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Lauren had ordered the second glass of wine before she’d finished admitting to herself that she was stalling, that going home to an apartment with too much silence in it held all the appeal of a root canal. The bar was the kind of place with exposed brick and Edison bulbs, expensive enough to filter out anyone truly desperate but casual enough that a woman alone didn’t look like a cautionary tale. She’d worn the black dress that still had the tags cut off that morning, and she told herself it was for her, not for anyone else, though the lie tasted sweeter than the wine.

She was forty-three years old and six months divorced, and she was still getting used to the particular freedom of not having to explain herself to anyone.

That was when the first one sat down beside her, close enough that she caught the clean, expensive smell of his cologne. He had the kind of jaw that looked like it had been drawn with a ruler, dark hair pushed back in a way that suggested either genuine carelessness or forty-five minutes in front of a mirror achieving it.

“I’ve been trying to figure out what you’re drinking,” he said, nodding at her glass, “so I could pretend I know something about wine and order you another one.”

Lauren laughed before she meant to. “It’s a cabernet. You don’t need to know anything about it. You just need to buy it.”

“See, that’s exactly the kind of thing I needed you to tell me.” He flagged the bartender with two fingers, easy, unhurried. “I’m Jake.”

“Lauren.”

“Lauren.” He said it like he was testing the weight of it in his mouth. “That’s a good name. Doesn’t try too hard.”

She was still deciding whether that was a compliment when a second man appeared on her other side, effectively boxing her in, though not in a way that felt like a trap so much as an ambush of attention she hadn’t asked for and found she didn’t mind. He was leaner than Jake, sandier hair, a smile that came slower and looked, somehow, more dangerous for it.

“Please don’t tell me you’re already stealing my line,” he said to Jake, then turned to Lauren. “Ryan. I promise I have better material than whatever this guy’s using.”

“He asked about my wine.”

“God.” Ryan winced theatrically. “That’s tragic. That’s actually tragic.”

They couldn’t have been older than twenty-six, twenty-seven at the outside, and Lauren was aware of the arithmetic even as she found herself enjoying the sum of it — two men who could have been students in some class she used to chaperone, leaning into her space like she was the only interesting thing in the room. It had been a long time since anyone had looked at her like that. Her ex-husband certainly hadn’t, not for the last several years of the marriage, when his eyes had slid over her the way you looked at furniture you’d stopped noticing.

“So what’s the verdict,” she said, sipping her new drink, feeling reckless in a way she liked. “Which one of you actually has the better material?”

“Depends what you’re in the mood for,” Jake said.

“Careful,” Ryan told him. “She’s going to think we planned that.”

“Didn’t you?” Lauren asked.

Neither of them denied it, and that, more than anything, was what undid her — the sheer unbothered confidence of it, the way they didn’t scramble to cover the admission but let it sit there between the three of them like a card turned face-up on the table. She’d forgotten men could be like this, unashamed of wanting something, and she found herself leaning in rather than away.

The conversation went easy after that, the kind of talk that didn’t mean much on its own but built a heat out of proximity and attention — Jake’s hand finding the back of her stool, Ryan’s knee grazing hers under the bar and staying there, neither man in a hurry to claim more ground than the other, both of them watching her like she was the only clock in the room worth checking. She told them about the coffee shop she said she couldn’t stop going to even though the barista clearly hated her; Ryan told a long story about a camping trip that ended with someone’s tent in a lake, and Jake supplied the punchlines with an ease that told her he’d heard the story a dozen times. She laughed more than she had in months.

By the third drink she was aware of her own body in a way she hadn’t been in years — the brush of Jake’s thumb against her wrist as he reached for his glass, the warmth radiating off Ryan’s leg where it pressed against hers, deliberate now, no longer an accident of shared space. Her skin felt lit up, every point of contact a small electric event. She was aware, too, that she was flirting the way she used to flirt, before marriage had sanded that instinct down to nothing, and it felt like putting on a coat she’d forgotten she owned and finding it still fit.

“You know,” Jake said, low, leaning in so his mouth was near her ear, “my place isn’t far from here.”

He said it simply, without the nervous scaffolding men usually built around a suggestion like that — no joke to hide behind, no exit ramp offered in case she balked. Ryan didn’t look away when he said it, didn’t pretend not to have heard; he watched her face for the answer the same way Jake did, and Lauren understood, with a clarity that surprised her, exactly what was being asked and by how many people.

Six months ago she would have laughed it off, made some joke about hiring a car for her dignity’s sake, gone home alone and told the story to no one. But sitting there with the wine warm in her chest and two men waiting on her answer like she was the only thing in the world worth waiting for, she found she didn’t want to laugh it off. She didn’t want the exit ramp.

“Okay,” she said, and was surprised by how steady her voice came out. “Let’s go.”
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Jake’s apartment was on the fourth floor of a building with a doorman who didn’t look up from his phone, all steel countertops and the kind of aggressively minimal furniture that suggested either a good decorator or a recent breakup with someone who’d taken the couch. Lauren stood in the middle of the living room while Ryan poured three glasses of something amber from a bottle he clearly knew where to find, and she understood, distantly, that this wasn’t the first time the two of them had brought someone here together. The thought didn’t frighten her. If anything, it steadied her, the sense that they knew what they were doing even if she was still finding her footing.

“To make bad decisions,” Ryan said, handing her a glass.

“Speak for yourself,” Jake said, and touched his glass to hers, his eyes on her mouth the whole time.

She drank because her hands needed something to do. The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the faint city noise leaking through the windows, and she was aware of both of them watching her, patient, unhurried, the way you watched something you already knew you were going to have.

Jake set his glass down first. He crossed the space between them without announcing it, and when he reached her he didn’t ask — he simply cupped her jaw with one hand, tilted her face up, and kissed her like he’d been thinking about it since the bar. His mouth was warm and certain, and Lauren felt the surprise of it travel all the way down through her chest, a heat blooming low and sudden. She kissed him back, one hand finding the front of his shirt, and over his shoulder she was aware — acutely, thrillingly aware — of Ryan standing a few feet away, glass still in hand, watching them with an expression that wasn’t jealousy at all. It was hunger, patient and certain of its turn.

When Jake finally pulled back, he didn’t step away. He kept one hand at her waist, and Ryan set his glass down on the counter and closed the distance she hadn’t realized she’d been waiting for him to close.

“My turn,” he said, and there was nothing hesitant in it.

His kiss was different — slower at first, like he wanted to prove he wasn’t in a hurry even though his hand slid to the small of her back and pulled her against him with a firmness that told a different story. Lauren felt herself go a little dizzy with it, the strangeness and the thrill of being wanted so plainly, so immediately, by two men at once, Jake’s hand still resting warm at her hip while Ryan kissed her like he intended to take his time doing it.

“You have no idea how long we’ve been talking about this,” Jake said against her ear, his voice low, and she felt the words more than heard them, a vibration against her skin.

“Since the bar?” she managed.

“Since you walked in,” Ryan said.

She laughed, breathless, and then Jake’s hands were at the zipper of her dress, and she didn’t stop him. He drew it down slowly, watching her face for any flicker of hesitation, and when he found none he peeled the fabric from her shoulders and let it pool at her feet like something she was stepping out of on purpose, which she was. Ryan’s hands came next, sliding up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her bra, and Lauren felt her whole body tighten with anticipation, nerve endings she’d forgotten she had lighting up one by one.

“Christ,” Jake said, low, reverent, taking her in. “Look at you.”

She should have felt self-conscious — forty-three, a body that had changed in ways she’d spent years apologizing for in her own head — but the way
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