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The Unraveling of Darlene Whitmore
Part One
By L. B. Waller
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THE BEDROOM FAN CLICKED with each rotation, pushing humid air across skin still damp from earlier exertion. Dave's elbows dug into the mattress on either side of Darlene's shoulders, his breath hot and irregular against her neck. She kept her eyes closed—not from pleasure, but from the effort of maintaining the soft moans he expected. His sweat dripped onto her collarbone, tracing slow paths between her breasts. 
Two months of this since Michael left for college. Two months of Dave's newfound enthusiasm coinciding with her own hollow ache. She arched her back when he grunted, nails scraping the sheets because if she didn't fake it just right, he'd pout over coffee tomorrow. Her thighs clamped around him instinctively, heels hooking into the dimpled flesh above his hips—a gesture Dave misinterpreted as enthusiasm. She pressed her face into his shoulder to muffle the sound that escaped her: less a moan than a stifled sob of frustration. Every thrust grazed almost where she needed it, the teasing proximity worse than total neglect. 

His rhythm stuttered when she clenched around him. 

"Fuck, Darl," he panted against her ear, mistaking her desperation for shared ecstasy. 

She nodded violently, biting her own wrist to manufacture sounds that would hasten his finish. The sheets smelled like fabric softener and disappointment.

"I-I'm cumming! I'm cumming, babe!" Dave grunted, his hips jerking erratically as his fingers dug into her shoulders hard enough to leave crescent marks. 

The pitch of his voice climbed—that reedy, frantic tone that always meant he was seconds from collapse. Darlene's thighs trembled with the effort of angling her hips upward, just inches from where she needed pressure. 

"Me too!" she gasped into the damp hollow of his throat, the lie sticking to her tongue like cheap wine. 

Her own climax felt galaxies away, but she clenched around him anyway, swallowing a whimper when he shuddered and went slack against her. His weight pinned her to the mattress as he panted. She stared past him at the ceiling fan's wobble, counting the rotations until he'd roll off. Five. Ten. Fifteen. The sticky heat between her thighs had nothing to do with pleasure and everything to do with the clock resetting—another week, maybe two, before he'd try this again. 

Thank God for the vasectomy, she thought as Dave rolled off with a satisfied sigh, his thumb brushing her nipple. His post-coital kiss landed on her forehead—chaste, domestic, the kind reserved for good dogs and dutiful wives. She smiled against his stubble, swallowing the confession bubbling in her throat: You haven't made me climax in years. 

––––––––
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MORNING LIGHT STRIPED the bathroom tiles when she stepped on the scale the next day. 204.6 lbs. The chocolate-frosted donut from yesterday’s class lunch mocked her from the wastebasket. Her fingers pinched the soft shelf of her belly in the mirror, then lingered on the stretch marks framing her hips—silvered trenches from carrying Michael. Dave’s reflection appeared behind her, his hands warm on her shoulders. 

"I love you at any size, babe." His kiss tasted of Crest and compromise. 

She watched him leave in the mirror, her smile fading as she dressed tugging her sweater down over her hips. She hooked the wire frames of her glasses around her ears—same ones she’d worn since Michael’s middle school graduation, the left hinge perpetually loose. Dave chuckled when she absently pushed them up her nose for the third time in the driveway. 

"Professor Langley’s gonna think you’re flirting," he teased, thumb brushing her knee through black leggings gone sheer at the thighs. The joke lodged like a fishbone in her throat. She forced a laugh, adjusting her glasses again just to have something to do with her hands. 

She waved him goodbye after he dropped her off at the college and pulled away. Darlene stood paralyzed under the awning, watching his taillights dissolve into the gray. Somewhere between PTA meetings and menopause pamphlets, she’d become scenery in her own life—a smudged window reflection in a department store, the kind people walk right past without noticing.

––––––––
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DARLENE SETTLED INTO the wooden desk with its decades of carved initials, the seat still warm from the previous class. Professor Langley called the class order. Tina’s sneaker tapped against hers—the girl smelled like vanilla body spray and cherry gum, her acrylic nails tapping a frenetic rhythm on her annotated copy of Wuthering Heights. 

"No way he’s straight," Tina stage-whispered, craning her neck as the department head cleared his throat at the lectern. 

“Please join me in welcoming our new professor, Dr. Lucas Boone.”

Darlene’s pencil rolled off her notebook when the new lecturer stepped in. The floorboards creaked under his polished oxfords—size fourteen at least—as he adjusted his tie with hands that could palm a basketball. His starched shirt pulled taut across shoulders that suggested he’d played linebacker before picking up a doctorate. When he grinned at the murmuring class, his teeth were improbably white against skin the rich brown of her grandmother’s mahogany hutch. 

"Good morning. As Professor Langley has stated, I’m Dr. Lucas Boone and I’ll be taking over your literature classes," he said in a baritone that vibrated Darlene’s sternum. 

Tina squeaked beside her. Darlene’s glasses slid down her nose as she stared, mouth suddenly dry. She’d expected another tweedy academic, not this mountain of a man whose watch looked like it could stop a bullet.

Lucas Boone's gaze swept the room with the precision of a lighthouse beam—piercing, assessing, lingering just a heartbeat too long on each face. His smile carved dimples into cheeks smooth as river stones, the scent of sandalwood and fresh ink cutting through the classroom's stale air. The crew cut emphasized the severe planes of his skull, making the casual stretch of his arms seem almost predatory. 

"Let's hear your names," he rumbled, fingers splayed as if measuring the space between students. 

Tina practically vibrated out of her seat when her turn came. Darlene's pulse hammered in her throat as the introductions snaked toward her. The sweater swallowed her nervous fidgeting whole as she croaked, "D-Darlene Whitmore, homemaker." 

The title withered under his scrutiny—his eyes dipped to her chest with calculated leisure, lingering where the oversized knit gaped to reveal a sliver of lace. Her nipples tightened against the sudden and unwelcome rush of blood. 

"An educated eye improves any home," he said, slow as honey dripping from a spoon.

Darlene's glasses fogged at the edges. Tina’s sneaker bounced against hers with renewed vigor, acrylic nails drumming a frenzied beat against her textbook. Darlene barely registered the lecture—Lucas Boone’s voice rolled through her like distant thunder, every syllable vibrating her ribs. She flinched when Tina’s forefinger dug into her side, a hastily folded note pressing into Darlene’s sweating palm. 

Tina’s loopy handwriting swam before her eyes: I bet he fucks like a steam train!!! Darlene’s choked laugh turned into a cough—the kind that made her glasses slide precariously down her nose. She dabbed at her forehead with her sleeve, suddenly aware of every stray curl clinging to her damp temples. 

Lucas paused mid-sentence, his gaze slicing through the humid classroom air to land squarely on her. Darlene’s breath hitched. Her thighs pressed together under the desk, the stolen note crinkling as she clenched her fists. Lucas Boone’s smile widened as he beckoned with fingers thick enough to snap a pencil in half. 

"I like to get my students involved in the lesson," he declared. The overhead lights caught the silver in his tie clip when he tilted his head. "Darlene Whitmore—would you join me up here for our reading of To His Coy Mistress?" 

Darlene’s breath caught—the sudden spotlight making her cheeks burn red. Her chair screeched as she stood, knees threatening to buckle. Tina’s muffled "oh shit" rang in her left ear while her right pulsed with the rush of blood. The walk to the lectern stretched like a dream sequence, every step somehow pulling her baggy sweater tighter across hips that suddenly felt impossibly wide under thirty pairs of eyes. 

Lucas didn’t move as she approached, forcing her to brush past him—his forearm grazed her lower back, radiating heat through thin fabric. Sandalwood and something darker flooded her nostrils when he leaned down to whisper, "Page fifty-seven," his breath stirring the baby hairs at her nape. 

The textbook trembled in her grip, the spine cracking like a gunshot in the silent room.

Darlene's pulse hammered in her ears as she stared at the page, the words blurring before her eyes. Line after line built toward the infamous passage—the one about time's winged chariot hurrying near, about devouring with rough strife. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. When she tried to speak, her voice cracked on the first syllable. 

Lucas Boone loomed beside her, the heat of his body radiating through the air between them. She could smell his aftershave, something woodsy and expensive. His knuckles brushed her elbow as he reached to steady the trembling textbook, sending a jolt up her arm. 

"From 'Now let us sport us while we may,'" he murmured, so low only she could hear. 

The class rustled impatiently. Darlene swallowed hard, her throat clicking audibly. The words came out in a whisper at first, then gained shaky momentum as she read of youthful pleasures and time's inevitable theft. Darlene's voice wavered on the final couplet, her fingers whitening around the textbook's edge. A snicker skittered across the back row—until Lucas turned his head just enough to freeze the offender mid-chuckle. The sudden silence tasted metallic, like licking a battery.

His powerful arm draped over her shoulders with the weight of a fallen redwood, fingers brushing her clavicle through the stretched-out sweater neckline. The gesture looked paternal from the front row, but his thumb traced slow circles against her pulse point where no one could see. Darlene's knees liquefied; she found herself leaning into him unintentionally to keep from sliding into the floorboards.

Lucas Boone smiled encouragingly at her as he took the book, his voice rolled through the room like a cello sonata played on her bare skin. Every woman in the room shifted—Tina dropped her highlighter, the clatter bouncing off the walls. Darlene could only stand there drowning in his shadow, buffeted by the hurricane of his presence while his baritone turned Marvell's words into something indecent. 

When he finished his fingers squeezed her shoulder—the same firm grip he might use to steady a skittish horse, but it sent lava rushing through Darlene’s veins. His thumb dug into the knot of tension just above her collarbone, pressing hard enough to make her whimper. 

"Don’t feel bad, Darlene," he murmured, lips barely moving. His breath smelled of espresso and peppermint. "We’ll build up that confidence in no time." The wink he tossed her wasn’t the playful kind but the slow, deliberate one of a man peeling back layers. 

Somehow her legs carried her back to the desk—though not without stumbling once, her sneaker catching on a floorboard. Tina’s wide-eyed whisper "I am SO jealous of you right now!" barely registered. Darlene sank into her seat, thighs sticking to the plastic chair, grateful for the opacity of her black leggings and the desk hiding how her knees trembled.

The remaining hour passed in a haze of muffled voices and the relentless squeak of markers on whiteboard. Darlene kept her gaze locked on her notebook, filling margins with frantic doodles—anything to avoid the magnetic pull of Lucas Boone’s presence at the front of the room. Her thighs pressed together under the desk, still throbbing from that single, devastating brush of his thumb against her pulse point. When Tina passed her another note: HE’S SO INTO YOU OMG, she crumpled it into her sweater pocket without reading, her palms damp enough to smear the ink. 

The bell’s shrill ring startled her upright. Chairs scraped as students flooded toward the door, their chatter dissolving into the hallway like sugar in hot tea. Darlene fumbled with her backpack strap, desperate to escape before— 

"Alright, gang," Boone’s baritone cut through the noise, his palm slapping the textbook shut with finality. "We’ll pick it up again tomorrow." His gaze pinned her to the seat as the room emptied. Tina shot her a wild-eyed look over her shoulder before vanishing into the stream of bodies. 

Darlene’s breath hitched when he added, "Darlene, would you mind staying behind for just a minute?" The request landed between them like a thrown gauntlet. Her glasses slid down her nose as she nodded, the hinges squeaking in the sudden silence.

The metallic legs of his chair groaned as Lucas leaned back, fingers steepled under his chin. Darlene’s pulse throbbed in her temples—each step toward his desk echoed like a verdict. The scent of his cologne thickened the air between them, mingling with the chalk dust rising from the erasers in slow spirals. She gripped the hem of her sweater, the stretched-out fabric suddenly insufficient armor against his lingering gaze. His smile revealed a single crooked incisor when she stopped before him, her shadow trembling across his polished shoes.

"Y-you wanted to see me, Sir?" The honorific slipped out unbidden, her voice smaller than she remembered. 

"Call me Lucas." His baritone rolled through the empty classroom, the dismissal of formality somehow more intimate than the brush of his thumb earlier. He tossed his grading pen onto the desk with a clatter. "I'm off the clock now." The way his tongue curled around the words suggested clocks weren’t the only things he enjoyed stopping. "So." His knuckles rapped twice on the textbook between them. "You enjoy literature, Darlene?"

The question caught her completely offguard. Darlene’s fingers worried the hem of her sweater as she spoke, her gaze flicking to the chalkboard behind him rather than meet those penetrating eyes. 

"I was studying to be a journalist before I got married." The admission tasted bittersweet, dredging up memories of yellowed notebooks filled with half-finished articles. 

Her throat tightened around the next sentence. "Then I had my kid who just recently started college so..." She trailed off, suddenly aware of how the silence stretched between them—how his stillness invited confessions she hadn’t even whispered to her priest. 

Boone leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. 

"So you came back to finish your studies." Not a question, but a statement—as if he’d already deciphered her entire life story from the nervous twist of her wedding ring and the dog-eared pages of her borrowed textbook. 

His gaze dropped briefly to her left hand before returning to her face, a ghost of a smirk playing at his lips. He cocked his eyebrow, the motion slow and deliberate like a theater curtain rising. 

"I see," he rumbled, his voice dipping into honeyed amusement as he reached into the desk drawer. The wood groaned under his forearm's weight—Darlene could see the tendons flexing beneath his rolled-up sleeves as his fingers closed around something unseen. 

When his hand emerged, it held the crumpled note pinched between two fingers like a specimen slide. The paper looked impossibly small against his palm, Tina's loopy handwriting screaming upward in fluorescent pink. Darlene's breath hitched—her throat clicked audibly as she watched him smooth the creases with his thumb, the motion obscenely meticulous. 

"Oh God—that's not—" Her fingers flew to her gaping sweater neckline, as if she could retroactively prevent its escape. 

Boone rotated the note toward the window light, his grin widening as he pretended to study the words anew. 

"Steam train," he mused, the syllables rolling off his tongue like coal tumbling into a furnace. His free hand disappeared into the desk drawer again—this time emerging with a sleek fountain pen that caught the afternoon sun. 

"Interesting metaphor." The nib hovered over Tina's exclamation marks. "Care to elaborate on these... academic observations?"

Darlene's sweater crawled up her hips as she shrank under Boone’s predatory amusement, his knuckles brushing the note with deliberate leisure. She inhaled sharply when his other hand drifted toward her hip, stopping just short of contact. 

"I can’t help but wonder whom this creative little piece of composition might be referring to," he murmured, voice thick as the humidity clinging to her thighs. 

Darlene’s mouth opened and closed like a landed fish, her glasses slipping down her nose as blood roared in her ears. The sweater suddenly felt three sizes too small, every thread tightening around her ribs like a guilty conscience. 

"That—that wasn’t me," she whispered, her voice cracking like thin ice. "Tina, she wrote—" 

Lucas ran his finger over the words with a surgeon’s precision, his fingertip tracing each looping letter with exaggerated care. The fountain pen twirled between his fingers. 
"Mm. So your friend writes fantasies about me... and you just carry them around?" His chuckle vibrated through the floorboards. "Like a little... keepsake?"
“No, I just—”
Darlene’s tongue darted out to wet her lips—a reflexive gesture she immediately regretted when his gaze dropped to follow the motion. Lucas rose and leaned on the desk, the wood creaking ominously. 

"Tell me, Mrs. Whitmore, do you usually let others put words in your mouth, or do you prefer to... articulate your own thoughts?"

The pen clattered from his fingers as Lucas straightened—his thighs parted just enough to reveal the undeniable truth trapped beneath tailored wool. The fabric draped heavily over what could only be described as a third limb at rest, the sheer mass of it distorting the line of his zipper. Darlene’s glasses fogged instantly; her mouth opened around a soundless gasp as her brain short-circuited between holy Christ and that’s not physically possible. 

He watched her pupils dilate with the quiet patience of a panther circling prey, his knuckles brushing the obscene outline as if adjusting his tie. The bulge twitched faintly under her stare—not arousal, just the lazy shift of impossible weight settling deeper against his thigh. 

The bell’s shrill scream shattered the moment. 

Darlene backpedaled into a desk, her sweater catching on the edge as she stammered an incoherent apology, "I'msosorry,itwon'thappenagain!" 

Boone merely crossed his arms over his broad chest, biceps straining against his sleeves as he watched her flee—the last thing she saw before the door slammed behind her was his tongue swiping slowly across his bottom lip.

––––––––
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THE DRIVE HOME HAD been torture—every red light stretching like an eternity while Dave prattled about work, oblivious to how tightly Darlene crossed her legs. 

At home, the memory haunted her as she saw it all over the kitchen; reaching for a cucumber, passing Dave a beer can, studying the grooves in her rolling pin.

Dave watched her while she rinsed the same dish for over three minutes, her grip on the faucet handle almost reverent. Some marital sixth sense alerted him to her distraction. 

"You’re quiet today," he murmured, thumb brushing her collarbone where Lucas Boone’s fingerprints still burned in memory. Darlene dropped the faucet handle like it had shocked her, the sudden spray soaking her sweater. 

"Just tired," she lied, pressing her thighs together under the sink’s lip. "Long lecture." 

That night, she climbed into bed first—a rarity in twenty-three years of marriage. When Dave slid under the covers, her fingers found his wrist in the dark, guiding him down her stomach with uncharacteristic urgency. His surprised inhale warmed her neck as she arched into his touch, her hips already moving with a rhythm borrowed from classroom fantasies.

Dave's fingers plunged into molten silk—the unexpected slickness making him jerk back like he'd touched a live wire. His wedding band glinted under the bedside lamp as he stared at his glistening fingertips. 

"Whoa!" The word burst out of him like a sneeze, his Adam's apple bobbing above his loosened tie. "You're—Christ, Darl—you're already..." 

The retort—no shit, Sherlock—bubbled behind her clenched teeth, but what emerged was a shuddering exhale against his stubble as she yanked him over her. His erection bumped her inner thigh, already stiff from the mere suggestion of access—pathetic compared to the memory of Boone’s obscene outline straining against wool. 

Her fingers wrapped around him with clinical precision, guiding him to where she pulsed with frustrated heat. The first shallow thrust drew a hiss through her teeth—not from pleasure, but from the brutal comparison. Where Boone would've doubtless split her open like an overripe melon, Dave's familiar girth barely stretched her. Still, she hooked her ankles over his flanks and pulled, her hips rising to meet each half-hearted push while her mind rewrote the script: It's his hand on my throat, his weight pinning me to the mattress, his—

Dave's groan vibrated against her collarbone as his hips stuttered—three frantic thrusts, a choked gasp, and then the hot spill of his release that barely grazed the edges of her need. Darlene's scream tore from somewhere primal, her fingers clawing at his back not in ecstasy but in furious disappointment. The sound startled them both, her vocal cords raw from suppressing twenty-three years of mediocre sex. 

He rolled off with the smug sigh of a man who'd conquered Everest, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. 

"That was... quite a scream, babe." His chuckle gusted across her damp shoulder as he groped for the nightstand tissues. Somewhere outside, a dog barked in frantic response. "Think you spooked the neighbor's schnauzer." 

A moment later, Dave was blissfully snoring, less a sound than a seismic event—Dave's jaw slackening against the pillow as his inhale rattled the nightstand water glass. Darlene's thighs clenched around emptiness, the bedsprings squealing when she rolled onto her side. I love my husband-I love my husband-I love my husband, she repeated like rosary beads between her teeth, each gnash of her molars punctuating the lie. 

––––––––
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MORNING CAME TOO SOON. The shower's scalding spray couldn't melt the tension coiled between her shoulders. The scale's digital display blinked unchanged—204.6 lbs, same as yesterday, same as last Thanksgiving. She pressed a palm to her damp stomach, imagining how differently those digits might redistribute under hands that didn't treat her body like an afterthought. 

Mock exams today meant no poetry, no prowling lectures—just the sterile scratch of pencils and Professor Langley's benign supervision. Darlene tugged her sweater sleeves over her wrists as Dave backed out of the driveway. The minivan's tires spat gravel as Dave peeled away—already late for another meeting about spreadsheets that would outlive them both. Darlene barely had time to adjust her slipping glasses before Tina materialized at her elbow, vibrating with the kinetic energy of a sugar-loaded terrier. 

"Ohmygodohmygod," the girl hissed, nails digging into Darlene's forearm through her sweater. "Tell me everything! Did he—y'know—" Her eyebrows performed an obscene gymnastics routine. 

Darlene's grip tightened on her backpack straps, the memory of Lucas' thumb circling that same bruise now throbbing under cotton. 

"Nothing happened," she lied through clenched teeth, scanning the quad for witnesses. "Just your stupid... graphic note got me interrogated like a felon." Behind her lenses, her eyes darted toward Langley's office window—half-expecting to see a silhouette lounging against the blinds. 

Tina's squeal died abruptly when the exam proctor called them inside. 

The scratch of #2 pencils and rustling papers filled the exam room—a symphony of academic diligence Darlene couldn't bring herself to join. Her own pencil hovered over question three, the words swimming as Tina's elbow jostled her desk for the third time. Something about Romantic-era sonnets. She knew this. Had known it before Dave's mother's funeral, before PTA meetings, before—

The door hinges whined like a teased lover. 

Darlene's neck prickled before she even looked up—some primal synapse firing at the shift in atmospheric pressure. Lucas Boone filled the doorway with the quiet menace of a storm front, his rolled sleeves exposing forearms still glistening from the faculty restroom sink. Professor Langley's mumbled excuse about "departmental rotation" barely registered over the blood suddenly pounding in Darlene's ears. 

Their eyes locked. 

His tongue touched the corner of his mouth—just a flicker—as he leaned against the proctor's desk. The wooden legs groaned under his weight, the sound obscenely familiar. Darlene's pencil snapped between her fingers.

The soles of Lucas' dress shoes struck the linoleum with military precision—each step a controlled detonation that made students flinch without knowing why. His pacing wasn't supervision; it was territorial marking, the measured cadence of a predator counting strides between himself and the doe frozen in row three. Darlene's lungs burned as she held her breath, her broken pencil leaking graphite across the multiple-choice bubbles like a spreading bruise. 

"Eyes on your own papers, please." The last word curled around them like smoke—polite on paper, venomous in execution. A freshman two rows ahead dropped his gaze so fast his glasses slid off his nose. 

Then the shadow fell across her Scantron sheet. Lucas' thighs brushed the back of her chair, the heat radiating through her sweater like a brand. She could smell him—that expensive sandalwood aftershave undercut with something muskier, something that hadn't been there during office hours. Her pulse throbbed between her legs in perfect sync with the vein visibly jumping in his wrist as he reached over her shoulder to— 

—flip her exam booklet to page two. His fingertip lingered on the corner, denting the paper with deliberate pressure. Her pencil slipped from her fingers and fell to the floor with a clack that sounded like a gunshot going off in the quiet room. She watched as Boone calmly reached down to retrieve it, his massive arm brushing her thigh both ways as he handed it back to her. 
Darlene's vision tunneled; she counted five distinct breaths before his weight shifted away. He stepped away with deliberate leisure—his thigh brushing her shoulder as he moved to the next student—but not before she caught the predatory glint in his sidelong glance. She fumbled for her pencil sharpener as she stared, watching the taut sway of muscular buttocks like gazing into a hypnotic spiral. 
He paused behind Mia Fernandez's chair, repeating the same torturous routine of flipping pages with deliberate slowness, his knuckles grazing the exam booklet in a mockery of academic diligence. 
Darlene's teeth sank into her lower lip. Is he doing this to everyone? The possibility stung worse than outright rejection—that these calculated touches were just part of some pedagogical theater. But then his thumb dragged across Mia's answer sheet, leaving no mark yet somehow smearing the girl's confidence into something shaky. Mia hunched like a startled rabbit. 

His glutes flexed under finely tailored wool as he stepped sideways—a sculptor's dream of muscle barely contained by gabardine. Darlene's pencil skittered off the desk. The fantasy struck without warning: those thighs pinning her hips to a chalkboard, those— 

Focus, her conscience shrieked, just as Lucas half-turned toward the windows. Sunlight outlined the perfect curve of his ass through his trousers, the fabric pulling taut with each minuscule adjustment of his stance. Somewhere behind her, Tina choked on a giggle.

Darlene’s pencil clattered against linoleum again—clik-clak—a sound so sharp it might've been the safety clicking off a gun. Damn it, why are fingers so— Her internal scolding died mid-thought as she bent to retrieve it, the motion bringing her nose dangerously close to Lucas' left oxford. 

Her glasses slid down her sweaty nose, framing the impossible. That thing—because no civilized noun could describe the obscene outline tenting his trousers—hovered inches from her fogging lenses. The material stretched thin as tissue paper over what looked like a smuggled crowbar, the zipper's teeth straining against forces beyond human engineering. 

She jerked upright so fast her vision spotted. The corner of his mouth twitched. Every capillary in Darlene's face ignited. The apology died on Darlene's lips as Boones stare pinned her to the chair—that same unbearable cocktail of academic sternness and predatory amusement. His nostrils flared slightly when her tongue darted out to wet her lower lip, the unconscious gesture broadcasting her distress louder than any words. 

He turned away with deliberate slowness, the muscle along his jaw flexing as if savoring her discomfort. Three measured steps took him to the windowsill, where he braced one palm against the glass—the pose stretching his shirt across shoulders that could've carried the weight of her regrets. Sunlight poured through the thin fabric of his dress shirt, outlining the taut ladder of his abdomen with brutal clarity. 

Darlene's pencil slipped again. 

––––––––
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THE BELL'S ELECTRONIC shriek jolted through Darlene's nervous system like defibrillator paddles. Students erupted into motion around her—backpacks zipping, chairs screeching.

Darlene's throat clicked dryly as Lucas began his predatory collection route. Each paper he plucked from students' hands sounded like a playing card being dealt in some high-stakes game she hadn't agreed to join. When he paused at Mia's desk, his fingertips lingered just long enough to make the girl blush before moving on to— 

—her. 

The scent of him hit first—sweat and sandalwood and something illicit beneath the starch. His knuckles grazed her exam booklet with deliberate slowness, his other hand braced against her desk in a pose that somehow left her feeling caged. 

"Mrs. Whitmore." His murmur curled around her like a noose—professional yet possessive. 

Lucas' fingers curled around Darlene's exam sheet—not lifting, but claiming—as his voice carried through the emptying classroom with calculated clarity. 

"Stay behind for a moment if you don't mind." The request hung in the air like a suspended chord, vibrating with implication. 

Darlene's sweater collar darkened with creeping sweat. Mia's chair screeched backward as the girl stood, her glare bouncing between Darlene's trembling hands and Boone’s half-smile. Tina's sharp inhale sounded more like a suppressed squeal, her pen capsizing onto the floor as she mouthed OH SHIT at Darlene's frozen expression. 

The murmured speculation crescendoed—"What’s that all about?", "Are they—", "Isn’t she married?"—until Lucas cleared his throat. The room fell silent so abruptly it left Darlene's ears ringing.

Lucas' fingers tightened imperceptibly on Darlene's exam sheet, the paper crinkling under his grip as he leaned down. His breath warmed the shell of her ear when he spoke—each word measured to ensure the remaining students caught every damning syllable. 

"Mrs. Whitmore, I'd expect someone of your... maturity to set a better example. I will not tolerate any disruptions during exams." His voice resonated through her ribs like a bass note from a cathedral pipe organ. 

Darlene's glasses fogged instantly. The accusation alone would've been mortifying, but the way his thigh pressed against her desk—the heat of him searing through her sweater sleeve—turned the reprimand into something far more illicit. She could feel Tina vibrating three seats over, could taste the salt of her own upper lip where sweat beaded despite the classroom's chill. 

“I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, I just—” Darlene's excuses fractured against Boone’s raised palm like waves against a seawall. Her throat worked soundlessly as the last student filed out, 

Tina's retreating figure pausing just long enough to throw a scandalized glance over her shoulder. The door clicked shut with finality, sealing Darlene in the suddenly cavernous classroom with nothing but the echo of her own pulse and the professor's slow, deliberate blink. 

His silence was worse than laughter. 

The abandoned pencils and crumpled soda cups littering empty desks became sudden objects of fascination—anything to avoid Boone’s piercing gaze as he folded his arms. The air between them thickened with the scent of graphite and sandalwood as his palm eclipsed her shoulder—his fingers spanning from collarbone to sleeve seam with terrifying ease. The sweater's loose knit surrendered instantly to his touch, sagging further down her arm to reveal a pale strip of skin normally hidden by layers of propriety. His thumb traced the hollow above her clavicle in lazy circles, each rotation sending seismic tremors through her nervous system. 

"I shouldn't have to discipline you, Mrs. Whitmore." The word slithered out coated in honey and arsenic—discipline—a term that conjured ruler-measured palm strikes and bent-over-desks in her Catholic school memories, yet now pulsed with entirely different implications. His grip tightened imperceptibly when she shivered. "Can you explain the cause of your disruptive behavior?" 

Darlene's glasses slid askew as she ducked her head, her tongue darting out to wet lips gone parchment-dry. 

"I-I'm sorry..." The apology dissolved into a gasp when his knee nudged between hers beneath the desk. "I was just... distracted." Her own voice sounded foreign—breathy and frayed at the edges like a cassette tape stretched too thin.

Lucas' eyebrow arched with theatrical precision—a slow, deliberate lift that made the silence between them congeal into something viscous. His thumb stilled against her collarbone, the sudden absence of motion more unsettling than the touch itself. 

"Distracted?" The word dripped with saccharine concern, his lips wrapping around each syllable like he was tasting something decadent. "The room was perfectly quiet. Everyone else managed to..." His grip shifted, fingertips skating up the side of her neck to tilt her chin toward the ceiling. "...focus." 

Darlene's exhale hitched. Her thighs pressed together beneath the desk, the friction doing nothing to quell the ache pulsing in time with Lucas' pulse under her jaw. 

"Was it... the material?" 

Boone leaned back with exaggerated deliberation, the movement rolling his shoulders in a way that pulled his dress shirt taut across his chest—but the real show was lower. The shift in posture brought his hips flush with the edge of Darlene’s desk, the worn wood groaning under his weight as his crotch hovered inches from her face. Even half-soft, the thick outline of him strained against wool like a second tongue pressed to the inside of fabric. 

He made a show of scanning her exam, fingers rifling through pages with performative slowness—each rustle timed to the shallow hitch of Darlene’s breath. Sunlight caught the silver flecks in his stubble when he finally spoke. 

"Your answers seem mostly spot-on." The compliment landed like a trap, his thumb skimming a particularly detailed response about Byron’s escapades. "So." His knee bumped hers beneath the desk, "Was something else bothering you?" 

The question hung in the air between them, thick as the scent of his cologne—sandalwood undercut with something darker. Darlene's fingers twisted in her sweater sleeves as she forced the words out—each one scraping her throat raw on its way up. 

"Dr. Boone, I... I don't think this is very... appropriate." The syllables wobbled like a drunk tightrope walker. 

"Hmm? What isn't very appropriate, Darlene?" Her name rolled off his tongue like warm bourbon, viscous and intoxicating. 

She didn't mean to look—God, she didn't—but her peripheral vision caught the sudden twitch beneath his trousers, that flaccid thickness pulsing once against gabardine like a serpent stirring from hibernation. Her breath stuttered. 

"Can you elaborate?" he pressed, shifting his weight to make the desk creak ominously. 

The movement sent his crotch swaying dangerously close, the heat radiating through her fogged glasses. The heat scorched her flushed cheek—God, had she leaned in without realizing? Her glasses slipped another millimeter down her damp nose as her gaze flickered between his smirk and the unmistakable swell beneath his trousers.

"I-I don't think..." The protest crumbled into a whimper when his thumb brushed her lower lip. His scent flooded her senses—musk and the faint metallic tang of his watchband—as he cupped her jaw with terrifying gentleness.

"You're not making any sense, Darlene." His voice dropped to a velvet growl that vibrated through her molars. His other hand drifted to his belt buckle. "Such an astute literature student shouldn't have trouble... articulating herself. Just say what's on your mind."

The cracked whimper that spilled from Darlene’s lips could have been a prayer or a curse—her body arched toward Lucas Boone’s heat even as her fingers clawed at the edge of the desk like she might fling it between them. Every tremor betrayed her: the sweater sleeve slipping to reveal a lace strap soaked with sweat, the way her thighs fell open wider, the wet click of her throat when her tongue darted out to trace where his thumb had been. 

Her glasses hung crookedly from one ear, lenses fogged beyond repair, but she didn’t need to see to feel—the humid gust of his exhale, the musk of his arousal cutting through starch and sandalwood, the unbearable thereness of him straining against fabric. 

“P-please—” The word shattered against her teeth, half-gasp and half-groan. 

Her head tipped back against the chair, baring the fluttering pulse in her neck where his fingerprints still bloomed. A drop of sweat slid between her breasts, absorbed by fabric already damp from the furnace of her need.

The bell's electronic scream tore through Darlene's nervous system like a cleaver—splitting her between the visceral need to flee and the dizzying urge to press closer. 

Dick. Cock. Thickness. The words detonated behind her eyelids with each staccato heartbeat—crude synonyms that somehow felt holier than any prayer she'd muttered in pews. His zipper's teeth gleamed inches from her lips, each metallic glint whispering obscenities her Sunday school tongue couldn't shape. 

She watched in mute horror as Lucas straightened with feline leisure, his bulge straining against the retreating fabric as he stepped back. The sudden cold where his body heat had been felt like a sacrament revoked

"We'll discuss your... behavior another time." 

He stepped aside with exaggerated courtesy, one arm sweeping toward the door in a gesture that felt more like releasing a coiled spring than granting mercy. 

Darlene's knees popped audibly as she stood, her trembling fingers scattering pens and crumpled tissues across the desktop. The sweater slipped off one shoulder entirely as she bent to retrieve her bag, the lace bra strap beneath glistening with nervous sweat. He stood aside for her, giving just enough space for her to pass between the desks. When she turned to squeeze past him, her plush hips couldn't possibly avoid grazing his—the heat of his semi-hardness searing through leggings and wool alike. 

"Careful now." Boone pressed forward just enough to mold the swell of her ass against himself, his belt buckle catching in her sweater hem.

Darlene bit down on her tongue, the pain doing nothing to stifle the traitorous arch of her spine or the dampness soaking through her underwear.

"Whoops. Here. Let me give you a hand." his whisper curled around Darlene's ear like smoke—hot and suffocating. 

His fingers skated up her trembling thigh, pausing just shy of the damp heat between her legs before diverting to her sweater hem. The fabric made a wet sound as it peeled away from his trousers, clinging stubbornly until he gave it one sharp, playful tug. 

She braced for violation. Prepared for it. Craved it. 

Instead, his palms settled on her hips with terrifying gentleness, guiding her backward just far enough to break contact—yet still close enough that his breath stirred the fine hairs at her nape. Every nerve ending screamed at the loss, her body swaying like a sapling in the wake of his retreat. 

When she turned, his smile was all teeth—the kind wolves wore before the kill. His trousers bore undeniable proof of her unraveling, the dark patch glistening under fluorescent lights. One finger tapped his watch face. 

"Run along now, Mrs. Whitmore." His tongue darted out to wet his lower lip. "We wouldn't want you to be... late."

The door clicked shut behind Darlene with a softness that betrayed her shaking hands—too careful, too controlled, like tucking a loaded gun back into its holster. She barely registered the squeak of her sneakers against linoleum before Tina materialized like a gossip-seeking missile, bouncing so vigorously her stacked textbooks threatened to topple. 

"Omygod-Omygod-Omygod!" The girl's whisper-shriek ricocheted off the lockers, her acrylic nails tapping a staccato rhythm against her sociology binder. She leaned in until her citrusy perfume clashed with the musk still clinging to Darlene's sweater. "You're glowing like my aunt after her 'hot yoga' incident—spill it right now!" 

Darlene's fingers flew to adjust glasses that weren't sliding—just trembling—as she sidestepped toward the water fountain. 

"N-nothing happened," she lied to the stained stainless steel, watching droplets from the spout land between her breasts. "Just a... warning about being disruptive during exams." 

Tina's grin widened into something feral, her glossy lips pulling back to reveal perfect white teeth. She hip-checked Darlene against the water fountain with surprising force, sending a cold arc spraying across their ankles. 

"A warning?" She dragged the word out like taffy, her fingertip tracing the damp lace peeking from Darlene's sweater collar. "Bullshit. You smell like his cologne." Her whisper dropped to a conspiratorial purr. "And your thighs are shaking like you just sat on a washing machine." 

The younger girl's gaze flicked meaningfully toward the dark patch still visible on Darlene's leggings—the kind of moisture that couldn't be blamed on spilled coffee. Darlene's hands flew to her sweater hem with the frantic energy of a woman trying to smother a fire, tugging the fabric down past her hips. 

"Tina! For God's sake," she hissed, her voice cracking midway through the girl's name. "You're young enough to be my own daughter." 

Tina just rolled her eyes, leaning in until her gum-scented breath gusted against Darlene's collarbone. 

"Aw, come on, Dee!" Her whisper carried the gleeful cruelty unique to teenagers who've smelled blood in the water. "We're both girls and he's all man." She punctuated the last words with a hip thrust. "All the girls get wet just thinking about him, and he won't even look at the rest of us."

Darlene's fingers trembled violently as she adjusted her glasses. 

"Nothing happened," she lied through clenched teeth, voice barely above a whisper. "You're just—imagining things." 

Tina's smirk could have cut glass. She leaned in until their foreheads nearly touched, her manicured nail tapping the wet spot on Darlene's leggings with a soft plink sound. 

"Dee," she purred, "they can smell the cunt juice pouring out of you from the parking lot." Her whisper dripped with delight at Darlene's sharp inhale. "Don't tell me nothing happened." 

Darlene's entire body burned—not with shame, but something far more dangerous. Before Tina could tease further, she grabbed the girl's wrist hard enough to leave marks and yanked her toward the women's restroom.

The restroom door swung shut with a hollow clang. Darlene's fingers trembled against the sink's porcelain edge as she scanned beneath stall doors—empty. The exhale that followed shuddered through her like a dying engine, her reflection's pupils blown wide behind fogged lenses. 

"Fine," she whispered, the word fracturing into a thousand glittering shards of confession. Her hands rose to adjust glasses that didn't need adjusting, then fluttered down to press against her still-thrumming thighs. "He... his hands were... God." Her hips jerked forward against the sink's edge at the memory. "I could feel him through his trousers like—like heat lightning." Tina's jaw dropped mid-chew, her gum plastered against her molars as Darlene's voice dropped to a husky rasp. "And when he leaned over me, his belt buckle and his... bulge—" Her fingers mimicked the hot swell grazing her inner thigh, her throat working around a swallowed moan. 

Tina perched on the sink counter like a raven watching carrion, her legs swinging with restless energy as Darlene's confession spilled forth in breathless, vivid fragments—each word dripping with the kind of detail only firsthand experience could provide. The younger girl's manicured nails dug crescent moons into her own thighs, her chewing gum forgotten as Darlene described the way Lucas Boone’s pulsating meat had scraped her inner thigh like a branding iron, how his thumb had traced the seam of her lips with the precision of a calligrapher. 

"Oh, why couldn't it be me?" Tina's whine cut through the humid air, her lower lip jutting in theatrical envy. She kicked her sneakers against the cabinet doors for emphasis, the hollow thuds underscoring her petulance. "So," she drawled, leaning forward until her nose nearly brushed Darlene's damp cheek, "are you gonna fuck him?" 

Darlene's gasp ricocheted off the tiles like a gunshot. 

"Tina!" The name tore from her throat in a scandalized screech, her fingers flying to cover the girl's mouth as if the profanity might stain them both. 

Her cheeks burned hotter than when Boone’s
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