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By Riley Storm

"Professor Hayes? You asked for the attendance sheet." The voice snapped her back to reality—some grad assistant hovering by the lectern with a clipboard. Dr. Hayes blinked at him, suddenly aware of the dampness between her thighs. Had she been staring? The way his shirt sleeves hugged his forearms shouldn't fascinate her this much.

She snatched the clipboard with a tight smile. "Thank you, Jeremy." His name lingered on her tongue like something forbidden. Her wedding band—a thin gold thing she hadn't bothered polishing in months—caught the fluorescent light as she flipped through the pages. Names blurred together. Two absences in the front row. That meant Ethan's usual seat sat empty. She'd memorized his habits weeks ago: the way he chewed his pen cap during lectures, the distracted drumming of his fingers when she discussed post-structuralism.

Outside, rain smeared the classroom windows into liquid gray. The radiator hissed. Thirty-two undergrads waited, some doodling, most scrolling. Routine should've settled her. Instead, every rustle of a notebook, every cough, made her skin prickle. She cleared her throat. "Last week we discussed Foucault's panopticon as metaphor. Today..." Her own voice sounded alien. Distant. The words "disciplinary society" died halfway out as her gaze snagged on a latecomer slinking into the back. Broad shoulders. Dark hair curling at his collar. Not Ethan. Disappointment coiled hot in her stomach.

The clock's minute hand lurched forward. Fifty minutes to go. Fifty minutes of pretending she wasn't imagining hands—younger, rougher—sliding up her stockings under this very lectern. Her husband hadn't touched her since last Thanksgiving. A dry peck on the cheek this morning. Coffee breath. She adjusted her glasses, forced herself to breathe. "Turn to page eighty-seven." The book crackled in her grip. Pages smelled like dust and highlighter ink. She wondered if any of them noticed her pulse jumping in her throat.

Behind her, the projector hummed. Foucault's text shimmered on the screen. Words about power. Surveillance. Her own hypocrisy burned worse than the radiator's metallic heat. She pictured Ethan's mouth—chapped from skateboarding, he'd mentioned once—parting around her finger. Would he suck gently? Bite? She swallowed, tasted chalk and something darker. The back-row latecomer stretched, arms overhead. Fabric pulled taut across his chest. Her nipples tightened against her blouse. God, when had she last bought new underwear? These were beige. Practical. The kind her mother would approve of.

A pen clattered to the floor. She jumped. "Sorry, Professor!" A girl giggled. Blonde. Pretty. Dr. Hayes' fantasy twisted abruptly: the girl kneeling between Ethan's spread legs in the empty seminar room after hours. Watching. Her own thighs pressed together. Would they let her join? Would they—Stop. She gripped the lectern's edge. The metal was cold. Real. "As Foucault argues," her voice only wavered slightly, "the gaze itself produces docile bodies." If only they knew how hers rebelled.

Someone coughed. A phone buzzed. She should confiscate it. Should do a lot of things. Instead, she let her eyes drift shut for one illicit second. Imagined walking straight out mid-lecture. Leaving her bag. Her dignity. Letting the department door swing shut behind her while she climbed into some boy's beat-up Civic. Letting him drive. Anywhere. The fantasy dissolved when she blinked open to thirty-two expectant faces. Rain tapped the windows like impatient fingers. She wet her lips. "Who can tell me how this applies to modern social media?" Her voice didn't sound like her own. It sounded hungry.
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