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There’s this girl at work, Sheila.
She’s a relatively new employee working in our AP Department. A
nice girl, fresh out of college, young, pretty, smart. Very
energetic. I’d even go so far as to call her perky. When I first
hired her, we talked over coffee and pastries, a ritual I do with
all my new hires. I knew she was fresh out of college, that she
lived on her own with a roommate not far from the office, and that
she had great auburn hair with goldenrod highlights.

Beyond that, we didn’t interact much,
until that afternoon when she knocked on my open office door. “Mrs.
Johnson?”

Doing paperwork. I looked up, taking
my reading glasses off. Seeing it was her put a smile on my face.
There was that something about her…

“Yes, Sheila?” She
appeared a bit distressed. Worry in her hazel-colored eyes. I put
my pen down. “Is everything all right?”

“Oh, yeah, sure. It’s
just…” She stepped into my office wringing her hands. She had on a
gray skirt and a peachy, button-down blouse. It was a pretty outfit
for a pretty girl. Her hair tied in a ponytail.

“I shouldn’t be bothering
you with this.” She turned, started to leave.

“Something’s wrong. What
is it, hon?”

“It’s not a big deal,
really, but I don’t really know anyone else here that…”

“Just tell me, Sheila.
Whatever it is, I’m sure I can help.”

“Thank you, Mrs.
Johnson.”

I smiled. “And you don’t need to keep
calling me Mrs. Johnson. We’re very informal around here. Amy is
fine.”

“Oh. Okay, Amy. I…it’s
just my car’s in the shop, getting worked on. I got a ride into
work this morning, but my girlfriend can’t pick me up like she said
she would.”

“Girlfriend?” Did she mean
girl friend or girlfriend? In my head I heard the HR manager
admonishing me. Sexual orientation is not
of your business and should never be discussed. Remember your
tolerance and sensitivity training.

“Forget I said that. You,
you’re…” I cleared my throat. “You’re saying you need a ride
home?”

“Yes. Do you know anyone—”
She nervously fidgeted.

“That’s no problem. I’ll
be happy to give you a lift.”

“You? No,” Sheila said. “I
just was wondering, if you knew someone who maybe lived near me,
someone I could ask...”

“Nonsense,” I said. “You
live just a few blocks away from me. It’s on my way.”

“You know where I live?”
Her expression was hard to read. Was she flattered I knew or did
she think I was some kind of creepy stalker lady? A woman who’d
already insinuated the girl might be a lesbian by the way she said;
girlfriend.

“You told me where you
lived when we spoke over coffee. During your orientation,
remember?”

“Oh, right. Of course.”
She smiled. “You’re sure it’s okay, Mrs. Johnson? I don’t want to
put you out or anything?”

“It’s fine, Sheila. I’m
happy to do it.”

“Thank you, Mrs.
Johnson.”

“And it’s Amy. Please. All
that Mrs. Johnson stuff made me feel old.” Which at fifty-five I
definitely was not. The new forty-five, I reminded
myself.

“Of course…Amy.” She
forced another smile. “Thank you so much.”

She left and I watched her go. Staring
actually, before I felt my face flush, realizing my gaze was locked
on her tight little ass as it swished seductively under that
hip-hugging gray skirt of hers.

 


After work that evening I pulled my
car up to the employee entrance and waited for Sheila to come out.
All afternoon I found myself thinking about the girl. Like I’d
said, she was young and pretty, perky, but we had a lot of young
and pretty girls at work. There was something…different about her,
appealing…

And it’s not like I’m interested in
girls. I’m not.

And even if I were—which I’m not—those
days were behind me. I’m a fifty-five-year-old widower who’d been
married for thirty years…to a man. He was the love of my life, my
soulmate, until the cancer ravaged his body and took him from me
three years earlier. Fucking cancer.

But the way she’d
said: girlfriend.
It stuck with me. Like the chorus of a favorite song, playing over
and over. I had no idea why.

The door opened.

Smiling and bubbly, Sheila slipped
into the passenger seat and pulled the door closed. “I can’t tell
you again how much I appreciate this, Mrs. Johnson.”

“Amy,” I insisted, putting
the car into gear. I pulled out of the parking lot and into
traffic. “It’s no bother at all, Sheila.”

As we drove, Sheila talked about how
much she liked her job and working for me, even though I wasn’t her
direct boss. There was a supervisor between us. And she went on
about her college days and how much she missed them. She’d
graduated less than a year ago.

Wait until your college days are
thirty years in the rearview mirror, sweetie. Then come talk to me.
But I liked listening to her go on.

“Over there.” She pointed
through the window at a low, two-story apartment complex. “To the
right.”

It was late fall, and so night arrived
early. The sky already a deep purple.

The photo-sensitive parking lights had
come on in the gathering twilight. Small maple saplings dotted
lined the green space between the curb and sidewalk. Their leaves
had turned red and orange and yellow but still clung stubbornly to
their branches. They shimmered in a gentle breeze. The dappled
streetlamp light shifted playfully across the dashboard.

I eased the car into an empty space.
The brakes of my old sedan squealed to a stop. With the car in
park, the headlights reflected over a low cinderblock wall
surrounding the building ahead. The dashboard lights filled the
car’s interior with an ethereal glow.

“Here we are,” I
said.

“Here we are,” Sheila
repeated. She made no move to get out. Her face awash in the
dashboard lights. She stared at the white headlight reflecting off
the wall ahead of us.

The silence between us grew. I was
about to ask Sheila if she was okay when she shifted suddenly in
her seat. The seat squeaked where the bare skin of the back of her
legs rubbed against the leather.

She stared at me. “Mrs.
Johnson?”

“Yes, Sheila?” I’d given
up on the whole call me Amy thing.

“Thanks for giving me a
ride home.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie.
Anytime.”

She threw her arms out and wrapped
them around me in an unexpected hug.

Taken by surprise. “Uh,
okay.”

In the front seat of the car, it was
awkward but I leaned over, banging my elbow against the steering
wheel in the process, and embraced her back.

A petite girl, Sheila felt small in my
arms. I started to pull back but Sheila held on to me, as if afraid
to let go. Later she told me, she was gathering her courage.
Working up the nerve to do what she did next.

As she started to pull away, her cheek
against mine, rather than pull straight back, she turned her head,
sweeping her lips across my mouth. A warm chaste kiss, that felt
almost accidental, until it wasn’t. Sheila opened her mouth. Her
tongue raked across my lips, and as I opened my mouth to protest,
across my front teeth.

I pushed back. “Sheila!”

“I’m sorry,” she said,
flustered. “I just…I’ve wanted to do that. Ever since the day I met
you.”

“What?”

“I’m serious,” she
insisted. “It’s true.”

My girlfriend can’t pick
me up. I guess my instincts weren’t wrong
after all.

“This is…” It was my turn
to be flustered. “So inappropriate. I’m your boss. And over twice
your age and…and…I’m not even gay.” I looked at her. “A lesbian.
Whatever the correct term is these days.”

“You’ve never been with a
woman before?” she asked. “Someone as beautiful as you.”

“I was married. For thirty
years. To a man.”

“You didn’t answer my
question. Never?”

“No,” I lied. Sort of.
There was this one time when I was really young, but I digress.
Sheila didn’t need to know about that. Would only complicate things
more. “No.”

“Ever thought about it?”
she asked.

The interior of the car was getting
stuffy. The heater blasted warm air through the vents. I wanted to
wave my hand over my face, fan myself. “Sheila. I’m flattered. But,
I’m old enough to be your mother, probably older than
that.”

“I know.” The corner of
her pretty mouth twitched. A smile. “It’s great, right?

I mean, I’ve always been into older women. They’re strong,
confident. Put together. Like you. And you still haven’t answered
my question. Ever thought about it?”

I sighed. “Well, of course, I’ve
thought about it. Every woman does at some point.”

“What about now? Aren’t I
pretty enough?”

“Oh my God, of course, you
are. You’re beautiful.”

Late October and I had a sudden urge
to turn on the air conditioner. That and to knock back a really
strong drink. She reached out and combed a stray lock of my blond
hair behind my ear, staring adorningly at me as she did so. The
feel of her finger rubbing along my ear sent a warm shiver through
me.

“Sheila, even if I wanted
to—and I’m not saying I do—it wouldn’t be right. My age, for one
thing.”

“I don’t care about
that.”

“And I’m your boss,” I
said, then hastily added, “I’ve never and am not a—”

She leaned in close to me. The leather
seat squeaked under her again. “We could change that.” The citrusy
cedarwood scent of her perfume tickled my nose. Her arm wrapped
around my shoulders. She pulled me in, kissed me again. Open-mouth.
Wet. Full of tongue. My hand found its way to the nape of her neck.
Her streaked auburn hair was full and thick.

It had been so long since…

John had been so sick. And it wasn’t
like I was opposed to the lifestyle
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