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“I didn’t read it.” Miranda tossed her copy of the book onto the coffee table. “How could I? The entire story is about sex.”

Bad enough she wasn’t getting any at home. Now she had to come to Friday night book club and have her nose rubbed in it?

“Well, not the entire thing,” Lexi said.

Lexi would say that. She would defend it. She’d picked the book, after all. Miranda reached for an empty wine glass and the open bottle of red. Didn’t even check the label. Didn’t care. She just needed to get through the next couple of hours, and then she could forget about sex. Again.

“Okay, I guess maybe not the title. Fanny Hill, or, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure. That’s almost not about sex. Almost.” She could hear the tinge of anger in her own voice, and she didn’t even care.

“Oh, Miranda.” Lexi shook her perfect blonde shag in a slow pantomime of disappointment. “You really should have read the book.”

“Don’t you ‘Oh, Miranda’ me. Did you even think what it would be like for me to have to read that? With what I’m going through?”

The entire room went silent. All of them. All of her friends – Ava, her bestie since preschool, and Sarah, her high school cheer squad co-captain, and Carly, her college roommate, and, well, all of them, all the women in her book group and in her life – turned to frozen marble right before her eyes. Not one of them looked in her direction.

“Oh, my god,” Miranda moaned. “It’s a conspiracy. It’s a fucking conspiracy. You are all in on it.”

“We just thought a little one-handed reading might help you,” Lexi said, but her voice was devoid of anything resembling mockery. It was carefully flat. Almost kind.

That alone was what made Miranda burst into tears. Snarky, irreverent Lexi. Being kind. Almost.

A chorus of sympathetic noises rose around her, and before she knew it, she was enveloped in a group hug on the big couch. Tears streamed down her cheeks, dragging her mascara down her face, and she didn’t even care. These were her best friends. These women knew her as well as she knew herself. If she couldn’t weep hot black tears of self-pity around them, then she’d never be able to release any of this emotion.

“I’m a terrible person,” Miranda sputtered.

No, no, they reassured her.

“A terrible wife.”

Of course not. Don’t be so hard on yourself.

“His life is on the line, waiting for a heart donor, and all I can think about is the fact that we haven’t had sex in fourteen months.”

Oh, sweetie, has it been that long?

“Fourteen months, three weeks, and two days. But who’s counting.”

You poor thing. No wonder you’re so upset.

“We don’t dare. It could kill him. Think about that. Making love to his wife could kill him.”

That must be so hard. Such a thing to worry about.

Miranda sobbed once, then again. In a voice barely above a whisper, she confessed the truth that was an even bigger cause of her tears.

“And not making love to my husband is killing me.”

Nobody had a response to that. Carly squeezed her hand gently, and Ava rubbed her back, and Lexi refilled her wineglass, but nobody said a word.

This silence was thick with secrets. Not at all the kind of comfortable silence that could sometimes exist between old friends, but more like the weight of things unspoken.

They weren’t telling her something.

“What?” Miranda’s shoulders were suddenly as tight as a miser with a fist full of bills.

She saw Lexi and Ava trade a glance.

“What, damn it?” Miranda looked from one to the next for an answer. “Tell me.”

Lexi sighed deeply and then took a quick pull straight from the bottle of red. “The thing is, honey, nobody would blame you if you had a little adventure now.”

“A little – what? Wait, what?” But something told her she knew what they were going to say.

Ava alone would hold her gaze right now. “We know how much you love him. That’s not in doubt.”

“Are you suggesting—”

“Yes,” Lexi said flatly. “Or trying to, anyway. You need this.”

“An adventure. You mean an affair.” She pulled a deep mouthful from the wine glass. “I need my husband.”

“You can’t have him,” Lexi said. “But you can have Cole Kennedy.”

Cole Kennedy?

Tall. Athletic. Blue eyes, always with a twinkle in them. He was as close to physical perfection as any man could be, but he’d always kept his distance from her. Even when they’d both been single, even when she’d made one fruitless attempt to flirt with him, he’d shown no interest in her.

“Now you’re just teasing me. Cole Kennedy. Of all people.”

None of them said a word.

“Anyway, Cole Kennedy lives in California. He moved there, remember?”

“He’s back,” Sarah said. “Some emergency thing for his company. The woman who was running the office on LaSalle left very suddenly, so the company sent Cole back to cover it until they can make a new hire.”

They were watching her and gauging her reaction, but Miranda didn’t know what to say. “How do you know all this?”

“He called me Tuesday.” Sarah reached for a celery stick from the veggie tray on the cocktail table, but she waved it around without biting into it. “He landed Sunday. He called to see if I have any properties he could rent for a few weeks.”

Sarah owned a little house-flipping business. She always had at least a half dozen condos and homes in various states of repair. Smart of Cole to call her.

“Is he going to stay at one of your places?” Miranda spoke around the rim of her wineglass. Please say no.

“Not right now. I might have a place for him in a few weeks,” Sarah said. “If he’s here that long.”

Good. Less chance of running into him. Less chance that this odd conversation might lead her into temptation.

“Staying at the Mage Hotel, if you can believe it. The Mage.”

Oh, lord. All those years ago, the night of their high school prom, they’d pooled their money for a room at the Mage, the swankiest place on the lakefront. When they’d turned up in their prom dresses and tuxes for their post-party, the snooty desk clerk had turned them away. They’d spent all night drinking on the beach by the planetarium. And she’d never set foot in the Mage again – too rich for her blood.

Now the hottest guy she knew was staying there.

Miranda swigged from her glass to try to hide her interest. She couldn’t look at any of them, not now, not with this topic of conversation. She would never actually cheat on her husband. Never. It was unthinkable.

But Cole Kennedy. Staying at the Mage. That beautiful old hotel, all marble and mahogany, an almost perfect opposite to the usual business traveler’s sterile rooms. If she were ever going to have a romantic evening in a hotel downtown, the Mage would be her first choice. No contest.

Not that such a thing had ever been an option for her.

She reached for a cracker on the snack tray and snapped the merest corner off between her teeth. Made a great show of considering the cracker and nibbling at another crumb, no bigger than a grain of salt.

Nobody said a word. Silence, in this group? That never happened. That alone told her how serious they were.

Why was she even thinking about this? It was pointless to even think about this. Really, if she were going to have an affair, Cole Kennedy was probably the only man on the planet she’d consider for the part. But she would never do it.

She loved her husband too much for that.

And it would never happen because Cole would never consider her. He wasn’t interested. Never had been, never would be. Heaven knew, she’d tried to get his attention when they were younger, and he’d just walked away. She’d been cute back then, too. A cheerleader. Lots of boys had wanted to date her. But not Cole.

“Tell her,” Lexi prompted.

Something in Lexi’s voice made Miranda’s nerves zip to attention. “Tell me what?”

“The rest.” Lexi waved at Sarah. “Tell her.”

The rest? There was more? Miranda set the wineglass down on the table in the exact center of a tiny white napkin. Then she dropped what remained of the cracker on a second napkin. Neatly. Carefully. Her every instinct was on high alert, and she knew – she just knew – that Carly was getting ready to say something big.

“He asked about you.” Sarah dropped her uneaten celery stick on the napkin next to Miranda’s half-cracker.

Miranda couldn’t stop staring at the napkin. The celery stick just touched the edge of the cracker. Why was she even noticing that?

He asked about me.

“So what? So he asked about me.” But her voice sounded flat, as if she were stomping out any trace of personality in this moment.

“He asked about you,” Sarah repeated. “I said you were fine, still living in the same place, still working in the same place, and then I said I might have a place for him in a week or two. He blew right past that, didn’t even care, and it was supposed to be the reason for his call. He asked about you again. He asked if you were happy.”

Miranda felt her face crinkling in confusion. “No, he didn’t. He would never say that kind of thing.”

“But he did,” Sarah said. “Those were his words. Is she happy.”

“What an odd question from him,” Miranda breathed.

“I thought so, too, and I didn’t know what to say. So I said, well, like most of us, she’s happy about some things and less happy about others. Then he said, ‘Can I call her? Do you think it would be safe?’”

“Safe?” Miranda didn’t know what on earth that could mean. Safe how?

“Safe.” Lexi and Sarah spoke in unison.

“That doesn’t even make sense.” Miranda looked back and forth between Lexi and Sarah, but there were no clues in their expression.

“Yes, it does.” Lexi crossed her legs and dangled her little sandal off the tip of her toes. A red sandal. With very high heels.

Miranda stared at her sensible lace-ups with the spongy soles – good for standing all day, good for chasing down unruly toddlers – and noticed a splotch of yellow on one of them. What was that? Finger paint? Damn it.

She was way out of her depth here.

“I don’t care. I don’t care what he meant by that.”

“It means he wants to approach you,” Carly said. “You know.”

Impossible. She was married. She loved her husband. He was a good man, and she deeply and passionately wanted to be a good wife to him.

Not that it was an option. Or at least, not that all the wifely activities were an option.

“Let’s just talk about that damned book,” Miranda said in a tone of voice that closed the topic.
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They made it through the rest of the book group meeting without Cole’s name being uttered again. Miranda thought about him, though. Thought about how cute he’d been in high school. He was the only boy she’d really ever wanted to date back then. Tall. So tall she’d had to tilt her chin to look up at him when they’d danced that one time, and he’d grinned down at her and called her Peanut. He’d been thin and rangy when she’d first met him, but years of football practice and hours in the weight room had given him a perfect, muscled body long before their prom night.

And he’d never looked twice at her.

They’d been friendly. Walked to the same bus stop together when he didn’t have football practice or training. Sat next to each other in English class junior year. That sort of thing. He’d been good friends with her cousin Gary, so he’d even turned up at her family parties a time or two.

But he’d never shown the slightest interest in her.

She’d tried flirting with him. She just didn’t know what to do. How did girls get boys to kiss them? It seemed impossible. It seemed something only the boy could control or decide. Really, it wasn’t like she ever could have just grabbed him by the shirt front and pulled him down for a peck. She’d thought about asking him, but what would she say? How would she say it? What if he said no? Anyway, shouldn’t the boy be the one to make the first move? That was how it had happened with the other boys who liked her. They kissed her, she didn’t kiss them. Her only real power was the power of encouragement, and she’d apparently sucked at that.

Miranda poured herself another glass of wine and pretended to laugh when one of her friends made a joke she didn’t hear about the book she’d never read. Thank God she’d already confessed to skipping the book, or they’d all wonder why she wasn’t joining in the discussion.

Instead, she could only seem to think about Cole.

And the Mage.

She’d planned it all so carefully for post-prom. They were both going to be at the same party in the Mage suite, even if they were going with different groups to the prom itself. She had a two-step plan of attack. First, she would ask him to dance with her at prom, a slow song, and she would accidentally brush her body against his and try to get close to him. That had seemed so easy to her back then. Slow dancing meant they would be arm in arm anyway, right? So why not take advantage and press against his strong chest? That part should be easy, and it should get him thinking about things. Things like her body, and how her body felt when it pressed against his body. And all the things that might go along with that, like kissing.

So then maybe, she’d hoped, by the time they got to the Mage, he’d have been thinking about their slow dance for a good long time. Maybe she’d find a way to peel him off from the whole group – it was a suite, after all, with a balcony and kitchenette, so she ought to be able to get him away from the group. Somehow. That part had never been perfectly clear. But once they were alone, if Cole hadn’t immediately started kissing her, she knew exactly what she would do. She would touch his arm. Maybe even leave her hand on his arm, keep that contact, and then look right at his lips. Until he kissed her. He would have to kiss her then, wouldn’t he?

She drained the wineglass and refilled it, only halfway this time. She wanted to take the edge off, but she didn’t want to wrap her car around a tree on the way home.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
MIRANDA

Temptations Book Club 1






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





