips to Ashton’s, but Ashton put a hand up. “I’m sorry, but have we reached ten minutes yet?”  
 Dakota pushed her hand away. “We’ll come up with a different rule once I’m done with you.”  
 When their lips finally met, Ashton secretly wished she would never be done with her. 
   
 *** 
   
 As soon as they walked into the restaurant to meet her family, Ashton could tell by the grin on her face that Brynn was going to make an inappropriate comment. “There you two are. Looking all nice and s—” 
 Mr. Levengood put his hands over his ears. “Whatever you’re about to say, I don’t want to hear it.”  
 “Always gotta ruin the fun, huh, Dad? I was just going to say—” 
 Luckily, the waiter walked up before Brynn had a chance to finish. “Welcome! I’m your waiter, Jack. Are we celebrating anything tonight?”  
 “Pride!” Mr. Levengood answered excitedly.  
 The waiter’s face lit up. “You’ve definitely come to the right place to celebrate that. New York City Pride is the best. Are you going to the parade tomorrow? My husband and I are going to be marching in it.”  
 “We are.” Brynn hitched her thumb at Ashton. “My little sis just came out recently so we’ve been doing a Pride tour with her, and this is the last stop.” 
 “I love everything about that,” their waiter practically squealed. Then he looked at Ashton, his face becoming more somber. “I hope you know how lucky you are. A lot of people could only wish to get the kind of support from their family that you have. Trust me.”  
 Her dad and the waiter continued to talk about Pride, but Ashton had no idea what they were saying because Dakota’s hand had just come down to gently rest on her thigh, and that’s all she could focus on. She placed her own hand on top of Dakota’s. When Dakota gave her the sweetest smile in response, butterflies swarmed in her stomach. She couldn’t believe that this was her life. She was actually in a public restaurant surrounded by her family and hundreds of other people with the hand of the girl she really liked resting on her thigh.  
 She really didn’t know if life could get any better. Unfortunately, she knew it could get worse, and that scared her. Tomorrow was the last day of Pride. Tomorrow the one thing that had been consistently bringing her and Dakota back together would end. She would finally need to have the conversation she had been dreading. Dreading because if it went the wrong way, she would be completely heartbroken.  
 She shook these thoughts from her head. She didn’t want to think about that right now. She wanted to focus on this moment and this dinner. A dinner where Dakota’s hand remained on her leg through every course as if she was just as worried about breaking the connection as Ashton was.  
 Near the end of dinner, Brynn announced that she had to use the restroom, but something about the look on her face told Ashton she was up to no good. When it took her much too long to come back, she was sure of it. She had no idea what it could be until she saw Brynn walking back to the table with their waiter who was carrying a small piece of cake with a lit candle on it as if it was someone’s birthday.  
 When the waiter set the cake in front of Ashton, Brynn nodded at him conspiratorially and they both broke into song. “Happy coming out to you, happy coming out to you, happy coming out dear Ashton. Happy coming out to you.”  
 At some point during the song, not only did her whole family and Dakota join in, but also half the restaurant.  
 “You want to kill me, don’t you?” Brynn asked as she sat back down.  
 In the past she might have, but now she could see the humor in it. And not just the humor, but also all of the love and support that not everyone was lucky enough to have. “Of course not. You got me a free cake. That officially makes you my favorite sister.”  
 Brynn threw her arm over Ashton’s shoulder. “Well, it’s about damn time.”  
 As everyone laughed together, Ashton was sure of it - this was the happiest she had ever been.  
   
 ***  
   
 When Ashton woke up the next day, it was to the same sight as the morning before. Dakota was sitting up in bed working tirelessly on her sketch of Ashton sleeping.  
 “That’s really beautiful,” Ashton said through a yawn.  
 Dakota put down the pencil and sketch pad and kissed Ashton’s forehead. “I told you you’d make a good muse, didn’t I?”  
 “It’s hard to believe that was just a few weeks ago.” It was the closest Ashton had come to addressing their relationship, and even though it scared her to death, she hoped it would lead them into the conversation they needed to have.  
 “It really is. I actually wanted to talk to you about—” 
 Loud knocking on the door cut off whatever Dakota was about to say. “Put some clothes on,” Brynn yelled through the door. “It’s time to get our Pride on. I have the glitter.”  
 Ashton rolled her eyes. “She’s not kidding. She really has glitter.”  
 “Then we have to let her in,” Dakota said as she jumped out of bed.  
 Ashton reached out and grabbed onto her arm. “Wait. Weren’t you going to say something?”  
 “We’ll talk about it later.” Dakota winked and headed for the door while millions of worries raced through Ashton’s head.  
   
 ***  
   
 After they were dressed and glittered, the three of them headed to the lobby to meet the rest of the Levengood family and walk to a good spot along the parade route.  
 As they walked, Dakota reached out and took Ashton’s hand. When Ashton looked over at her, she shrugged and said, “Gotta show our pride.”  
 Ashton really hoped that wasn’t all this was about. She liked the feeling of walking down the street hand in hand with Dakota, surrounded by people who supported them. Even when they stopped to watch the parade, Dakota kept a hold of her hand.  
 Ashton watched the floats pass by adorned with signs sporting sayings such as Love is love. She admired all of the families, couples, and individuals marching who were unapologetically themselves, and she couldn’t help but think about how far she had come the past month. She had been terrified to come out and now she was standing in public holding hands with another girl.  
 Then her mind jumped even further back in time, thinking about her childhood and growing up, always okay being in other people's shadows. She couldn’t be sure, but she wondered if she was so programmed to let others stand in the spotlight because she was afraid of what they would see if they really saw her. She wasn’t afraid anymore though. She wanted to be seen. She was ready to be proud.  
 When her dad came up beside her and put an arm around her shoulder, Dakota squeezed her hand and slipped back, giving her that time with her family.  
 As her dad stared out at the parade, he pulled her tight up against him. “Have I mentioned how proud I am of you? Because I am.”  
 “I am, too.” An arm wrapped around her waist and Ashton looked over to see her mom standing there.  
 Brynn cleared her throat, then walked around and stood in front of the three of them with her hands on her hips. “Are you all trying to have a family moment without me? Because that’s totally not happening.”  
 Oliver waved his hand from beside them. “And me. Don’t forget about me.”  
 “It obviously wouldn’t be a family moment without any of you,” Mrs. Levengood said.  
 Mr. Levengood removed his arm from Ashton’s shoulders and held his hands out wide. “Family hug.”  
 Ashton didn’t hesitate to let her family envelop her in the tightest, most ridiculous group hug ever. Even though the closer it got to the end of the Pride parade and the rest of the festival, the more nervous she got over what was going to happen with Dakota, she also knew that no matter what happened she would be okay because she had her family. A family who had put everything else aside to make this month all about her. A family who had seen her even when she wasn’t ready to show them every part of herself.  
 She let these thoughts carry her through as the Pride festival came to an end and she got on the train to head back to New Jersey with Dakota. She didn’t talk much on the train ride back and Dakota didn’t push her to. After they got off and walked to her apartment, Dakota asked if Ashton wanted to come in for a few minutes before she headed home. Ashton agreed because she knew there was a lot they needed to talk about.  
 As they walked through Dakota’s studio, Dakota stopped by their naked painting sheet that was still laying on the ground.  
 “We kind of made a mess of that, didn’t we?” Ashton asked with a laugh.  
 Dakota tilted her head as if it was a fine piece of art that she was studying. “I don’t know. It’s very us and I think that makes it pretty perfect.”  

Us. Ashton had to know. Would there continue to be an us or was this the end of it?  
 “Okay, spill,” Dakota said after they both stood in silence for what felt like way too long. “What’s going on with you? You’ve been quiet ever since we left Pride.”  
 Ashton shrugged. “I’ve just been thinking.”  
 “Thinking about what?”  

Now or never. “It’s just… Pride month is over now, and I don’t know where that leaves us. I don’t want this all to end.”  
 Dakota was quiet as she studied Ashton in the same way she had studied the painting. It felt like years before she finally spoke. “Who says it has to end? Unless, that’s what you want.”  
 Ashton shrugged, not fully convinced that the words coming out of Dakota’s mouth were real. “I just figured you would want that. You’re older than me. You’re cooler than me. You’re…”  
 “Completely falling for you.”  
 Ashton slowly moved her eyes up to meet Dakota’s and was blown away by all the affection she found in them. “Really?” 
 Dakota laughed the full belly laugh that Ashton had grown to love so much. “Yes, really. You keep saying how you don’t really fit in anywhere. Well, you fit pretty damn well right here.” She held her arms out before pulling Ashton into them. “I see you, Ashton. I always have. You’re not Brynn’s sister. You’re not Lily’s best friend. You’re Ashton Fucking Levengood, and you’re spectacular.”  
 Ashton couldn’t believe what she was hearing. In the past month, Dakota had done so much for her. Not only had she helped to find her own place. She also showed her the places where she already fit in. And suddenly it was completely obvious to her. Everything that had been clouded by her own judgment was now shining like a rainbow after a storm. This outgoing, popular girl who was cool enough to be the first gay Homecoming Queen in her hometown and nerdy enough to lock herself in her room with comic books, was the perfect fit for her.  
 Ashton burrowed herself even deeper in Dakota’s arms. She never wanted to let go, and now she didn’t have to. She did need to do one thing though. “In that case, Dakota Douglass, will you be my girlfriend?”  
 “Only if you’ll be my muse.”  
 “Always.”  
   






Epilogue 


Two Years Later


 

 “Welcome to the Live Like Willow Pride Fest,” Ashton said as her family walked up to Dakota’s art booth.  
 Her mom stretched out her arms. “You better have a hug for me, young lady. It’s been way too long since I’ve seen you.” 
 Ashton rolled her eyes but did as she was told. “We just saw you a few weeks ago.”  
 “Yes, and you used to live in my house. Going a few weeks is a long time for a mother.” When they pulled apart, her mom held her arms out in Dakota’s direction. “You better have a hug for me too.” 
 Dakota walked around the booth toward Ashton’s mom. “Of course, ma’am.”  
 Mrs. Levengood shook her head as she pulled her into her arms. “What did I tell you about calling me ma’am? You’re family. Enough of the formalities.”  
 “So, how was your first year at East Pine Elementary, sis?” Brynn asked as she ran her eyes over all the naked paintings Dakota had on display, her eyes settling on one in particular that she thankfully didn’t comment on.  
 “It was great.” That was an understatement though.  
 Her first year at East Pine had been like a dream come true. After spending a lot of time in East Pine when she first started dating Dakota, Ashton knew that was where she belonged. So last summer when Dakota asked her to move in with her, she didn’t hesitate at all. East Pine Elementary also happened to be looking for a new second grade teacher for the upcoming school year, so everything had come together perfectly. 
 Ashton looked at her brother who was wearing a new EPU Football shirt that he must have just bought on this trip. “Ready for this to be your new home soon, Oliver?”  
 After coming to visit, her brother had also fallen in love with East Pine. When the football coach offered him a scholarship to play there, he didn’t even hesitate. “I sure am. I think I need to get used to everyone calling me Little Levengood though.” Oliver playfully rolled his eyes. “Seriously, do you know everyone who works at EPU?”  
 Ashton laughed. My, how times had changed. “One of my best friends works there, so I’ve met a lot of people who work on campus. You met Veronica, remember?”  
 “Of course I remember.” Oliver’s eyes went wide. “Her wife makes the best cheesecake. How could I forget?”  
 Mr. Levengood put his hand on Oliver’s shoulder. “Let’s let these two get back to work. We’ll catch up with them later.”  
 “But first!” Brynn picked up the painting she had noticed earlier. “Mom, don’t you need a new painting for the living room? How about this one?”  
 Her mom smiled at the painting before setting it back down on the table. “Nice try, sweetie. You really think I can’t recognize a painting of my own daughter?”  
 Mr. Levengood cleared his throat. “On that note, we really should be going.”  
 Both Dakota and Ashton laughed as they walked away. Ashton put an arm around her waist and rested her head on her shoulder. “My crazy family strikes once again.”  
 Dakota kissed the top of Ashton’s head. “You know I love them. Also, I’m proud of you for not apologizing for them.”  
 “I learned my lesson when you started withholding certain favors. Trust me.”  
 “I’m glad you did because that was hard on me, too.”  
 “Do you know how much I love you?” Ashton asked as Dakota placed another kiss on top of her head. She should know since Ashton had actually been the first one to say it, just a month after they started officially dating. Dakota liked to argue she wasn’t actually first since she knew first. She claimed to have known since the day after they first had sex. Ashton would never know if that was true, but it didn’t matter at this point anyway.  
 “Hmm.” Dakota tapped her chin. “I’m not sure. Maybe you should remind me.”  
 “You’re the Peppermint Patty to my Marcie.”  
 “And you’re my favorite muse.”  
 Dakota put an arm around Ashton’s waist as well. “I love you, Ashton Levengood.”  
 Ashton snuggled into the arms she fit so well in. “I love you too, Dakota Douglass.”  
   
 *** 
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