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Lauren sat on the edge of the bed with the little plastic wand balanced across her palm, and no matter how many times she blinked, the second line refused to fade. Pink. Unmistakably, stubbornly pink, sitting there beside its twin like it had every right to be there.

Forty years old. Divorced fourteen months. And pregnant.

Her heart did something complicated in her chest, a stutter and a lurch, and for a moment the room tilted the way it had at the party three weeks ago, when the punch had gone down too easy and the music had gotten inside her skull. She pressed her free hand flat against the duvet to steady herself and made herself do the math again, counting backward on trembling fingers. Six weeks since her last period. Three weeks since the party at her son’s friend’s house, the one she’d only gone to because Jake had begged her not to embarrass him by refusing, and then had proceeded to abandon her the moment she’d walked through the door with a bottle of Pinot Grigio she hadn’t been asked to bring.

She didn’t remember all of it. That was the truth she kept circling back to, the one that made her stomach drop every time. She remembered the low lights, the boys — because that was what they were, weren’t they, boys, all of them a decade and a half younger than her — crowding closer as the night wore on, complimenting the way she filled out her dress, laughing at her jokes like she was something rare and delightful they’d stumbled across. She remembered a hand on her thigh that she hadn’t moved. She remembered being walked upstairs by someone whose face she couldn’t quite hold onto now, and then another set of hands, and another, the details smearing together into heat and friction and low male laughter in her ear, calling her things — sexy, filthy, good girl — that she hadn’t heard directed at her in years, not since before the divorce, not since before she’d started feeling invisible.

She hadn’t asked whether anyone had used anything. That was the shameful part, the part she hadn’t even admitted to herself until right now, sitting on the edge of her bed with proof of it clutched in her hand. She hadn’t asked, and she hadn’t cared, and somewhere in that thoughtless, wine-soaked tangle of limbs, one of them — maybe more than one, God, maybe several of them — had finished inside her without a second thought.

Panic was supposed to come next. She waited for it, braced for it, the cold flood of what have I done that a sensible forty-year-old woman was meant to feel. Instead, low in her belly, something else uncurled — a heat that had nothing to do with panic at all.

Someone bred me.

The thought arrived fully formed, shameless, and her breath caught around it. She pictured them again, not as blurred shapes now but as young, hard bodies pressing into her from every side, and the thought that any one of them — all of them — might have planted something in her, might have filled her up on purpose or by accident, made her thighs clench together helplessly.

Her hand moved before she’d decided to let it. She slid her fingers beneath the waistband of her knickers, over the soft swell of her stomach that hadn’t changed yet, wouldn’t change for weeks still, and found herself already slick, embarrassingly, achingly wet.

“Oh,” she breathed, and the sound came out small and startled, like she’d caught herself doing something illicit. Which she had. She was sitting on her own bed at half past ten in the morning, a pregnancy test balanced on her knee, touching herself to the thought of being passed between boys young enough to be — well. Young enough.

She rubbed slow circles over her clit, the wetness easing her fingers, and let her eyes fall shut. In the dark behind her lids she saw her own body changed, rounded, her belly swollen high and tight the way it had been years ago with Jake, except this time she didn’t know whose it was, couldn’t know, and that not-knowing sent a fresh pulse of heat straight through her.

She imagined her breasts, already a little tender the last few days, growing heavier still, growing full, milk beading at nipples that had gone dark and swollen. She imagined some faceless boy’s mouth finding her there, latching on, drinking from her because her body had made something for him to take.

“Fuck,” she whispered, and her hips rocked into her own hand, chasing the feeling, her fingers working faster now, slick sounds filling the quiet bedroom. She thought of hands on her hips holding her still while she was filled again and again, thought of her belly growing round and undeniable, proof for anyone to see, thought of walking through the world marked, obviously, gorgeously used.

The orgasm rose in her before she was ready for it, a long, rolling wave that started somewhere behind her clit and radiated out until her thighs shook and her toes curled against the carpet. She bit down on a moan, muffling it against her shoulder, and rode it out with her fingers still moving, slower now, gentling herself through the aftershocks.

When it passed, she lay back against the pillows, chest heaving, the pregnancy test slipping from her knee to the duvet beside her. Her other hand had found her stomach at some point, she realized — she didn’t remember placing it there — and now she smoothed her palm over the flat, unmarked skin, imagining the swell that would come.

“Fuck,” she said again, softer this time, almost reverent. “I’m pregnant.”

She didn’t move to get up. She lay there a long while, hand still resting low on her belly, and let the shame and the heat tangle together until she couldn’t tell one from the other anymore.
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By the fifth week, Lauren’s bras had stopped fitting properly, and by the seventh, she’d given up on them altogether some mornings, unable to stand the underwire pressing against flesh that had gone tender in a way she’d forgotten was possible. Her breasts had rounded out, heavier now, riding higher on her chest, the skin stretched tight and faintly blue-veined, nipples darkened to a deep dusky pink she caught herself staring at in the mirror some nights, amazed at what her body was quietly doing without asking her permission.

She was standing at the kitchen counter on a Tuesday morning, waiting for the kettle to click off, when the tingling started. It began deep behind her nipples, a pins-and-needles ache that spread outward, and she frowned down at herself even as the sensation sharpened into something almost unbearable.

Then she saw the wet patches blooming across the thin white cotton of her vest, two dark circles spreading slow and unstoppable, and her whole body went hot with mortification.

“Oh God,” she muttered, already reaching for the tea towel on the counter, some half-formed idea of blotting it dry before anyone saw —

The back door opened. Tyler.

He came in the way he always did, easy and unannounced, the way Jake’s friends had been wandering through her kitchen for years now, helping themselves to whatever was in the fridge, treating her house like an extension of their own. Except this time he stopped three steps inside the doorway, and Lauren watched his easy, loose-limbed stride die completely, his eyes catching on her chest and staying there.

She should have covered herself. She should have said something, laughed it off, made some joke about spilling her tea, anything to break the silence stretching taut between them. Instead she stood frozen, tea towel forgotten in her hand, feeling the wet patches spread wider under his stare, feeling her nipples ache and tighten further under the thin fabric as if his looking alone could draw more from her.

Tyler crossed the kitchen without a word.

Lauren’s breath caught somewhere high in her throat. He was twenty-two, broad through the shoulders in the way boys got when they’d finally finished growing into themselves, and he was standing close enough now that she could feel the heat coming off him, could see the way his jaw had gone tight with something that wasn’t quite hesitation.

He reached out and pulled the neck of her vest down.

“Tyler —” she started, but whatever she meant to say dissolved the moment his mouth closed around her nipple.

The suction hit her like a current, sharp and electric, and her hips jerked against the counter behind her. He sucked hard, harder than she expected, his tongue working against her, and she felt the pull of it deep in her belly, felt the answering rush as her body let down for him, warm and sweet, flooding his mouth.

“Oh — oh fuck —” The words tore out of her before she could stop them, one hand flying up to grip the counter’s edge, the other finding the back of his head, fingers tangling in his hair not to push him away but to hold him there, to keep that impossible mouth exactly where it was.

He groaned against her, the sound vibrating through her skin, and drew again, and again, swallowing what she gave him like it was owed to him, like he had every right to it. Milk trickled from the corner of his mouth and he didn’t stop to wipe it away, just switched his angle and pulled harder, drawing another helpless moan out of her that echoed off the kitchen tiles.

Her knees had gone soft. She wasn’t sure when that had happened — somewhere between the first pull of his mouth and now, her whole lower body had turned to something loose and unreliable, and she found herself leaning back hard against the counter for support, her thighs already trembling.

Then his hand slid down, over the curve of her hip, under the hem of her sleep shorts, and found her.

“Jesus,” he muttered against her breast, not lifting his mouth away even to speak properly, the word coming out muffled and thick. “You’re soaked.”

She was. She felt it the moment his fingers made contact, felt how slick and swollen she’d
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