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​FOREWORD
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I have spent the past 30 years teaching and practicing in the field of human services. Perpetually curious about how personal experience, environmental factors, and global history inform individual identity, I earned a master’s degree in social service as well as both a master’s and PhD in African American Studies. My academic pursuits have always been accompanied by a deep passion for helping people navigate the complexities of everyday life. Over the years, I have worked with families impacted by substance use disorders, individuals living with mental illness, survivors of intimate partner violence, and people experiencing homelessness, medical crisis or incarceration.

Through both my clinical work with clients and my teaching with students preparing to serve individuals, families, and communities, one enduring lesson has become clear—simple, yet profound: most of us are not broken. We are under-equipped.

We move through our intimate lives carrying scripts we did not choose and beliefs we have not examined. We all hold schemas—learned assumptions we take to be true—and we perceive the people we love through their lens. Much of what we call attraction, chemistry, or “type” is, in fact, a set of automatic associations formed long before we had the language to understand them. These associations are powerful and often unconscious. They are also, importantly, learnable—and therefore open to change.

That is the quiet promise of this book: when a person is given accurate language for what they feel, they are handed the first tool for revising a script that no longer serves them.

What moved me most in reading these stories was how seriously they engaged in this work without ever becoming clinical. The characters feel like real people, navigating the everyday struggle to understand themselves and their relationships. They carry a deep yearning to be accepted as their authentic selves, alongside a quiet but urgent need to shed identities shaped by social performance and inauthenticity.

Whether it is Cole, a single father who can only embrace new love when his role as a parent is fully honored, or Diana and Henry, widowed partners rebuilding life and love while navigating loss and changes in their bodies, the individuals who inhabit the world of Binary Banquet are all seeking the same freedom: the freedom to be fully themselves.

These are not case studies—they are people learning to name who they are, and, in that naming, to choose differently. Their journeys reflect cognitive work, attachment work, and the slow, steady work of self-respect, all woven gently into the fabric of ordinary life.

If you come to these pages looking for yourself, I suspect you will leave with a word or two you did not have before. And I hope you will find what these characters discover: not a diagnosis, but a vocabulary—and the quiet relief of realizing you were never alone.

Carolyn Allen, MSS, MA, PhD
Associate Professor of Social Work
University of the Virgin Islands
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INTRODUCTION: BEYOND THE LABEL
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Someone tells you they’re demisexual.

What do you do with that information?

If you’re like most people, you either nod and pretend you understand, or you ask what it means and receive a dictionary definition: “I only experience sexual attraction after forming an emotional bond.” You file this away, thinking you’ve learned something. But have you?

Do you know what that means for a first date? For physical boundaries? For how quickly—or slowly—intimacy might develop? Do you know what they need from you, or what assumptions you should abandon? Do you know how to be a good partner to this person, or are you just carrying a vocabulary word?

This is the gap this book tries to bridge.

We live in an age of identity labels. Dating profiles list them like ingredients: sapiosexual, polyamorous, sex positive, aromantic, genderfluid. Social media bios stack them in rows. People announce them in introductions, hoping the word will do the work of explanation.

But words aren’t communication. They’re the beginning of communication.

When someone writes “sex positive” on their dating profile, they might mean: I believe sexuality is healthy and nothing to be ashamed of. What the reader often assumes: They want sex right away.

When someone says “I’m ace,” they might mean: I experience little or no sexual attraction, but I still want romantic connection, physical affection, and deep intimacy. What the listener often hears: They don’t want any physical contact.

When someone identifies as “polyamorous,” they might mean: I believe I can love multiple people with honesty and intention. What others often assume: They’re commitment-phobic, or looking for casual encounters, or trying to cheat with permission.

The label lands. The meaning doesn’t.

But here’s the thing most people don’t talk about: it’s not just other people’s labels that confuse us. Most of us have never examined our own desires with any precision. We inherit a script—attraction works like this, relationships progress like that, love looks like this—and we spend years trying to perform it, wondering why it doesn’t quite fit. Maybe you’ve always needed to know someone deeply before feeling drawn to them, and assumed you were just “slow” or “picky.” Maybe romance and sex have always felt like separate things for you, and you thought something was wrong. Maybe you’ve loved more than one person at a time and buried the guilt instead of questioning the rule. The vocabulary in this book isn’t just for understanding others. It might be the first honest conversation you’ve ever had with yourself.

And in the gap between what we feel and what we can articulate—and between what’s said and what’s understood—people get hurt. They go on dates with mismatched expectations. They have sex they didn’t really want because they felt pressure to perform what their “label” supposedly promised. They reject potential partners based on misunderstanding. They fail to protect themselves because they couldn’t name their own boundaries. They fail to respect others because they couldn’t hear what was actually being said.

This book is not about finding your label; labels change with time.

You might find one. You might find several. You might finish these pages and still not have a word for what you are—and that’s fine. The goal isn’t to sort yourself into a category. The goal is to understand what’s happening in your body, your heart, your desires—and to communicate that understanding to others.

What do you actually want? What do you actually need? What does attraction feel like for you—and when, and how, and toward whom? What does romance mean to you? What does sex mean? What does intimacy mean? And how do you tell someone else, in words they can actually understand?

These are the questions that matter. The labels are just shortcuts—useful sometimes, misleading often, never sufficient on their own.

The stories in this book follow people navigating exactly these questions. You’ll meet characters who think they know what they want, only to discover they were performing someone else’s script. Characters who’ve used terms for years without examining what those terms meant for them personally. Characters who meet someone with an unfamiliar identity and have to learn—really learn—what that person needs.

You’ll watch them get it wrong. You’ll watch them figure it out. You’ll watch them build the kind of understanding that makes real consent possible—not just “yes” or “no,” but genuine comprehension of what’s being offered and what’s being asked.

The appendices at the back of this book—and in its companion, the Identity & Intimacy Guide—offer tools for this exploration. Definitions, yes, but also explanations of what those definitions feel like from the inside. Flowcharts to help you explore your own patterns of attraction, romance, and desire. Character examples showing how these concepts play out in real relationships.

This isn’t about memorizing vocabulary. It’s about developing fluency—the ability to understand yourself, to communicate that understanding, and to truly hear others when they try to share themselves with you.

For too long, we’ve had one story: masculine pursuer meets feminine pursued, instant attraction leads to sex leads to romance leads to commitment, and anyone who doesn’t fit that script is broken, deviant, or alone.

That story was always a lie. It excluded most of humanity—not just those who identify as LGBTQ+, but anyone whose desires, timing, or relationship needs didn’t match the narrow script.

This book opens the whole table. Every way of wanting. Every way of loving. Every way of connecting. Not as exotic alternatives to “normal,” but as the full spectrum of human experience, all of it valid, all of it real.

You might be here because you’re trying to understand yourself. You might be here because you’re trying to understand someone you love. You might be here because you keep having the same relationship problems and wonder if there’s something you’re missing. You might be here because someone handed you a label and you want to know what it actually means—not the dictionary definition, but the lived reality.

Whatever brought you here: welcome.

The conversation starts now.
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Prologue: The Matching Game
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The cards were everywhere.

Fifteen people crowded around pushed-together tables in Room 204 of the University Wellness Center, index cards scattered across the surface like a dealer had lost control of a casino. Some cards were white with typed descriptions. Others were blue with single terms printed in bold. The game, apparently, was to match them.

“This is chaos,” said the man in the business casual shirt, surveying the mess with the expression of someone used to orderly spreadsheets. His nametag read GRAHAM.

“That’s the point,” said Sophie, the program coordinator, from her position at the edge of the chaos. She was a woman in her early forties with the patient smile of someone who’d run this exercise many times before. “Chaos leads to conversation. Conversation leads to discovery.”

“Discovery of what, exactly?” Graham picked up a white card and squinted at the handwriting. “I signed up for a relationship program, not arts and crafts.”

“You signed up,” Sophie said, “because something about relationships feels confusing. You’re here to find vocabulary for that confusion. The game is how we start.”

A young woman with curly brown hair—LILY, according to her nametag—reached for one of the white description cards. “Okay, I’ll bite. This one says: ‘Finds people visually appealing without feeling a desire to pursue them.’ What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Read it again,” suggested the tall woman with braids sitting near the door. Her nametag said BROOKE, and she spoke with the directness of someone who didn’t waste words. “Finds them visually appealing. But no desire to pursue. Those are two different things.”

“Are they?” A handsome young man—FINN—leaned back in his chair with practiced ease. “If someone’s attractive, you want them. That’s how it works.”

“Is it?” Brooke raised an eyebrow. “Have you never looked at someone, thought ‘they’re beautiful,’ and felt absolutely zero urge to do anything about it?”

Finn opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

“I...” He paused. “I don’t know. I never thought about it that way.”

“That’s what the cards are for,” Sophie said. “Most of us have experiences we’ve never examined because we assumed everyone worked the same way. The descriptions on the white cards capture specific experiences. The terms on the blue cards name them. Your job is to match them—and in the process, discover which experiences you recognize.”

A petite woman with dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail—NATALIE—picked up a blue card. “This one just says ‘Aesthetic Attraction.’ Is that the match for the ‘visually appealing without desire’ description?”

“What do you think?” Sophie asked.

Natalie considered. “Aesthetic means about appearance. So aesthetic attraction would be... being attracted to how someone looks? But the description says no desire to pursue. So it’s attraction to appearance specifically, separate from wanting anything else?”

“You’re working it out,” Sophie said. “Keep going.”

“So you can find someone beautiful,” Natalie said, “without wanting to date them. Or sleep with them. Or anything. Just... appreciating how they look, like you’d appreciate a painting.”

“That’s weird,” said a tired-looking man in a rumpled sweater. His nametag read NATE, and he looked like he’d been running on coffee and deadlines for longer than was healthy. “Attraction is attraction. If you’re attracted, you want something.”

“Do you?” The question came from OWEN, a tall young man with glasses who’d been quietly observing from the end of the table. “Because I’ve definitely looked at people and thought, objectively, that they were attractive, without feeling any pull toward them. I assumed that meant I wasn’t really attracted. But maybe it means I was experiencing one kind of attraction without the other.”

“One kind without the other,” Graham repeated. “How many kinds are there?”

Sophie smiled. “That’s what we’re here to find out. Keep matching.”

The room shifted. Skeptical compliance was turning into real curiosity. People reached for cards, read them aloud, debated possibilities.

MIA—a graduate researcher Owen had been deep in conversation with before the session began—looked up from the notebook she’d been steadily filling. “There’s a whole vocabulary for this,” she said, almost to herself. “Most people just never get handed it.” She didn’t elaborate, but Owen glanced at her like he’d finally found someone who spoke his language.

“Here’s another description,” said ETHAN, a sandy-haired young man with an open, earnest face. He seemed younger than some of the others, or maybe just less defended. “‘Wants physical closeness—touching, cuddling, being held—without that leading to or implying sexual activity.’ That sounds like something different from aesthetic.”

“There’s a blue card that says ‘Sensual Attraction,’” offered DIANA, an elegant woman with silver-streaked hair who carried herself with the quiet authority of someone used to leading classrooms. Her nametag identified her as faculty rather than student. “Sensual relates to the senses. Touch, physical sensation.”

“So sensual attraction would be wanting touch without wanting sex?” Ethan placed the cards together tentatively. “Is that a thing?”

“Have you ever wanted to cuddle someone without it going anywhere?” Natalie asked.

Ethan’s face flushed slightly. “I mean... yes? I thought that was just being tired, or comfortable, or—”

“Or maybe it’s a specific kind of attraction,” Natalie said. “Wanting physical closeness for its own sake, not as a prelude to something else.”

Finn stared at the matched cards, his face hard to read. “I always thought wanting to be close to someone meant wanting to sleep with them,” he said. “Like, that’s what physical attraction is. You see someone, you want them, you pursue them. The physical stuff is all one package.”

“But the cards are saying it’s not one package,” Brooke observed. “Aesthetic attraction—appreciating how someone looks. Sensual attraction—wanting physical closeness. Those are being treated as separate things that can happen together or separately.”

“Which means,” Owen said, “that you could want to be close to someone physically without wanting sex. Or find someone beautiful without wanting either. Or any combination.”

The room was quiet for a moment. People looked at the cards, then at each other, processing.

“I think I need more coffee,” Nate muttered. “This is a lot for a Tuesday evening.”

Sophie stepped closer to the table. “Let’s try another one. Here’s a description: ‘Engages in sexual behavior to meet expectations—their own or others’—rather than from genuine desire. Often feels empty or disconnected afterward.’”

“That sounds like a problem,” Graham said. “Not an attraction type.”

“It’s a pattern,” Sophie said. “Does anyone have a term card that might match?”

Lily shuffled through the blue cards in front of her. “There’s one here that says ‘Performative Sexuality.’”

“Read the description again with that term in mind,” Sophie suggested.

“Engages in sexual behavior to meet expectations rather than from genuine desire,” Lily read. “‘Often feels empty or disconnected afterward.’ Performative sexuality. So... performing what you think you’re supposed to want, instead of pursuing what you actually want?”

“Does that resonate with anyone?” Sophie asked.

The silence that followed was different from before. Heavier. More personal.

Finn was the first to break it. “Maybe,” he said. His voice had lost its easy confidence. “I’ve definitely done things because I thought I was supposed to want them. Because everyone else seemed to want them, and I figured I should too. And sometimes afterward I felt...” He trailed off.

“Empty?” Natalie offered quietly.

“Yeah.” Finn didn’t look at anyone. “Empty.”

“That’s valuable information,” Sophie said. Her voice was gentle, not clinical. “If you’ve been performing desire instead of feeling it, that’s not moral failure. It’s a mismatch between your actions and your authentic experience. Understanding the pattern is the first step to changing it.”

“But how do you know?” Ethan asked. “The difference between genuine desire and performing what you think you should want? They feel the same from the inside. Don’t they?”

“Do they?” Diana’s voice was thoughtful. “I’ve lived long enough to know the difference between doing something because I wanted to and doing something because it was expected. The first feels like coming home. The second feels like wearing a costume. Even when the actions are identical, the experience is quite different.”

“The costume,” Lily repeated. “That’s exactly right. I’ve been on dates where I felt like I was playing a role. Saying the right things, making the right expressions, pretending to feel chemistry that wasn’t there. Because I thought that’s what I was supposed to feel.”

“Why did you think that?” Brooke asked.

“Because everyone else seemed to feel it. Instant chemistry, love at first sight, all that. People talk about seeing someone and just knowing. And I never knew. I never felt that instant anything. So I assumed I was broken, and I tried to perform what I couldn’t feel.”

Her words settled over the table. Lily saw recognition on several faces—the look of people hearing their own secret spoken aloud.

“You thought you were broken,” Sophie said. “How many others have felt that way? That something about how you experience attraction or relationships was wrong, defective, not normal?”

Hands went up. Slowly at first, then more. Owen. Finn. Natalie. Diana. Ethan. Even Graham, after a moment’s hesitation.

“Look around,” Sophie said. “You came here thinking you were the only one. Everyone in this room thought they were the only one. And everyone was wrong.”

She picked up another handful of cards and spread them across the table.

“We’ve matched three concepts so far. Aesthetic attraction—appreciating appearance without desire. Sensual attraction—wanting physical closeness without sexual intent. Performative sexuality—doing what you think you should want instead of what you want. These are just the beginning.”

Sophie gestured at the remaining cards. “There are more patterns here. More words for experiences you’ve had but couldn’t name. Some of you will recognize yourselves in several of them. Some will find just one or two that resonate. But all of you will leave tonight knowing something you didn’t know when you arrived: that your experiences have names, and those names are shared by others.”

“What else is there?” Graham asked. His skepticism had softened into something more like interest.

“Keep matching,” Sophie said. “And find out.”

The game continued for another hour.

They matched descriptions to terms, debated edge cases, shared tentative personal recognitions. Not everyone spoke equally—Owen was precise and analytical; Brooke was direct and challenging; Finn vacillated between bravado and vulnerability; Lily asked careful questions; Ethan admitted confusion without shame; Diana offered perspective from decades of experience; Graham pushed back but also listened; Natalie connected dots between concepts; Mia, quieter than the rest, kept tying what they said back to the research she lived inside; Nate made dry observations that cut through tension.

More concepts emerged.

“Prefers distinct roles in relationships based on traditional expectations,” read one description. The matching term was TRADITIONAL/COMPLEMENTARIAN.

“Prefers equal partnership without predetermined roles,” read another. EGALITARIAN.

“So, there are different ways to structure relationships,” Graham said, “and they have names. I thought there was just... relationships.”

“There’s just relationships the way there’s just food,” Brooke said. “Technically accurate and completely useless. Do you want Italian or Thai? Casual or formal? Cooked by you or cooked for you? The category exists, but the specifics matter.”

“And these terms are the specifics?”

“Some of them. These describe relationship dynamics—how partners relate to each other in terms of roles and expectations. Traditional means distinct roles, often divided along gender lines. Egalitarian means shared roles, equal input.”

“Which one is better?”

“Neither,” Sophie interjected. “They’re both valid structures that work for different people. The problem isn’t which structure you prefer—it’s when partners have mismatched expectations they haven’t examined or communicated. Someone who wants egalitarian partnership paired with someone who wants traditional roles, neither of them aware of the mismatch, both wondering why they keep fighting about who makes decisions.”

Graham was quiet. When he spoke, his voice was different—less certain, more searching. “My ex-wife used to say I wanted contradictory things. That I said I wanted a confident partner but expected her to defer to me. I thought she was wrong. Now I’m wondering if I had unexamined expectations I was calling something else.”

“That’s exactly the kind of discovery these terms enable,” Sophie said. “You can’t examine what you can’t name. You can’t communicate expectations you don’t know you have.”

The matching continued. Attachment styles—secure, anxious, avoidant—and how they affected relationship behavior. Intimacy languages—the different ways people expressed and received connection, from physical touch to quality time to words to acts of service. Desire patterns—spontaneous versus responsive, the difference between desire that arose unbidden and desire that emerged in response to context and connection.

“I had no idea there was this much to know,” Ethan said finally, surveying the matched cards spread across the table. “I thought I was just bad at dating. Turns out there’s an entire language I didn’t have.”

“That’s the thing,” Lily said. “We all thought we were bad at it. But maybe we were just trying to navigate without a map.”

Sophie began gathering the cards. “We’re almost out of time for tonight. But I want to try one more exercise before you go.”

She distributed blank cards and pens.

“You’ve spent the last hour matching descriptions to terms—learning words for experiences you may have had but couldn’t name. Now I want you to write your own description. One sentence about something you’ve experienced in attraction or relationships that you’ve never fully understood. Something that confused you, frustrated you, made you feel different or confused.”

“Anonymous?” Finn asked.

“Anonymous. Don’t sign it. When everyone’s finished, we’ll shuffle them and see if we can match your descriptions to any of the terms we’ve learned tonight.”

The scratching of pens filled the room. Lily watched people write—some quickly and confidently, others hesitantly, crossing out and starting again. Whatever they were putting on those cards mattered—you could see it in the way they shielded them from neighboring eyes.

She looked at her own blank card.

What had she never understood?

The words came slowly: I can meet someone everyone says is attractive and feel absolutely nothing—not disinterest, just nothing at all. But sometimes, with people I’ve known for a while, something shifts and I suddenly feel everything. I’ve never understood why I can’t feel what everyone else seems to feel instantly.

She folded her card and added it to Sophie’s basket.

When all the cards were collected, Sophie shuffled them and began reading aloud.

“I’ve had plenty of hookups that everyone says I should enjoy, but afterward I just feel hollow. I keep doing it hoping the next time will be different, but it never is.”

“Performative sexuality,” several voices said at once.

“Why do you think that?” Sophie asked.

“Because they’re doing what they think they should want,” Natalie said, “not what they want. And the emptiness is the sign of the mismatch.”

Sophie nodded and drew another card.

“I want to be touched and held more than anything, but every time physical contact starts, I feel pressure for it to become sexual. I don’t know how to want closeness without wanting sex.”

“Sensual attraction,” Owen said. “Wanting physical closeness specifically, not as a prelude to something else. This person knows what they want but doesn’t have language to separate it from what they feel pressured toward.”

“Good. Another?”

“People tell me I’m too intense. Too much. I don’t know how to be less, and I’m tired of shrinking myself to make others comfortable.”

Brooke’s voice was sharp with recognition. “That’s not an attraction type. That’s about dynamics. Being told your authentic self is ‘too much’ often means the other person has traditional expectations you’re violating. They want someone who defers, and when you don’t, they call you intense instead of examining their own assumptions.”

“Interesting interpretation,” Sophie said. “Others?”

“It could also be about attachment,” Diana offered. “Anxious attachment sometimes manifests as intensity—wanting more connection, more reassurance, than partners expect. The ‘too much’ label comes from mismatched needs, not from anything actually being wrong.”

Sophie drew another card.

“I can see someone is beautiful without wanting them. I can enjoy their company without wanting more. But I can’t seem to feel the attraction everyone else takes for granted. I’m starting to think I’m missing something fundamental.”

The room was quiet. This one felt different—more vulnerable, more afraid.

“Aesthetic attraction without sexual attraction,” Owen said. “Finding people beautiful as an objective assessment, not as desire. It’s not that anything’s missing. It’s that attraction is being measured against the wrong standard.”

“The standard being?”

“The assumption that attraction means wanting. But we just spent an hour separating those things. Aesthetic attraction is appreciation. Sexual attraction is desire. They can occur together or separately. This person assumes they should occur together, and when they don’t, they feel like something’s off. But nothing’s off. They’re just experiencing one without the other.”

Sophie looked at the card in her hand, then at the faces around the table.

“This is what the words are for,” she said. “So people can stop feeling ashamed of experiences that are actually just different. Not wrong—different. Part of the normal range of human variation.”

She read a few more cards. Each one mapped to concepts they’d learned, or combinations of concepts, or questions that pointed toward future exploration. By the time the basket was empty, the skepticism that had filled the room at the start of the evening had transformed into something else—not certainty, exactly, but possibility. The beginning of understanding.

“We’re out of time for tonight,” Sophie said. “But this is just the beginning. Over the coming weeks and months, we’ll explore these concepts in depth. You’ll learn more vocabulary, examine your own patterns, and practice communicating them to others. The goal isn’t to put yourself in a box—it’s to give you tools for understanding yourself and connecting with others.”

She paused, looking around the room at each face in turn.

“You came here tonight because something about relationships or attraction felt confusing. Maybe you couldn’t name it. Maybe you thought you were the only one. Maybe you just thought you were bad at something everyone else understood.”

Sophie smiled.

“You’re not broken. You’re not alone. You’re not bad at this. You just didn’t have the vocabulary. Now you’re starting to learn it. And everything changes from here.”

Ethan was one of the last to leave.

He lingered at the table where some of the cards still lay scattered, reading descriptions that could have been written about him, terms that named experiences he’d assumed were personal failures.

“Heading out?”

He turned. Lily stood near the door, bag over her shoulder, waiting.

“Yeah. Just thinking.”

“About anything specific?”

Ethan picked up a card at random. “‘Responsive desire—attraction that emerges in response to context, connection, or stimulation, rather than arising spontaneously.’ I didn’t know that was a thing. I thought if attraction didn’t hit you instantly, it wasn’t real.”

“Me too,” Lily said. She walked back toward the table, close enough to see the card in his hand. “I spent years thinking something was wrong because I didn’t feel instant chemistry. Turns out that’s just one pattern. There are others.”

“Do you know which pattern you are?”

“Not yet. Not specifically. But knowing there are patterns—knowing there are words for this—that already helps. I can explore possibilities instead of just assuming I’m doing it wrong.”

Ethan set down the card. “That’s more than I had two hours ago.”

“Exactly.”

They walked toward the door together, past the empty coffee station and the abandoned handouts. The hallway was quiet, most of the other participants already gone.

“Same time next week?” Lily asked as they reached the building’s exit.

“Same time next week.”

She headed toward the parking lot. He headed toward the bus stop. And some part of Ethan suspected that this—this room full of people naming a confusion he’d thought was his alone, this vocabulary that made the unspeakable speakable—might be where he finally began to understand himself.

The night air was cool and clear. Stars scattered across the dark sky like someone had spilled a box of something bright.

Everything was the same as it had been when he’d arrived. And nothing was the same at all.
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Chapter 1: Processing
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Three days after the matching game, Lily still couldn’t stop thinking about the cards.

She sat in The Grind, the coffee shop wedged into the corner of the Student Union that caught afternoon light through tall windows, and scrolled through her phone without seeing anything on the screen. The latte in front of her had gone lukewarm. She’d been here for forty minutes already, waiting for the others, replaying fragments of Tuesday’s workshop in her mind.

Performative sexuality. Sensual attraction. Aesthetic attraction.

Words for things she’d felt but couldn’t name. Patterns she’d assumed were personal failures, laid out on index cards like they were just... normal variations. Things that happened to people. Things with vocabulary.

The door swung open, letting in a gust of October air and Ethan, who spotted her immediately and made his way over with the slightly awkward determination of someone not entirely sure he was supposed to be there.

“Am I early?” He slid into the chair across from her, shrugging off his jacket. “Or late? The text just said ‘coffee after workshop’ but there wasn’t a specific time and I couldn’t tell if—”

“You’re fine.” Lily smiled, surprised by how glad she was to see him. “I’ve been here a while. Couldn’t focus on anything else, honestly.”

“Same.” Ethan flagged down a server and ordered something complicated involving oat milk. When he turned back to Lily, his expression was thoughtful. “I keep thinking about those cards. The descriptions. How many of them felt like someone had been reading my diary.”

“Which ones?”

He considered the question, running a hand through his sandy hair. “The one about not knowing the rules. Feeling like everyone else got a manual I never received. And the one about—” He paused, seemed to reconsider. “Actually, a lot of them. More than I expected.”

Before Lily could respond, the door opened again. Brooke entered first, moving through the coffee shop with the kind of presence that made people look up from their laptops. Natalie followed close behind, the two of them already mid-conversation, and Finn trailed after looking less polished than he had at the workshop—hair uncombed, circles under his eyes, something uncertain in the set of his shoulders.

They claimed the cluster of chairs around Lily and Ethan’s table, rearranging the furniture with the casual efficiency of people who’d done this before. Orders were placed. Drinks arrived. The small talk that filled the gaps—classes, weather, and weekend plans—felt like a holding pattern, everyone waiting for permission to get to what they’d actually come for.

Owen appeared last, laptop bag over one shoulder, and took the remaining seat next to where Mia had materialized without Lily noticing her arrive. Those two had been deep in conversation at the workshop, Lily remembered. Something about research and theory and the intensity of people who’d found someone who spoke their language.

“So,” Brooke said, once everyone was settled and the server had retreated. “Are we going to talk about it, or are we going to pretend we’re here for the coffee?”

The directness was startling and, Lily thought, exactly what the moment needed.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about it,” Natalie admitted. She wrapped her hands around her mug—something herbal, no caffeine—and her dark eyes were serious. “The matching game. All those terms. I knew some of the concepts existed, but seeing them laid out like that, matching descriptions to vocabulary...”

“It made it real,” Ethan finished. “Not just abstract ideas. Actual patterns that actual people experience.”

“Actual patterns that we experience,” Lily corrected. “That’s what got me. Reading those descriptions and thinking, ‘that’s me, that’s me too, I didn’t know anyone else felt that way.’”

Finn hadn’t spoken since sitting down. He stared into his coffee like it might contain answers, and when he finally looked up, his face had lost the easy confidence Lily had noticed at the workshop.

“Can I ask something?” His voice was rough. “That card about performative sexuality. Doing what you think you should want instead of what you actually want. Feeling empty afterward.” He swallowed. “How do you know? How do you know if you’re performing or if it’s real?”

The table went quiet. Not uncomfortable silence—thoughtful silence. The kind that preceded honesty.

“I think,” Natalie said, “that the emptiness is the clue. If something is authentic—if you’re doing what you genuinely want—there’s usually satisfaction after. Connection. A sense of rightness, even if the experience itself was complicated.” She paused, weighing her words. “But if you’re performing, if you’re going through motions because you think you should want them... the emptiness is your body telling you there’s a mismatch.”

“So, the feeling bad afterward isn’t just being messed up.”

“It’s information. Your system telling you that what you did didn’t align with what you needed.”

Finn was quiet for a moment, processing. Then: “I’ve felt that. A lot. I thought it meant something was wrong with me. That I should want what I was getting and my inability to enjoy it was some kind of defect.”

“That’s what most of us thought,” Owen said. He’d been listening with the attention of someone cataloging data, but his voice was warm when he spoke. “That the problem was us, not the model we were trying to fit. We assumed there was one right way to experience attraction, relationships, desire. When we didn’t fit that way, we blamed ourselves.”

“Instead of questioning whether the model was incomplete,” Mia added. She had a notebook out—of course she did—but she wasn’t writing in it, just holding it like a security blanket. “The language exists because people realized the dominant model didn’t describe everyone. So they created words for the variations. Not disorders, not defects. Just different configurations.”

“Different configurations,” Lily repeated. She liked that framing. Not broken—different. Not wrong—varied. “But how do you figure out what your configuration actually is? The workshop gave us terms, but I still don’t know which terms apply to me.”

“That’s what the program is for,” Brooke said. “We’re not supposed to figure it all out in one night. We’re supposed to learn the concepts, then examine our own experiences, then see which patterns fit.”

“Have you figured any of yours out?” Ethan asked.

Brooke considered the question. She sat with the self-possession of someone comfortable taking up space, her braids pulled back in a way that emphasized the strong lines of her face.

“Some things I already knew about myself,” she said. “I know I want an egalitarian partnership—equal input, shared decisions, no predetermined roles based on gender. I’ve known that for years, even before I had the vocabulary.” Her expression darkened slightly. “What I’ve learned is that a lot of men claim to want the same thing but can’t actually handle it. They say they want a confident woman until they’re confronted with actual confidence. Then they call you ‘intense’ or ‘too much.’”

“The card about that,” Natalie said. “The one someone wrote about being told they were too intense. You said it was about dynamics—about violating traditional expectations.”

“It usually is. Someone with traditional expectations, even unconscious ones, pairs with someone who doesn’t play the expected role. The first person experiences discomfort. Instead of examining their own expectations, they blame the partner. ‘You’re too much.’ ‘You’re too intense.’ ‘You’re too confident.’” Brooke’s voice was controlled, but there was old frustration underneath. “What they mean is: ‘You’re not being what I expected, and I’d rather you change than I question my assumptions.’”

Lily found herself wondering about Graham—whether he was hearing this too, wherever he was. He’d been the one who’d pushed back hardest at the workshop, but also the one who’d admitted the most when he let his guard down. Brooke’s words would have landed differently with him in the room.

“What about sensual attraction?” The question came from Finn, still circling whatever was troubling him. “At the workshop, we matched that card about wanting physical closeness without it being sexual. Wanting to touch and be touched just for the closeness, not as a prelude to anything.”

“What about it?” Natalie asked.

“Is that real? Like, for everyone? Or just certain people?”

“The research suggests it’s a distinct type of attraction that most people experience to some degree,” Mia said. “But it’s often conflated with sexual attraction because our culture doesn’t give us language to separate them. If you want to be close to someone physically, the assumption is you want sex. If you want to touch someone, you must want it to lead somewhere.”

“But that’s not true?”

“Not necessarily. Sensual attraction can exist independently. You can want to cuddle someone without wanting to sleep with them. You can crave physical contact for its own sake—the comfort of being held, the intimacy of touch—without that craving being sexual.”

Finn turned the coffee cup in his hands, some recognition working in him he wasn’t ready to voice.

“Why does that matter?” Ethan asked—curious, not challenging.

“Because if you don’t know sensual and sexual attraction are different,” Natalie said gently, “you might pursue sex when what you want is closeness. And sex without emotional connection doesn’t meet the need for closeness. So, you keep pursuing more sex, hoping this time it’ll satisfy something, and it never does. Because you’re solving the wrong problem.”

The words landed. Lily watched it reach Finn’s face—recognition, maybe, or the beginning of it.

“That’s...” Finn started, stopped. Tried again. “That sounds like something I need to think about.”

“That’s all any of us can do,” Lily said. “Think about it. Notice what resonates. See which patterns fit our actual experience.”

The conversation drifted after that, moving through easier territory—opinions on the workshop structure, speculation about what would come next, the logistics of continuing to meet informally. But something underneath had changed. They weren’t strangers anymore, not quite. They were people who’d admitted confusion to each other, shared the vulnerability of not knowing themselves as well as they’d pretended.

When the group began dispersing—classes to attend, obligations to meet—Lily found herself walking out with Ethan again, the two of them falling into step without deciding to.

“That thing Finn asked,” Ethan said as they crossed the quad. “About knowing whether you’re performing or being genuine. I keep thinking about it.”

“Do you think you’ve been performing?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?” He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. “I’ve done things I thought I was supposed to want. Gone on dates because that’s what you do, tried to feel chemistry because you’re supposed to feel chemistry. But I don’t know if the things I felt were real or just... trying to meet expectations.”

“I don’t think anyone knows for certain. Not at first.” Lily watched the leaves scatter across the path in front of them, red and gold against gray stone. “But maybe that’s what naming things is for. Giving us tools to examine the question instead of just feeling confused.”

“You sound like Sophie.”

“She might be onto something.”

They reached the point where their paths diverged—Lily toward the parking lot, Ethan toward the science buildings—and paused in the unspoken agreement of people who weren’t quite ready to end a conversation.

“Same time next week?” Lily asked. “After the workshop?”

“I’ll be there.”

She watched him walk away, then turned toward her car. The sun was low now, casting long shadows across the campus, and the air had the crispness of early fall—the sense of things ending and beginning at once.

She thought about Finn’s question. About performing versus genuine. About all the times she’d forced herself through the motions of what she thought she was supposed to want, waiting to feel something that never came.

Maybe the workshop would help her understand why. Or maybe it would just give her better words for the confusion.

Either way, it was more than she’d had before.

[image: ]That night, Lily sat at her desk and made a list.

Not a list of terms—she had the workshop handout for that—but a list of experiences. Times she’d felt confused about attraction or relationships. Times she’d wondered what was wrong with her.

First date with Marcus, second year of college. He was objectively attractive—everyone said so—but I felt nothing. Not disinterest. Just nothing. Like looking at a well-designed piece of furniture.

That could be aesthetic attraction without sexual attraction, she realized. Recognizing someone was attractive as an objective assessment, without the recognition triggering desire.

Making out with Brand at that party. Going through the motions because it seemed like what I was supposed to do. Feeling vaguely gross afterward, like I’d done something wrong even though I couldn’t name what.

Performative sexuality. Doing what she thought she should want. The grossness wasn’t about Brand—it was about the mismatch between action and genuine desire.

That time with Sam, after we’d been friends for months. The sudden shift when I looked at him and felt something I couldn’t name. The confusion of wanting someone I hadn’t wanted last week.

She paused over this one. The pattern was there—attraction emerging after extended connection—but she didn’t have a word for it yet. The workshop had mentioned many terms she hadn’t fully absorbed. Maybe this one had a name she’d find later.

Every first date where I’ve felt pressure to fake interest I didn’t feel. Every “he seems nice, you should give him a chance” that led to forcing myself through evenings where I felt like a fraud.

The fraudulence wasn’t about lying to them. It was about lying to herself. Pretending she could feel what she didn’t feel. Performing normalcy.

Lily set down her pen and looked at the list. Three years of confusion, reduced to a handful of bullet points. It didn’t solve anything, not yet. But seeing the patterns written out, beginning to match them to language, made them feel less like personal failures and more like data points. Information to be understood rather than shame to be hidden.

Her phone buzzed. A text from the group chat they’d started after the workshop.

Natalie: Does anyone else keep thinking about those cards?

Finn: Yeah.

Owen: Can’t stop.

Brooke: Welcome to self-examination. It’s uncomfortable but necessary.

Ethan: At least we’re uncomfortable together.

Lily smiled and typed her own response: Making lists of things that confused me. Trying to match them to terms.

Natalie: That’s smart. I might try that.

Mia: There’s research supporting that approach. Narrative writing helps process experiences and identify patterns.

Brooke: Of course there’s research.

Mia: There’s research on everything. It’s kind of my thing.

The exchange continued, trivial and meaningful at once, the intimacy of people sharing late-night thoughts with others who understood what they were thinking about. Lily watched the messages scroll past and felt an unexpected pull of connection.

She’d walked into that workshop thinking she was alone in her confusion. Three days later, she had a group chat full of people who were confused too—but confused together, working through it together, naming things together.

It wasn’t answers, not yet. But it was company. And that, for now, was enough.
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Chapter 2: The Hollow Victory
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The hookup was perfect by every metric Finn knew how to measure.

She was a third year student from his marketing seminar—blonde, fit, the kind of woman who made other men look twice when she walked into a room. They’d matched on an app three days ago, moved through the usual choreography of flirtation and escalation with the efficiency of people who knew the steps. Her name was Kayla, and she laughed at his jokes and touched his arm when she talked and had, by the end of their second drink, suggested they go somewhere more private.

Her apartment was exactly what he expected. Exposed brick, string lights, a bed with too many decorative pillows that got swept to the floor in the appropriate moment. Everything went the way it was supposed to go. The right sounds, the right rhythms, the right progression from clothed to not, from vertical to horizontal, from beginning to end.

Afterward, Finn lay on his back staring at her ceiling, waiting for something that didn’t come.

He knew this feeling. The hollow space where satisfaction was supposed to be. The strange flatness of having gotten exactly what he’d pursued and finding it hadn’t given him what he’d wanted. He’d felt it after dozens of nights like this one, always hoping that next time would be different, that whatever was missing would finally click into place.

It never did.

“You can stay if you want.” Kayla reached for her











[image: ]

































































[image: ]












[image: ]















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PART OF THE ACADEMIC FEAST

RICHARD WARBURG





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





