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  Chapter one

"Mm-hmm," Claire said, eyes glued to her computer screen, the dim blue light box reflected in the lenses of her over-sized reading glasses. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, frowned at the screen, and then let her fingers hover over the keyboard. 
"So I said that sounds great," I ventured. 
"Yeah, well..." Claire said. She moved her fingers over the mousepad. "Wait." Her eyes peeled away from the screen and she blinked at me. "What? Oh, god, I wasn't even listening, honey, I'm sorry."
"I know."
I knew. Of course I knew. Claire hadn't been listening to me for weeks, ever since she started her new - additional - job. And this was something I couldn't complain about, because Claire was only doing this new, additional job because I was a financial failure at the moment. 
I didn't really need to be talking to Claire about this anyway. I didn't even know what I was talking about; all I knew was that if I kept droning on like I was talking about car repairs, Claire would half-ignore me. And if she half-ignored me, she wouldn't feel me inching closer to her, and she would feel bad, and then I could initiate sex with her with a 50/50 chance she'd respond. 
She was sitting up in bed, a white cotton camisole with alluringly thin fabric clinging to her supple breasts, her flat stomach, and the small pouch of (thankfully) unalterable belly fat that appeared only when she wasn't standing up. (Now. Before, she had an attractive belly pouch at all moments, but she'd been going to the gym hard every since she started teaching this course). 
She smiled down at me. "Oh you do, do you?" 
I liked that she was wearing her glasses. It turned me on. She didn't wear them at home very often before this class, and now she wore them all the time. They slid down her nose of their own accord, so if I just waited long enough on any given evening, I would get a look from her with glasses halfway down the bridge of her nose. 
Disapproval, librarian-style. It was hot. 
"Are you imagining me as a strict librarian?" she said. 
Strictly. Disapprovingly. Like a librarian would. 
I had edged closer and closer to her, so now I was within inches of her arm, and I could smell her skin and faintly, her pussy - but this was probably my imagination. My sex-starved, wild imagination. My fingers were so close to her thigh; I could reach and wrap my hand around it, pull it my direction, and start to slide my hand beneath the thin pajama shorts she was wearing and then to her panties, and then to her cunt. 
"Yes," I answered, even though I had forgotten the question.
"James," she said, in her strictest librarian voice. 
"Claire," I said, in an uncooperative voice. 
She smiled, but her eyes returned to her screen. "Don't start, I have work to do and these are technically my office hours." She waved me away with one hand, and then clicked on the mousepad. "Seriously," she added. 
"Office hours, hmm?" I was making a move anyway. She didn't really resist, so I kept going, my hand sliding over her thigh and toward the interior. But I didn't make the move I'd imagined originally - I changed course and brought my head closer to her thigh. 
"James."
"Hmm..."
She pulled her thigh away, but she was still playful. Then she shifted her laptop. "Do I have to go in another room?" 
"Are your students calling in for this?"
She rolled her eyes. "Yes. I'm answering their calls with this shirt on." 
Claire had a small but very shapely rack, and her nipples were often hard pebbles no matter what she was doing. So this was obviously a joke. Although I liked it - I liked the idea of Claire answering the calls of her students with her tits showing through a thin PJ t-shirt.
I murmured something and started moving on on her. 
"Hey. Seriously. Look. Here's one now."
She turned the screen toward me. I spotted an unfamiliar messenger app, which was nothing new to me: I had long ago fallen behind the times with these things. 
Syd LADDER214: 
ms monroe are you there?
"Okay?" Claire said. "So for real, I have to be available right now."
"Mizz Monroe?" I joked.
Claire shook her head and turned her attention to her chat. "You know, at least he's trying. Most of the kids his age are like, 'yo whatup c-dog.'" She did a very silly impression of younger guys, in her dorky way, and then laughed at herself. 
"They are not," I said. 
"You'd be surprised. Now, get outta my hair or I have to go somewhere else, and I really, really don't want to get out of bed. I'm feeling so lazy."
"I will be good," I said. 
For me, this was a little bit of a sexual game - the only one Claire had time for these days, and that was because she wasn't aware I was playing a sexual game. I will be a good boy, I thought. For my strict, strict librarian. A rush of blood made my cock even harder than it already was. Which was not rock-hard, because I'm a middle-aged man and it was a Tuesday night and my wife was not going to have sex with me, so my body was preemptively not wasting too much energy. 
Not too much. It pulsed with a suggestion for me, though. To use it. Especially with those glasses and that snobby attitude, and the insistence that I behave. 
Claire was typing, deep in thought, brow furrowed. 
A full minute passed.
She stared at the screen, a smile forming on her lips. "Good," she said, distracted. "Uh..." More typing. "Thank you." 
But I could tell she was miles away, and probably wouldn't have been able to repeat what I said for a million dollars. I rolled over and made myself comfortable on my side.
"You can watch TV," she said, after a few minutes of typing. "Just keep it kinda low." 
I turned it on, switching to a sports channel, and stared at the screen turned on my side away from her. Her fingers clacked on the keys occasionally. I started to doze off after thinking about sex for a bit. Claire kept typing, which was becoming a little therapeutic and somnolent. 
I'm not sure what woke me up: her leaving the bed, the removal of her weight bouncing the mattress ever-so-slightly? Or just her absence, or the sound of the shower turning on and the water splashing on the tiles, which sounded like it was morning. 
I rolled over, a little groggy. Her laptop was open, resting on the bed. The messenger app was open. The water was running. 
So: I took a look. 
I don't know what I was expecting to find, or hoping to find. I can't remember anymore. The entirety of the message wasn't there, but this is what I saw that made me scroll backward and read the whole thing:
Claire:
People usually find me terrifying before I smile.
Tyler Dawson:
Not my experience.
Claire:
You should probably stop texting your instructor at midnight.
Tyler Dawson:
You responded pretty fast for someone concerned about professionalism.
Claire:
…and... go to sleep, Dawson.
That's an order
Tyler Dawson:
Yes ma’am.
Claire:
Don’t call me that.
Tyler Dawson:
You literally outrank me in three different ways.
Claire:
Goodnight.
Tyler Dawson:
night, Claire.
The water was still running. Running and running and running. All of the unusual things that were happening started to sew themselves together into a picture of sexual "something" in my mind. I couldn't leave it there, and not see the beginning of the conversation. I scrolled up.
Tyler Dawson:
You were right, by the way.
Claire:
Is this how you open all conversations, Dawson? 
Tyler Dawson:
Loaded question
Claire:
Also, you know that it's almost midnight
Tyler Dawson:
I can see that you're still online
Claire:
I'll make sure to change that. But since you're here, you were saying I was right about something?
Tyler Dawson:
That I was overcommitting resources too early in the simulation.
Claire:
Careful. That almost sounded like you admitting I know what I’m talking about.
Tyler Dawson:
Let’s not get carried away.
Claire:
I’ll document this rare moment for quality assurance.
Tyler Dawson:
Honestly though. Thanks.Most instructors would’ve just lit me up in front of everyone.
Claire:
You didn’t deserve it.You recover well under pressure.
Tyler Dawson:
That sounded almost complimentary.
Claire:
Don’t fish for praise, Dawson.
Tyler Dawson:
Too late. Already framed it mentally.
Claire:
You are good, though.You just stop listening once your adrenaline kicks in.
Tyler Dawson:
That’s probably true in more areas of my life than incident command.
Claire:
I had guessed.
Tyler Dawson:
Wow. Okay.So this course really is hostile.
Claire:
Only toward the cocky ones.
Tyler Dawson:
And yet you keep making eye contact with me during scenarios.
Claire:
That’s called supervision.
Tyler Dawson:
Sure it is.
Claire:
You missed a secondary triage sweep because you were watching me argue with Fire.
Tyler Dawson:
Not really my job. And you looked very committed to winning that argument.
Claire:
I did win that argument.
Tyler Dawson:
That little smile afterward was honestly terrifying.
Claire:
People usually find me terrifying before I smile.
Tyler Dawson:
Not my experience.
Claire:
You should probably stop texting your instructor at midnight.
Tyler Dawson:
You responded pretty fast for someone concerned about professionalism.
Claire:
…and, go to sleep, Dawson.
That's an order.
Tyler Dawson:
Yes ma’am.
Claire:
Don’t call me that.
Tyler Dawson:
You literally outrank me in three different ways.
Claire:
Goodnight.
Tyler Dawson:
Night, Claire.
My heart was pounding. I read and re-read.
I rolled over to look at the alarm clock. It was, indeed, past midnight. The TV had been turned off. 
The water shut off. 
I felt a surge of panic, scrolled back to the way things had been, and rolled over to appear asleep. 
Why was my wife taking a shower this late at night? 
And who was Tyler Dawson? And why was he flirting with my wife? 
I wanted to re-read the conversation, all the way back to its very beginnings. When had this guy written to her? What else had they discussed? Had Claire been flirting back? I couldn't remember the details anymore; they were slipping through my mind like sand. 
And something more unusual: my cock was getting hard. 
A jolt of adrenaline surged through me when I realized that the computer would not go to the screen saver now, because of my meddling. 
I could leave it. Then Claire would know I'd seen the messages. I could ask her about them. 
That would be the appropriate, mature, typical thing to do. 
The safe thing to do: let my wife know I knew she was flirting with a student. 
She was coming, approaching from the bathroom. Lights going out all over. If she knew I had looked at her computer, and read these messages, then she'd... what?
Be more careful about them.
The next few seconds ticked by. In my own mind, they stretched out forever, each one filled with millions of thoughts.
When she entered the room I rolled over, as though in my sleep, and threw my arm on the computer, pretended to wake up, and, in a false daze, close the laptop. 
"Oh, honey," Claire said, as I did this. But when it was closed, she seemed relieved. 
I pretended to be very sleepy, not even fully awake.
"What is...?" I murmured.
Claire took the laptop away, ruffled my hair and patted me on the shoulder. "Go to sleep," she said. "I left that here, don't worry, sorry." 

      ***"So you were up awfully late," I ventured, the next morning. 
I'd dreamed about the text messages, and in my dreams an entire affair had blossomed. In the dream, Claire wasn't even teaching an actual course, and she'd been carrying on an affair for years. None of that made sense, of course - Claire was most definitely teaching a course, and the reason she was doing so was because of me and my financial flaccidity at the moment. But my dreams had a way of working themselves into my thoughts, so my body felt suspicious, and that was driving my mind. 
"Huh? Oh, yeah," Claire said. She rolled her eyes. "Kids these days honestly have no boundaries."
Well. That was much more blunt than I had expected. 
"No boundaries, huh?" I said. There was a lecherousness in my voice that took me a little by surprise. What did I want her to say? What had a I wanted her to say, when I made that statement? Had I wanted her to lie? Maybe. Now she seemed to be putting a very tiny hole in my inflated, paranoid mind, and all the air was slowly seeping out. I suppose my tone was meant to breathe some sexual life back into it.
Claire was looking at me. "Not like that," she said, smiling to herself. 
I had been married to Claire for a long time. I knew the difference between a smile for me and a smile for herself. And this was a smile to herself. 
"I just mean, they have no time boundaries whatsoever. Like, I'm not crazy, right? We used to have rules about this kind of thing: don't call after 9pm? Or am I crazy?" 
What she was, in my opinion in that moment, was a little too talkative about the kind of thing Claire wouldn't ordinarily have dedicated a speech about. It wasn't like she was unaccustomed to the ways of "kids these days:" she worked in a youth-dominated (and male-dominated) field, and she had two grown children. She knew perfectly well that everyone under the age of 35 texted whenever the fuck they felt like it, and the onus was on you to turn your notifications off. 
"Hmm," I said. I wasn't sure which way I was hoping this conversation would go. But I knew I wanted it to go back, toward Tyler Dawson, whoever he was, and the barely-hidden sexual innuendo in his messages. "Is that the only way they're inappropriate?" 
She paused what she was doing, adopting a vacant look for a moment. Like she was thinking very, very hard about it. Blink. "You know," she said, another wry smile on her lips. "I really do not know how to answer that question." 
I stared at her. 
You have to understand that this type of answer was far outside of Claire's ordinary responses. Claire was the type of woman to give straight answers to anything you asked: I had learned not to ask unless I wanted the real answer.
She laughed. "Yeah, it is like... I whole different world out there, of... casual." She shook her head. "I feel really old." 
As dumbfounding as Claire's answer might have been, I was no idiot. I knew what I needed to say next.
"You don't look really old," I said, approaching her. I was horny suddenly. It looked like Claire was about to spill the tea on young "Dawson," and she didn't look really old, because Claire, in spite of being over forty and having had two kids, was really, really hot. Full lips, high cheekbones, a slender nose, and two olive-brown eyes in almond shapes remained defiant against gravity and seemed to only improve with age: Claire only looked more sophisticated as time went by, never frumpier. She kept her hair long, and it was fine and silky, a hazelnut brown that turned blond in the summer months in streaks that gave her serious and elegant countenance a dusting of beachy, surfer-girl vibes. She was slender and toned (she worked out all the time to stay strong for her job, which required a lot of lifting and had kept Claire doing squats all her life, so her ass was almost perfect in shape and size despite her age. She didn't look super-young: too much confidence and seriousness beamed from her gaze. But she looked hot. 
She shrugged, giving me a slightly strange look as I slid my hand over her backside to stealthily wrap my arm around her waist. 
She bit her lip and smiled again. She was looking at a piece of paper as though she were suddenly very interested in it, but I could see plainly that she was not. She was thinking about something.
Maybe someone. Maybe "the whole new world of casual" of a certain someone. 
"Hmm," I said, very turned on. I moved behind her, registering the smile and the flush of her skin. I wanted her to feel my cock against her ass, so she'd know it was coming to life. "What does that mean?"
I was pressed against her, and my cock was hard, and I could tell that she registered it.
A word of fairness here: due to my age, and financial limpness of late, I did not get erections spontaneously much anymore. I had no idea how Claire would react to this: we'd been married a long time, and before I had this trouble, she usually responded to an erection in the morning on
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