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DEDICATION

This book is for the women who learned to be strong because they had no choice.

For the ones who carry the weight, make the decisions, and hold it all together even when they’re aching to be held themselves.

For every woman who has ever wondered what it would feel like to be seen without performing, to be wanted without explanation, to be safe enough to let go.

And for the brave hearts who dare to surrender, not because they are weak, but because they finally trust themselves enough to want more.

This is for you.
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“I’ve been on eight first dates this month.” I stir my latte so aggressively the foam disappears. “Not one second date. Either they’re looking for hookups or treating dates like job interviews for the position of ‘future wife.’”

My best friend Maya nods sympathetically across our corner table at our favorite brunch spot, Verdi’s. Sunlight streams through the windows, catching the new honey highlights in her brown hair. Something about her seems different today—there’s a relaxed confidence I haven’t seen before.

“I deleted all the apps yesterday,” I continue. “I’m done with the small talk that goes nowhere.” With this confession I throw up my hands and gather the shoulder-length brown hair frizzing out around my face into a messy bun to get it out of the way. 

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Maya suggests, more playful than usual. “Small talk. What if you could skip straight to what you actually want?”

“What I want is someone who sees me as more than my job or...” I gesture to myself, “...this packaging.”

Maya takes a sip of her mimosa. “You look great, by the way. That new role is good for you, even if it’s eating your life.”

“Thanks. You look ... different.” I tilt my head. “Happy. Did something change?”

Maya’s smile widens. “Actually, yes. I’ve been seeing someone. It’s early, but it’s good. Really good.”

“From which terrible app?” I groan.

“Not from any you’ve tried.” Maya reaches for her phone. “Let me show you my Costa Rica photos first, though. The retreat center was amazing.”

She hands her phone to me, and I begin swiping through stunning beach landscapes and yoga poses. I swipe once more and freeze. The image shows Maya in an intimate embrace with a tall man, her wrists bound decoratively with red rope, her expression one of complete ecstatic surrender.

“Oh God, I’m sorry!” I quickly hand the phone back, flushing.

Maya’s momentary embarrassment transforms into a curious smile. “Actually, maybe this happened for a reason. Remember when I was complaining about the same dating issues six months ago?”

“I’ve been exploring kink for the past year,” Maya admits, holding my gaze steadily. The Maya I knew in college would have whispered this confession. This Maya states it like she’s discussing her CrossFit routine.

I nearly choke on my coffee. “You? But you’re so...”

“Corporate? Put together? Exactly like you?” She raises an eyebrow.

“I was going to say vanilla.” I laugh, feeling my face flush again.

Maya shrugs, stirring her mimosa. “I was. Then I got tired of pretending I didn’t want more.”

I lean forward, lowering my voice despite myself. “And the guy in the photo? Is he...?”

“James. We’ve been seeing each other for four months. He’s amazing.” Her expression softens. “Remember when I was miserable after that breakup with Eric? That’s when I started thinking about what I actually wanted instead of what I thought I should want.”

Something in her words strikes a chord. How many dates have I been on because they looked good on paper? How many nights have I spent forcing conversation with men who checked all the boxes but sparked nothing inside me?

“You look happier,” I observe. “More confident.”

Maya nods. “I am. I’m dating someone who sees me completely. The real me, not just the corporate facade. And it started with being honest about what I wanted.”

I think about my deleted dating apps, the endless small talk, the performative dating rituals leading nowhere. “So, what? You joined some kind of kinky dating site?”

“It’s an app,” Maya corrects, reaching for her phone. “KinkConnect. And it’s not just about kink. It’s about finding people who take communication and consent seriously.”

Maya angles her phone so I can see the surprisingly sleek interface of KinkConnect. No garish colors or tacky imagery—it looks more professional than most mainstream dating apps.

“Everyone gets verified,” she explains, swiping through her profile. “Background checks, identity verification, references.” She shows me a verification badge on her profile. “This took three days to get.”

“That’s more thorough than my company’s hiring process,” I joke.

“Exactly. And look.” She shows me a messaging screen. “All encounters start with clear boundaries and expectations. There are templates for discussing limits and interests.”

I raise my eyebrows. “That’s ... thorough.”

“The rating system isn’t just stars,” Maya continues, clearly passionate. “It’s detailed feedback about respect, communication, and consent. People who violate boundaries get banned immediately.”

Despite myself, I’m intrigued. “But isn’t it just for, you know, experienced people?” The word “kinky” feels strange in my mouth so I don’t say it.

“That’s the best part,” Maya says. “You don’t have to know exactly what you want. You just need to be honest about your experience level.” She points to a section marked Curious But Inexperienced on her profile. “I started here.”

She hands me her phone, and I scroll through category options ranging from mild to things I’ve only read about in books I’d never admit to owning.

“But what if you match with someone who wants more than you’re comfortable with?” I ask.

“That’s why the extensive communication happens first,” Maya explains. “And public meetings before anything else. Safety is the whole point.”

I hand her phone back, my mind racing. The idea is simultaneously terrifying and exhilarating.

“I’m not saying it’s for everyone,” Maya says gently. “But you’re stuck in a pattern that’s making you miserable. Sometimes the only way forward is sideways.”

I take a long sip of my now-lukewarm latte, buying time to process. The café bustles around us, Sunday brunchers laughing and clinking glasses, oblivious to my internal recalibration.

“So, these people are like ... professionals?” I ask finally.

“Some are. There’s a category for professional dominants who provide services,” Maya explains. “But there are plenty of regular people too—just looking for connections with clear expectations.” She scrolls to a different section. “See? These are just regular matches, like a traditional dating app, but with more honesty about desires.”

I watch her navigate the app with comfortable familiarity. The Maya who once stress-cried over quarterly reports now discusses kink over mimosas. The transformation is striking.

“How did you even know this was what you wanted?” I ask.

Maya’s expression turns thoughtful. “I didn’t, not specifically. I just knew I was tired of feeling numb. Remember my therapist talking about identifying needs versus wants?”

I nod. We shared the same therapist for six months after our mutual promotion-induced breakdowns last year.

“Well, I started getting honest about my wants too. The things that made me feel alive instead of just functioning.” She locks eyes with me. “When’s the last time you felt truly seen, Sarah? Not for what you accomplish, but for who you are?”

The question hits like a physical blow. I open my mouth to argue, then snap it closed again.

“You don’t have to try anything,” Maya says gently. “But maybe download it? Just look around? The education section alone is worth it.”

“Education section?”

Maya grins. “Oh, honey, there’s homework. But it’s the fun kind.”

****
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It’s 1:38 AM when I finally cave on checking out the app.

After brunch, I went to the gym, answered work emails, meal-prepped for the week—all my Saturday rituals designed to prepare for another hyper-productive week. But Maya’s question keeps echoing: “When’s the last time you felt truly seen?”

I lie in bed, staring at my ceiling, remembering Talk’s face when I canceled our anniversary dinner for an emergency client meeting. He wasn’t even angry—just resigned, like he’d been expecting it. Three years of dating, and he knew me better than I knew myself.

My phone glows in the darkness as I open the app store. I search “KinkConnect” and hold my breath, half-expecting someone from work to immediately know what I’m doing.

The app appears—surprisingly tasteful icon, high rating. The description reads: “Authentic connections through honest communication. Your desires are valid. Your boundaries are respected.”

My thumb hovers over the download button. Am I really considering this? Me—Sarah Taylor—who color-codes her calendar and steam-irons her jeans?

I think about my dating history: Mark from Finance who wanted to move to the suburbs after three dates. Jason who treated every conversation like a debate to win. Tyler who asked if I could be “less intense” about my career. Eight first dates this month. No second dates.

“What do I have to lose?” I whisper to my empty bedroom. I click the download button.

While the app installs, I sit up against my headboard, heart racing like I’m doing something illicit. The app opens to a welcome screen:

KinkConnect is founded on three principles: Honesty, Consent, and Respect. If you cannot honor these values, this is not the community for you.
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