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      I throw myself on my leather sofa, and focus on the ceiling fan that spins over my head. “One minute I’m trying to replace the caulk around the bathtub. Then, I’m checking the kids’ homework. After they’re in bed, I’m sexting with a man I met online.” I don’t know what happened, but as soon as I started talking to my best friend, Lila, after one sip of bubbly Moscato, I was ugly-crying. Tears run down my face and I wipe them with the sleeve of my black button-down shirt.

      “Listen,” Lila rests her hand on my right shoulder. “You’ve been up since what, like five this morning, ripping foils and mixing color at the salon, playing therapist all day.”

      More tears fall, and their gentle tap hits the leather. It feels good, like the chemicals I’ve been inhaling all day are washing away. Fireflies dance outside, a summer light show I look forward to every night. There are so many advantages to living in a little cottage surrounded by Maine woods, but this is probably my favorite one. I just wish the display would calm my nerves like it usually does.

      “Yeah. What does that have to do with anything? It’s my life four days a week. I don’t mind the long days because I have more time with Madge and Levi when they aren’t with their dad.”

      “You might just be tired, is all I’m saying. You and Joe only divorced last year. It’s not really that long ago. In divorce years anyway. But Ivory, you know you don’t have to sext with random guys on Tinder.”

      My head shoots up, and I puff out my chest. “They aren’t random men on Tinder. I’ve had dates with them. And I want to do it. I love sexting and sending them pictures. It makes me feel alive. Although that one guy isn’t exciting me anymore.”

      Lila sucks in her cheeks, trying to hold in a smile as she twirls one of my blonde braids in her fingers. “The one who gave you a lukewarm response to your last picture?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You know what I say about that? Next! I know the passion between you and Joe was non-existent. But if all this dating and sexting starts to feel … empty, synthetic, you don’t have to sext or date at all. It does get old.”

      I stalk to the bathroom to get a tissue. The last thing I want to hear is that this rush of dopamine gets old. These days, I live for stripping down and sending sexy pictures. Lord knows in the fifteen years I was married to Joe he could barely muster two words about my naked body. And these men? Well, they devour it. They devour me. For the most part, anyway. Lila telling me it gets old is so … disappointing.

      She knows what she’s talking about though. She’s been divorced for seven years. It’s almost impossible to find a hot man that she hasn’t already been on a date with.

      I grab a tissue and blow hard. “The thing is,” I say in between wipes, “these men. They do things Joe never did. They spank me, talk dirty to me. And I don’t even have to ask. With Joe … he made me feel dirty for wanting anything more than having missionary sex every other Thursday.”

      I push my shoulders back and make my way to the living room. “I have no idea why I’m crying. You’re right. I’m just worn out, I guess.” I sit cross-legged, next to Lila’s feet, on the wool rug and grab my glass of wine off the coffee table.

      Lila wiggles her delicate finger at me, her long black hair thrown over one shoulder. “Okay, scoot a little closer. No more wine. Alcohol and shoulder massages don’t mix.”

      I take in a deep breath and settle between her legs. Lila is or was, the best massage therapist around. She walked away from her practice to follow her dream and become an interior designer. After decorating our windows at the salon last fall, she’s gotten so many requests for other businesses and homes that she can barely keep up. I’m lucky to have her as a best friend, and since she went through the whole divorce and dating stuff way before I did, she’s really helped me through it all.

      I relax as soon as she works my shoulders. “I think you’re there for everyone, always listening to their problems. You’re at the salon before all the other stylists every day. You keep a spotless house. Your kids can count on you for everything. I’m glad you’re having fun with the sex and all, but don’t spread yourself too thin.”

      We giggle, the double meaning hitting us. Lila slaps my shoulder.

      “Hey, it feels good to be spread after not being spread in so long. Well, by anyone other than myself,” I say.

      “You know, Ivory, on the outside you’re tense. Buttoned up. No one would ever guess you’re so …”

      “Slutty?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. You’re not slutty. You’re very certain, and not afraid to say what you want when it comes to sex. You want someone who takes charge more than Joe did, and makes you feel special. That’s what you should wait for. I’m glad you aren’t keeping this side of you hidden away. I know how much you struggled with Joe, how he shamed you for it. But I need to point out that the men you’re talking to are …  fucking lazy, okay. Unmotivated. Are they offering you anything else besides sex? And stop responding to men you match with whose opener is, ‘Hey.’”

      Lila is right. About all of it. I’m giving these men too much of myself and they haven’t earned it. Yes, I love feeling sexy, but they’re lacking in other areas. One still lives with his mom and blames his financial state on his ex. I had a drink with one guy who told me he smoked pot a few times a day. Another who said he was too broken to commit.

      I’ve repressed parts of myself for so long, it’s freeing to be the woman I’ve wanted to be since I was sixteen and I watched Cole, my high school boyfriend, jerk off on his desk chair in his bedroom. I still think about how soft his black-and-white striped sheets were under my bare ass the first time he took me in his mouth. It was as if a fire was lit deep in my belly and there was no putting it out.

      Cole never judged me for the things I wanted him to do to me or the things I wanted to watch him do. Experimenting with him that summer turned me into a woman, unleashed something inside myself I’ve never wanted to reel back in. But I did.

      Cole liked to experiment with lots of women though, and he broke my heart. After we’d been dating for six months, I found him in the back of a car with some brunette who was giving him a blow job. We’d just made out in the woods, too.

      After him, I fell for Joe because he’d never been with anyone else. I felt safe. It wasn’t the same fiery feeling I felt with Cole, but I hoped we could get there, and in time I could tell him what I really wanted.

      Then, the first time we had sex, I whispered in his ear, “Does that feel good?”

      I got a nervous laugh in return. Afterward, in between clearing his throat several times, he’d asked me to please not talk during sex. I was embarrassed—Joe was ridiculously smart, well-liked, and always seemed to say the right thing if I was anxious or nervous. He could calm me down and make me look at things rationally. After that, though, the things I wanted to say and do during sex felt wrong. If he couldn’t listen to me express myself, then I was sure spanking and hair pulling were out. I had put Joe on a pedestal, put his needs before mine.

      I don’t have any regrets though. I know I was supposed to marry him because Madge and Levi were meant to be ours. He is an amazing dad.

      But being with Joe meant I had to shut down a very important part of myself.

      Not anymore. I’m on the loose. And I’m not hiding Slutty Ivory because if I do, how will I meet my match? If only I could find someone who could give me everything I need: emotional availability and fiery sex.

      I didn’t know it would be this hard. Is it too much that I want my ass smacked? To not feel bad because I want to watch a man please me and find this kind of chemistry with a man who’s faithful, kind, and nurturing?

      Lila’s hands slow then she lifts my phone off the floor and holds it in front of my face. “I’m just going to check your matches. You said I could swipe for you.”

      I close my eyes. “Please do. I like Kevin and all. Our dates were okay, but like I told you, the sex was dull at best. He talks big, but he can’t throw me up against a wall and pin my hands over my head, I’m sure of it.”

      Lila snorts. “Yeah, when you showed me his reaction to that picture you sent him, even I was pissed. Dude, you don’t send a smiley emoji when a hot woman in braids sends you a nude.”

      “Right? I even wasted way too much time trying to get all the hair dye out of my fingernails for our date. Not worth it. Then there’s Matt. He’s so exciting, but all he wants to talk about when we aren’t getting it on is how his ex-wife has ruined his life. He’s never, not even once, asked me about my day.”

      I’m already exhausted talking about these two men. I really need to pay attention to what my gut is telling me. I’m hanging on, waiting for them to be different. It’s not fair to me, and it’s not fair to them.

      My eyes fall to my toenails as Lila gives me a half-ass shoulder rub with one hand, which is fine with me. Maybe she can find “Mr. I Know How To Tend To You And Fuck You” better than I can. It’s almost time for another pedicure, something I get on the regular. Since my fingernails are always a mess because of a career I love, my toenails will always be pristine. Plus, pedicures are the only time I carve out for serious self-care. I don’t even have nice hair and I’m a hairdresser. Every morning, without fail, my blond shoulder-length hair gets pulled back into these two braids and I’m good to go.

      Lila gives me a shove from behind, and I almost get whiplash. There goes any hope for a rejuvenating neck massage.

      “Jesus Christ, Ivory. This twenty-five-year-old left you a comment. It says, ‘You resemble my pinky toe because I’m going to bang you on every piece of furniture I own.’” Lila is laughing so hard she can barely get the words out, and she falls into the sofa cushions.

      “Ahh!” A much-needed laugh erupts from my chest, and I grab my phone from her to see a blond kid wearing sunglasses. His profile picture looks like he’s at a keg party, and he’s giving the horns gesture. “He’s cute but what does he want with a forty-year-old woman?”

      Lila snags my phone back. “Other than a lesson? Who the fuck knows. It’s flattering, but don’t bother. Believe me.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Ha!” I say and point to my shoulders. “Please continue.”

      I close my eyes, and lean back, the one-handed massage is really getting good.

      But again, it’s interrupted when Lila yells, “Is this guy serious? He lives an hour away and asked you to come and see him on your first date?”

      “I told you to swipe for me, not read my conversations.”

      “Ivory, why are you even talking to him? If you don’t want to attract an unmotivated man, don’t even bother talking to these losers.”

      “I know. You’re right,” I say under a sigh. “But he’s hot.”

      Lila has been divorced and dating longer than anyone I know. I really need to listen to everything she says, and not let my vagina do the talking. Just because I see a burly man with a beard and big shoulders, doesn’t mean I need to talk to him.

      Shit, this sucks.

      “Could you be any more of a burden to women?” Lila yells into the phone.

      I giggle, and try to think of a response to Mr. Lazy when Lila blurts, “I unmatched you. You’re welcome.”

      I whip my head around. “Okay, no more getting
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