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“Bye! Bye, everyone!” Lexi watched the members of her book club filter out into the night in search of their cars. But instead of closing her front door right away, she peered into the darkness lit only by widely spaced street lamps.

Oh, she was right. She’d been right all night.

Miranda and Ava walked together, holding back from the rest of the group and casting furtive looks around the residential street. When all the other women were in their cars and out of earshot, Ava grabbed Miranda’s arm and made her stop just at the edge of a circle of light. Miranda leaned her head close to Ava, who listened with an intent frown.

Those two were up to something.

And Lexi was pretty sure she knew what. All night long, they’d had the look of women who’d gotten laid but good. The way they kept trading looks at each other – ooh, Lexi had just known there was something brewing there.

Damn.

Lucky things.

Why wouldn’t they talk to her about it? She wanted details! After all she’d done to try to encourage Miranda to sleep with that stallion, Cole Kennedy, the least they could do was give her the status report with a detailed description. That Cole had the look of a man who knew how to fuck a woman senseless. Something in that swagger, the way he seemed to absorb the details of a woman’s movements and appearance – not creepy, just somehow more aware than the average man. A man who paid attention. That was usually a good sign.

And Ava. Nobody had said anything about Ava maybe wanting a little side action, but it didn’t need to be said. Lexi could detect a difference in her. That woman felt gorgeous and sexy now. She could see it in the way Ava moved, sort of confident and loose. Then when she’d sat on one of the hard barstools, she’d squirmed a little in surprise as if her girl bits were tender – and she’d moved to the sofa as quickly as she could.

Yep.

Those girls had gotten laid.

And not by their husbands, either, if Lexi knew anything about anything.

Her own husband, Dean, slipped his arms around Lexi’s waist. She’d been so preoccupied, she hadn’t even heard him come downstairs.

“Hey, babe.” She rubbed his forearm and leaned back against him.

He sprung away.

Every damn time. Couldn’t stand being touched.

“You want some help with clean-up?” His voice sounded carefully neutral. Avoiding the issue. Again.

“Sure.” This was their ritual. Every other Friday night, the girls came around for book group, and after they left, Dean helped her with whatever little bits of cleaning might remain. He was good about that sort of thing. Some girls complained that their husbands never lifted a finger to help, but Lexi had no issues in that particular department.

“So how was it?” He found a stray crumpled napkin on an end table and a cracker on the floor.

“Good. Nobody liked the book except Maya.”

“She picked it?”

“Yeah.” They walked into the kitchen together. “She always picks these really dull books about helpless women who spend the whole story going, oh, please, oh, please, bless this mess. You know what I do when I see a mess? I don’t bless it. I clean that shit up.”

“Oh, come on.” Dean emptied his hands into the garbage bin, then scanned the kitchen for any other scraps.

“Okay, I might be exaggerating. But I still didn’t like the book.”

They chatted easily as they loaded the dishwasher, straightened out messes, wiped surfaces. This was her favorite part of most nights, these few minutes where they wrapped up the day before heading to bed together. It always filled her with hope.

Maybe tonight would be different.

Maybe tonight her husband would really take his time in bed with her.

Maybe she’d even get off.

As he clicked off the kitchen lights and bolted the back door, she decided to confide in him about her suspicions.

“There is one other thing from tonight. Something – you can’t ever repeat this.”

He raised his eyebrows at her. “A secret?”

“Sort of.” She wanted to link her arm through his as they started up the stairs together, but what was the point? He would just pull away. “One – and possibly two – of the girls have almost certainly had recent tangles with men who are not their husbands.”

He huffed in disbelief, a sound that bordered on laughter. “Your friends? Not a chance.”

That wasn’t the response she’d expected. “What, you think no other man could want them?”

“No, not that.” He broke contact with her and flipped on the bedroom light. “Just, you know, they’re not the cheating type.”

“There’s a cheating type?”

He shrugged, then bent to take his shoes off. “Bored housewives.”

Bored housewives? Dumbfounded, she watched him for a moment. It was like something straight out of a midcentury pulp novel. Bored housewives didn’t even exist in this modern world. What in the ever-loving hell was he even talking about?

But it wasn’t worth a quarrel right before bed. She had to be careful just now, or she wouldn’t get any sex at all. Even perfunctory sex was better than none – Miranda and Ava’s sexless marriages proved that, if nothing else.

“You might be right about that,” she said lightly. “I’m probably wrong. They probably didn’t even do anything.”

He threw his clothes in the hamper. “Then what are we talking about?”

“I don’t know. I just thought one for sure, and maybe a second one, too.”

“What’s the evidence?” He turned down the bed and stood there, stark naked, arms folded across his chest, without getting in.

Waiting for her, then. She removed her spiky silver earrings and put them in their place in the jewelry box. “Oh, an old boyfriend made a pass at one of them, and they were talking about getting together. I think she met him last weekend.”

He squinted his eyes and shook his head. “Doesn’t mean she cheated.”

“She’s keeping their meeting a secret.” She undressed to her bra and panties, then faced her husband, displaying herself to him.

“Panties off.” He waved one finger without even looking at her body.

Okay, so it was going to be that kind of night. “Get out the lube.” She’d given up thinking he would be able to get her wet first.

It didn’t take long. She knelt on the edge of the bed, he entered her from behind, and they continued to chat about the book club for the minute or two that it went on. He didn’t touch her, and she didn’t touch him. As always, it was over and done so quickly that her body didn’t get a chance to warm up. They might as well have been arm wrestling.

Not that it mattered.

Much.

Like, in the list of things that were important to a marriage, the wife’s sexual satisfaction was around twenty-eighth or twenty-ninth, right? Dean was a good husband in all the important ways – stable, kind, a good listener, conscientious about housekeeping, generous with money. She was happy with her marriage.

Just not with their sex life.

She could always use her vibrator later if she needed to. Wouldn’t be the first time she slipped out of bed while he was snoring and rubbed one out behind the bathroom door.

He flopped onto the bed and pulled up the sheet. “Why would any of them even want to cheat?”

“Bad sex.” That had just popped out.

“Oh, shit, Lex, not this again.” He rolled over to set the alarm.

“We’re not talking about us. We’re talking about them.”

“Yeah, right.” He stayed on his side, turned away from her. “You want to cheat on me?”

“No!” Crap, this whole conversation had gone off the rails. “Not at all!”

“Maybe you should. Maybe that would settle it, then.”

She froze.

Had he just said that? Had he just said she should cheat on him? Given her permission?

Unreal.

But an image popped into her mind. The new neighbor, Prescott Dancy – funny name, but what a fine piece of man. Talk about tall, dark, and handsome. The guy was chiseled from top to toes, and he enjoyed doing yard work without a shirt.

She enjoyed it, too.

Hell, any woman with a pulse would enjoy that. Prescott looked great without a shirt.

But what had Dean meant, exactly – Maybe that would settle it. Settle it? Settle what?

She couldn’t bring herself to ask him, though. What if she asked, and it triggered another one of their arguments about sex? They were already simmering on the edge of a quarrel. It had been a while since the last one. They were about due.

It was the only thing they ever fought about, really. The only bad thing in their marriage. The only thing she would change about him.

Well, that, and the way he snored after drinking too much beer. And the way he drove – lordy, the man needed to settle down and stop acting like every other driver was his sworn enemy. And the fact that he would eat all the ice cream in one sitting, no matter how big a carton she bought, and he never, ever saved any for her.

Small things. Not important things.

Sex was important, though. She liked to pretend otherwise, but she knew better. So did Dean. That was why they couldn’t even talk about it without arguing. He said she was frigid, and she said he was indifferent to anything but his own orgasm. Too many hurtful words aimed at each other over the years – probably couldn’t really be fixed anymore. Their sex life was just plain bad now, with no hope of improvement.

He’d just given her permission to cheat.

No, she wasn’t going to ask him for clarification.

She would take him at his word. Maybe you should, maybe that would settle it.

Dean said she was frigid? She’d never had trouble in the sack before their marriage settled into this hideous comfort zone. Comfortable for him, not for her. She didn’t think this meant she had changed and her body had become defective.

But he’d just given her permission to find out.

That was what he’d meant by “settle it.” If she took a lover and couldn’t get off with the new guy, either, then Dean was right. If she took a lover and saw fireworks, then Dean was wrong. Either way, she would know for sure.

Would it change anything?

She didn’t want a divorce. Their marriage was pretty damned good, overall. But if she knew for sure, one way or the other, what was causing these sex problems, then maybe they could stop fighting about it. She would get some peace of mind, if nothing else.

Okay, peace of mind and an adventure.

With her husband’s permission.

She slipped into bed without putting on a nightgown, and curled into a ball with her back to him. “You know I love you.”

“Yeah, babe. Love you, too.”
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Not that she would ever actually go through with it.

Or would she?

Sunday, Lexi spent far too long at the bathroom mirror primping and fussing over her face and hair. They were heading to a neighborhood barbeque in the afternoon. Prescott would be there. Wearing a shirt, unfortunately, but she could still use her imagination.

For everything. For all of it. Use her imagination, and stop obsessing about whether she actually had a blank check, a temporary pause in her marriage vows. Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. If she did, she wasn’t sure she was willing to actually press that pause button even if Dean said it was okay. Not that it was ultimately his decision. Just that she really did care. What he thought and what he wanted – these things mattered to her. It was natural that she should feel that way, right?

So why was she reapplying her lipstick for the fourth time? Ugh. The first pink had been too soft and girly, then the red had been too bold for a neighborhood party. Her favorite plum looked better with her winter wardrobe, not her summer outfits. So now she was applying a different red, a more coral shade of red, and it finally seemed to work.

“I’m like the freaking Goldilocks of lipstick today.” It wouldn’t even matter. She’d smear it all off on a beer bottle within the first hour. Anyway, since when did men give a shit what kind of lipstick a woman was wearing?

She rubbed setting gel into her spiky white-blond shag and arranged every little lock until it was perfect, the exact right combination of looking mussed and looking groomed. Artfully artless. Lots of black mascara with her coral-red lipstick, and contouring to show off her cheekbones. For her outfit, she chose a tiny white tank top, skinny white jeans, silver and white sandals, simple and clean, casual enough for the setting, and still a cut above the standard denim shorts most of the women would be wearing. She painted her toenails to match the coral-red lipstick, and then she tried on fifteen different pairs of earrings, one after another, hating them all.

Why was she so jangly about this?

Dumb question. She knew why. Prescott would be there, and she had permission to do something about that.

But would she?

Hell, he might not even be interested.

Stupid. Of course he was interested. She could tell.

She slipped a stack of skinny silver bangles onto one arm, and just as quickly removed them. Then she remembered the long necklace, the silver one with the arrow-shaped locket that nestled just between her breasts. Not that she had much to nestle between, which was why she usually didn’t wear the necklace. But maybe it was just what she needed.

Yes. Perfect. Shiny silver stud earrings, just enough to catch the light when she moved her head, and her platinum rings on her left hand. Perfect. She was all white and silver except for the shot of bright color at lips and toenails. Bare arms, collarbones exposed by that little tank top, and the clothing was tight enough to show off a body kept lean and taut. She was lucky that way. Never had to worry much about gaining weight, as long as she kept up with her running schedule and stuck to black coffee for breakfast every day.

No perfume. They’d be outside, and she didn’t want to attract insects. Waving and swatting at gnats was not a seductive look.
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