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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 that meant in practice, and she told him, and he listened in a way that was different from performative listening.

And then somewhere in the second drink he said, “Can I be honest with you?”

“People are usually less honest when they ask that,” she said.

He laughed. “I’ve thought about this. Being with someone older. A woman who knows what she wants.” He paused, with the deliberate quality of someone who had weighed the words and was still choosing them. “Who knows what she wants in bed. I think about it more than is probably normal.”

The heat that moved through Lauren’s lower body was sudden and specific. She kept her face composed, more or less. “And you think I’m that woman.”

“I think you could be,” he said. “I hope you want to be.”

His hand, which had been resting on the edge of the table, moved under it. His fingers settled on her knee, on the fabric of her dress, warm and still. Not moving, just there — a question in the shape of a hand.

She did not move away.

“You’re very direct,” she said.

“You’re very sexy,” he said, as if these were equivalent statements, which she supposed they were.

The pressure of his hand increased slightly, a slow push of his palm up the inside of her thigh that stopped at the hem of her dress, which had ridden up a few inches. She was acutely aware of how thin the fabric was, how little separated his skin from hers. Her pulse was doing something complicated. She thought about the kitchen counter and the divorce papers and the pale rectangle on the bedroom wall and the seventeen years, and then she stopped thinking about those things because they were not what was happening right now.

“How old are you?” he asked, and it wasn’t a trap — he genuinely wanted to know.

“Forty.”

His jaw shifted slightly, something like appreciation. “Christ,” he said, quiet and earnest, like the number was a feature rather than a fact. “That’s—yeah. You’re stunning.”

Lauren thought: I am actually going to do this.

Not as a question, not as an experiment. Just as a thing that was going to happen, as clear and inevitable as the weather. Her body had already made the decision somewhere around the time his hand had settled on her knee, and the rest of her was simply catching up, arranging itself into agreement.

She put her hand over his, under the table, and pressed it fractionally higher on her thigh.

“My house is four minutes from here,” she said.

He smiled — not the grin from earlier, something quieter and more deliberate. He picked up his beer and finished it in a single unhurried swallow.

“Let’s go,” he said.

​

​



​

The key stuck in the lock for three seconds that felt considerably longer, Ryan’s mouth on her neck and his hands already at her waist, and then the door swung open and they more or less fell through it.

He had her against the wall before she’d found the light switch — not that she looked for it. His hands were large and warm and he used them with a confidence she hadn’t encountered in some time, not the hesitant choreography of a long marriage but something more immediate, more like appetite. He kissed her hard, his body pressed into hers, and she felt the full fact of him — the height, the breadth, the unmistakable pressure of how much he wanted her — and she kissed him back with everything she had, her fingers in his hair, her hips tilting toward him involuntarily.

“God,” he said against her mouth. “You have no idea—”

“Show me,” she said.

He did.

His hands moved up from her waist to her chest, palming her breasts through the fabric of the wrap dress, squeezing with a directness that made her gasp into his mouth. The sound she made surprised her — not polite, not measured, the kind of sound that had been living somewhere in her chest for a long time waiting for permission. He squeezed again and she made it again and she felt him smile.

“You like that,” he said.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

He found the tie of her wrap dress in the dark, and it fell open, and his hands were on her bare skin — the sides of her waist, the curve of her hips, the clasp at the back of her bra which he managed with a single deft motion that in any other circumstance she might have found suspicious but which now she only found useful. Her bra went somewhere. Her dress was off her shoulders. She stood in the front hallway of her evacuated house in her boots and underwear and the look on his face, what she could make out of it in the near-dark, was one she filed away immediately: undisguised, frank, covetous.

“Christ,” he said, low and sincere. He cupped one breast in each hand, a slow, deliberate grip. “You’re perfect.”

There was a version of Lauren who would have deflected this. Who would have made a wry remark about perfect being a generous reading of forty. That version of her was somewhere else tonight. She let herself receive it. She let it land.

When he lowered his mouth to her right breast, drawing her nipple between his lips with a firm, steady suction, she pressed her hand against the back of his head and held him there. His tongue moved in slow, focused circles, and then his teeth grazed her very lightly, and then his mouth moved to the left and did the same, and she stood there with her head tipped back against the wall of her own hallway and felt her whole body recalibrating, like something that had been tuned wrong for years was finally finding the right pitch.

“Your body is fucking incredible,” he said into her skin, moving up her sternum. “I knew it the second you walked in.”

She laughed, breathy. “You’re good at this.”

“I mean it,” he said.

She believed him. That was the thing.

They moved through the kitchen on their way to the stairs and then didn’t make it to the stairs, because at some point the momentum shifted and she was at the kitchen counter — the marble counter, the right side of the marble counter, where the papers were not, because she had moved them once — and Ryan’s hand was at the back of her neck, not gripping, just placed, guiding her forward.

“Here?” he said.

“Yes,” she said.

Her underwear came off. His jeans came off. She had her forearms on the counter and her back arched and she was looking at nothing in particular, at the dark window above the sink that reflected them both in blurred silhouette, and then she felt him — blunt and warm at first, a nudge, a slow testing push — and then he was inside her.

She made a sound she didn’t plan.

She hadn’t expected to feel it quite like this. She had expected good, expected relief, but the fullness of it — the physical completeness — hit her somewhere between the body and somewhere further in, a rawness she hadn’t been prepared for, and for a moment she thought she might actually cry. Not from sadness. From the other thing, the one you can’t always name, the opposite of the long slow hunger of not being properly touched.

She didn’t cry. She gripped the edge of the counter and pushed back against him.

He started to move and she made the same sound again, lower this time, rhythmic. His hands found her hips and held on — not gentle, not apologetic, the grip of a man who wanted very much to be exactly where he was and was not going to be moved about it. The sound of skin on skin in the quiet kitchen, the counter solid under her forearms, the lamp in the hallway throwing a thin yellow line across the floor.

“Fuck,” he said. “You feel so—” He drove forward, hard, and she lost the end of his sentence. She didn’t need it.

He found a rhythm that was deep and unhurried in the timing but complete in the force, and she rocked into it, matching him, her breath coming in short audible breaks. His hands moved up to her waist and then one hand slid forward over her stomach, lower, his fingers finding what they were looking for with an efficiency that made her bite her lip.

“That’s it,” she breathed.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” he said, close to her ear, his chest warm against her back. “God, I’ve wanted—“ He punctuated it with a thrust that moved the papers an inch across the counter and she stopped noticing the papers entirely. “Sexiest woman I’ve seen in—fuck. Sexy fucking cougar.” The last words were half-breathed, rough with effort and something that sounded almost like reverence, and the word itself — one she’d always thought she’d find ridiculous — landed in her body like a match.

The orgasm built fast and then faster, her hips moving against both his hand and the driving rhythm of him behind her, and when it broke it broke comprehensively: not the careful, contained kind she had learned to have in a marriage where the walls were thin and the feeling was thinner, but something that started in her pelvis and moved outward through her whole body in a wave she couldn’t have controlled if she’d wanted to. She cried out, full volume, in her own kitchen, and didn’t feel ashamed.

He followed a few strokes later, his forehead dropping to the back of her neck, his groan low and chest-deep.

They stayed where they were for a moment. The kitchen was quiet except for both of them breathing.

Lauren looked at the dark window above the sink. The reflection there was blurred, barely recognizable, two figures dissolving into each other at the edges.

“Stairs,” she finally said.

“Yeah,” he said. “Stairs.”

​
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She woke before her alarm, which wasn’t unusual, except that this time she woke to warmth along her back, a specific and unmistakable warmth, the kind that had a shape to it.

For one disoriented second she thought: David. Then she didn’t think that at all, because the warmth was too tall and too solid and pressed against her lower back with an intention that David had not managed in about four years, and the disorientation cleared and what replaced it was not alarm. It was something considerably more interesting.

She lay still for a moment, taking inventory. Morning light was coming through the curtains she’d never replaced, thin and grey-white and indifferent. Her body felt used in the best possible sense — a pleasant ache in the hips, a specific soreness she identified and quietly approved of. Ryan’s arm was draped over her waist, his breathing slow and deep. He was asleep.

She checked herself for shame the way she’d sometimes check a formerly bruised rib — pressing in, waiting for the wince. There was nothing. She pressed in further. Still nothing. What there was, instead, was a warmth in her chest that was not guilt, a physical ease in her own skin that she hadn’t felt in so long she’d half-convinced herself it was a thing that happened to other people. Younger people. People who had not been married for seventeen years to a man who eventually looked at her the way you look at a piece of furniture you’ve stopped noticing.

She was not that person this morning.

She moved slowly, shifting down the bed, easing out from under his arm with the careful deliberateness of someone who is making a choice rather than having one made for them. He made a sound but didn’t wake. She settled herself lower under the covers and pulled them back.

He was hard, which the rational part of her brain attributed simply to the morning and the mechanics of the male body and had nothing to do with her, and the rest of her brain said: so what? She had him in her hand and then her mouth, and she took her time.

He woke partway through — she heard the change in his breathing first, a sharp inhale, and then a low sound that was not the sound of someone unpleasantly surprised. His hand found the back of her head, not pushing, just resting there, present.

“Lauren,” he said, rough with sleep.

She didn’t respond. She was busy. She’d forgotten how much she liked this — the specific power of it, the knowledge of her own effect, the ability to make someone’s carefully maintained composure completely dissolve. He was trying not to move and failing slightly, his hips making small involuntary shifts, and she found this very satisfying.

“God,” he breathed. “God. Lauren—”

She took him deeper, held there, released. He made a broken sound.

“You have to stop,” he managed. “Or I’m going to—stop. Come here.”

She moved up his body slowly, taking her time about it, and when she settled her thighs over his hips and reached back to guide him inside her, the sound he made was the sound of a man surrendering something cheerfully.

She began to move.

Not the hard urgency of the kitchen counter — that had been something she’d needed, something with a specific kind of force to it — but this was different. This was hers in a different way. She set the pace herself, slow and deep, rising and dropping back, and she was aware of everything: the slide of her thighs against his, the drag and full press of him inside her, the morning air on her bare skin where the covers had fallen away. She braced her hands on his chest and moved and the moving was good — not good as in adequate, but good the way things are good when you’re paying attention to them.

He watched her with an expression that was not complicated. He reached up and cupped both her breasts in his hands, his thumbs moving in slow circles over her nipples, and she closed her eyes and let him.

“You feel incredible,” he said. The sleep was mostly gone from his voice. “You know that? Honestly, Lauren. You feel—” she shifted her angle slightly and he dropped the sentence. She’d learned something from last night about where that particular angle went and she used it now deliberately, watching his jaw tighten.

“Don’t stop talking,” she said.

“Your pussy—” he breathed, “—feels so fucking good. I don’t know how you—Christ—I can’t think straight with you doing that—”

She smiled. Something in her was smiling that was not just her face.

She rode him through the slow build of it, sweat starting at her collarbone, her thighs burning pleasantly from the work of it. He was gripping her hips now, helping her rhythm, not taking it over, just adding weight to it, and when she tilted forward slightly and he reached between them his fingers found the right place with a speed that made her breath catch and hold.

She came before he did — a rolling, deep orgasm that moved through her in measured waves, so different from last night’s sudden crest, more thorough somehow, like something being wrung out completely. She heard herself making sounds she didn’t monitor.

When he came she felt it, felt him pulse inside her and heard him say her name once more, and then he was still, and she stayed where she was for a moment before lowering herself slowly to lie beside him.

Ceiling. Morning light. The sound of a car somewhere outside starting up and pulling away.

She would need coffee. She would need a shower. She would need, eventually, to call her friend and tell her about this, and her friend would probably say something dramatic like I knew you needed this and Lauren would roll her eyes and agree. She would go to work Monday and sit at her desk and the divorce papers would still be on the counter and the pale rectangle would still be on the bedroom wall and none of that had changed.

But there was a thing that had changed — or not changed so much as surfaced, the way ice breaks up in spring, not gone but rearranged into something navigable. She thought about how she’d stood at that mirror last night and pressed her palms down the length of her hips and wondered if she was still desirable. The wondering felt very far away now. Not answered so much as dissolved.

She was forty years old and she had needs that were not complicated and a body that had not remotely given up on her, and there were twenty-six-year-olds in bars down the road who would very much like to know that.

She was not going to be the woman standing in her kitchen looking at a stack of papers for the rest of her life.

Ryan shifted beside her, pulled her back against his chest, his arm settling warm and easy around her waist.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she said.

She was already, in some corner of her mind, planning nothing specific and everything in general. The pleasure of it — of being wholly, carnally, unapologetically alive in her own body — sat in her chest like something earned. Like a flag she’d finally planted somewhere worth claiming.

She let herself have it.
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	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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