

    
            Chapter One





			Genna Fielding’s family had her best interests at heart, which had her heart lacing its sneakers to run for its life. 

			She’d discovered that sometimes in life you laid back to take it. Other times you got on top and rode the hell out of it. Tonight, though, she was flat on her back after taking the stand to defend her romantic apathy to a self-appointed jury of so-called experts. Who, between bites of chicken pot pie and one glass too many of twelve-dollar wine, had cheerfully debated her lackluster options before coming to their unanimous verdict: her love life was bordering on hopeless, and Genna was a short half step from the precipice of eternal spinsterdom. She’d been granted conditional probation, during which she’d have to hurry up and fall in love or her mom and sisters would never forgive her for being perfectly fine on her own. She wasn’t getting any younger, external validation didn’t grow on trees, and other assorted clichés sealed her fate. 

			While her heart was running for cover, her libido ran the show. The destination, as usual, was McKinney’s. 

			“Casanova! Over here.” Travis Becker’s shit-eating grin was the Cheshire Cat and Ronald McDonald’s illicit love child. 

			Genna wound her way around tables to his spot in the corner facing the bar. “God, do I need a drink. Please tell me all the straight people went home and the place is filled with everyone who wants to sleep with me.” 

			McKinney’s Bar and Grille didn’t need to try, and everyone knew it. Not classy, not cozy, and on a Saturday night, definitely not clean. What it lacked in essentials it made up for with sexy available people looking for exactly what Genna could offer them. Who needed ambiance when you had a rep as the primo spot to pick up a one-night stand? 

			Travis slid the sweaty IPA he’d obviously ordered for her across the table. “Don’t blame you for expecting someone to land naked in your lap. You’ve such a hard life. Listening to sexy young coeds’ jerk-off fantasies. Opining their psychosexual Freudian stirrings, and calling it work. Put your feet up, you deserve a break. I should’ve brought you a Kit Kat instead of a beer.”

			Jokes came with the territory when your job was studying sex. No one seemed to be able to talk about it with a straight face. “As fond as I am of Freud, I coded six hours of interviews today. My ears are bleeding and my brain’s fried. Not to mention an obligatory family dinner.”

			Travis gave her a sympathetic look. “Ah, family. Can’t live with them and wouldn’t want to.” 

			She preferred lust-induced amnesia to hashing it all out. “You asked me to detour here. Spill.”

			“Have I ever let you down?” Travis swigged his beer and sent the sexy-side-eye to a svelte woman in a leather vest two tables over. A software engineer who’d left Silicon Valley for a slower pace and a lower price tag, Travis had his pick of partners. He was attractive in that generic way some men were. Classically handsome due more to his symmetrical features, deep blue eyes, and full head of hair than to actual effort. Men had it so easy. He got to show up in nothing more spectacular than a collared shirt, while Genna was in a dress, heels, and makeup. She probably should’ve done her hair, but just couldn’t be bothered. Travis wore jeans. The injustice burned. 

			“Do I need to remind you of the time you convinced me to leave with the giggle twins? I needed therapy,” Genna said. 

			Travis waved a hand dismissively. “Honest mistake. I can’t be held accountable for the relative immaturity of anyone under thirty. The woman I have in mind for you hasn’t seen thirty in at least a decade.”

			She and Travis had been regulars at McKinney’s for longer than was healthy. One night, a woman Genna dubbed Mistress X had shown up in red leather, five-inch heels, and Texas-big hair with her metaphorical whip swinging. Travis’s dream girl had just entered the building. So, she’d done what any friendly acquaintance would do and texted him to haul ass over to McKinney’s and score. He had too. Ever since, when someone who fell into the zip code of her type walked in, Travis returned the favor. 

			Sweet really. A pimp, a wingman, and a decent friend in a three-for-one deal. 

			“Who is she?” Genna looked around. 

			“Black dress, reddish hair, far left at the bar,” Travis said. 

			If she’d been a misogynist, she might’ve whistled. The basic description didn’t come close to doing the woman justice. Yeah, her dress was black, but it toed the line between accentuating her many curves and providing an abode they spilled from. Not quite brown and not quite red, her hair caught the light and shone a thousand shades of in-between, so damn pretty Genna’s fingers itched to tangle in it. Her skin all but glowed ivory under the designed-to-be-flattering half-light. 

			“Why is a soccer mom that hot still alone at ten p.m.?” The reason was usually unwelcome.

			“Sam came by to gripe about her,” Travis said. 

			Tall, lanky, and non-binary, Sam had ended up in her bed a time or two. Genna wouldn’t have called Travis a gossip, exactly. But his kind eyes and affable nature had invited more than one person to spill their guts. 

			“Are they here?” Genna asked. “I should say hi.” Hi being code for I wouldn’t mind a repeat if you’re interested. 

			“They left ten minutes ago with a woman who looked tough enough to take us both down without breaking a sweat,” Travis said knowingly. 

			Maybe next time. Genna turned her attention back to the woman still alone at the bar. “What’s Sam’s intel on her then?”

			“She’s been sitting there for an hour, turning away everyone. Turns out she’s a pillow queen and wants the night to be one-sided as long as it’s her side having all the fun. That doesn’t go over well with these equal opportunity Gen Xers. So, obviously, my pal Casanova is the only woman for the job.” 

			“How do you know I’m right for this job?”

			“People gripe.” Travis shrugged. “What else do you call it when you want to give someone pleasure but refuse to let them touch you?” 

			Her lovers had complained? Genna’s stomach nosedived.

			“Wait, there’s a word for that, isn’t there? Rock something?”

			She wanted a rock so she could throw it at him. “I’m not stone. And I’m not Casanova, either.” Clearly, or she wouldn’t be getting one-star reviews. 

			Travis shrugged. “She’s hot and I suggest you use your stone-rock wiles to convince her of what you both want. Someone you don’t have to persuade not to touch you sounds like just your brand of masochism. You’re welcome.”

			Genna said nothing, because damn it, he was right, and that the regulars at McKinney’s knew it pissed her off. Apparently, being transparent was also her thing. Even so, she had no desire to explain her preference for not being touched, and Travis didn’t ask. 

			“Alright. Can’t hurt to try. Statistically she’s probably straight though.” She set her empty bottle to one side and stood, offering her chair with a flourish when leather-vest lady approached the table. 

			Time to get out of Travis’s way. She had a pillow queen to worship. Maybe. 
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        * * *

      

			“What do you do?” Hot Soccer Mom asked, tugging her full bottom lip with her teeth. 

			“I’m a graduate student at SCU. Working on my PhD,” Genna added in case the woman mistook her for a coed. She hadn’t been that young in…never.

			“Sexy and smart.” Hot Soccer Mom smiled flirtatiously. “SCU is a bit of a ways though. What are you doing all the way out here?”

			Trying to get laid. How about you? 

			Genna took her hand, sliding their fingers together. Small talk was getting nosier by the second. She had a rule: decide in the first twenty minutes or move on to more eager pastures. She despised talking about the weather. 

			Since she wasn’t charming enough to get away with lines that sounded like lines, she played to her strengths and went for nice but direct. Stepping a little nearer, she cut as close to the chase as she dared. “What are you looking for tonight?” 

			Hot Soccer Mom winced. “Oh, well, I’m married.” She waved her left hand unnecessarily between them, then gestured down the bar to a forty-something guy in blue jeans and a black sweater. The dude version of dressing up for the evening. Genna couldn’t help glancing down at herself dolled up in her one and only do-me dress. Damn the patriarchy. 

			“That’s my husband, Kenneth,” Hot Soccer Mom continued. “We’re committed.” She leaned in. “But allowed to stray.” 

			New to the whole straying business then if the whispered confession was anything to go by. Genna tried not to smile. 

			“That’s no problem. Would you be interested in my leading you astray?” 

			Hot Soccer Mom bit her lip. “Are you into BDSM? The last three people I spoke to were, but I’m afraid that I just can’t with all of that.” She pronounced BDSM with a pause between each letter and a faint air of incredulity, like she couldn’t understand why anyone bothered. 

			Genna lifted a shoulder. “I just like sex.”

			Hot Soccer Mom nodded. “I like, just, you know, regular. Basic. The things women do.” 

			This wasn’t Genna’s first time with a bisexual, or maybe it was pansexual, woman in a long-term relationship. She didn’t disparage guys’ skills simply because they had a cock that called the shots. There were some things women were plainly better at, and pleasuring the fairer sex was one of them. 

			“If we agree BDSM is off the table, can I tell you what I’d love tonight?” Genna gave the words a conspiratorial twist, as if she had a scandalous secret on the tip of her tongue. 

			Hot Soccer Mom’s eyes brightened. “Please.”

			“I’d love to go down on you. I know that’s not very adventurous of me, but there’s just something about oral sex that makes me so hot. I love having my mouth on a woman. It’s so intimate and sexy, don’t you think?”

			Hot Soccer Mom sipped her drink and nodded. She tucked her hair behind her ears in a nervous gesture one part coy and sixteen parts sexy. She might’ve been a little too soft around the edges to make it to a runway, but Genna guessed she’d been the prom queen in high school and now that the girl next door had matured, she was nothing short of a knockout. Hot Soccer Mom took care of herself, and Genna took care to notice. 

			She took Hot Soccer Mom’s nod as permission to continue. “I like to take my time. Licking and stroking, making it so good for both of us. I hate to rush. It’s not really about getting to the orgasm, it’s the experience. A woman all hot and wet for me is the sexiest thing ever.” 

			She was trying to move them from the bar to the bedroom, but she drew the line at lying. And she wasn’t. Messy, nose-deep, oral sex was a huge turn-on, and if Hot Soccer Mom was into this basic thing women did together, she was only too happy to oblige. Crazy hot sex or being politely cast aside as not quite the right fit, were equally plausible outcomes, and only Hot Soccer Mom and her gorgeous pouty bottom lip could decide. 

			Picking up strangers wasn’t as easy, or as popular, as all the movies made out. People were usually more worried about being liked than actually fucking. She’d learned two things in her time at McKinney’s—don’t try to convince anyone they’re into you, and figure out if you were willing to give them what they wanted and not the other way around. No matter how attractive someone was, if you weren’t into the same things, the sex was going to suck in a not-good way. 

			Genna slid her fingers away. “I’d really like a night with you, but I understand if you’re not ready to leave with me.” Here’s an out if you want it. But time to decide because your twenty is up. 

			Hot Soccer Mom gave Genna a once-over she probably imagined was subtle. “You like to take it slow?” 

			“I have all night just for you.”

			“I can take a while. I like to relax.” Hot Soccer Mom drew out the word like a world-weary, work-life-balance veteran. She and Kenneth probably had two point five kids at home, and a night on the town was a rare luxury. Who’d blame her for being picky. 

			“My favorite thing in the world is giving pleasure. I’d love to help you relax for as long as it takes.” Truth without having to dodge questions about her own needs was Genna’s version of a relaxing evening, and hell if she wasn’t dying to be taken up on it. 

			Hot Soccer Mom drained her glass. “Let me just tell Kenneth I’m leaving.”

			Thank you, Travis. I owe you one. 
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        * * *

      

			Of all the places Rowan Marks could’ve woken up, Mrs. Penellie’s twin bed wasn’t a top-ten location. That she’d rented the room, and Mrs. Penellie was two doors down snoring like a freight train, was only a marginal improvement. Rowan tossed back the hand-crocheted quilt-thingy and her feet hit the too-cold, hundred-year-old floorboards before her eyes were fully open. It’s not as if she wanted to look around. The bed was hideous, the walls slicked with little daisy wallpaper, and every piece of furniture the drab brown of ugly antiques. Between work and classes, she had no time to spend here anyway. 

			She slipped into the bathroom, then dragged on a pair of faded sweatpants and a sports bra to go with the T-shirt she’d worn to bed, stepped into her sneakers, and was out of the house and on her way to Pete’s Gym in under three minutes. 

			“Morning,” Pete called out from the broom closet he’d promoted to an office. 

			She lifted a hand in greeting and kept going, dumping her stuff into a cubby and heading to the back of the building. She suffered two thirty-minute runs every week as an offering to the cardio gods, but lifting wasn’t about the exercise. And not about looking good naked, either. Lifting was meditative. The sounds and scents of the gym, the repetition, the tremble and burn when she was almost spent. Nothing cleared her mind faster, and she needed industrial-strength Clorox and a crew of twenty to scrub away the thoughts that’d kept her up last night. Tossing and turning, restless and edgy, until she’d given in. 

			Again. 

			Nope. Not thinking about it. Time to put it away. She couldn’t take it back now. Life had no do-overs. She’d just move forward and vow never again. 

			Again. 

			She bit her lip to stop from groaning out loud at the women crowding the free weights, chatting while surreptitiously checking themselves out in the floor to ceiling mirror. One at least dangled a five-pound dumbbell from her brightly manicured fingers. The other hadn’t bothered. 

			Pete’s had plenty of glossy-haired, lululemon-wearing, so-female-she-couldn’t-look-or-she’d-stare clientele, and loads were ripped. She’d once dropped in on a Saturday morning Pilates class and hadn’t been able to take the stairs without wincing for a week. These two, though, the ones currently gossiping and in her way? Breaking a sweat would’ve ruined their makeup. 

			“Mind if I squeeze by you?” She waited for their nod before moving between them. 

			The one attempting to have a reason for standing there zeroed in on her arms. “I love your ink.” The woman held her gaze a beat too long. 

			Rowan willed away the heat on her cheeks. The last thing she needed was come-and-get-me eyes from a total stranger, even if she did look pretty great doing absolutely nothing. “Thanks.”

			Rowan took her dumbbells over to a bench and started on some easy bicep curls to warm up. One. Two. Three—

			“So, anyway, it’s weird, right? I mean, she’s paying people to tell her their sex fantasies. That’s fucked up.”

			“I don’t know. Professor Turner wouldn’t have to pay me to talk sexy to him. I’d do it just to see the bulge in his pants grow.”

			The one who’d smiled at Rowan shoved her friend on the shoulder. “That’s gross. He’s so old.”

			“Fifty-whatever isn’t old, and who cares anyway, it’s not like I’d marry him. No reason not to put all his experience to good use right between my legs.”

			“Jessica!” 

			Rowan cursed herself for leaving her headphones in the cubby. Some noise cancellation would be handy right now. She closed her eyes and focused on breathing out on the curl, in when she released. Four. Five—

			“Shame it’s not Turner’s study, that’s all I’m saying. What’s it about, anyway?” Jessica asked.

			“Sexual fantasy and feminist discourse. Whatever that means,” not-Jessica said. “I hate it when they say discourse like they’re trying to be intellectual. Why do academics study things that are actually fun and make them completely boring? I’m not signing up to ruin my fantasies. Does anyone need to know why they have them? Sexy-boardshorts-guy and just-the-right-amount-of-facial-hair guy in a threesome is my go-to. Don’t care why.” 

			Rowan couldn’t see the woman’s face, but her tone dripped eye-roll. Please. Six. Go. Seven. Away. Eight. 

			“I wouldn’t talk to some bra-burning, man-hating, hairy-pitted feminist about sex. Did you read about the one that’s giving away cookies? That’s my idea of a study,” Jessica replied.

			Hairy-pitted? Seriously? 

			Rowan headed back for her headphones. 

			Ninety minutes later, she was drenched with sweat, but the bulk of the uneasiness churning in her gut had disappeared. Small mercy. She wiped down the gear she’d used and put everything back. At nearly nine a.m. on a Sunday, the early morning fitness crowd was hitting the exit. Football games, picnics, and yard work were much more appealing than being inside under fluorescent lights with the latest angsty girl-band pounding the eardrums. Jessica and her pal had left more than an hour earlier. 

			She slid the weights back into their cradle and noticed a slightly crumpled printout on the floor. Her mom would be horrified at such blatant littering of a public place, of any place that wasn’t a trash can. If cleanliness was next to godliness, Doreen Marks was the patron saint of Lysol. 

			She bent to pick it up and caught the words “sexual fantasy” in bold type. She blinked, sure her not-quite-all-the-way-gone arousal was messing with her head. What the hell? She smoothed the paper. 

			 

			The Intersection of Sexual Fantasy and Feminist Discourse in Adult Women.

			Dear Invitee, 

			I am a doctoral student at Silver Creek University conducting research on sexual fantasy and feminist discourse. The intention is to assess the impact, if any, that psychosocial feminist discourse plays in adult female sexual fantasy development, content, interpretation, access, response, and duration. The study involves collection of data to determine eligibility for participation, a survey of sexual history, and six one-hour, one-on-one, verbal interviews conducted at the Sexuality and Gender Studies division on campus over a three-week period (sessions flexible with student schedules). 

			Participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any time. All data will be recorded and stored indefinitely. A one-time payment of $500 is offered upon full completion. If you wish to participate, please review the informed consent and confidentiality agreement attached. To determine eligibility for the study, contact:

			Genevieve Fielding

			Sexuality and Gender Studies Division

			Preston Grant Building 

			Ph: (311) 555-2812 

			 

			What was it not-Jessica had said?

			She’s paying people to tell her their sex fantasies. 

			Reading between the academic mumbo, that’s exactly what it sounded like. Rowan swallowed and read the letter a second time, more slowly. Female sexual fantasy development, content, interpretation, access, response, and duration. What was all that, exactly? How someone came up with their fantasies? What they were about? How hot they got thinking about them? How often and for how long? How fast they came? Jesus. Sex fantasies were a hell of a thing to base a PhD on. Six one-on-one interviews, over three weeks. All recorded. 

			But unlike Jessica and not-Jessica, Rowan instantly wanted to meet Genevieve Fielding. The future Dr. Sex-Fantasies-Are-My-Specialty. Dr. I-Know-What-Makes-You-Orgasm. Dr. Let’s-Talk-Dirty-For-Research. Bet she was a blast at dinner parties. 

			Rowan stared at the flyer. She should toss it in the trash. Sexual fantasies were unequivocally the very last thing she needed to be thinking about. Hadn’t she just turned her muscles to applesauce to forget about them? She needed to stay the hell away from a study like this, and from the kind of person who found sex interesting enough to investigate. 

			But…

			What if Genevieve Fielding could help her? Lifting until exhaustion was a decent coping mechanism as such things went, better than booze or coke. But it was just that, coping. Temporary. A glorified Band-Aid. What if Dr. Tell-Me-Your-Sexy-Thoughts could provide more permanent relief? What if she didn’t have to cope? She’d be better off going to a licensed professional. There were sex therapists in strip malls next to dog groomers and nail salons. Except she couldn’t afford to pay out of pocket, and the crappy-ass insurance that came with her part-time gig at Alessandro’s Family Restaurant likely wouldn’t cover sex therapy. Did she really want to call a complete stranger to find out? Did she want to risk her boss knowing she had lady problems? Fuck no, and precisely why she’d chosen dumbbells over therapy in the first place. 

			But maybe participating in the research was a way to figure out why she was so drawn to certain content that elicited such an uncontrollable response. Maybe some interpretation would, as not-Jessica had put it, ruin the fantasies altogether. Couldn’t hurt to call and see if she was eligible to be ruined by the good doctor. 

			What do you say, Genevieve? Want to chat about the most fucked-up fantasies you’ll ever hear? I’ve got dozens. 

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Rowan was going to puke all over Poppy’s desk if she had to wait much longer for Genna to come get her for the first interview. Poppy had a cute desk too. She’d brightened the throwaway Ikea with a polka dot cupholder, a keyboard lit with rainbow lights, and a desk calendar that demanded one seas the day above an orange cartoon octopus. It’d be a shame to disgrace all that winsomeness with vomit, so she dealt with her queasiness by pacing back and forth across the waiting area of the gender and sexuality division. She had to move before she panicked. 

			Poppy was doing a very bad job pretending to work, and after a minute of hunt-and-peck typing, she gave Rowan an evaluating look. “There’s no need to be scared. Genna’s not that bad once you get to know her.” 

			“I’m not scared,” Rowan said automatically, even though scared was exactly what she was and not that bad was hardly a ringing endorsement. 

			“You’re pale. You should sit before you fall on your face.” 

			Rowan laughed despite herself. Poppy reminded her of Sara. Well, Sara twelve years ago. Young, smart, and just a little bit full of herself, but charming with it. That’s where the similarities ended. Sara had been deep into her goth phase at that age and Poppy, well, her beauty was in your face. Her skin was so translucent she could be mistaken for a porcelain doll, especially with her sports car red lips and pink hair set in curls just like Frenchie in Grease. 

			Poppy was no beauty school dropout. 

			Most people would say Poppy was prettier than Sara, prettier than almost anyone, but to Rowan she didn’t seem real, like an airbrushed advertisement for a quirky college student. Not as beautifully real as Genna. Rowan sighed. The more she tried not to think about her, the bigger the Genna-shaped elephant in her mind became. She took a deep breath to center herself and let the thought wash over her without resistance, trying to get rid of the Genna in her head before she had to face the real deal. 

			“I’m fine. Just…this feels weird.” 

			Poppy rested her chin in her palm. “What does? Being nervous talking about your fantasies?” 

			Rowan leaned a hip on the corner of Poppy’s desk. “You must talk about this kind of thing all the time. Me, not so much.”

			“Not really. Talking about sex in the psychological abstract is one thing, but personally about your own stuff? Not often. You got this, though. You’ve made it through the instruments, and Genna is a good researcher. You’ll like her once you loosen up a bit.” Poppy lifted one shoulder in a lopsided shrug.

			“I already like her.” A lot, too much, inappropriate over-liking, if you know what I mean? 

			Poppy raised her eyebrows, surprised. “Well, there you go. Just go in there and tell the truth. With the truth and your stunning good looks, you’ll sail through.” 

			Rowan raised her eyebrows right back. Did some people not like Genna. Why? “What do my looks have to do with anything?”

			“Nothing at all.” Poppy batted her eyelashes.

			Rowan laughed. “Thanks, I think I needed that. God knows why, but I did.” 

			“Making people less nervous is my superhero skill,” Poppy said. 

			Rowan was just wondering if Poppy was queer or if she flirted with every poor schmuck who showed up on Genna’s doorstep when Genna herself rounded the corner.

			“Rowan?” Genna asked. 

			Rowan jumped from Poppy’s desk like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Hi. You look great. Beautifully real.”

			Genna blinked. She looked at Poppy. Poppy just shrugged. Seemingly at a loss for how to respond Genna asked, “Shall we get started?”

			Rowan nodded and followed Genna to her office in silence, lest anything else pop unbidden from her mouth. 

			Genna’s office was the same as last time she’d been in it. A cramped hole-in-the-wall with a sturdy desk in tiger oak, two chairs that leaned more toward comfort than style, and a bookcase so full it overflowed a literary avalanche onto the floor. The blinds on the narrow window cast horizontal rays of sunshine on Genna’s desk as she took the chair behind it and motioned for Rowan to sit opposite. “How’re you feeling?” 

			“Like an idiot,” Rowan said before realizing Genna was talking about her upcoming interview and not her comment. “I mean, a bit nervous, I guess.” 

			“That’s to be expected,” Genna said. “I’ll try to make things as comfortable as possible.”

			Rowan nodded. Anything Genna did to try to make her comfortable would likely have the opposite result. The problem was that Genna just being Genna had her squirming in her seat, nervous and excited and a little bit terrified. Genna’s deep burgundy blazer, thrown over a silky-looking something with a deep V, wasn’t helping at all. Rowan took another breath. Her attraction wasn’t breaking news. She could deal. To be honest, one of the most exciting things about Genna was the way Rowan’s response never seemed to normalize. The rush of want startled her with its intensity as raw today as when she’d first met her. 

			With her ex, her desire had eroded over time, familiarity chipping away at it, the person behind her expectations emerging as more ordinary than before. That was the thing about fairy tales. They never fully satisfied. When Claudia was offered a promotion requiring a relocation, she’d asked Rowan to follow—a passenger in Claudia’s master plan. She wished she’d stood her ground, said no. But she hadn’t had the guts. She’d said nothing and that had been answer enough. A boring finale to a relationship that had once held so much promise. 

			With Genna, just being in the same room had her tingling, she couldn’t imagine ever being bored. Any chance you could be less sexy for the next hour while I reveal my depravity? Pretty please?

			Genna placed her iPhone on the desk between them. “I’m going to start the recording, is that okay?” 

			Rowan nodded. “Sure.” 

			Genna tapped the screen. “Three p.m. Week one, interview one, participant 47C.” 

			She smiled at Rowan. “Would you be open to telling me what you were just thinking? You don’t have to.” 

			Rowan bit her lip. “Just now? Isn’t this interview about your research?” Aka you so don’t want to know what I was just thinking, Dr. I’ll Ask Anything. 

			“It is. But we’ll practice first. You assured me you’ll be honest with me, and we’ll work up to the harder stuff. You just had the most pensive expression, so I’d like to start there if that’s okay. Tell me what you were thinking.”

			Rowan swallowed. How on earth was she going to be honest without making it all about Genna on the record? “Uh…I was thinking about my fantasies.” She paused, trying to pull thoughts together faster than her brain could compile them. “I was thinking how physical attraction, even in fantasy, tends to fade kind of quickly. Does everyone experience that, or just me?” 

			Genna picked up a pen and twirled it between her fingers thoughtfully. “Often the truth lies somewhere between what everyone experiences and complete uniqueness. What do you think? Does physical attraction ultimately fade for everyone?”

			“It changes, maybe. But it doesn’t always fade. My friend, Maria. She and her wife have been married for years, and they’re still having sex even after kids.” 

			Genna nodded. “So, what about you? You’ve been in at least one relationship. How did your physical attraction change?”

			Rowan hadn’t expected a brain teaser right off the bat, but she wasn’t nervous anymore, so that was something. “At first, it’s easy, spontaneous. We ripped each other’s clothes off and didn’t have to try. That’s the stuff of romance novels, right? A grand passion?” 

			Genna lobbed the question back at her again. “You tell me.” 

			Rowan laughed. “Come on. Answer at least one. Anyone who watches The Bachelor must read romance novels.” 

			“I’ve read a few where the spunky but clueless heroine gets taken hostage by an unhinged stalker and is rescued by a rugged cop who broke all the rules to save the day and steal her heart.” A twinkle sparked in Genna’s eyes, but Rowan couldn’t tell if she was joking. 

			“No way.” Rowan leaned forward, mock outraged on these fictional characters’ behalf. “Your favorite trope is rogue first responder meets too stupid to live?” 

			Genna shrugged. “Hopefully not that stupid. As Romeo and Juliet teaches us, there’s a fine line between romance and tragedy.”

			A thousand questions battled for supremacy in Rowan’s brain. Genna liked romance novels about damsels in distress being saved. Odd considering she’d been so resistant to the smallest offer of help last night. Odd too that someone as confident and capable as Genna, as presumably feminist, would find damsels damseling attractive. Or maybe her taste in fiction didn’t mirror her romantic preferences? One of those fantasies she’d never want to act on? Or was she the cop in this scenario and not the damsel? Annoying to have to answer all the questions without permission to ask her own. 

			“So, back to the topic.” Genna’s voice got that professional undertone again. “For you a relationship usually starts with spontaneous passion. Then what?” 

			“Then…” Rowan thought back on her relationship with Claudia. How easily turned on she was in the early days and how after a while it took work to get there. “That instantaneous physical response dims a bit. Not all the way, and not all at once, but over time sex is less about mind-blowing orgasms and more about being close, being in love, maintaining the emotional connection through sex. With a side of orgasms.” Rowan shrugged. “I’m not sure that makes sense. But it’s because Claudia and I weren’t right for each other.”

			Another twirl of Genna’s pen. “A common theory in sex research suggests uncertainty and novelty enhance desire. That sex is spontaneous in the beginning of a relationship because it’s new, and you’re unsure how your partner feels about you. Your connection is growing and inherently unstable. Over time, as the relationship solidifies, and sex becomes habitual. Desire fades.”

			Rowan took a minute to process…that truckload of bullshit. “Are you saying we can have either great sex or a great relationship, but not both?” 

			Genna shook her head. “As you’ve already established, plenty of people have great sex in great relationships. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t work involved. It’s all about reintroducing uncertainty and novelty back into the bedroom.”

			Rowan bit back her instinctual denial. Trying not to argue, but also really wanting to argue. “You’re talking about hate sex.” 

			Genna tilted her head to the side. “Am I?”

			“You know what I mean. You’re having a fight with your girlfriend, and they’re just so damn frustrating, but somehow that gets tangled up in how beautiful they are when they’re angry and you just have to fuck them. It’s so much hotter.” 

			Genna breathed out in a rush like she hadn’t quite been expecting that, but then pointed her pen at Rowan. “Perfect example. When a couple has a disagreement, there’s a sense the relationship is on shaky ground. The negative emotions you’re feeling are atypical, giving the sex novelty.” 

			Rowan frowned. “But if that’s all true, don’t you find it depressing? That something so crucial to a relationship is so hard to maintain and so easily influenced by just about anything?”

			“I don’t find it depressing, no. Sex isn’t crucial to everyone and a lot of things in life are hard to maintain and subject to outside influences. Doesn’t mean they aren’t worth it. Why do you find it depressing?” 

			Rowan sat back, thoroughly deflated. None of this felt right. There was some truth tucked away in there somewhere, for some relationships that weren’t meant to be, but that only made it worse. If they weren’t all striving for the grand passion promised in romance novels, TV commercials, and The fucking Batchelor, what was the point? She had to believe true love made sex fantastic because, well, why bother otherwise?

			“I don’t know,” Rowan said. “I just do. It makes me sad you believe this. I want grand passion, not just in the beginning, but forever. I want a soul mate. Spending your relationship trying to restore what was once so effortless sounds miserable.” 

			They didn’t speak for a few moments. Rowan had just lost something that she’d taken for granted and never knew she ought to have treasured. The silence confirmed Genna really believed what she’d said and had nothing left to explain. Long term, sex drive dies unless you resuscitate it on the regular. Bed death for everyone. It couldn’t be true. Sure, Rowan had experienced it herself, but that’s because Claudia wasn’t the one. Didn’t everyone have that one special person they were meant to be with? The one who made passion effortless?

			Rowan met Genna’s eyes as they each stood on the precipice of their beliefs with no bridge to meet in the middle. The sinking in her stomach signaled she was dealing with more than physical attraction. She hadn’t been lying when she’d said she wanted to ask Genna out once the study was over. 

			Genna was by-the-book and guarded, doing everything in her power to keep Rowan at arm’s length. But she was also beautiful and smart, with a wary sort of vulnerability behind her charming but prickly exterior that hinted at hard knocks and hard work. Rowan couldn’t help being intrigued. But could she date her when Genna fully expected their passion would fade and she was fine with it? Just throw in a new restaurant and a blindfold every so often to keep things interesting? Was Genna even monogamous? How could someone who liked sex be monogamous under those circumstances? Did she just settle for boring? Did everyone?

			Genna wasn’t her Cleopatra/Marilyn fantasy, but maybe everything Rowan thought she knew about her, had assumed about her ­because she’d wanted it to be true, was a fantasy too. The worst kind. 

			Genna sighed softly. She dropped her pen. “Do you want to continue?” 

			Rowan didn’t want to talk to Genna right now. Why aren’t you who I thought you should be? My perfect somebody? 

			When she didn’t say anything, Genna leaned over and tapped the screen of her phone to pause the recording. “Would you prefer to leave? The door is right there, and the choice is yours.”

			Seriously? Genna had tromped all over her admittedly way too soon—and clearly unfounded—hopes for a date, and now she was kicking her out? 

			“I don’t want to leave,” Rowan said, more to argue than because it was true. 

			“Okay. Then we have a couple of choices. We can stay off the record, and you can tell me why your fantasies are a problem for you, or I can turn the recorder back on, and we can proceed with the interview the way I would for any other participant, keeping to the standard questions. What’s your preference?” 

			What was her preference? To leave? To be Average Jane study participant? Or to bare her soul to Genna? Why was everything suddenly complicated? Maybe because she was the one making it complicated. 

			Rowan rubbed a hand over her face. “I’m sorry. I’m being unfair, aren’t I? We don’t agree on this…sex thing, and I’m making it personal when it shouldn’t be.”

			Genna gave a tilt of her head that basically said yep, pretty much that exactly. “Now you see why it’s a problem for us to get to know one another outside of the study.” She smiled wryly. “Hopes get dashed.” 

			Rowan grabbed onto that last part like a lifeline. “Wait. Your hopes are dashed?” 

			You had hopes? About me?

			“Well, it does throw a bucket of ice water over things for us to disagree on something so fundamental.”

			For some reason, Genna admitting that she too was disappointed helped. A lot. At least Rowan wasn’t alone. That proved she cared just as much as Rowan did. Maybe this wasn’t a total catastrophe. “Sometimes a little disagreement isn’t such a bad thing. I bet you’re even more gorgeous when you’re angry. I hear arguments help to keep the passion alive.” 

			Rowan held her breath and the metaphorical olive branch as she waited for Genna’s reply. 

			Genna gave her that look she was growing to love. The did you really just say that, cowboy? look. 

			Rowan’s stomach climbed up into her throat. Come on, Dr. Stupid Sex Theory, meet me in the middle. 

			“It’s up to you. But if you want to stay and tell me more about your fantasies, I’d like that,” Genna said eventually, her tone cautious. 

			Rowan leaned forward and grabbed Genna’s hand where it rested on desk before she could move it out of reach. “I’d like that too. I shouldn’t have taken that so personally. I’m sorry.”

			Genna nodded, gave her fingers a quick squeeze, then unceremoniously dropped Rowan’s hand, and squared her shoulders. “You ready?” 

			Was she ready to tell Genna everything right when they’d discovered a chasm that could make anything more between them impossible? Rowan was about to find out.

			“I’ve been ready since the moment you agreed to this.” 

			The look again. Always with the look.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Genna wasn’t at all sure she was making the right decision. Rowan’s reaction to a perfectly legitimate theory had been intense. Intensely passionate. Intensely personal. Intensely over the line. But Genna was just as responsible for putting them here. That she had more experience keeping her reactions to herself didn’t exactly let her off the hook. She’d felt the same punch to the gut that had spread across Rowan’s features. God save her from women who’d grown up on too many Cinderella stories and expected happiness to be custom wrapped in a single person. Soul mates, really? That crap was too corny even for romance novels. As if love would solve every problem. Or any problem. In her experience love created them. You know what was actually depressing? How many people weren’t willing to work on a relationship. They just dumped and ran, moving on with all their rose-tinted expectations and demanded their next victim be the superhuman their last wasn’t. It just completely, totally sucked that Rowan might be one of those people. Couldn’t she see she was being unreasonable? 

			Okay, so maybe Genna was also being a bit intense. She had no idea if that was even why Rowan and her ex had split. The ex had moved for a job, hadn’t she? 

			They were in this now, and she’d agreed to help. So that’s what she’d do.

			She absolutely had not agreed to continue because Rowan’s graphic description of hate sex was blow-her-brain-cells hot. Not that hate sex even existed. No couple who loved each other ever really hated. But she and Rowan agreed on something. Intense emotion, be it joy or frustration, made sex so, so good. She absolutely wasn’t thinking about frustrated, how-could-you-believe-that sex with Rowan. A relationship would never work, but frustrated not-hate sex… 

			“Genna?” 

			Genna flushed. Get your head in the game. “Sorry. I need to record the part that is for my research, so before I turn the recorder back on, I’d like to discuss the fantasies you’d like help with.” 

			Genna didn’t glance at her iPad with all its questions, her attention one hundred percent on Rowan. 

			Rowan swallowed the balloon rapidly swelling in her throat. Genna was looking at her in a completely normal way, but she still squirmed under the scrutiny. She’d wanted this. One-on-one sessions with the super-hot researcher as Maria had put it. But now that she was here, she couldn’t quite meet Genna’s gaze. “I know you have a job to do, so my stuff can wait.” 

			As long as you want. Forever was an option. Why had she pushed Genna into this again?

			Genna gave her a can-we-skip-the-bullshit look. “You sought me out for this. I’m not going anywhere, and I have all afternoon. If I can help you, I will.” She looked away briefly before bringing that focus back to Rowan with a sheepish smile. “Honestly, I’m a bit nervous myself. I need more experience talking to people beyond ask-and-answer style, and my advisor thinks this is a good opportunity to hone my skills. So, let’s do the hard part first, and then we can enjoy the easy part.” 

			Genna had talked about her with her advisor? Well, of course she had. That’s what PhD students did. And, oh God, wasn’t Genna’s advisor the elegant woman from Happy Hour? Rowan wanted to curl up and die. She was a subject to be talked about. Discussed. Analyzed. Psychologically dissected. She’d somehow forgotten that Genna was studying her. “Easy for you maybe.” 

			Genna leaned forward and rested her elbow on the desk, her chin in her palm like she wanted to inspect Rowan under a microscope. “Wasn’t it you who said we’re just people? Just two students? It doesn’t have to be intimidating. Tell me like you’d tell a friend.”

			Sure, easy-peasy, if only she’d told a friend. Or anyone. Ever. “I don’t know where to start.” 

			“What makes you feel your fantasies are so bad?” As was her way, Genna struck right to the heart. 

			“They’re…” Rowan fought to find the right words. “They’re just not okay. I fantasize about things that would be illegal, would be hurtful if they were real, and it gets me off. I’m flexible when it comes to what makes me hot. But the bad fantasies get me off the hardest. Put me in a relationship, and I want all the romance I can handle, but my fantasies? They’re disgusting. The opposite of romance. But, hotter.” 

			The line between Genna’s brows formed as she frowned. “Disgusting is a strong word.”

			Rowan shrugged. She was disgusting. The irony of having to tell Genna, who sent her want-you-o-meter into the stratosphere, wasn’t lost on her, but what choice did she have? If Genna and all her research couldn’t help her, no one could. 

			“Give me an example.”

			And this was the part she’d really been avoiding. The exampling. Somehow saying it out loud brought it all into the real world, when it had only ever existed in her mind. Rowan took a long, careful breath. She was more than a little terrified Genna would laugh at her again, but she had to figure this out. She could trust Genna, couldn’t she? 

			“A few nights ago, I fantasized I had broken into prison and had gotten caught by a guard. A large, not particularly attractive guard, who threatened me, demeaned me, and blackmailed me into having sex with her on the floor of a questionably clean break room.” 

			“Submission and humiliation fantasies aren’t uncommon,” Genna said. 

			Rowan let out the breath when Genna looked completely unfazed. Not even a brief flicker of surprise. She shook her head. “It’s not about being in her control. If anything, I am the one in control, at the end anyway. On top. Making her come. But it doesn’t feel like it’s about power, even though that’s the setup.”

			“You said you broke into the prison? Why?”

			Heat curled up Rowan’s neck. Why was everyone so hung up on that? “I was trying to get someone out. A prison break. I failed.” 

			“Someone?” Genna asked. 

			“Someone.” Rowan had agreed to share her fantasy secrets, not every terrible thing that had ever happened. Maybe she really could trust Genna with this stuff, but Sara was off limits. 

			Genna waited another beat and then moved on. “What’s it about then? What turns you on?” 

			“Just how fucked up it is. I’m not attracted to her. But not being attracted to her, being repulsed by her even, and doing it anyway, is the appeal. I know that sounds stupid, but it’s like the more horrible my brain can make it, the harder I come. When she orgasms it’s almost like she’s an animal. Like we’re both just animals, acting on our instincts.” 

			Genna nodded slowly. “Isn’t there a whole genre dedicated to basically this? Humans embracing their animal instincts by turning into them? Like, Dracula or Frankenstein?” 

			Rowan tried not to laugh. Genna had the entire paranormal genre at her fingertips, and she’d picked Dracula? The 1800s were calling and wanted their undead back. “I think you mean Edward…or Jacob.” 

			Genna looked blank. “Who?”

			Genna read romance novels and really didn’t know? “Twilight? Although maybe Spike from Buffy the Vampire Slayer is the most popular vampire. I’m not sure.” 

			“Buffy the—” Genna cut herself off. “The tiny blonde who fights demons before homeroom?”

			“After homeroom,” Rowan corrected. “Vampires come out at night. Sunlight being deadly and all.” 

			“Why are we talking about Buffy?” 

			“Because apparently the only TV you watch is The Batchelor. Did you live under a rock as a teenager? We’re going to have to remedy this. Buffy is iconic. I’m jealous you still have all eight seasons to watch for the first time.” Maybe we can watch it together after our mashed potato grand championship. Snuggle on the couch. 

			A shadow passed across Genna’s face, and Rowan instantly regretted whatever she’d said to cause it. Here she was planning their first date, and Genna clearly wasn’t interested in watching TV. Curiosity pulled at her. “Hey, I’m sor—”

			“Give me another example.” Genna redirected the conversation away from herself. 

			And they were back to exampling. Didn’t Genna realize how damn hard this was—how humiliating, how stripped naked Rowan felt? If Genna could just talk to her like a real person it would be so much easier. Like friends, Genna had said, but it didn’t feel that way.

			Another long breath. The second time would be easier. She wished Genna was sitting next to her instead of behind the desk. 

			“My parents have rented their condo from the same married couple for over thirty years. I know because they’ve always made their rent check out to Mr. and Mrs. David Sutton. Sometimes I fantasize that Mrs. Sutton, who I’ve never met in real life, becomes obsessed with me. Full on stalker. Follows me everywhere. Installs cameras in my home to watch me. In the fantasy, I’m still in a relationship with my girlfriend and Mrs. Sutton watches us have sex on the hidden cameras. She learns what I like. She uses the information to seduce me.” Rowan lifted a shoulder to signal her distaste. “I cheat on the woman I’m supposed to love with a crazy psycho, and the sex is good. A lot better than with Claudia. I fantasize about how good it is to cheat. What kind of stupid-ass fantasy is that? Am I so insecure I have to pretend people are obsessed with me?”

			“Do you think you’re insecure about your attractiveness?” Genna asked.

			Rowan held Genna’s gaze without saying anything. We’ve already admitted it’s there between us. So between us, we need this desk as a barrier. Isn’t that right, Dr. Sex?

			A muscle twitched in Genna’s jaw, but her gaze never wavered. “Rowan?” 

			God. Her name on Genna’s lips did things to her. So did her take-no-prisoners interrogation. 

			“Isn’t everyone a bit insecure about their attractiveness? It’s not like women go around comparing me to gods.” 

			The corner of Genna’s lips tilted in a tiny smile but she didn’t crack. “Regardless, I don’t get the impression you routinely feel a high degree of insecurity. Would that be accurate?”

			“Regular amounts of insecurity only.” 

			Genna nodded, picked up her pen again, and started twirling it between her fingers, thinking…who knew what. That was the problem.

			“It gets worse,” Rowan said in a morose tone that was only partly for effect. 

			“Tell me.”

			“I call her Mrs. Sutton when I fuck her. Mrs. Sutton, like I’m a kid, and not a thirty-two-year-old having very adult sex with a woman who has a first name.” 

			To her credit, Genna didn’t laugh. “Have you tried calling her something else?” 

			Rowan nodded. “It feels wrong.”

			“Is the sex similar to the sex you have with the prison guard?” 

			“No. The stalker is completely into me. The sex is everything I like and she’s very…attentive. It’s not candlelight and soft music, but it’s not rough either. She’s just, you know, a manipulative bitch. Which I guess I must find hot.” Why do I find that hot? Why would anyone?

			Genna nodded. “Why does she stalk you? Is there a reason?” 

			Rowan sat back, never having thought about that before. “When the fantasy starts, she’s already obsessed. I never ask her why.” 

			“Do you find it strange that she decides to stalk you so intimately out of the blue?” 

			That was the part Genna found strange?

			Rowan had no answer. 

			There was silence as Genna thought. Tapping the pen against her iPad distractedly. 

			“So, what’s the verdict? Am I a hopeless case?” The words sounded much smaller than they would have if Rowan were able to pull off the cavalier tone she’d intended. 

			“Not a hopeless case. But I don’t see enough similarities in these examples to have any clear indication of what attracts you to them yet. I’d like to think about it some more. There’s a book I want to find that has a case study that’s niggling at me. It’s interesting you chose your parents’ landlord’s wife, a woman you’ve never met, as the focus of your fantasy. That’s quite a few degrees of separation and unusual. Do you know the prison guard?”

			“No.” It hadn’t ever occurred to Rowan to wonder why she’d chosen either woman. 

			“Interesting,” Genna said, and Rowan believed she meant it. 

			“Do people usually fantasize about someone they know?” Rowan asked. 

			“There’s no usually. Some people do exclusively, some never do. Many will fantasize about someone they find attractive, both in appearance and/or personality, if they haven’t acted on the attraction. First dates. Secret crushes. Your best friend’s wife. That kind of thing is more likely to lead to a higher occurrence of fantasies starring someone you know, according to self-report data.” 

			“So, if two people are attracted to each other, but can’t act on it, for ethical reasons related to a research study, they’re more likely to fantasize about each other than about a stranger?” Rowan asked, all innocence. 

			Genna sat up straighter, her expression revealing her total sense of humor failure. “We can’t discuss that.” 

			Rowan knew her quip had just crossed a line, or maybe crossed the desk, and even though she hadn’t meant it all that seriously, she didn’t care. She was too exposed. She needed Genna closer, and if Rowan had to drag her, so be it. “You’re saying the instability of our attraction, its forbidden nature, not being able to act on our desires, is what makes it hot. And if we could act on them, our feelings would, what, just go away?”

			Genna closed her eyes briefly. “Are we back here again? That is not what I said. I was talking about people in general and their made-up fantasies.” 

			“Twice now we have agreed that we are people. Do you have fantasies? Or are researchers immune to the commonalities that afflict regular humans?” Did you fantasize about me after our rainy encounter, Dr. Sex? 

			“Researchers ask the questions,” Genna said curtly, her eyes going to ice. “I’m sorry, but you need to stop this. Most especially here and now, when we should focus on what you’ve just shared.” 

			Rowan had known she was pushing too hard even as she was asking, but she didn’t have the energy to cast aside her irritation in favor of her better judgment one more time. She was supposed to sit here and spill her guts about the very worst things about herself, and Genna got to hide behind her walls? No, not walls, a freaking moat. Rowan had better just forget about ever getting inside Genna’s castle. Silly of her to forget she was the one being studied like a lab rat in a cage, and Genna had the power to deny her every question. 

			Anger swirled sour bile in her throat. That she was overreacting was obvious even to her. But she couldn’t let it go. She agreed with Genna that their flirting had to wait. But what was the point of waiting when they weren’t compatible long term anyway? They weren’t going to date once this was all over because Rowan needed something Genna didn’t think was possible. Rowan wanted that one person she knew was out there, and no one who believed that sex in relationships was some kind of homework assignment would be right for her. 

			Rowan didn’t care what self-report data said. True love and true passion could coexist. She had to believe that. “Turn on the recorder. That’s why we’re here.” 

			Genna rubbed a hand across her face in a fuck-my-life gesture and suddenly looked about as tired as when Rowan had first met her. “Let’s back
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