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“Good night!” Ava called with a forced cheery wave as she and the others left Lexi’s house after book club. What a frustrating night. Ava had spent the entire evening trying to find a way to speak privately with Miranda. Just a few minutes of private conversation, just a quick chat far from prying eyes. And ears. Some things were not open for group discussion.

Miranda's demeanor had changed from last week, and Ava suspected she knew why. Miranda had gone through with it. She'd met her high school crush in a hotel room, and she'd had an affair with him.

But Ava wanted details. It wasn't enough to see the stress peeled away from Miranda's tense body. Ava was burning to know whether it had been worth it. Whether Miranda felt guilty now. Cheating on her husband, what a thing to do. Unimaginable. And from Miranda, of all people, a woman who loved her husband as deeply and passionately as Ava loved Cal.

Stranger things had happened, though. If anyone was justified in a little side action, it was probably Miranda.

She caught Miranda’s eye and, silently, without any open signals, they both slowed their pace so that the rest of the women surged away from them. All their cars were parked more or less in a cluster, but Ava’s was the furthest away. They reached Miranda’s little Toyota first.

“You look ... something.” Ava wasn’t sure how to initiate this conversation.

“I’m something, all right.” Miranda laughed.

“Relaxed. Not coiled so tight.”

Miranda nodded but didn’t say anything. In the car next to hers, Jess was rolling down the window and calling out a goodbye to both of them. The headlights flashed as she started the engine. They waited for her to drive away.

“You did it, didn’t you?” Ava couldn’t wait another second for confirmation.

“Yes. I did.”

By the light of the street lamp, Ava could see an almost beatific expression cross Miranda’s face. She had one of those angelic appearances anyway, all blonde and peach and delicate, and now this gentle smile and the angle of the street light made her look almost like something from a Renaissance painting. Still Wife With Post-Coital Bloom.

“You look happy.”

“I am. Weird, right?”

Yes. “No. But I am a little surprised. You don’t feel, I don’t know, guilty at all?”

“I thought I would. I expected to. I probably should. But I don’t.” She shrugged and fished her keys out of her handbag. “Maybe I will later.”

Ava swallowed back a sudden upwelling of pure envy. They’d had this in common for months now, both of them with husbands who couldn’t perform properly in bed. Different reasons – Miranda’s husband had a severely damaged heart and was awaiting a transplant, while Cal had never been reliably functional in that department. He just couldn’t stay erect. Primary impotence, the doctor had called it, though what made it primary, she was sure she didn’t know.

Now the one woman in her circle who really knew what this was like had just come from a sex romp with her high school crush.

“I hope you don’t ever feel guilty,” Ava said as gently as she could. She meant it, and she knew she meant it, but for this moment, all she could think was, Miranda got laid and I didn’t. “It must have been wonderful.”

“It was.”

There was that angelic smile again.

“You needed that,” Ava said. Hell, so did she.

“I did. Do you want to know the best part?”

Oh, yes, please. Ava’s mind nearly exploded with contenders for the best part of such a night. Doggy style? Cowgirl? While spooning? “Tell me. What was the best part?”

“As good as it was – and really, he’s great at it – the best part is knowing that I can face my husband now without this insane physical need driving me to distraction.”

“Oh,” Ava breathed on a long exhale. Yes, she knew that need well.

“This is making my marriage happy again. I mean, not happy happy, not while we’re still waiting for a new heart. But, I don’t know, I feel less angry somehow. I mean, I know he doesn’t dare risk it, not now, and I’m not angry about that. Just sort of that free-floating rage over the unfairness of it all. That’s gone now.”

“Then it was the right decision.”

“Absolutely.” Miranda jingled her keys. “I mean, as long as it remains a secret.”

“He’ll never hear about it from me.” She would never betray Miranda’s trust. There was no debate here, no questioning whether her husband had a right to know. He had to stay calm and healthy. The stress of such a discovery could literally kill him.

Really, Miranda had probably done the right thing. Given the circumstances.

Good God, I can’t believe I just decided that cheating is the right thing.

‘That’s really my only worry. He can never know. I love him. I think I love him more now than ever.”

“That’s saying something.”

“Yeah, because now I had a reminder of the difference. Sex with a hot guy who turns you on is great. Sex with your hot husband who turns you on and who loves you is even better.”

“I wish I knew.” She couldn’t keep the frustrated note from her voice.

Miranda instantly reached out and rubbed Ava’s upper arm. “Oh, jeez, I’m sorry. I just –“

“It’s okay.” Ava didn’t want pity. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

But Miranda had that little pucker between her eyebrows now. She wasn’t going to let it go. “Have you thought about it?”

“No!” Ava drew a deep breath. “My situation is a little different. We can do some stuff. Just not the main thing.”

Miranda tilted her head. “Not, um, penetration?”

“Right.” Ava was ready for this conversation to be over now. It was turning uncomfortable. “We can still make out. Fool around. Whatever you want to call it.”

Miranda didn’t say anything. She just stood there glowing. Must have been an amazing night, for sure, if she was still glowing like this several days later.

“I miss it,” Ava whispered. “We used to be able to sometimes, but it’s been years since he could. I miss it.”

They were completely alone on a late night street in the suburbs. No need to whisper, but Miranda also dropped her voice. “Maybe – have you tried – I mean, with a toy?”

Of course, they had. It was one of Cal’s favorite things to to, pumping away at her with a rubber adult toy. “Yeah, sure.” Lately, it just seemed to leave her more frustrated.

Miranda drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “That’s good, then. I never felt comfortable with that sort of thing, but I don’t know, I seem to have lost some of my fears here lately.”

Ava nodded, suddenly understanding what Miranda had meant. Toys as a solo sport, not as a team sport. That was different. Not at all what Ava had been thinking about. If Miranda had been too uptight to masturbate, boy, she must really have had a lot of pent-up sexual need. Ava had been getting off regularly all along, by herself and with Cal, just without actual intercourse. And Cal couldn’t come. At all. Ever. That alone was enough to make Ava edgy and needy, and it wasn’t nearly as bad as total starvation. Not even masturbation. She didn’t know how Miranda had been coping with that.

“I’m glad it went well for you. I really am. Relieved, actually. I wanted it to be fantastic.”

“It was. Better than I could have asked for, if you want to know the truth.”

On that, Ava said good night and slowly walked away from her evidently satisfied friend.
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Cal was reading in bed when she arrived home.

What a gorgeous man.

Even now, even after all these years and heartbreaks, she couldn’t look at him without feeling that tug of love and attraction. She adored every detail of his appearance. His sandy hair with just a bit of a wave. His blue eyes and square jaw. His perfect broad chest and arms, his trim waist. His—

Well, okay, there was one detail of his body that she didn’t quite adore. His thing. His perpetually soft penis. She had more of a love-hate with that one.

“Hey, babe.” He dropped his book into his lap. Some thick biography of a president. Not at all like the dirty stories they’d been discussing at book group lately, first Fanny Hill a couple of weeks ago, now a more modern version they’d chosen for comparison.

“Hey.” She didn’t bother undressing, but she kicked off her shoes and stretched out on the bed next to him, right on top of the comforter. She was exhausted, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep until the two of them had done their standard post mortem on the day. Usually, they had dinner together after work, but their schedules were all inside out lately because of her upcoming work furlough. “How was your meeting? Did everyone show up?”

Cal filled her in on the details of his day. This was one of her favorite things, listening to him talk, absorbing the bits that he shared with her. He was a smart man. People smart and book smart. He noticed things, and she always learned something just by listening closely to his observations.

As he talked, he curled onto his side and stroked her arm. An easy touch. Companionable. Relaxing.

“I found out they’re sending me to Vegas next week, after all.”

“Oh.” So disappointing. He didn’t travel much on business, usually just one convention every year. But one of his co-workers was on maternity leave, and someone had to cover this trip. Ava had the next couple weeks off on furlough from her job as the human resources clerk at a candy factory, and she’d been hoping for some extra time together. “How long will you be away?”

“That depends on you. Come with me, and we can stay through the weekend.”

She turned her head to stare at him. “Really? We can do that?”

“We can.”

“How?”

“I can trade in my business class flight for two regular flights, and we can use points to cover the extra charge. I already looked into it.”

“And the company is already paying for the hotel room.”

“Exactly. If we want to stay a little longer, I found a deal on rooms, just thirty bucks a night.”

“Wow, that’s cheap.”

“So we can do it, even with you being off work right now.”

“But would you get in trouble?” They couldn’t afford for Cal to lose his job now, not with all the changes and upsets recently at hers.

“Not at all. Jamie did the same thing last year, and nobody cared. I’ll be sure to get clear approval, though, if that makes you feel better.”

“It does. It makes me feel wonderful. When was the last time we went on vacation?”

“I don’t even know what a vacation is.”

“Right? Visiting your parents in Omaha doesn’t count.”

“God, no.” He rubbed her waist lightly. “If it wasn’t for the steaks...”

One of their private shared jokes. Cal’s parents were perfectly fine people, but the drive was awful and the weather in Omaha was even worse than in Chicago. “At least the steaks are good.”

“I’ll bet we can find some good steaks in sin city, too.” He sighed happily. “So we’re going to do this, then? You want me to change the tickets?”

She paused for a moment. They didn’t gamble, so she didn’t have to worry about that potential hit to the budget. They’d window shop, maybe take in a few shows, walk around and see the sights. There would probably be a pool. She could pack things like instant oatmeal and bananas for their breakfasts, and she had her secret cash stash, too.

“Let’s avoid using the credit cards, though. I have about three hundred dollars I’ve saved out of our grocery money. We can use that.” It was more like eight hundred, but she wasn’t willing to spend it all. Not with things being so uncertain.

“Seriously? That much?”

“Double coupon days.” Plus she was always trying to scrimp. Just her nature.

Cal seemed to accept her answer. “Vegas or bust, then. How was book club?”

“Good. But it’s a little bit hard to talk openly about a sex book with a whole room full of people, though.”

“A sex book? I thought you guys were reading some Charles Dickens thing.”

“Next time. This time was a really racy story about a woman with two lovers.”

He playfully waggled his eyebrows at her. “I’m intrigued. Tell me more.”

“We were supposed to all go around the room and tell our favorite thing from the book. Jess went first, and she was like, uh, I liked the part when they were outside.”

“That doesn’t sound very racy.” He scooted a little closer to her and his big hand settled on her abdomen.

“Literally, I couldn’t even remember the characters in this book ever being outside. It turned out that this one scene, which I thought was in their living room by the fireplace, was outside next to a fire pit. I was confused.”

“That’s not like you.”

“No, but if you knew this book. It’s just sex and more sex. Doesn’t even matter where they are. Car, kitchen, bathroom shower stall – they go from one place to another, just having sex and more sex.”

He wrapped his hand around her hip and slid her a little closer. “So what was your favorite scene?”

“They’re in a car. One of the guys is driving, and the woman and the other guy are in the back seat. The driver watches them in the rear view mirror.”

“Sounds arousing.”

Mainly, she’d liked it because it made more sense to her. Whenever the woman made love to two men at once, Ava had tended to lose track of which body part belonged to which of the men. It was confusing. Not arousing. Not her thing at all. But that scene had been hot.

“I liked it.”

“It turned you on.”

“It did.”

Cal reached for the button on her denim shorts. “Where’s the book?”

“Right here on my nightstand.”

He popped the button and slid the zipper down. “Get it.”

She rolled over and fished the book out of her stack. “You want to read it?”

“No.” He slid her shorts and panties down over her hips and off her legs in one practiced move. Then he took one of her ankles in each hand and spread her legs wide, kneeling between them.

“Maybe later?” Ava settled back on the pillows, ready to enjoy what her husband was about to do to her body. He had loving on his mind, not literature.

She started to lay the book aside, but Cal stopped her.

“Read it to me.”

Her breath caught in her throat. It was a really erotic scene. Lots of dirty words. She’d been embarrassed to see them on the page. “I don’t know if I can say those things out loud. The words they use, those things in the book.”
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