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Further Reading: Secret Affair With the Woman Who Was Supposed to Test Me


The office ran on fluorescent light and leftover coffee. I had been there long enough that the rhythm of the place lived in my bones—quarterly reviews, late decks, the particular way the elevator always hesitated on sixteen. I managed six people in marketing. All of them younger than thirty. They stayed late because they still thought staying late meant something, and I stayed late because I had never quite learned how to leave a thing unfinished. I was thirty-five. I lifted four mornings a week. I didn’t smoke. On weekends I still went to games and stood in the noise like it could sand something off me.

We needed a secretary. I sat through the usual parade of polished résumés and careful smiles until a girl walked in who hadn’t bothered with any of it. Clean, unadorned, twenty-three, just out of college. No makeup. A blouse that didn’t try. What caught me wasn’t the lack of effort. It was the eyes. They moved like they were already in the middle of a conversation she hadn’t decided to have yet. Something restless lived behind them. We talked about software and calendars and the particular hell of executives who changed their minds after five. She was competent. More than competent. I hired her.

Her name was Gianna.

For months I barely looked at her. The senior people trained her. She learned fast and laughed easily enough with the others that I stopped thinking of her as new. When work required it I taught her the parts no one writes down—how to read a room before a pitch, which numbers mattered and which were theater. She started making faces at me over the cubicle wall when a call ran long. Little things. A tilt of the head. A mouth pressed together to keep from smiling. I noticed the way she dressed: loose shirts, flat shoes, nothing that asked to be seen. Next to the other women on the floor she looked almost unfinished, like she’d stepped out of a different decade and forgotten to catch up.

We worked late. When it got past ten I drove her home. The car was quiet at first. Then it wasn’t. She told me, in pieces, about the man she couldn’t quite leave. He called. He disappeared. He showed up sorry and then not sorry. She had stopped bothering with herself in the middle of that loop. No energy left for it. I watched her in profile against the passing lights and saw the two piercings in each ear, the clean arch of her brows. Someone had taken care once. She had simply stopped.

One night the team went out. A little wine. Nothing dramatic. I looked across the table and the understatement fell away. The hair was a warm blonde that caught every cheap restaurant light. Her eyes were wet-dark and too direct. Color sat high on her cheeks. Her mouth was full in a way I hadn’t let myself catalog. The clothes still hid her, but the shape under them was there if you paid attention. I paid attention and then I looked away and drank my water.

After that I started listening harder. Not pushing. Just staying in the passenger seat of her life long enough that the old thing with the other man began to look as small as it was. She ended it. Not cleanly—those things never are—but she ended it. The change didn’t arrive all at once. It arrived in the way her shoulders sat when she walked in on a Monday. She cut her hair. It moved when she turned her head. She let the other women show her how to do her eyes. The result was not costume. It was simply her, finally willing to be looked at. She started wearing clothes that fit. Skirts that followed the line of her hips. Tops that admitted she had a body. I would be at my desk and catch the shape of her crossing the floor and have to look back at the screen like it had done something wrong.

I took her to buy shoes.

Not a date. I told myself that and almost believed it. She needed something other than the flats. I found a pair of sandals with a heel that would change the way she stood. She sat on the little bench and I went down on one knee because the strap needed doing and because I wanted my hands on the task. Her ankle was warm. The skin over the tendon was thin enough that I could feel the small jump of her pulse when the buckle clicked. I tied it. I stayed there a second longer than the job required and put my mouth against the inside of her knee, just once, dry and brief, like a period at the end of a sentence I hadn’t meant to write.

She stood. The first steps were unsteady. The height changed everything—the tilt of her pelvis, the way her calf had to work, the small startled laugh she couldn’t swallow. She reached for my arm and then she was against my chest, the whole light weight of her using me for balance while the saleswoman made the appropriate noises. I put my hand on the back of her calf and rubbed the tightness there because she said it ached and because I could. People looked. She flushed and kept walking the little circuit, learning the new center of gravity, leaning into me whenever the heel asked too much.

We left with three pairs. All of them the kind that announced themselves.

In the car the air was different. Streetlight slid across her bare legs and the new shoes. She didn’t speak for two lights. Then she turned in the seat, put her hand on the side of my neck, and kissed me. It wasn’t hesitant. It was the kind of kiss a person gives when they’ve been thinking about the exact temperature of someone else’s mouth and finally decided to find out. I kissed her back. There was wine still ghosting her breath and the faint clean scent of the store on her skin. When it broke she stayed close enough that I could feel her breathing against my cheek.

After that, the drive home always ended the same way. A kiss at the curb. Sometimes it stayed soft, a press of closed mouths that lasted one extra second. Sometimes her lips parted and the kiss went deeper—slow, wet, the kind that makes the rest of the street fall away and leaves you aware of your own pulse in places you usually ignore. Her tongue would find mine and then retreat, like she was mapping something she wasn’t ready to claim. My hand would settle at her waist or the nape of her neck and feel the small shiver that lived there.

She would pull back, eyes dark in the dim, mouth a little swollen, and tell me not to make it into more than it was. Don’t get ideas. Don’t start writing a story I hadn’t been invited into.

I said I wouldn’t.

I drove away with the taste of her still in my mouth and the shape of her knee still under my hand from earlier, and I did not, for a long time, let myself name what I was already doing.

At the office the change in her did the work without anyone announcing it. Men who had walked past her desk for months started finding reasons to stop. She noticed. You could see it in the way she held her coffee, in the unhurried way she crossed the floor. Confidence didn’t arrive as a speech. It arrived as posture. Gianna had always been beautiful. She had only been unfinished.

Friday morning I picked her up the way I had started picking her up. The movie was already a plan—something with enough plot that we could pretend we were going for the plot. She came down the walk in a dress that made the plan feel like cover.

It was short. Cotton with enough stretch to admit what it was doing. The buttons ran all the way down the front and they were working harder than buttons are meant to work. Summer lived in the fabric. When she bent to get into the car the line between her breasts opened and closed like a held breath. The skin there was pale enough that the faint map of veins showed if the light hit it. I looked at the road.

On her feet, the heeled sandals from the week before. A thin silver chain sat against one ankle. Her toenails were done. Everything about her that morning said she had thought about being seen, and that she had thought about who would be doing the seeing.

I told her she looked like trouble. She went pink to the throat and tried to hide it by fussing with the seatbelt. In the shift of the dress I caught the edge of something pale and pretty underneath—underwear that still belonged to the earlier version of her, the one who hadn’t decided yet.

The car filled with the smell of her shampoo and warm cotton. I let the compliments come the way they wanted to, watching the color stay on her face.

“The women on our floor,” I said, like I was only making conversation, “when they wear those tight skirts. It’s usually a thong. I always wondered if that’s as uncomfortable as it looks.”

She glanced at me, then at her own lap.

“Have you ever worn one?”

“A thong?” She laughed under her breath, the sound small. “No. I’ve seen it. Plenty of them wear that to work. I just never—”

“You’d look better in one than they do.” I kept my eyes on traffic. “Your ass is the reason those skirts exist. A regular pair just cuts the line. On you that’s a waste.”

She was quiet long enough that I thought I had pushed it. Then, shy, almost practical:

“Maybe next time. I’ll look. I can try.”

I reached over and put my hand in her hair. It was warm from the morning and it smelled clean in a way that made the rest of
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