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Her First Younger man

The divorce papers had been sitting on the kitchen counter for eleven days. Lauren had moved them once — from the left side of the counter to the right — and told herself that was handling it.

She stood now with a glass of wine, looking at them the way she’d look at a strange dog she wasn’t sure was friendly. The kitchen was clean. That was the thing about the house since David had taken his half of the furniture and most of the clutter that accumulated in a marriage like sediment: everything was very, very clean. Not peaceful. Evacuated. There was a negative space in the living room the exact shape of a leather recliner, and a pale rectangle on the bedroom wall where his grandfather’s fishing print used to hang, and in the kitchen there was just the marble counter and the stack of papers and her standing there in her socks at eight-thirty on a Thursday like she was waiting for someone to tell her what to do next.

She took a sip of wine. It was a cheap Pinot she’d bought herself at the gas station convenience store on the way home from work — an act so small it barely counted, and yet it had felt, standing in that humming fluorescent aisle, like planting a flag. Her wine. No one else was going to drink it or comment on it or suggest she try the Malbec his colleague had recommended. Just hers.

The papers weren’t asking anything of her tonight. She’d already signed. The asking was over, actually — that had ended two years ago when she’d first said the word divorce out loud in a couples therapist’s office and watched David’s face do something complicated and fast. The papers were just the paperwork. The bureaucratic afterbirth of a seventeen-year marriage.

She set the wine glass down on the counter, not on a coaster, which was another small flag.

The bar at the end of her road — a low-lit, mid-range kind of place, not dive, not trendy, the sort of bar that had a decent patio and a Wednesday trivia night — had been there for six years, and Lauren had been inside it exactly twice. Once for a neighbor’s retirement party, once to collect David after a work thing that had tipped from work thing into something more committed. She had never walked into it alone. She had not walked into any bar alone since she was, she calculated, twenty-seven or twenty-eight. The math of that sat in her chest for a moment, dense and slightly sour.

She could do it tonight.

The thought arrived not with fanfare but with the particular quality of a thought that has been sitting behind a door for a while and has finally found the handle.

She rinsed her wine glass, turned off the kitchen light, and went upstairs to change.

The mirror in the bedroom was large and honest in the way bedroom mirrors always are, positioned so the light catches everything. Lauren stood in front of it in her work blouse and good jeans — she’d already kicked off the socks — and looked at herself with an attention she hadn’t paid in some time. Not the quick, functional assessment of a morning routine. Something slower. Something more like study.

Forty. She was forty, and her body had the look of a body that had been lived in, which was either a crisis or a simple fact depending on the day. The curve of her hips was generous in a way that her twenties had made her self-conscious about and her late thirties had gradually, reluctantly taught her to appreciate. Her breasts were full and slightly heavy, real-looking, she thought, in a way that had something to do with weight and gravity and actually existing in time. Her face had lines at the corners of her eyes and a softness along the jaw that wasn’t there in her wedding photos. Her hair — dark, shoulder-length, imperfectly straight — had a strand of silver at the temple she kept finding with her fingers.

She pulled off the blouse and stood there in her bra and jeans.

She ran her palms from her waist over the flare of her hips, a slow, proprietary gesture, like checking that something was still there. It was. All of it, still there. For seventeen years her body had been a shared thing — desired or not desired by another person, commented on or not commented on, relevant to someone else’s pleasure. Now it was just hers, same as the wine, same as the counter with no coaster.

The thought that someone — a stranger, a man in a bar — might look at her tonight and want what he saw sent a flush of heat to her face and somewhere considerably lower. She pressed her thighs together briefly, surprised by herself.

She put on a dark wrap dress that tied at the waist and did something flattering to the chest, and a pair of heeled boots she’d bought two months ago on a lunch break and then felt guilty about, and then she stopped feeling guilty about them and walked out of the house.

The night was mild and slightly damp, the street orange-lit and quiet. The bar was four minutes away on foot, and she covered the distance quickly, her heels on the pavement, her breath making small clouds in the cool air. She was aware of her body moving in the dress, the fabric shifting against her skin, and she was also aware — with a frankness that was new to her, or old to her, or perhaps just very long dormant — that she was already wet. Just from the idea of it. Just from wanting to be wanted.

She pushed open the door.

Inside it was warm and dim, the light the color of amber, voices overlapping in the low comfortable way of a midweek crowd. Music underneath everything, something with a slow beat she felt in her sternum. She stood in the entrance for a moment and let her eyes adjust, let herself be, just briefly, a woman walking into a room.

Then she moved toward the bar.
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She ordered a glass of whatever red was open and found a stool at the far end of the bar and sat with the practiced casualness of someone who did this all the time, which she absolutely did not.

It was fine, though. The wine was fine. The hum of other people’s conversations was fine, a warm static that asked nothing of her. She didn’t need to perform anything here. She was just a woman at a bar on a Thursday, which was a thing women did all the time and which she had apparently forgotten how to be.

She noticed him the way you notice a change in the quality of light.

He was at the other end of the bar with two other men his age, laughing at something, a bottle of beer held loose in one hand. Tall. Broad across the shoulders in a way that suggested the gym but not obsessively — a working width, like his body was just the size it had grown to. He had dark hair, slightly unruly, and the kind of easy posture that men carry in their mid-twenties before the weight of things starts to round them forward. He looked, Lauren thought, like someone who had never once lain awake worrying about whether his marriage was a slow structural failure.

He also looked up and caught her looking.

She looked away at a reasonable pace, she thought. Not a flinch, not a linger. Somewhere dignified in the middle.

“That one okay?” he said.

She turned. He had moved down the bar to the stool beside hers without her noticing, which felt like a small magic trick. He nodded at her glass.

“It’s fine,” she said. “House red. That’s usually a euphemism for a particular kind of regret, but this one is actually fine.”

He grinned at that — a real grin, not a polished one. “Let me get you a proper one.”

She should have said no. She nearly said no, she said yes.

The proper one was a Malbec — she chose it herself from the list he handed over — and when it arrived he said, “I’m Ryan,” and she said “Lauren,” and there was a brief transactional pause after which neither of them left.

“You’re not a regular,” he said.

“No. I live down the road. I’ve just never—” she stopped. “I’ve just never made it in before.”

“Tonight seemed like the night?”

“Something like that.”

He was looking at her with an attention she hadn’t experienced in some time. Not the covert assessment of a crowded room, but a direct, unambiguous regard that said: I am looking at you and I find what I’m looking at worth looking at. It was disconcerting. It was also, she noticed, doing something to her.

“You look like you needed to get out,” he said, which could have been condescending but wasn’t quite.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“No. It’s actually—” he tilted his head, studying her with an expression that was part amusement, part something else she couldn’t readily name. “You walked in the door and you looked like someone who’d just made a decision. I find that pretty attractive.”

Lauren took a sip of her Malbec. “You find decisiveness attractive.”

“I find you attractive,” he said, with a simplicity that landed like a flat stone on still water. No performance. Just the fact of it, offered plainly.

She was forty years old and this was making her feel like she’d been handed something she hadn’t known she’d lost.

They moved to a table around the time the bar filled up, the two of them slipping naturally into a conversation that was the good kind — the kind where you talk about something real but with enough current underneath it that the talking is not entirely the point. He was twenty-six, he said, doing something in construction management that he described with quick, specific language that made it clear he knew what he was talking about and didn’t need her to be impressed. She told him she was an editor at a trade publishing house, and he asked what
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