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      I took the porridge pot off the stove, poured a little milk into it, and yawned deeply. It was seven in the morning, and even though I hated waking up early, I’d rather get up early than too late. Kari was different. My husband always lingered in bed until the very last minute and left in a rush every morning. That’s why I made the porridge. Kari would never have had time to cook porridge, even though he was the one who had taught me to eat it in the mornings.

      I left the porridge to simmer under the lid and took off my robe as I stepped into a quick shower. A little grapefruit-scented shower gel, hot water, and a moment of self-pleasure. that was what my mornings were made of, and had been for quite some time now.

      I washed myself with impatient movements, and when the soap was running down the drain, I closed my eyes with relief. Finally. The water crackled on my skin like a snake, and I leaned against the tiles as I touched my pussy, which was constantly aroused these days. Even now I was swollen and wet, and I moaned softly as my finger slid over my clitoris. My other hand on my breast—a slight back-and-forth motion—and my imagination spread its wings and soared.”

      I was in the arms of a visiting researcher almost fifteen years my junior. Long, reddish-blond hair and a gorgeous, carefully shaped beard. A large nose. A large body. Large, dark-green eyes glowing provocatively. Johannes.

      He ripped my clothes off in my office, shoved me onto my desk, and held me by the neck while fucking me, spilling dirty truths.

      This is what you’ve wanted all along. A young cock. Isn’t that right?

      I confessed everything and begged for more. As my pussy contracted and the pleasure spread from the pit of my stomach beneath my burning skin, I could almost feel his cock throbbing inside me. I moaned softly and lay there against the wall for a while, before waking up to the pangs of conscience. Johannes was by no means the only one I fantasized about, but ever since he’d arrived at the Department of General History, he’d visited my dreams often. Someone had claimed he was gay, but that didn’t seem to curb my imagination in the slightest.

      I reminded myself again that it had been nearly two years since I'd last had sex in my marriage It was surely perfectly normal that I was getting turned on and fantasizing a little about every good-looking guy around. The amount of sex in my otherwise perfectly happy marriage had been dwindling year by year, and as I turned off the tap and stepped out of the shower, I decided that this time I had to get Kari to listen, one way or another. If nothing else worked, I’d suggest couples therapy.

      I hadn’t brought up the lack of sex for nearly six months, because the last time I’d tentatively broached the subject, it had led to a huge fight. Kari worked as a project manager at a large IT firm, and he’d defended himself, sounding hurt, by saying  he was simply exhausted by his heavy workload, adding that at forty-seven, a man was no longer at his most virile.

      When I asked if we couldn’t at least sometimes go to bed together on weekends and cuddle like we used to, my husband told me he was a night owl and enjoyed his computer games. I snorted to myself as I applied moisturizer to my face. Kari did play games, but did he really think I hadn’t caught him watching porn over the years? I just hadn’t bothered to humiliate him when I’d happened to knock on his study door a couple of times with the intention of asking him something.

      When I’d cracked the door open and noticed what he was up to, I’d closed the door again and let him continue jerking off to the fake moans of twenty-something girls. He really shouldn’t have been wearing headphones while doing that.

      I opened my bathrobe and wiped the fogged-up mirror with a hand towel. The slightly blurry reflection revealed a body that was no longer in the prime of its youth. My forty-seven years were evident in the skin that had lost its firmness, my slightly drooping breasts, and my hips, where stubborn fat refused to budge despite all the walking and Pilates. A vertical scar beneath my navel was a reminder of an emergency C-section. On my face lines radiating from the corners of my eyes grew deeper with each passing year and flashes of gray glinted in my hazelnut-brown hair.

      Still, I didn’t think I was ugly. Or was I? Had I aged more than women my age usually do? Was there a discontented twitch at the corner of my mouth and a cynical glint in my eyes? Maybe Kari just didn’t have the heart to say that I wasn’t desirable enough anymore.

      He himself had started going to the gym religiously a little over a year ago, and I’d teased him about his midlife crisis. Now my husband had bulging muscles in his arms and a firm butt, but I would have preferred a chubbier, more laid-back version of him, not the gruff, muscle-bound guy he had become.

      Well, I wasn’t my bubbly old self anymore either. When I was younger, I’d been famous for my un-Finnish temperament and strong opinions, but age had worn me down without me even noticing. In my twenties, I’d been like a dice that exploded if thrown the wrong way, but now my edges had softened, and nothing that came my way really made me lose my temper anymore.

      I went into the walk-in closet and picked out a slightly edgier gray skirt and a thinner-than-usual white blouse, under which my white push-up bra was slightly visible—partly hoping Kari would notice, partly hoping at least someone would. I hesitated for a moment, but then I twisted my hair into a soft bun, letting a few strands frame my face. My gray eyes looked tired, and I no longer knew if it was because of work or the invisible elephant looming at home.

      I pushed the unpleasant thoughts out of my mind. At least things were going well at work. My research on the formulation and implementation of the GDR’s five-year plans had been well received. I might very well have a chance at an assistant professorship, since my book, which examined the Warsaw Pact countries’ relations with Russia and the West, had sold surprisingly well. I heard Kari chuckle in the kitchen, and as I walked toward my usual morning bowl of porridge, my husband came to meet me.

      “You finally made it back. Have you seen my green tie? I need to dress better today. Important meeting,” he said absently.

      That explained why he was up so early. Kari headed for the shower, and I got the dishes out. Maybe I could at least bring up Easter today. I’d been saving money for a while and had hoped to convince my husband to go on a city break, even if just for a long weekend. Maybe to Edinburgh. Maybe to Prague.

      We hadn’t traveled together just the two of us in probably ten years, but since my youngest, Miina, had also moved out of the house in the fall, I’d thought a little getaway would be a great way to celebrate this new phase in our lives. Of course, it was bittersweet that the children had grown into adults, but I had never understood why some of my friends longed for the daily life of a family with children. My daughter and son had grown into responsible and well-adjusted people; they hadn’t disappeared from my life, and if I was completely honest, I couldn’t have handled the constant whirlwind of school and extracurricular activities anymore. I loved that I was now only responsible for myself.

      I was scooping porridge into bowls when a ping of a phone caught my attention. I glanced to my side and saw that Kari’s phone had been left a little further away on the counter. When a new message popped up, I furrowed my brow. Who was texting at this hour? Could some early-bird colleague have something to say? I picked up the phone to take it to my husband when another message arrived. A part of it flashed on the screen.

      It was so naughty.

      I froze in my tracks, and a flock of crazy starlings began swirling in my head. What was so naughty? Where could a message like that have come from? I felt the sensation leaving my legs, and my heart leapt into my throat, choking my breath. Then another message came.

      I wonder if your wife smelled my perfume…

      I flung the phone back onto the counter as if it were burning. It slid across the surface until it clattered against the wall, but I barely noticed. My head swiveled wildly as my eyes clung to everything familiar and safe. As if they wanted to make sure I was still at home on a normal February day, and not in some terrifying parallel reality where Kari was no longer Kari but someone else.

      The kitchen looked familiar with its light-colored surfaces and Marimekko jars, but if a few small words hadn’t changed the surroundings, they had changed me. In a couple of seconds.

      So he was tired. Kari was probably just tired of me, and nothing else.

      A wave of disbelief squeezed my head, and my eyes blurry, I sank down onto a kitchen stool. A flock of starlings screeched and fluttered inside me as if foretelling the end of the world, and I didn’t know what to do first. Should I attack Kari, smash his phone, or download a divorce application form online?

      Then it came—what I had thought was completely lost from my personality. Rage. It thundered in like the god of thunder, the wheels of his chariot sparking and a deep roar pouring from my throat.

      How dare Kari? He had implied that I was somehow abnormal for wanting sex and intimacy. He had turned down our dinners together and weekend trips, citing his stress. He had pushed me away time and time again, no matter what I tried to suggest.

      How much of a coward did he have to be that he couldn’t even open his damn mouth? How hard was it to admit that he didn’t want me anymore? How little must he have valued our twenty-five years together, when he had pushed me almost out of his life with a unilateral decision, yet he had time for someone else even before eight in the morning? Such a luxury had never been offered to me.

      I stared blankly ahead, wondering what might have happened at home while I’d been tied up with evening lectures or seminars. I glanced at Kari’s phone again, picked it up, and unlocked the screen. Kari had changed the pin code a few months ago, but I’d happened to see it when he’d unlocked his phone in the car.

      That was the annoying thing about a wife. She was often around and saw things she probably wasn’t supposed to.

      I opened the WhatsApp chat, and the anonymous woman got excited right away. Words like “fuck,” “tomorrow,” and “at your place” flashed before my eyes. I scrolled through the messages and then read the one Kari had written.

      I’m hard again just thinking about you in that maid outfit at my place.

      I felt sick. Apparently, there were three of us sharing the same bed. And the maid outfit? How pathetically banal was Karin’s imagination?

      I felt myself trembling and got up from the kitchen table. I poured the porridge into the sink, slapped the pot into the middle of the gray mass, and marched out into the hallway, my knees buckling. This wasn’t over, but right now I couldn’t stand that worthless slug in front of me. I was going to work. And I would never cook porridge again. I preferred muesli anyway.
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      I had been giving lectures on the history of the Soviet Union for several years now, as well as on Bismarck’s Germany. That meant I was already in a routine, and I could talk about the topics like a machine. However, research work was too much for me that day.

      Instead I had googled articles about cheating. Based on them, I was a classic fool. Kari had withdrawn from me and seemed to be living in his own world, spending more nights away from home than usual and hiding his phone. And I hadn’t known how to react at all. Other than whining about the lack of time together and shyly asking for sex like… like some doormat.

      I glanced at the clock and realized that the lecture on Soviet history would start in about twenty minutes. I’d have time for a cup of coffee. It would have to do when there was nothing stronger at hand.

      I carried my cup to the history department’s coffee room and noticed Johannes slouched at a table in a way that had been setting my erogenous zones ablaze for nearly six months. My stomach churned, and the angry woman inside me told me to walk over to him, lift my skirt, and straddle his magnificent body. I didn’t even feel ashamed of my thoughts, as I usually did. I just smiled hollowly to myself.

      Johannes had tousled his hair into a delicious mess; his light brown velvet jacket fit his broad shoulders like a glove, and he had stretched his long legs out beyond the round dining table. Probably because there wasn’t enough room under the table. His forest-green eyes followed me intently, as always. Sometimes I had felt almost naked under that gaze, but I had explained to myself that Johannes was in the habit of observing the world with a sharp, appraising gaze anyway.

      “Are you okay?” he asked when I reached the stove.

      I felt my shoulders stiffen. Okay, maybe his gaze was a tad too sharp. I poured coffee into my mug, my hand trembling, and plastered a smile on my face.

      “I’m fine,” I said noncommittally.

      Then I completely surprised myself and asked out of the blue:

      “How old are you?”

      I glanced at Johannes out of the corner of my eye and saw him tilt his head.

      “Thirty-three. Why do you ask?”

      A hysterical laugh stung in my throat. What was I thinking? Did I really plan to make a move on this incredibly gorgeous colleague, who was fourteen years younger than me and surely had a line of women his own age waiting in line? Or men. Hadn’t my day been humiliating enough already?

      “You’re pretty young for a PhD,” I remarked flatly and poured milk into my coffee.

      “Not particularly. I went straight into a doctoral program after finishing my master’s and graduated a couple of years ago.”

      “I read your dissertation. It got more attention than many others.”

      “Well, that’s thanks to climate change. Environmental history is a pretty new field of research.”

      I felt like crying and wanted to smash my coffee cup against the wall, but I walked over to the table and sat down in a chair, as if I didn’t have a care in the world. It helped keep the morning’s events and my bad mood at a bit of a distance.

      -Believe it or not, but as early as the 1950s, East Germany had plans to protect nature and, in particular, waterways, I said in a formal tone.

      At the same time, I eyed the man in front of me in anything but a formal way. I was allowed to look, after all.  Johannes raised his strong eyebrows and leaned forward. He grinned and said:

      “Is that so? A little hard to believe, knowing how they usually treated nature.”

      My eyes fluttered helplessly for a moment in the glow of that smile, and I tried to recall what I had said. Then I nodded.

      -I haven't looked into it in detail, but the practical implementation of ideals has never been one of the strengths of a communist society.

      The words “ideals” and “practice” clashed in my head, and a sob tried to push its way up from somewhere deep inside. I took a sip of coffee, kept smiling, and said:

      “Your dissertation was really good. I read it from cover to cover, and that’s pretty rare, even though I love history.”

      Contrary to what I’d hoped, Johannes grew serious, and his fingertips brushed my wrist.

      “Are you really okay?” he asked in a soft, supple voice that wrapped around me like a warm blanket.

      I nodded vigorously, because I didn’t trust my voice. Johannes didn’t look entirely convinced, but he nodded.

      “I have to go now. But if you ever want to share your secrets about environmental protection in East Germany, you know where to find me. Or for anything else, for that matter.”

      I shifted my gaze to my coffee mug, and as ridiculous as it was, I felt my resolve crumble. I just couldn’t take any more blows today. Not even the fact that my colleague had to go to work when I was in the need of attention and distraction.

      Johannes stood up, and I stared down at my lap. A sort of gurgle escaped my throat, and out of the corner of my eye I saw his figure freeze mid-movement. He leaned toward me, but I hurriedly blurted out:

      “It’s nothing. Just some bad news in my personal life. Nothing earth-shattering.”

      I glanced quickly into Johannes’s eyes, and a couple of facility meetings flashed through my mind. When I’d stared into those dark green irises for a little too long. It had been nothing but silly daydreaming, but in this state, I might very well mistake his kindness for an invitation to something entirely different.

      Maybe I should try what Kari did. Get a lover. Otherwise, my dry spell might continue forever.

      Right now, my husband disgusted me so much that I wouldn’t let him near me for months, and I thought it best to shake off pointless temptations like Johannes right away. Sex would surely be available even to me, even though I was no longer in the prime of my youth.

      I was pretty sure the promise of sex without strings attached would attract potential partners on Tinder or on some cheating site.

      I’d boost my self-esteem a little. A better person might think it’d be childish but I wanted to get my revenge on Kari in my mind. Only then would I think about the state of my marriage.
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      The lecture on Bismarck’s Germany was part of the core curriculum, so the room was filled with second- and third-year students, maybe a few fourth-years as well. Most of them were girls and boys in their early twenties. As my eyes scanned the lecture hall, I noticed a couple of couples smiling sweetly at each other. I wanted to point and laugh.

      At that age, I had met Kari, though not in a lecture hall but, rather prosaically, in a pub. The tall, dark, and handsome young man had only caught my attention when he had come over to sit at our table. He’d been drunk but I had found his brown eyes so unpretentious and disarming that I had smiled at his clumsy attempts to approach me and even let him kiss me.

      The kiss had been wet and tasted of beer but in its passion, it had also been alluring. The sex, meant to be a one-night stand, had been tentative, but when Kari had asked in the morning if he could call me, I had given him my number.

      He had never been much of a conversationalist, but he had said he appreciated my brain, and that had made an impression on me more than anything else. He didn’t compliment my beautiful eyes or my hair, but my intelligence. Later, my ambition as well.

      Our sex life had improved over time, even though I had hoped for more fireworks and imagination. I had consoled myself with the fact that Kari seemed so decent and quietly steadfast. When I had accepted his proposal, he had said something that had lulled me into a sweet sense of certainty.

      “Now I know at least one thing that will always be in my life. You.”

      It was the most romantic thing he had ever said. I had clung to those words during the years of dissatisfaction, and because of those words I hadn’t been able to anticipate the blow I’d received today. I’d thought that since I was so moody and prickly, someone like Kari would balance me out.

      I had gotten pregnant even before I’d finished my thesis and our children were born within two years. Kari had graduated at 25, gotten a job, and I had studied as the children grew older.

      With nearly a quarter-century of life in my mind, I spoke in the large lecture hall like a robot about something entirely different. About blood and iron, Prussia, the Iron Chancellor, German unification, and what followed. It was comforting. Just as if I were chanting a lullaby to myself. The wreckage of my marriage didn’t feel so bad when I thought about how, over time, nations had united and separated from one another. How entire empires had risen and fallen.

      By half past nine in the evening, I was done; I said my final words and released the crowd of students from my grasp. I hadn’t been home all day. I’d wandered around town in the afternoon, but the frost and the wind had soon driven me back to the department.

      I could barely hear the commotion and laughter, the clatter and the hurried footsteps. My mind was only preoccupied with how I could talk myself into going back home and into a bed that wasn’t mine. I hunched over my computer, not seeing a thing, and closed the material I had projected onto the wall, when suddenly an amused voice reached my ears from the front row:

      “Check that out. She’s got a fucking great ass. I’d totally bang her.”

      My head snapped up, and I glanced to my side to find the source of the blunt words. It was Joonas. A lazy student who, judging by his academic performance, hadn’t put much effort into studying, and whom I’d heard blurt out something stupid before. Blond hair, light blue eyes, a few pimples on his cheeks. Young, inexperienced, and yet, in his own mind, probably quite the man’s man.

      I looked Joonas in the eyes, but he just raised his head defiantly. A taller, dark-haired boy, whose name I didn’t remember, urged him to leave with a laugh, but I’d had enough of that for one day. Being the butt of everyone’s jokes, that is. I firmly closed the lid of my laptop and said to Joonas:

      “Come here and let’s talk for a bit.”

      “I’m kind of in a hurry…” the young man began arrogantly, but I cut him off with a voice as sharp as a dagger.

      "If you want to get your essay approved, you're staying right here and putting your other plans on hold."

      Joonas had already wasted enough of my time with his subpar essay on the Cold War. I’d tried to find something good in it, if only so I wouldn’t have to read the rewritten version, which was almost just as bad. Childish sexism, especially today, didn’t exactly raise his standing in my eyes.

      Joonas muttered something to his friend, and I leaned against the desk with my arms crossed. Since it was late, the lecture hall emptied out quickly. By the time he had made his way around the row of chairs to me, it was just the two of us.

      “Your essay is so shitty that if I were you I wouldn’t be yelling any chauvinistic crap at me,” I snapped.

      I had never used language like that at work, but at that very moment it felt liberating. Almost intoxicating. Joonas’s gaze slipped away from mine, but even though he blushed, he looked defiant.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled and shrugged his shoulders.

      That wasn’t enough for me. I’d had enough of absolutely everything, and especially that particular day.

      -What do you think you're doing here? You haven't managed to get anything better than a C on any of your courses or exams. Based on that essay you wrote, you don’t even have a basic understanding of what happened in Europe after World War II. If you’ve got nothing better to do here than stare at women’s asses, I’ll let you in on a secret. You don’t need a college degree for that. Just get out there on the street and do your thing.

      My voice echoed rock-hard through the great hall as I spoke at the top of my lungs, not caring that I might get a scolding from our professor, Kalevi, myself. Joonas’s eyes were darting everywhere but at me, and I snapped:

      “Look at me!”

      The young man flinched and defended himself, his blue eyes filled with shame:

      “It can’t be that bad if we guys think you’re sexy.”

      Sex. Sexy. Sexless. Sexism.

      Variations of the word flashed through my mind like warning lights, and then everything just collapsed. My workday had lasted nearly fourteen hours, my home was the arena for my husband’s sexual games, and I had found myself face-to-face with an underachiever who didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut. I let my anger run wild, my mouth spewing words into the air, and I had no idea where it would lead.

      -That kind of nonsense belongs at a bunch of little boys' house party. If you want to get that essay approved and pass this course—which is hanging by a thread, I’m pretty sure —you’d better use your imagination. Let’s pretend I’m totally blown away by your compliments and want to fuck you. How would you politely and respectfully turn me down?

      Joonas’s expression turned incredulous, and he glanced behind him as if looking for an escape route.

      “I don’t… are you fucking serious…,” he stammered, tugging at the hem of his brown sweater.

      “I’m fucking dead serious, and if you were planning to tell anyone, I’m warning you that a lot of people heard you. I’ll just say you’re lying, and that’ll be the end of your gossip.”

      I knew my behavior was outrageous. It was an abuse of power and bullying, but the part of me that felt ashamed and horrified was as far away as Japan is from Finland. The me who was there was seething with rage. Nothing else.

      Joonas’s arrogance melted before me like a snowman in spring, and I felt like laughing. But I didn’t laugh. I purred and hissed as I undid my shirt buttons:

      “I’ve been dreaming about you for months. I really had no idea you liked me.”

      Joonas cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable, and began:

      “But we can’t… since you’re a teacher and all…”

      “But nobody can find out. I’ll take you to my room. It has a lock. I’ve always liked slightly scrawny guys who talk dirty,” I growled, lifting the hem of my skirt.

      Joonas’s eyes widened and he stared at my exposed thighs while trying to say something.

      “You’re really beautiful and smart, but…”

      Completely unexpectedly, something tightened in the pit of my stomach. Something shameless and animalistic that had nothing to do with rational thought. I spun sideways, lifted my skirt so that my butt, covered by tights and black silk panties, was exposed, and asked sharply:

      “If I’m beautiful and smart and you want to fuck me, then why don’t you just do it?”

      Joonas seemed to swallow hard, but I didn’t back down. Something flashed in his eyes that made me brace myself against the lecture hall table and push my ass up. A warning voice echoed in my head, but it was too far away. Whereas the dirty lust was close, right under my skin and between my thighs.

      Lydia Ilmarinen wouldn’t do anything like this, but then I wasn’t Lydia Ilmarinen anymore—the woman who had lived a peaceful life with the same man for 25 years. I was Lydia Lehmus. A woman who had been buried beneath a facade of false happiness. A woman with a sharp tongue and a fiery temper.

      Joonas’s eyes slid down to my backside, and I undid another button on my blouse. The man’s face flushed even more intensely, his hands clenched into fists, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down like a busy elevator.

      “What if I don’t want to refuse?” he finally asked.

      Without a trace of arrogance. Surprise and fear began to pound in the back of my head, but my nipples tightened and a flash of heat ran through my crotch. He might be playing a game, but his face didn’t look like that. Although, what the hell did I know anymore? Except that today, I wouldn’t agree to lose anymore.

      “Then you’ll do what I want,” I snapped angrily.

      I glanced toward the lecture hall door, but I convinced myself that I had nothing to worry about. At this hour, there was no one else in the building—and certainly not in the lecture hall. And even if there were, so what? At that moment, I felt like I’d gladly accept a warning or even get fired—it wouldn’t even hurt.

      Joonas glanced in the same direction as I did, but at the same time he reached into the back pocket of his jeans for his wallet and pulled a condom out of it. He stared into my eyes uncertainly, almost shyly, but when I unbuttoned the last couple of buttons on my shirt and smiled, he gathered enough courage to touch me. He stepped behind me, brushed my stomach, and asked in a humble voice:

      “How do you want it?”

      “From behind. Hard,” I hissed.

      “Oh, goddamn it.”

      The man’s voice was incredulous, but his hands were firm as they yanked my pantyhose and panties off my hips.
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