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One Week Before The Taboo Show


(... Everything Went Sideways)





"Sorry, but I can't go." Jeanette's voice cut through the Zoom call before anyone could say hello. 

"Great," Amy beamed, as if she'd expected it. "Now that we've cleared that up —"

"I'm serious," Jeanette's face suddenly looking her age, posture rigid, arms crossed. "How do I explain to my church friends that I went to the Taboo Sex Show?"

"Why do they need to know?" Amy asked cheerfully.

"I can't either," Isabella's screen flickered. She was in her kitchen cooking dinner — half in the frame, half out, multitasking in real time. "This week is impossible. Next week is worse. So, unless this show comes with childcare and a time machine —"

"Isabella, you What's App'd the group that you were looking forward to the show," Amy said. "Why are you flip-flopping?"

Isabella was about to say something when her four-year-old son, X, asked her a question. And she stepped out of the camera frame to deal with a fight with his two-year-old sister.

"I still don't understand the point of going." Claire sighed loudly.

"It's a group experience." Amy rallied. "Something fun for us to do before we go on the next sex course in September.

"I'm rethinking that too." Jeanette scoffed.

"Of course you are. But we all know you will be there because you love us so much." Amy said.

Jeanette pursed her lips.

"Sunday is my one day with Carlos." Claire smiled weakly and then nodded at someone off-screen. "I shouldn't be having this call during work hours."

"You see him all the time," Amy responded.

"No, I don't get to see him all the time." Claire threw her hands in the air. "Ever since taking the sex course, I'm behind at work. I hardly get time with Carlos."

"Didn't you say you wanted to learn how to communicate?" Amy leaned forward as she outed Claire.

"That was a private conversation between you and me," Claire warned.

Silence.

"Look, Amy, I do want to go." Isabella returned to her Zoom square and exhaled. "I just don't know if I can manage."

"And yet, Isabella, somehow you always do manage to make it work," Amy retorted.

That landed.

"I looked through the website's itinerary, and there are BDSM workshops, pole dancing demonstrations, and Tantric Sex seminars. I'm not interested in any of those things." Claire crossed her arms. "I don't want to buy a sex toy. So what's the point in going?" She said again.

"Hard pass," Jeanette said as if Claire had convinced her.

"There's a Tantric Seminar? What's it about?" Isabella said while stirring a pot on the stove.

"Hear me out." Amy didn't flinch. "When we did The Betty Dodson night, none of you thought you could do it. And then all of you got naked and showed your vulvas. It was a life-changing experience for all of us."

The memory made everyone look a mixture of uncomfortable and proud.

"The Taboo Sex Show is a fun adventure we can do that will open our minds."

Jeanette grimaced. Isabella conflicted.

"At least we don't have to show our vulvas," Claire quipped.

"Do I look like a person who goes to The Taboo Show?" Jeanette looked incredulous.

"Yes, you do," Amy said. Jeanette's jaw tightened.

"Jeanette, what is the worst thing that could happen if you go?"

"I haven't told Carlos," Claire chewed her lip.

"And?" Amy asked.

"And," Claire repeated.

Amy nodded. "Do you want to go?"

Claire didn't answer.

Amy didn't answer right away.

"Let's make a deal," Amy said. "Worst-case scenario, it's awkward, and we leave."

Amy shook her head. "That's not how this works."

Isabella looked up. "What do you mean?"

"I mean," Amy said, "you don't get to hear these stories and stay exactly the same."

Jeanette leaned back. "That sounds like a threat."

Amy smiled. "It's a promise."

Claire hesitated. "What did you get out of it?"

Amy's expression shifted—not softer, but more exposed. "Clarity."

"About what?"

"About what I want," Amy said. "And what I've been settling for."

The call went silent again.

Isabella stared at her screen, something tightening in her chest. She didn't want clarity. She wanted rest.

Jeanette looked unconvinced but unsettled.

Isabella glanced at the clock. "I really should—"

"One night," Amy said. "You don't have to speak. You don't have to share. You just have to show up."

Jeanette shook her head. "I hate this already."

"Good," Amy said. "That's honest."

Isabella closed her eyes. She could already feel herself saying yes, even though she didn't want to. Even though she knew better.

"Fine," Isabella said. "But I'm not processing anything afterward."

"Fine. But if it's stupid, I'm leaving." Claire sighed.

"Fine. But I'm not participating." Jeanette rolled her eyes.

Amy smiled, victorious but calm. "Perfect."

One by one, the screens went dark. None of them said what they were really thinking.

If Isabella had known what would happen at The Taboo Sex Show, she never would have agreed. In her defence, she did try to bail on during their weekly Zoom call.








  
  

Isabella


May 1st — It's A Sign





"Crap!" Isabella's black, strappy, open-toed shoe stepped into a murky pothole of last night's cold winter rain. Her surprised foot immediately retreated from the asphalt parking lot back into her red minivan. 

"It's a sign." Isabella sighed as she put her head on the steering wheel, looking down to see her unmanicured toes stuffed into the soggy fuck-me shoes from her twenties. 

Wincing, she looked back up at the long walk to the trade show entrance in the distance. The Taboo Sex Show had attracted thousands of cars, forcing Isabella into the overflow parking. It was a blustery, early spring late morning, and at thirty-nine years old, common sense replaced the look-good-at-any-cost brain gap of her twenties. 

"Come on, girl, it's just nerves," she tried to rally. 

The cold from her sodden left foot worked its way up her body to a full-on shiver. Her teeth started to chatter as a black curl broke free from the updo, convincing Isabella the freezing trek was too much. "This is definitely not worth it," her breath came out in a faint puff. The Taboo Sex Show was for young people, and she had aged out. 

Isabella pulled her phone out of her only good purse, a black satin evening bag, to text the group and say her daughter, Rosa, had a sudden illness. As she went to type, her fingers wouldn't move, only hovering over the small keyboard. With her newfound success as the sex columnist for Femme magazine, her mommy-shaming editor, Jessica, had enormous expectations.

"I still can't believe you did that group thing where you showed each other your vulvas. I mean, I so could not do that—" Jessica snorted on their Zoom call, then stopped herself, for once self-censoring, and pivoted. "But also brilliant. The good news is that your slightly awkward, clunky realness as a regular Jane taking a sex course resonated well with readers. And they want more." Jessica finished the backhanded compliment with a flourish.

Caught between a rock and a looming deadline, Isabella didn't want to disappoint her readers. The Taboo Sex Show would give Isabella at least two Jessica-friendly articles. But as she glanced down at her best black, long wool jacket with its buttons about to burst over the sexy outfit, her shivering body refused to budge. 

"Femme gave you a pay bump and a generous allowance." Jessica's patronizing tone was a big reason Isabella had avoided her after taking the sex course.

The recognition, the money, and the accolades from Femme Readers were everything Isabella had ever dreamed of. It should be a time of happy celebration of her success. The reality was that, even with her pay raise, the daily reminder on her phone to pay bills meant she couldn't afford to miss a paycheck. 

"Go for an hour. What's the worst that could happen?" Isabella reasoned as she reluctantly opened the minivan door and forced her trembling body to move. This time, she gingerly hopped from the minivan's sideboard over the massive puddle.

Safely on the other side, shifting the too-tight clothes, Isabella heard a throaty laugh drift her way. It was a man and a woman hand-in-hand, looking like they'd just had a quickie in their car. The woman was about Isabella's age and also dressed in a skimpy outfit, but without a hint of self-consciousness. She smiled adoringly at the burly, slightly balding man with a bushy salt and pepper beard. As he bent down to kiss her cheek affectionately, he must have whispered something wicked in her ear because she tilted her head back and gave a second throaty laugh and squeezed into him.

Right there. Isabella leaned on the nearest car for support, no longer aware of the cold, as every molecule of her body tingled.  

"That's what I want," she exhaled. Scratch that. That was what she needed. What they needed. To come to Taboo with her husband, Alex, as a happy couple. For him to kiss her affectionately, whisper wicked things into her ear, and have some precious time where it was just the two of them. To wipe away the last few years of pregnancy and little kids and start fresh with a clean slate. To have their constant low-level resentment and unresolved fights replaced with passion. For them to discover—together—new ways to reconnect and desire each other. Like when they first got married.

Isabella let out a slow breath as she watched the couple's hands swinging, practically skipping to the entrance. A sudden chill covered her arms in goosebumps, breaking the spell as survival pushed her chilled legs forward, negotiating her fuck-me shoes around the parking lot's dirty puddles. Since taking the sex course, sex with Alex had gotten better, but the rest of their relationship had become weird. Somehow, Isabella thought better sex would automatically fix the rest of her relationship. Apparently not. 

"If I wanted things to be less weird with Alex, why didn't I let him see me before I left?" Isabella mumbled as she hugged her jacket tight. The kids had been napping, so the surprise would have been perfectly timed.

A few hours earlier, Isabella was in her closet, hunting for anything that wasn't black, stretchy, or asexual. And then, a shimmering sight emerged — its sudden beauty felt like a mirage. Shoved at the back of the closet was the forgotten cornflower blue with white trim corset she bought to celebrate getting the sex columnist job at Femme. With disbelief, Isabella pulled the unstained, never-worn, pristine garment from the closet and stared at it with reverence. She was so relieved to have something decent to wear that Isabella ignored the grunting mechanics of maneuvering into it. 

Hesitantly, she inspected herself in the mirror, fully expecting to see only her flaws. She was still getting used to looking at herself without the self-hate filters — which wasn't easy. What Isabella's stunned eyes saw was a pretty woman. Turning from side to side with everything cinched in, she almost felt good about the woman reflected in the mirror. Almost. A shiver ran down her spine, a knowing that things were changing. That tiny speck of growth meant that she'd put up with the corset biting into her waist, forcing her to stand rod-straight. Of course, she wouldn't let the minor inconvenience of not breathing put her off. The corset was lovely, and she looked good in it.

As Isabella fussed with her thick, curly black hair, she heard her husband, Alex's footsteps move past the bedroom. She held her breath, waiting for him to open the bedroom door, totally shocked and thrilled to see her in the sexy corset. Before kids, she would have fantasized about this meet-cute. But now? Their complicated relationship distorted the reveal. Having this spontaneous couple moment was precisely what they needed. The sex would be fifteen minutes, then off her radar for at least another week, with the lucky bonus of lingering morning kisses. 

It would be so easy to open the bedroom door and do a sexy reveal. So why didn't she?

"It would have started a fight," Isabella warily shook her head at the memory. Alex wasn't happy that she was going to a sex show without him. Opening the door might lead to sex, or it might lead to a fight. In the end, she wasn't willing to gamble her rare afternoon out. So she left the house without Alex seeing her and hoped he wouldn't assume they'd have sex once she got back.

An icy breeze funneled under Isabella's jacket as she spotted the happy couple walking through the complex door, and the tiniest ray of hope broke through. Isabella and Alex could come to the Taboo Sex Show next year and be that couple.

"Isabella," a familiar voice called from behind. Startled and turning too quickly, Isabella twisted her ankle in the high heels. Looking up, she saw Claire's long legs stride to where Isabella was balancing on one foot.

"Sorry, did I scare you?" Claire's lovely face smiled, looking as always, confident, put together, and perfect.








  
  

Claire


The Mission





"Come on!" Claire shouted at the car pulling into her parking spot. She was late again! Her hazel-green eyes narrowed, scanning the crowded parking lot, as she circled near the trade show entrance. Why on earth did she cave and let Amy pick today? Sunday was the only day Claire could give Carlos, her boyfriend, a few precious, uninterrupted hours. After the sex course ended, she'd put in extra hours at her law firm to make up for not pulling her weight during the six-week university course. 

"Finally!" Claire said, spotting someone backing out. Slamming her car into the spot, she still managed to park symmetrically between the yellow lines. Turning off the engine, Claire's full mouth frowned, remembering Carlos' perplexed face as he asked, "You're going without me? Shouldn't we be going together?" 

"We should be going together," she mumbled, doing a mental head-slap at her brain fart and the wasted opportunity. Going with Carlos to the Taboo Show would have taken the "initiate a fun date night at least once per month" off her to-do list. But she was on a mission and needed to do this on her own. 

During the sex course, she met her goal to stop faking orgasm. On the heels of that success, Claire then attempted to show Carlos how to stimulate her clit. In a mortifying turn of events, he brushed her hand away, which led to an open yet awkward discussion about their sex life. Fast forward to today, Claire was now stuck in a purgatory of hit-and-miss sex (mostly miss), and she didn't know how to fix it. Now, when she and Carlos had sex, Claire fixated on an imaginary neon sign above her clit, blinking, "Stimulate me." 

Her best friend Amy said Claire needed to help herself, that it wasn't up to Carlos to read Claire's mind. But after Carlos brushed her hand away, Claire was way too self-conscious. To be fair, Claire had tried to communicate with Carlos. There was just one problem: nothing would come out of her mouth. It was like an automatic breaker switch had cut off the connection between her brain and her mouth. Mute, she would look at Carlos, powerless as he wordlessly stared back in bewilderment. 

That new weirdness during sex — all because she couldn't tell Carlos what she wanted — was a growing crack in their relationship. Claire Skalmar was a strong, intelligent, accomplished woman who couldn't ask for what she wanted. What the actual f? 

Claire banged a frustrated hand on the steering wheel. If she had invited Carlos today, they could have taken the "How to Communicate About Sex" seminar by the esteemed sexologist, Dr. Veronica Patel. 

"Hey, don't be so hard on yourself." Amy said during their weekly beers. "Of course, you don't know what to do or how to do it. You've never asked someone to stimulate your clit. Big whoop. You're making this into a bigger deal than it needs to be. Here's the big 'but' … you, Claire-bear, don't enjoy being out of control. The important thing is that because you're doing this now, in five or ten years, you'll be so much happier together."

Claire closed her eyes tightly, knowing that was exactly what she wanted. It was why she let Amy drag her into the sex course, where her world got turned upside down. She wanted a happy, successful relationship. A sudden wave of tiredness from being on the gerbil wheel settled on her stiff shoulders. She was already juggling so much that one more thing felt like it would send her over the edge. Giving her head a shake out of this pity-party, a few blonde hairs came loose from her chic ponytail and clung to her plum lip gloss. 

Amy was right. Claire needed to get over herself. Squeezing out of the car, Claire dodged a patchwork of icy water potholes, grateful she wore low-heeled black boots. Looking around the parking lot to get her bearings, a mass of dark curls visible above the cars caught Claire's eye. 

"Isabella," Claire called, and saw Isabella stumble. "Wait for me." 

Claire liked Isabella, who was warm, caring, and supportive. Unlike her female coworkers, who were eternally competing like they were still in high school. Once upon a time, she thrived on the competition, but the perfectionist grind was exhausting. Even though she and Isabella had nothing in common and ran in different circles, Claire could use a few more Isabellas in her life. 

"Sorry, did I startle you?" Claire easily jogged to find Isabella holding her ankle. Claire clocked Isabella's wool coat and satin handbag. Looking as if she hadn't been out for a very long time and didn't know what to wear. Is that what kids did to you?

"It's okay. I'm relearning how to walk in these heels," Isabella joked as they walked together. Her almond-brown eyes stayed on the ground, careful to see where she stepped in the seriously kick-ass but impractical high heels. "I've wanted to come to Taboo Show for years, but my mommy friends don't do this sort of thing," she trailed off. Isabella's bare ankles wobbled as she cautiously dodged an icy puddle.

"I saw a Tantric workshop that looks interesting." Claire's cheeks blazed, embarrassed about admitting an interest in such a woo-woo course. Then, she reminded herself that she could be herself with Isabella and this group. She was even warming to the ice queen Jeanette.

"I saw that one too. It sounds fascinating. Maybe I'll join you. I want to cram in as much as possible." Isabella rambled as she wrapped her arms around her body.

Making their way through the entrance door, the warm air welcoming them couldn't come soon enough. In the immense, empty corridor of the trade show complex, it only took a moment to spot Jeanette loftily presiding over the only four leather chairs. Claire said a silent thank you for Jeanette's perpetual, almost pathological need to be early.

As they reached the chairs, Claire's cell phone pinged, and she pulled it out of her pocket. It was Carlos asking what she was getting up to at the Taboo Sex Show. A wave of misery hit her as she dropped the phone back into her pocket, ignoring the text.

Why was having sex so easy, but talking about it so hard?








  
  

Jeanette


The Zoo





"Hey, lady, what are you doing here?" The piercing jeer from a passerby made Jeanette jump. 

It took every ounce of self-control to sit still, legs crossed, back straight, and look relaxed in the alien surroundings. A gaggle of drunken young women tripped through the trade show entrance, laughing uproariously as they fell over each other. It wasn't even lunchtime. None of them had coats and wore skin-tight bandage dresses with plunging necklines and hemlines that stretched slightly past their bums. Each had a hot pink boa, probably purchased at a dollar store, floating around their neck, that shed small feathers as they stumbled by.

"Why am I doing this?" Jeanette asked herself for the umteenth time as she smoothed her tailored slacks, the luxurious fabric calming her nervous hands. She had no idea how to dress for a sex trade show and took extra care picking out a basic, neutral outfit. A tailored white button-down, French-tucked into the belted camel cashmere slacks. Two strings of pearls around her elegant neck, paired with gorgeous drop pearl earrings. Her long, dark, wavy hair hung loose, complemented by the perfect shade of red lipstick. She wanted to blend in, but as the drunken hot pink boas stumbled by, Jeanette looked like she had just wrapped a Zoomer Plus-50 magazine photo shoot.

"I don't belong here," Jeanette mumbled, stating the obvious.

When Amy suggested the group go to the Taboo Sex Show, Jeanette's automatic answer was a resounding, "No!" And that it would be ridiculous for a 50-something Christian woman to attend. As Jeanette opened her mouth to object, the twenty-eight years of fighting about sex with her husband, Andre, came roaring up. Reminding her how he signed her up for the sex course, giving the ultimatum that he would divorce her if she didn't fix being frigid. The full-on resentment and rage she could no longer contain came bursting out, and she wanted to make Andre very angry. Coming here, as uncomfortable as it was, checked all the boxes. Andre could cry himself to sleep at his mistress's house.

So, here Jeanette sat on the edge of the leather chair, waiting for her group. She was in way over her head as bizarrely dressed people walked through the Taboo Show's entrance and into its emanating strobe lights and pulsating loud music. But she refused to give in and let this sex show get the best of her. 

"Why is someone's mom here?" A young man loudly whisper to his girlfriend, both gawking at Jeanette as if she were on display at the zoo. 

Before being forced to take the sex course, Jeanette believed she had it all. She was a pillar in her church community, with everyone assuming she and Andre had a loving marriage. That they were a perfect couple, rich and beautiful, with two handsome, successful sons. What the sex course did was wash the dirty window of her denial and clear a tiny spot to peek in and see her reality. Jeanette crossed her arms as the fallout from her unhappy marriage came crashing down. 

In the end, the sex course didn't "fix" her. She still didn't want sex with Andre. More to the point, she discovered that she would never have sex with Andre again. Which meant Andre would go ahead with the divorce proceedings. Getting half of Andre's money — scratch that, their money — meant she would be financially secure. The rest of her life would be torn apart.

"I have this group," she told herself, knowing the three women would support her through this. 

"Should we tell her the Home and Garden Show is in the next building?" A loud group passed by, giving Jeanette a baffled look. With an icy glance back, the heaviness of not knowing what was inside the Taboo Show poked at Jeanette. What if there were naked people inside? 

"Will I have to step over couples having sex in the aisles?" Jeanette's breath caught in her throat in disgust. As much as she wanted to show Andre, seeing people have sex was a hard line she wasn't willing to cross. Her resolve vanished, telling her to make a quick getaway and text the group that she was sick.

"Of course," Jeanette muttered as she spotted Claire and Isabella coming through an entrance at the far end of the building. If she hurried, they might not see her. Picking up her cashmere-tailored camel jacket that screamed understated elegance, she got up to leave. "Darn it!" Claire gave a small wave, and Jeanette slowly sat back down, telling herself to "Stay for their group meeting and then leave."

As Claire approached, she wasn't in her usual business suit; instead wearing a Burberry coat over jeans and black low-heeled boots. Jeanette's critical eye then turned to Isabella, who looked overdressed and uncomfortable in a black wool jacket that tugged tightly around her stretchy pants and surprisingly nice heels.

"Jeanette, you look so glamorous," Isabella said, her tired eyes darting at Claire and then back at Jeanette. "I thought we were dressing sexy."

"Maybe that is Jeanette's version of sexy," Claire said kindly, without a trace of her typical sarcastic zing. In fact, Claire gave Jeanette an encouraging you’ve-got-this wink.

"I was at church this morning and didn't have time to change." Claire's kindness nudged Jeanette to relax a fraction and open up.

"Church, then the Taboo Sex Show? That's one for the books. Did you bring your Bible?" Claire deadpanned, her trademark sarcasm back, as she bit her lip not to laugh. Jeanette looked from one woman to the other, felt the solidarity and trust, and pulled a small Bible from her purse.

"For protection. Against evil spirits," Jeanette deadpanned back, and the three burst out laughing. It felt good to laugh, like the gaggle of drunken hot pink boa ladies.

"Hey, ladies, what's so funny?" Amy asked, appearing out of nowhere.








  
  

Amy


The Mantra





"Time to break out the flip-flops!" a delighted Amy exclaimed, throwing open her front door and welcoming the weak spring sun fighting its way through a blustery, cool morning. 

Finding one flip-flop, she then had to search through the high pile of shoes in her small entryway closet. With both flip-flops recovered, she gave one last look in the hallway mirror, her short, spiky hair matching her neon orange maxi skirt. She winked at her delicious, Rubenesque reflection, grabbed her car keys, and headed to the Taboo Sex Show.

With all four car windows down, Amy enjoyed the spring breeze in her face as she turned up Jann Arden on her stereo. The noise from both drowned out the depressing sounds of her old car. Buying a new car was next on her long list—but after purchasing her townhouse and fixing it up, there wasn't a lot of money left over on her women's studies assistant professor's salary. 

"Wow!" Amy laughed as she drove into the full-to-capacity trade show parking lot. She waved thanks to the person pulling out, then wedged her beat-up university car with its sticky driver's door into a tiny spot in overflow parking. Turning off the car's engine, everything went silent. The fun and frenzy of getting ready evaporated, and Amy found herself looping in the memories. 

"No! Stop this. Immediately." Amy shook her head hard. She absolutely, and in no uncertain terms, did not want to dredge up the story of how she went on a date with "nice guy" Paul, only for him to ghost her. Or how, because of Paul's rejection, she threw herself into an impulsive hookup with a seriously good-looking but completely self-absorbed (and shit at sex) narcissist, Adesh. To say it ended badly was an understatement, and all Amy wanted was to forget the whole Paul and Adesh drama.

She jerked the sticky car door open and maneuvered out of the tight spot. Standing in the tiny space between cars, she closed her eyes, put her palms together, and centered herself by doing a yoga mountain pose. 

"I want love to be easy and to trust myself to attract a happy, stable relationship," Amy breathed in a deep lungful of the magical, crisp May spring air, which made anything seem possible. "I am present in this moment, and my inner vibrations are humming at the exact right frequency." She was here and determined to suck the juice out of this Taboo Sex Show experience. 

"Today will be MY day!" Amy breathed out. During her morning meditation at her womyn's shrine, she visualized meeting someone at the Taboo Sex Show—woman, man, open relationship—Amy was an equal opportunity lover. She was tired of Tinder hookups and wanted to manifest someone open to big love and uninhibited sex.

"I create my blissful relationship reality," Amy repeated her mantra as she opened her eyes and saw her world back to sparkly. Shimmying between cars on the long trek to the Taboo entrance, Amy's flip-flop stepped into a cold puddle, sending a chill straight up her body. She giggled, shaking the water from her exposed toes. Unconcerned about stepping into any other icy puddles, Amy was too busy marveling at the sheer number of cars.

"This is going to be epic!" 

Outside the building, the smell of a big party wafted her way, a mix of vape smoke from wacky-tobaccy, people's natural pheromones, perfumes, and aftershaves. There were many couples, but even more single people—and they were looking at her. She gave a flirtatious wave and blew kisses to everyone.

Opening the glass entrance door, The Taboo Sex Show emitted a party vibe and was the place to be on this glorious late-morning Sunday. Colorful people—her people—dressed in celebrate-your-unique-sexual-self streamed in and out of the entrance. In most places, she couldn't be herself and let her freak flag fly, but here at the Taboo Sex Show, the freakier, the better. No one would judge her for her voracious sexual appetite. It felt good to belong. 

Amy spotted her group sitting in the only four leather chairs in the gigantic trade show complex. Rubbing her hands together in anticipation, Amy came prepared with a list of things she wanted to do with each woman to ensure a fun, eye-opening experience. 

First, she was going to take them vibe shopping. Claire worked stupidly hard, and she needed to put regular wanking on her very long to-do list. Next, Amy wanted to coax out Isabella's super sexy woman — the woman who appeared during the Betty Dodson night, where they showed each other their vulvas. Amy wasn't sure what to do with enigma Jeanette, but she would think of something. Just as Jeanette wanted to save Amy's soul, Amy wanted to save Jeanette's sexuality. 

"Hey, ladies, what's so funny?" Amy pulled off her Cookie Monster electric blue jacket to reveal a 'Fuck Like A Goddess' t-shirt. The three women looked at Amy's t-shirt and then at Jeanette, doubling over with laughter. Amy smiled, asking, "What did I miss?"

"Jeanette came from church." Claire gave Amy a subtle look that they had finessed over their ten-year friendship. Amy stopped herself from rolling her eyes and pursing her lips. Of course, Jeanette just came from church. Jeanette probably wore a string of garlic around her neck to ward off evil spirits. It wasn't Amy's job to keep high-maintenance Jeanette comfortable in an uncomfortable place.

"Can we take a photo?" Isabella's pretty face and demeanour screamed insecure mom.

"Yes, great idea!" Claire pulled her phone out of her bag and directed. "Jeanette, get your Bible. Amy move closer." Amy and Jeanette reluctantly stood together, awkwardly not touching. Neither wanted this photo op.

"You two are the Odd Couple. Look, Isabella," Claire showed Isabella her phone, who gave an approving thumbs up. The group sat back down, bursting into lively conversation, excited to see each other. But then, just as quickly, fell silent.

"Do we really have to do the group meeting before the show?" Amy asked, confused, assuming they would be excited to get into the Taboo Show. Getting up from her chair, Amy saw the group stay firmly in their seats.

"I need some time before going in," Isabella admitted meekly.

"Me too," Claire confessed.

"Me three," Jeanette said, looking like a fish out of water.

"Why are you so uncomfortable? Come on, it's just a trade show," Amy tried, but it was three against one. 

As one of her psychology professors had once said, "Meet people where they're at." She needed to meet Jeanette, Isabella, and Claire where they were at … and once that was done, then they could shop for vibes!

"We said we'd do our group meeting before the show." Claire gave Amy a warning look as she changed the subject. "Let's talk about whether we want to do the Taboo Show as a group or as individuals. Isabella?"








  
  

Isabella


The Reveal





"Isabella?" Claire asked a second time. 

Isabella looked up, squirming in the uncomfortable, body-hugging corset, her underarms sweaty from the wool winter coat she refused to take off. She was still wrapping her head around Dr. Gwen's sex course, where she was thrown into this misfit group of women during the first class. Amy, the sex-positive one, had them look at their vulvas, signed them up for the Sex 201 course in the fall, and frog-marched them to the Taboo Sex Show. Pragmatic Claire had done the required homework, improved her sex life, all while working a sixty-hour week. Jeanette was in an unhappy marriage, yet she wasn't afraid to do the challenging emotional work. Against all odds, this misfit group of women clicked, but, more importantly, trusted each other.

Except Isabella had lied, and they might reject her if they knew the truth.

"We were asking if you wanted to do the Taboo Show as a group or on your own," Claire continued. 

"I'm not sure," Isabella said weakly. As the straps of her shoes tightened around her feet, she tugged the jacket around her ample bosom. 

After the triumph of the Betty Dodson let's look at our vulvas evening, Isabella foolishly looked at herself naked in the mirror the next day. The image of her soft, cellulite body burned in her brain and looped on repeat for an entire week, breaking down any shred of body confidence. It was Amy who talked her down from that self-defeating ledge. It was Amy who begged Isabella to look at herself again, but this time through Amy's eyes. After a week of avoiding Amy's daily texts, Isabella looked at her body again. It was hard, but admittedly not as bad the second time. She didn't love her body, but at least she didn't hate it as much.

"Isabella," Amy said, her eyes narrowing, as if completely tuned into Isabella's inner turmoil. "Take off your jacket." 

A bead of sweat rolled down Isabella's back. It had been a decade since she'd worn anything like this. For years, as she nursed babies, cleaned up poopy diapers, and cleaned the unending messes, Isabella daydreamed about dressing up, going out, and catching a stranger's eye. She didn't want to cheat on Alex. But she did crave validation from someone finding her attractive. Now that Isabella was here, reality came crashing in. This sexy outfit was meant to attract attention and for people to look at (and judge) her body?!

"What's going on?" An ever-astute Jeanette asked as she and Claire turned their full attention to Isabella.

"Sorry," Isabella's voice cracked, her body wanting to jump out of its skin at being thrown into the spotlight. She might as well be naked on full display for everyone at The Taboo Show to see. She looked at the rafter ceiling to stop the tears. "I thought I could do this, but I can't." Isabella trailed off, shrinking into the oversized leather chair. Isabella wanted to be that brave woman from the Betty Dodson evening, but that moxie was nowhere to be found.

"Isabella, are you triggered?" Claire's no-nonsense question was full of concern. 

A bolt of jealousy struck Isabella. Claire skated through her easy life. Her willowy model body effortlessly stylish in designer jeans, and an understated yet expensive white blouse. When Isabella looked into Claire's hazel eyes, she saw someone rooting for her success. Claire may not be the warmest or fuzziest, but her friendship was solid and unwavering.

"I don't know," Isabella answered honestly. Was she being triggered?

Since the sex course ended, Isabella was stuck in a cycle of knowing what she wanted but not knowing how to get there. She had sporadic glimpses, like today when she saw herself in the mirror, but actually getting what she wanted was a fantasy. Something in the future she would never quite catch up to. There were no timelines, only a whisper of hope that if she persevered through the icky stuff, she could love her body ... one day. No wonder so many women turned their backs on this love your body nonsense. 

"Then it's important you take off your jacket and show us your outfit," Jeanette said in her kind but firm, maternal way.

Again, jealousy paid a visit. Sneering that, of course, it was easy for Jeanette, who was fit, beautiful, and always well turned out, looking crisp in her simple, classic outfit, reeking of wealth.

"Isabella, we've seen your vulva," Claire quipped. "We have no secrets."

Amy snorted, and Claire grinned at Amy's snort. Jeanette's motherly concern turned into a giggle as the corners of Isabella's mouth moved up. Isabella looked at the three women who had her back and would catch her if she fell.

"Isabella Castello, you are worth much more than the shame you carry." Jeanette closed her eyes and prayed with ferocity. "Let us help you move past this shame."

Amy stood up, moved over, and gave Isabella a naughty smile as she untied the sash of Isabella's jacket. Isabella shyly shrugged the jacket off to reveal her cornflower blue and white trimmed corset with a lot of boobage on display. She stood up to show off the black wide-leg pants that held in her curvy bum, fishnet stockings poking out from the bottom, complete with the sexy black, strappy heels.

"Show us your tits," Amy's bawdy yell could be heard over the Taboo noise as she uncrossed Isabella's arms.

A group passing by gave a thumbs-up and shouted back, "Yeah, show us your tits!"

Isabella looked down at her outfit and wondered why she had been so scared and how she had so easily talked herself out of it. Why had she let hating her body become a constant companion over the last decade? Now, it controlled the narrative, touching every single aspect of her life. 

"You, my dear, look seriously hot with that amazing rack," Claire observed. 

Just like that, something miraculous happened. That woman from the Betty Dodson night made a guest appearance. Before Isabella had anything to say about it, she stuck out her chest as her group and onlookers whooped and hollered. Isabella saw a flash and looked over to see Claire taking her photo.

"And sent. I want you to look at this tomorrow and see how beautiful you are," Claire said, putting her phone away before Isabella could protest.

"Thanks." Isabella relaxed a fraction, sitting down and finding the best way to arrange her legs.

"Now, Isabella, do you want to do the Taboo Show as a group or individually?" Problem solved, Claire was all business. 

Isabella looked at the Taboo Show entrance. It was time to put on her big-girl panties. If she wanted this, then she had to save herself.








  
  

Claire


Carlos' Rejection





"I'll do what everyone else wants to do," Isabella answered. Claire swallowed a sigh and tried again. 

"Okay. While everyone decides, let's share something that happened to us since the last group meeting. Who wants to go first?" Claire looked expectantly at the three women, counting backward from ten to give them time to answer.

Jeanette looked at her perfectly manicured nails, her aloofness a cover for any discomfort. Amy wasn't paying attention, waving and blowing kisses at random people as they walked by. Isabella vacillated between covering her revealing outfit and sticking out her chest. Honestly, getting this group to do anything was like herding cats. Checking her phone to see how much time they had wasted, Claire's face broke into a smile. She was so glad to be back with these women.

During the sex course, juggling her schedule to fit in the weekly group meeting had been an enormous undertaking and hassle. Claire thought she would be relieved when the meetings were done, but it was just the opposite. So much had happened since they had last met. Over the previous month, Claire squirreled away reflections to share with the group, only for them to vanish into the work ether. This group turned out to be a lifeline, and she was so glad they were taking Dr. Gwen's next 201 sex course in the fall.

"Okay, I'll go." Claire had so much to say that she might as well go first. "Carlos rejected me," Claire said flatly, prepared to share the facts but not her feelings.

"I don't believe that—" Amy started, but Claire cut her off.

"I initiated sex with Carlos, and he rejected me." Claire registered the confusion and disbelief zigzagging over the group's faces. The humiliating memory flushed Claire's cheeks, bitch-slapping her "just the facts" mantra to the sidelines.

"Start from the beginning." Jeanette leaned closer to Claire, uncrossing her legs as she spoke. 

"Do you remember during Dr. Gwen's lecture? She said we needed to create good habits and to schedule sex. I decided my goal was to initiate sex at least once per month." Claire's body loosened, as if it had been guarding a secret it could finally tell.

"Scheduling sex sounds awful," Amy blurted, but then stopped herself.

"At least you're trying." Isabella shot Amy a disapproving glance. "Bless my good Catholic mother, she drilled into my head—what was Dr. Gwen's term?—I had to be the gatekeeper. So now, even though I know initiating sex is a slam dunk, I have a hard time mustering the courage."

"Let's start at the beginning. Tell us what happened," Jeanette tried again.

"We were in bed working, and—"

"Why were you working in bed?" Amy threw her hands into the air.

"Stop interrupting me!" It was Claire's turn to throw her hands in the air. Amy made a zipping motion over her mouth, and Claire continued.

"I noticed the muscles in Carlos' arms moving, and something shot through me. It must have been desire. I really don't know because it was the first time I was paying attention. So then I remembered Dr. Gwen telling us to 'Run our fuck?' and that I had to act on this and initiate sex. So yes, Amy, part of it was my to-do list, but I wouldn't have seized the opportunity before. And technically, that was 'spontaneously initiating.'" Claire looked at her fingers, making air quotes, flushed, and dropped her hands.

"What happened?" Isabella sat on the edge of her seat, making Claire smirk. She should have brought popcorn.

"I was nervous but excited. I snuggled in and propped up on my elbow, giving Carlos a suggestive smile. But he didn't respond, which was confusing. Then I kissed his cheek. Nothing again. I pawed at his chest. Still nothing. I didn't know what else to do because I was out of sex moves."

"Did he understand you were initiating?" Amy cautiously asked.

"Yes. No. I don't know, but I can't believe Carlos didn't get it! I was throwing myself at him. But wait, it gets better." Claire stopped as the depressing scene replayed in her head. "I remembered Dr. Gwen saying we need to ask for what we want, and so I forced myself to say, 'Want to roll around for a bit?' I still can't believe that's what came out of my mouth!?"

"What did Carlos do?" Amy asked.

"Carlos sighed and said, 'Sorry, babe, I'm exhausted. Another time.' Like it was no big deal to turn me down." The mortifying rejection washed over Claire as if she were right back in bed. "It took me two seconds to believe 'tired' was code that he didn't find me attractive."

"But you know that's not true, right?" Isabella moved her head to meet Claire's embarrassed gaze.

"I understand it theoretically, but it's still humiliating." Claire thought for a moment and then said, "Every single time I communicate about sex, it turns into a disaster."

"Come on, Claire-bear, this was nowhere near a 'disaster.'" Amy finger-quoted back, trying to make her friend smile.

"Why does this have to be so hard?!" Claire slunk back in the seat and looked up at the ceiling. "I thought after the sex course, it would get easier. I want to communicate, and Carlos wants to communicate, but neither of us can."

"You're a literal thinker." Amy observed, then added kindly, "What did you expect?"

"I don't know. But right now, I'm feeling a lot of resentment. When I'm tired, I still have sex. Not always, but most of the time. He was so casual with his no. Why don't men have the same guilt?"

"You'd win a Nobel Prize if you solved that," Isabella quipped.

"At least I got one good insight." Claire sat back and blew out a breath. "When I say 'no thanks' to sex, I expect Carlos to respect me. Yet, when he did it to me, I rolled over and dramatically sighed." With a self-deprecating laugh, she touched her forehead like a damsel in distress, refusing to take herself too seriously. "I wanted him to feel guilty for rejecting me because he makes me feel guilty if I reject him. Tit-for-tat. But two wrongs don't make a right."

"If Carlos is the one, you have to figure this out now." Isabella looked as if she spoke from experience. Isabella was right. This would never solve itself and would only worsen with time. 

"You need to meditate or do something to help you relax." Amy threw out the random but persistent observation.

"We've been over this so many times." Claire threw Amy an exasperated look. "I don't have time for meditation."

"That's the point." Amy gave her a serious look. "Meditation will help you find a work-life balance. And FYI, the bed is for sleeping and sex. Not work!"

"I'll think about it," Claire immediately brushed off another one of Amy's good ideas. And refusing to tell Amy that she planned to attend the Tantric Sex seminar.
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