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The apartment was too quiet for a Saturday, the kind of quiet that pressed against Lauren’s ears like cotton wool. She sat cross-legged on the couch in an old T-shirt, thumb dragging up her phone screen without really seeing anything—recipes she’d never cook, photos of people she used to know, a news alert about whether she wasn’t going to walk in. Outside, the late afternoon light slanted gold through the blinds and striped the carpet, and somewhere down the hall a neighbor’s television murmured through the wall. Lauren was thirty-eight years old and had spent the better part of a year rediscovering just how loud silence could be.

Her phone buzzed. Sophie, the screen said, and Lauren’s mouth curved before she’d even opened the message. Sophie was the only friend left over from her marriage who hadn’t treated the divorce like something contagious.

okay don’t freak out but, the text read, followed a beat later by, there’s a party tonight. adults only. like, ADULTS only, if u know what I mean. you in?

Lauren stared at the words until they blurred slightly, her thumb hovering. She knew exactly what Sophie meant—Sophie had mentioned these things before, in the careful, testing way you’d mention something to a friend you weren’t sure could handle it. A house out in the suburbs. People who didn’t ask your last name. Lauren felt her pulse tick up in her throat, and beneath that, lower, an answering warmth bloomed between her thighs before her mind had even finished deciding whether the idea horrified her.

It did, a little. It also didn’t.

I don’t know, she typed, then deleted it. She thought of her ex-husband’s face, the particular blankness he used to wear when she’d tried, in the last year of their marriage, to tell him what she wanted. She thought of eleven months of Friday nights that all looked the same—wine, television, the ceiling fan turning lazy circles above her bed while she lay awake wondering if this was simply what the rest of her life was going to feel like.

I’m in, she wrote back, before she could stop herself. What do I wear?

Sophie’s reply came fast, all exclamation points and a winking emoji, and Lauren set the phone down on the couch cushion like it might go off again. Her heart was going harder than the moment warranted. She pressed the back of her hand to her cheek and found it warm.

She spent longer than she meant to in the shower, the water running hotter than necessary, and told herself that the low ache in her belly was nerves and nothing more, though she didn’t quite believe it. Afterward she stood at her closet in a towel, hair dripping onto her shoulders, and considered her options the way a woman considers a decision she’s already made and is only now finding language for.

The black dress had been sitting in the back of her closet for two years, tags still on, bought in a fit of post-separation defiance and never worn because there had never been anywhere to wear it. It was short—shorter than she remembered—and the neckline dropped low enough that when she pulled it on and turned to the mirror, she had to catch her breath. It clung to her like it had been poured over her, following the curve of her hips, the fullness of her breasts, cinching at her waist in a way that made her look, she thought, dangerous. Powerful. Like a woman who knew exactly what she was doing, even though her hands were trembling slightly as she fastened a thin gold necklace at her throat.

She did her makeup carefully—smoky eyes, a deep red lip that felt bolder than anything she’d worn in years—and when she was done she stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and barely recognized the woman looking back. Not because she looked different, exactly. Because she looked alive.

The drive out to the suburbs took forty minutes, the city thinning into wider streets and taller trees, houses set farther back from the road behind manicured lawns and circular driveways. Lauren’s hands were tight on the wheel. Twice she almost turned around—once at a red light three blocks from her apartment, and again on the highway, when a wave of doubt rolled through her stomach so strong she nearly took the exit home. But she thought of the ceiling fan, of Friday nights that tasted like nothing, and she kept driving.

The house, when she found it, was larger than she’d expected—two stories of pale brick set behind a stand of oaks, windows glowing gold from within, cars already lining the curb on either side. Lauren parked a little farther down than she needed to, giving herself a moment in the dark of her car to breathe, to check her lipstick in the visor mirror, to press a hand flat against her sternum as if she could physically hold her heart in place.

By the time she walked up the path to the front door, her heels loud against the stone, her pulse was pounding so hard she could feel it in her ears, in her throat, low in her belly where the ache from the shower had never quite faded. She stood on the step for a moment, one hand raised to knock, acutely aware of the dress against her skin, of how exposed she felt and how much, despite everything, she wanted to be.

She knocked. The sound of music thrummed faintly from somewhere deep inside, muffled behind the door.

It opened before she’d lowered her hand.

He was younger than she expected—not a boy, but younger than her, maybe late twenties, with dark hair that fell over one eye and a smile that arrived slow and sure, like he already knew something about her that she hadn’t told him yet. He wore a fitted black shirt open at the collar, and his eyes moved over her once, unhurried, appreciative, before settling back on her face.

“You must be Lauren,” he said, his voice low and warm, pitched just for her over the music behind him. “Sophie said you’d be gorgeous. She undersold it.”

Lauren felt heat climb her neck, felt that low ache pulse again, sharper now. “I—thank you,” she managed, and was annoyed at herself for the stammer.

He only smiled wider, stepped back, and held the door open with an easy sweep of his arm. “Come on in,” he said. “Everyone’s dying to meet you.”

Lauren stepped over the threshold, and the door closed behind her with a soft, final click.
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The living room had been transformed into something Lauren’s mind struggled, for a moment, to file into any category she recognized. The furniture had been pushed back against the walls, the overhead lights dimmed to nothing, replaced by strings of low golden bulbs and the flicker of candles set along every flat surface. Music moved through the room like something physical, a slow, bass-heavy pulse that seemed to sync itself to her own heartbeat. On the long sectional couch against the far wall, two women were tangled together, one’s mouth trailing down the other’s throat while a man knelt between them, and past that, in the corner, someone had already lost their shirt entirely and didn’t seem to be looking for it.

Lauren stood just inside the doorway, acutely aware of her own breathing.

“Here,” the man who’d let her in said, pressing a cold glass into her hand—something clear, sharp with lime, that went down easier than she expected. “First one’s on the house. Sophie’s around somewhere, but I think you’re about to be very popular.”

He said it like a promise, and before Lauren could ask what he meant, a hand closed warm around her wrist and drew her sideways, toward a low cluster of cushions near the unlit fireplace, where three people sat waiting with the particular, unhurried attention of people who already knew exactly who she was and what they wanted from her.

There were two men—one broad-shouldered and dark-bearded, his shirt already unbuttoned to the sternum, the other leaner, younger-looking, with a tattoo curling up one forearm—and between them, a woman with a cascade of copper hair and a dress the color of red wine, cut low enough that Lauren could see the swell of her breasts pressed together as she leaned forward.

“There she is,” the woman said, her voice a low purr, and reached out to take Lauren’s free hand, drawing her down onto the cushions beside them. “Sophie wasn’t lying. Look at you.”

Lauren laughed, a nervous, breathless sound, and took a long pull from her drink. “I feel a little out of my depth,” she admitted.

“Good,” the bearded man said, and the way he said it—low, certain—sent a fresh wave of heat rolling through her. “That’s exactly where we want you.”

She didn’t have time to respond. The leaner man had shifted closer, his knee pressing warm against her thigh through the thin fabric of her dress, and when he tipped her chin toward him with two careful fingers, she went willingly, some part of her already surrendering before his mouth even reached hers. His kiss was slow at first, testing, and then not—his tongue tracing the seam of her lips until she opened for him with a small, helpless sound she barely recognized as her own. He tasted like whiskey and something darker, and his hand slid up into her hair, fingers curling against her scalp, angling her exactly how he wanted her.

Lauren melted into it. Every nerve she’d carried in from the car, every hesitation from the drive out, dissolved into the warm, insistent press of his mouth, the low sound he made against her lips like she was something worth savoring.

It was the woman’s hand that made her gasp.

She felt it first at her knee, fingers trailing slow and deliberate up the inside of her thigh, pushing the hem of her dress higher as it went. Lauren’s breath caught against the man’s mouth, and she felt
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