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​Dedication

For those who once thought love was meant for another life. May you find it in this one.
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​Chapter One: Another Life
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The rain pattered softly against the windows of Emery’s small apartment. She sat curled up on her worn-out couch, a blanket draped over her lap and a steaming cup of coffee in her hands. The muted gray of the morning seemed to match the weight she carried in her chest. The world outside moved on, but inside, Emery’s world felt like it was paused—stuck in a perpetual loop of "almosts" and "maybes."

She blew on her coffee, watching the steam spiral upward. It wasn’t sadness she felt, exactly. It was more like resignation. She’d reached a point in her life where she’d stopped expecting magic, where the idea of falling deeply in love felt like something that belonged in someone else’s story.

Her best friend, Dana, called it giving up. Emery called it being realistic.

“Maybe it’ll happen in another life,” she had joked during a conversation the week before, laughing to mask the sting of her words. Dana hadn’t laughed, though.

“You’ve gotta stop saying that,” Dana had said. “You’re 35, Em. You’ve got so much time to find someone who loves you the way you want to be loved. But not if you keep shutting the door on everyone who tries.”

Emery didn’t respond then. How could she explain to Dana what it felt like to want something so badly it hurt, but to be so afraid of never finding it that it was easier to pretend she didn’t care?

Now, as the rain cascaded down the glass, Emery allowed herself to replay the memories she usually kept locked away. She thought about past relationships with men—safe, predictable men who checked all the boxes. They’d said the right things, done the right things. And yet, every time, she felt like she was screaming into a void. They never saw her, not really. She was too much or not enough, always craving something they couldn’t give.

It wasn’t until a couple of years ago, when a friend dragged her to a pride event, that Emery started to understand what was missing. She remembered the way her stomach flipped as she watched women hold hands, kiss, and laugh freely. The way her chest warmed when she saw a confident woman with a shaved head wink at her across the crowd.

She didn’t fully understand it then, but something clicked into place that day. And in the months that followed, she began to piece it together. The longing she had felt for connection wasn’t wrong—it had just been misplaced.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, jolting her out of her thoughts. She glanced at the screen: a text from Dana.

Dana: Get dressed. I’m picking you up in an hour.
Emery: For what?
Dana: Don’t ask questions. Just trust me.
Emery sighed, setting her coffee down. She wasn’t in the mood to be dragged out into the world, but she knew better than to argue with Dana. She shuffled to her closet, pulling out a pair of jeans and a black sweater. Simple. Unassuming. She caught her reflection in the mirror—curly brown hair framing her face, tired hazel eyes staring back.

“Maybe in another life,” she whispered to herself with a half-smile.

But this life had other plans.
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​Chapter Two: A Love She Hadn’t Known
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Emery sat at her desk in the corner of the small office she shared with two coworkers. The hum of a printer and the faint clicking of keyboards filled the room. Her boss was droning on in the background, something about next quarter’s projections, but Emery’s mind was already drifting somewhere far away.

She had always been this way—lost in her own thoughts when the world became too monotonous. But lately, those thoughts had taken a different shape, like a blurry image slowly coming into focus.

Her gaze settled on a spot just above her computer monitor, and the noise around her faded. She thought about the kind of touch she’d always craved but never quite found. Gentle but deliberate, like the person holding her knew exactly where she needed to be touched to feel safe.

She imagined the smell of her—soft and warm, maybe a hint of vanilla or lavender. How it would feel to press her forehead against someone taller than her, their arms wrapping around her in a way that felt like coming home. The thought of her hands—so different from her own, but still familiar—made Emery’s breath catch in her throat. Would she know what to do? Or would she freeze, overwhelmed by the intensity of it all?

The idea both terrified and thrilled her.

“Emery?”

Her boss’s sharp tone jolted her back to reality. Her cheeks flushed as she realized he was staring at her expectantly, waiting for her to respond to whatever he’d just said.

“Sorry,” she stammered, fumbling with her pen. “Could you repeat that?”

He sighed, shaking his head before moving on, and Emery felt her coworkers glance at her briefly before returning to their screens. She ducked her head, embarrassed.

By the time lunch rolled around, she was still replaying the moment in her mind. Not the part where she’d zoned out and embarrassed herself, but the feeling that had come over her during her daydream. It wasn’t the first time she’d caught herself imagining what it might be like to be with a woman, but today felt different.

Maybe it was the loneliness that made her thoughts linger longer than usual. She wasn’t sure.

Emery had only been in two serious relationships in her life, both with men. The first was in her early twenties, a college boyfriend who had been sweet but distant. She loved him the way she thought she was supposed to, but it always felt more like a duty than a desire. The second was a long-term relationship with a man who had been everything she thought she wanted on paper—kind, successful, good-looking. But even then, something was missing.

She’d thought it was her fault, that maybe she was too much, or maybe she just wasn’t cut out for love. But now, sitting alone in the breakroom with her sandwich untouched, she wondered if it wasn’t her at all.

She thought back to that pride event a few years ago. The way her heart had raced when she saw two women laughing and holding hands, their love so unapologetically open. She remembered the confidence of that woman who winked at her, the way it sent a rush through her body she couldn’t quite explain.

She had never allowed herself to think about it seriously before, but now the thought wouldn’t leave her. Could it be that she had spent her whole life trying to fit into a mold that wasn’t hers?

The truth hit her like a wave. She wanted to date women. She wanted to know what it felt like to be kissed by someone who made her entire chest light up, to be touched with a kind of reverence she’d only ever dreamed of.

But where did she even start? She wasn’t the kind of person who could just walk into a bar and strike up a conversation. She wasn’t even sure how to tell if someone was interested in her, let alone how to flirt back. The thought of putting herself out there made her stomach churn.

Still, the idea of staying stuck in this half-life, always wondering, was worse.

She pulled out her phone and started typing a message to Dana.

Emery: What would you say if I told you I wanted to start dating women?
Dana: FINALLY. I’m calling you in five.
Emery laughed, a mix of nerves and excitement bubbling in her chest. For the first time in what felt like forever, she felt something other than resignation.

She felt hope.
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​Chapter Three: Opening the Door
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Emery’s phone rang right on cue, Dana’s name flashing across the screen. She took a deep breath and answered, her voice shaking just slightly.

“Okay,” Dana said without preamble. “Start from the beginning. What brought this on?”

Emery curled her legs underneath her on the couch, cradling her phone to her ear. “I don’t know, I guess it’s been building for a while. But today, I just... I couldn’t stop thinking about it. About being with a woman. How it would feel. How right it would feel.”

Dana let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “Well, it’s about damn time. I’ve been waiting for you to figure this out since, like, forever.”

Emery laughed nervously. “You’re not surprised?”

“Em, you’ve been giving me ‘curious but too scared to try’ vibes since that pride event I dragged you to. You remember the one where that hot chick winked at you and you blushed so hard you had to leave the room?”

“Okay, first of all, I didn’t leave the room.” Emery paused. “I went to the bathroom.”

“Same thing,” Dana said, laughing. “But seriously, this is a good thing. You’re finally ready to put yourself out there. So, what’s the plan?”

“That’s the problem. I have no idea where to start,” Emery admitted. “I’m not the type to just... go to a bar or walk up to someone. And honestly, the whole idea of dating apps feels a little overwhelming.”

“Well, not all apps are created equal,” Dana said. “You’ve got your hookup apps, which—don’t get me wrong—are fun if that’s what you’re looking for. But if you want something serious, you need to aim for the apps where people are actually looking for relationships. Something like Her or Lex might be a good fit for you. Avoid Tinder unless you’re looking for a one-night stand.”

Emery rolled her eyes. “You’re assuming I even know how to use these apps.”

“They’re not hard, I promise. I’ll help you set up a profile if you want.” Dana’s voice softened. “But first, you need to figure out what you’re looking for. Like, if you could design your dream girl, who would she be?”

Emery hesitated, her cheeks flushing even though she was alone. “Okay, don’t laugh.”

“I would never,” Dana said, but Emery could hear the teasing smile in her voice.

“I guess... I like that soft-masc look. Someone with short hair, maybe tattoos, and that... I don’t know, that bold top energy. Someone who’s confident, who takes the lead but isn’t controlling. I want someone who knows who they are and isn’t afraid to call it like it is.”

“Hot,” Dana said approvingly. “What about personality?”

“Well, they’d have to be kind. And funny. I want someone who makes me feel safe, but also challenges me. Someone who’s honest and straightforward but still thoughtful, you know? Like, they’d surprise me with my favorite coffee or text me just to say they’re thinking about me.”

“Got it. Soft masc, bold energy, thoughtful, kind, and honest,” Dana summarized. “Basically, you want someone who’s got their shit together and knows how to treat you right.”

“Exactly,” Emery said, smiling despite herself.

“And what about you? What are you bringing to the table?”

Emery blinked, caught off guard by the question. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, relationships are a two-way street. You’ve gotta know what makes you a good partner, too.”

Emery thought about it for a moment. “Well... I’m loyal. When I’m with someone, I’m with them. I don’t play games, and I don’t give up easily. I’m passionate—I love with everything I have, even when it scares me.”

Dana made a noise of approval. “Keep going.”

“I’m a giver,” Emery continued. “I like making my partner happy, whether it’s cooking their favorite meal or leaving little notes for them to find. I just... I want them to feel loved, like they’re the most important person in the world.”

“You’re a catch, Em,” Dana said, her voice warm. “Anyone would be lucky to have you.”

Emery felt her throat tighten, a wave of emotion catching her off guard. “Thanks, Dana. That means a lot.”

“You’re welcome. Now, here’s the plan,” Dana said, switching back to
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