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      “Mija, have you tried checking the paper?” Natalie’s grandma held out the folded-up newspaper, her hand shaking violently with the effort. Natalie respected her grandmother’s aversion to new technology. After all, she was old and not in the best health. Still, the suggestion surprised her since her grandmother read the thin newspaper every day. Surely, she had noticed that the classifieds had been long gone with the funny pages and store ads.

      Natalie grabbed the paper quickly, not wanting her grandmother to strain herself. “Yeah, Grandma, I already checked,” she lied. She found when her grandmother got confused, it was best just to go with it and wait for it to pass. Things had been hard for the two of them since Natalie had lost her last job. It didn’t pay well, and she really needed to be a full-time caregiver, but they needed her medical insurance more.

      Natalie had started working as a professional cleaner right after she graduated high school. She had started with houses, and at 18, the 150 dollars per house seemed like a fortune, and she was able to contribute to keep the house going, while taking the brunt of the earning off of her grandmother. That all changed when her grandmother got sick and was hospitalized for a month. It had never occurred to Natalie how old she had gotten, or how strange it was that she hadn’t retired yet until she saw her looking so frail in that hospital bed. It was a miracle that she was able to survive and make the recovery that she did, but it also meant that her days of working were over. Her illness seemed to have aged her 10 years, and her mobility and memory were never the same. So far, it hadn’t progressed to the point that it couldn’t be managed, but leaving her alone for hours still made Natalie nervous.

      It didn’t take long to realize her earnings weren’t going to cut it, and Natalie began pushing herself to take on more and more at work. The opening at a cleaning company that focused on office spaces seemed like a dream come true, but her double dipping with the company and her personal clients had finally stretched her too thin. All it took was one bleary-eyed mistake that almost poisoned her team and cost her the job. When it came to accidentally making mustard gas, there were no second chances. True, she was appreciating the extra time at home, and her couple of clients she had kept were keeping the lights on, but she wanted even a little bit of breathing room.

      It was times like this she wished she had a huge family. True, her friends that came from large families often complained about how much of a pain it was, but it seemed like they took care of each other more than anything. Listening to an annoying older brother or getting unwanted advice from a nosy aunt seemed like a better option than debating on if they could afford to buy groceries this month.

      Her grandmother’s loud coughing fit snapped Natalie out of her pity spiral. There was no use wondering if the grass was actually greener. She is where she is, and the most important thing was figuring out her next move. She ran to the kitchen to grab a glass of water and made her way to her grandmother’s side.

      “Thank you, mija,” her grandmother said, after she caught her breath. “I’m okay, I just choked on my spit.” She chuckled a bit, but her brevity seemed like it was more for her granddaughter’s benefit than anything else. “I’m not completely helpless.”

      “I know, Grandma,” Natalie said, making her way back to her computer. The good news was she knew exactly where to look for work. The bad news was all of the job boards looked bone dry. Of course, there was a new posting at her old job. Seeing the reminder of her own mistake across the internet was doing wonders for her already low self-esteem. She was afraid she was going to have to make her way to the public job postings and hope they weren’t scams.

      “Honey, you know you wouldn’t have to work this hard if you just found a husband.”

      Natalie froze, keeping her eyes glued to the screen as much as possible. This lecture started happening when she first graduated high school, and it seemed to come up more and more frequently as she got older. Now that she turned 33, it was almost a daily topic. She had tried just about every deterrent there was: “I don’t really have time to date,” “The men around here aren’t really my type,” “I just got out of a relationship and I want to focus on myself,” etc. etc. etc. The truth was, Natalie didn’t know why it was she hadn’t found someone yet. She did date, as much as she could while still managing all of her other responsibilities, but all of the men she saw left her feeling uninterested. She had been told over and over that she just needed to find the right guy, but it hardly seemed worth it. But how do you explain to a woman in her eighties that you just don’t really feel like dating? Easier to dodge the question as long as possible.

      “I’ll put it at the top of my to-do list,” Natalie opted for a joke, hoping that she would let the topic drop.

      “I’m not saying you aren’t trying, but I’m just saying, maybe you aren’t focused on the right things.”

      Natalie suppressed a huff of frustration, “What things do you think I should be focused on?”

      “Well, maybe if he has a lot of money, maybe we can be a little more forgiving of his shortcomings. You can be a little harsh with your judgements.” Natalie could tell she was trying to downplay her real feelings. This conversation had escalated to shouts more than once, and her grandmother learned quickly that her harsh, but well-intentioned, character readings would not be well received. But then again, she was an old woman and could only adapt so much.

      “Well, if money is the most important thing, maybe I should stop looking for a job and strap on my fishnets instead.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it.” Her grandmother pouted.

      Natalie took a deep breath to collect herself. She didn’t want to fight any more than her grandmother did. “I do know. I also wish some richy rich would come swooping in and buy off all of our problems. Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s the world we live in, so I just need to make do without a prince.”

      “You’re right. A prince would make things easier,” she nodded somberly to contrast her joking tone. She may not be in the best health, but she never lost her sense of humor.

      Rolling her eyes with a chuckle, Natalie focused back on the job postings.  She was glad that she had the brief distraction, because there was a small positing that she had missed on the public board. It looked like an office building downtown had open interviews for a new cleaner. She wasn’t sure if it was for a cleaning company that serviced the building or for the building specifically, but it didn’t really matter. High-rise buildings always paid well, and nights seemed to be when her grandmother needed the least attention. With a job like this, she could still clean houses during the day, spend a few hours at home, and then do the nights. She swore to herself that it wouldn’t be like last time, she knew now that she needed more than 2 hours of sleep, and she wasn’t the type to make the same mistake twice. She checked the date of the interviews and realized it was tomorrow. Feeling thankful that she had already printed out her resume, she looked at her grandmother excitedly.

      “I think I just got a lead on a new position! No princes required!”

      “That’s great! What’s the lead?” her grandmother asked. Natalie noted that she was starting to look tired, and she would have to move her towards her bed soon. All the better, that gave her time to pick out the perfect outfit and make sure everything was in order for the next afternoon.

      “It looks like a place not that far from here is hiring. I’m going to pop in tomorrow to see if I can get an interview. Do you think you’ll be alright if I go off for a couple of hours?”

      “Of course, I’m not completely helpless!”

      “I didn’t say you were! I’ll ask the neighbor to come check in on you, just in case.” Her grandmother huffed but didn’t argue. Neither of them liked the fact that she needed so much looking after, but there was no use in denying the truth of it. The fact that she repeated the same joke wasn’t missed on Natalie.

      Feeling hopeful for the first time since she had been fired, Natalie began mentally running through all the things she needed for the next day. She decided she would bust out some of her nicer clothes. She had always been told to dress for the job you want, but when her job required bleach-stained sweats, the better play was to just wing it. Plus, Natalie enjoyed using the excuse to dress herself up a bit. Before the buzz of excitement gave way to waves of nervousness, she got up to finish up her evening.
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      Helena was in no mood to deal with the problems of this morning. Things at the office had gotten so bad that she left at the end of the day feeling like she had made zero progress. It was getting to the point where she felt like she could take the whole day off for as much as she accomplished when she was there. As much as it pained her to think, she really needed to rely on the rest of her team to step up, and they seemed to be doing less than the bare minimum. Being competent was exhausting.

      The problem of the moment, however, was Helena’s personal assistant. Joan’s job was just keeping Helena’s schedule straight. Teenagers signing up for college classes can understand the basics of transportation time and time zones, and yet she didn’t. She had come highly recommended by her former employer and now Helena was realizing that she had been played.

      When Helena had left her last firm in order to open her own, it seemed like a dream situation. Set her own hours, hire and fire whomever she wanted, and only work with the contracts that she was passionate about. But sitting here, listening to Joan sputter out how it was they lost their client because she forgot that they were based out of state and they didn’t want to continue working with a firm that continually scheduled meetings for them at 8 o’clock at night was making her question her own choices.

      Helena looked down at Joan, having only half heard her excuses. She sighed and rubbed at the pressure in her forehead. “Joan, I appreciate your efforts here. Please collect your things, this simply isn’t working.”

      “W-what?” Joan stuttered. Helena was surprised at how quickly her eyes filled with tears.

      “I understand you are trying. I don’t want you to think that is missed on me.” Helena struggled to keep her face neutral. “However, I think we can both admit this isn’t working. The stress isn’t good for me, and it isn’t good for you. I will write you a fantastic letter of recommendation.”

      Joan’s eyes were now so full, Helena doubted she could even see anymore. She had started to make a low whimpering sound, and Helena knew she had mere seconds to make her exit before the waterworks came. She thought she heard a slight “okay” in between her warbling sounds and took the cue to run to her office and avoid the whole scene.

      There wasn’t anything wrong with Joan as a person, but at the end of the day, Helena had a company to run. She probably could have gotten her up to speed if everyone else wasn’t dropping the ball too, but it was what it was. Now that she was in the seclusion of her office, Helena dropped what little façade she had mustered and let her sheer exhaustion take over her expression. Sitting at her desk, she gave herself a moment to groan her frustration into her hands before trying to tackle the rest of the problems.

      After taking a deep breath, she logged onto her computer and began running through the million things she needed to handle. Never mind, that her to-do list was only tasks that she needed to finish before end of day today, and there were about a week’s worth of tasks on that list. First things first, she pulled up an email with the former client and began to draft an apology. She hoped that they would give them another shot, if they knew that Joan was gone. It was shitty to throw her under the bus, but it wasn’t like Helena was blaming her for something she didn’t do. Sending it off, she crossed her fingers, knowing that without an assistant to handle her scheduling, she probably couldn’t do much better at balancing time. Her schedule was a full-time job on its own.

      She considered her options, when she saw an email notification pop up. She was hopeful that the client was getting back to her so quickly. She was disappointed to see that it was just HR confirming the details of Joan’s firing. Wanting to be done with the situation, she responded with her write-up of the firing and followed it up with her request for the position to be replaced asap. They responded quickly with an affirmative, and she sighed, knowing that she would have to do double time for months before they figured it out.

      She wondered numbly if it was her fault the company was chugging along so inefficiently. It didn’t track that every single person would be floundering so much if it didn’t have something to do with her. At the same time, it really didn’t seem that difficult to her. Just go into work, do your job, look ahead as much as possible. She shook her head, not wanting to think about it anymore.

      Helena was pleased that, other than her clunky morning, the rest of her work seemed to be going smoothly. Sure, time was passing like someone hit the fast forward button, but in the three hours she had been there, she had accomplished more than half of her tasks for the day. She was hopeful that she might even be able to start making inches of forward progress.

      That is, she would have been able to make forward progress if her intercom hadn’t buzzed and interrupted her flow. “Ms. Walters? We have an interview for you waiting in the lobby, whenever you are ready.”

      Interview? There was no way they found a candidate to come in same day. Sure, the job market was bleak, but not so bleak that people were pounding down the door for interviews. Quite the opposite, it seemed. Other than her assistant position, they had probably five openings that needed candidates with no applications. After the building told them they would be changing their policies, and there would no longer be night cleaning or parking validation provided by the building anymore, they even had to start looking for their own cleaners.

      “Um, sure. I’m on my way,” she said, hoping to figure it out on the fly. She took a brief moment to double check her appearance. Helena wasn’t big on makeup, opting to just take extra care of her skin so it wouldn’t be necessary. It usually was enough, but with the added stress she was considering hitting the makeup counter to cover up her dark circles. Even though she was on the more butch side of fashion, she could never find the motivation to keep up with a cropped hairdo. She let her horribly overpriced hairdresser refresh her layers twice a year, and otherwise she kept it twisted in whatever style kept it out of the way when she was at the gym.

      Satisfied that there was nothing she could do to make her appearance any better, she made her way to the reception area. Rounding the corner, she saw the woman nervously bouncing in her seat. Definitely not here for the cleaning job, she thought to herself as she quickly looked her over. The woman’s voluminous curly brown hair had been piled on top of her head, in a style that looked more at home in an 80’s movie than today. She had large tortoise shell glasses that made her wide, green eyes look even wider. Helena noted her outfit, a crisp button-up blouse under a tailored blazer that matched her pencil skirt, all of it impeccably tailored and ironed. She was more put together than half of the employees in the building. Whatever she had come to interview for, she was here to impress.

      “This is Miss Brown,” the receptionist grunted, as she gestured over to the friendly faced brunette without making eye contact. Helena suppressed a groan and made a mental note to talk to her later about her attitude.

      “Miss Brown?” Helena parroted, hoping for a more friendly tone, “Would you mind coming with me?”

      The woman jumped up from her chair, almost too fast. Clearly nervous, she gripped her bag like a purse snatcher was running towards her and scurried towards the hall. Helena turned, wanting to lead the way towards her office in the back corner. As they walked, though, Helena realized she needed to slow her pace slightly. Even in her sky-high heels, the woman’s head only seemed to come to Helena’s shoulder, and she couldn’t quite keep pace with her long gait.

      Once they settled into Helena’s office, she struggled to get her thoughts straight. She hated the interview process. She was much too straightforward for the song and dance of it all. She didn’t want promises that an employee would do their work and come into the office on time. Still, it was a part of the job, and she really didn’t trust anyone else to do it anymore.

      “So, Miss Brown, why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself?” she started, hoping to collect her thoughts before she finished her spiel on her graduation and employment history.

      “Oh, um. Well, I live not too far away from here, so my commute is easy enough. No kids or spouses, so you have my full attention. I can bring all of my own supplies if needed, and I guess, this isn’t my first office contract, so I know what to expect.”

      Helena paused, unsure if she was hearing her right. “Well,” she cleared her throat. “No supplies necessary, but that is a nice offer. I’m not sure where you worked that they made you feel like that was necessary, but we have a whole stockroom that’s fair game for work use.”

      “Oh, that is nice! Very generous.” She appeared to brighten at that fact, but Helena couldn’t figure out why. So maybe her appearance didn’t quite line up with her experience. It was an entry-level position, she reasoned, maybe she was just embarrassed at her lack of experience. She didn’t look student aged, but there were more and more people that were exploring career changes.

      “Right, so tell me a bit about your experience. You mentioned having worked in an office before, is there any other relevant non-office work you want to talk about?” Helena figured she would open the door to her sharing her job history. No judgement, she just wanted someone who was a hard worker, the rest she could teach.

      “Well, like I mentioned, I have done offices before. If I can be completely honest, most of my work comes from private clients, but I think that gives me a bit of an edge. I’m used to giving that personal touch, you know? Not that I want you to think I take forever, either. I am very efficient!” She delivered the words a mile a minute. Helena wasn’t exactly prepared for all of this information.

      “Private clients?”

      “Yes, well, that absolutely wouldn’t get in the way here. When I am on site, what is in front of me has 100% of my attention.”

      “Oh, so you still do this private work?”

      “Yes, but like I said, I promise I can deliver one hundred percent. This place will sparkle like nothing you’ve ever seen before!”

      Helena tried grasping for words, but none seemed to come. There wasn’t a private sector of her work, so she wasn’t exactly sure what this girl was saying. Had she been too understanding? Was she talking about some work that wasn’t safe for office chat? “I’m sorry, do you happen to have a copy of your resume on you? I think I misplaced my copy,” she tried.

      “Resume? Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t bring one. To be honest, I totally forgot as I was in such a nervous panic on my way here,” Her face blossomed into a bright red.

      Helena set her jaw, hoping that this girl wasn’t going to start crying. Her intention wasn’t to humiliate, but there was something she was missing about this interview. They didn’t have an online application. To be honest, most people came through placement agencies, so it didn’t make sense that she would seek out their firm out of the blue.

      “Right, where did you hear about this job posting? Are you with an agency?”

      Helena didn’t think it was possible, but she flushed an even deeper red. Thankfully, she only seemed flustered, not tearful. “Well, I was with a company before, but I left. I don’t have a problem working with other people or anything, so if this is joining a team, I am all for it. It just didn’t line up with my schedule, and I didn’t want to put anybody out.”

      Helena searched her thoughts for the right way to figure out what she was asking and decided to just be blunt. “What job do you think you are interviewing for?”

      “Um, office janitorial?” She looked less meek and more confused.

      “Oh!” Helena let out a barking laugh. She saw the woman jump at her volume, and she waved her hand to try to assuage her as she got control of herself. “No, I was interviewing you for a completely different job. You see, we had a job opening come up this morning, and I thought you were here for that.”

      “Oh, I see!” The woman let out a giggle of relief. “I thought I was completely flubbing this interview!”

      Helena looked the woman over, and felt an idea start to take shape in her mind. “Okay, so you clean, but you said you have private clients, right? How many would you say was the most you’ve taken on at once before? Roughly?”

      “Uh, well, I think my max was thirty homes a week, but I cut back when I joined that company. I have ten right now.”

      “Thirty,” Helena repeated, nodding her head. “So, you would say that you have strengths in time management and scheduling?”

      “Well, of course! Like I mentioned before, my private clients won’t affect me being here at all!”

      Helena went to her computer and did some typing. She wanted to make sure she was going to be telling the truth before she opened her mouth. Finding what she was looking for, she turned back to the woman with a wide grin on her face. “Would you be willing to drop all of your private clients if I were to offer you three times what you would make otherwise?”

      “Three times?” The woman made no effort to hide her surprise. “Well, I guess, but the job listing didn’t list the pay as being anything close to that.”

      “I understand. I’m not offering you the position in the listing.” The woman searched Helena’s face, her glasses making her look like a cartoon character with how wide open her green eyes were. “What if I were to offer you the position of my personal assistant?”

      “That’s very generous, but I don’t have any experience doing anything like that.”

      “That’s funny, because I think you do. You said you can handle scheduling and time management. My last three personal assistants could not say the same. If you want, tell your clients that you’re going on vacation. We can put each other on a probationary period, but I don’t think I’m wrong about this.”

      The woman stared through Helena. “I mean, that does sound good…”

      “Amazing!” Helena stood up suddenly. “Let me put together an offer letter for you, and I will have it emailed by end of day. If it all looks good to you, let’s have you start, say Monday? Give you a couple of days to get the rest situated?”

      The woman looked so small, still sitting in the chair with that shell-shocked look. She took a long beat before she spoke, and Helena was afraid that she had scared her off with her eager enthusiasm. Before she could try to backtrack, however, the woman’s face erupted in a bright grin. “I think I can make that work! Thank you so much Ms.—”

      “Helena. If we are going to be working close, I think we should be on a first name basis.” She stuck her hand out.

      “Helena!” She grasped her hand eagerly. “My name is Natalie! Thank you so much again!”

      Helena had to suppress the urge to let out a whoop. She had solved her own problems so quickly, and for less money than any of her last assistants. She had a great feeling about this, and she couldn’t wait for Monday to prove her theory correct.
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      Natalie had to resist the urge to literally kick up her heels as she left the office building. She had already been excited to interview for this position, so the fact that she walked out with a job that paid even more money was more than she could have hoped for. And the fact that they mentioned an offer package? She was optimistic that meant benefits. She had no problem with the work she did, but this job sounded way easier than cleaning.

      As she bounced her way into her car, a sudden thought twisted her stomach. Sure, the job paid a lot more, but she had never had an office job before. What if it actually was a lot harder than she thought? What if she was completely out of her depth, and she ended up just getting fired from this place too? She sat frozen behind the wheel for a long moment, the high high of the interview giving way to the low low of doubt.

      Her attention was grabbed as she noticed a man in a suit giving her a strange look, and that was enough to snap her out of her doubts. She may not know how to do this job…or even what this job actually is, but the boss, Helena, knows that. When had she ever been scared of hard work? Never. She didn’t get to where she was in life by being too afraid to go for the hard things.

      Putting her car in drive, she began the long ride back to her home. She hadn’t been completely honest about how close she was to the office. True, mile-wise, she was in a reasonable range. However, she came from the side of town that had the worst traffic. If she wasn’t careful, the commute could very easily take over an hour. She hoped that the offer letter included her start and stop times, because she would have to be very mindful of when she left. It did her no good to make her big selling point her sense of time, just to be late every day.

      Lucky for her, at the weird time of day she left, she found herself pulling into her driveway in just a half an hour. She set her face in its brightest smile and made her way inside. Her grandmother jumped as she walked in, and she tried to not let the brief moment when she seemed to not recognize her dim her mood.

      “Mija! Welcome home!” The old woman gave back a broad smile.

      “Grandma, you will never guess how my interview went today!”

      “Oh? Tell me!”

      It seemed to be a bit of a bad day. “So I went to one of the buildings downtown to interview for a cleaning position!”

      “Oh, one of those big buildings? I bet they need a lot of cleaning.” She nodded.

      “Yes! But they actually gave me a different job!”

      “Oh?” Natalie could tell her grandmother was having a hard time following what she was talking about. She would have to share her excitement elsewhere, if she wanted the right reactions. She knew her grandmother would be overjoyed once she started the job.

      “So, they actually hired me for an office job. I’m going to be assisting the boss at this big company! They’re going to be paying me a lot more money!” The mention of money seemed to bring a sparkle back into her grandmother’s eye.

      “A rich man? That’s good, maybe you can marry him!”

      “Abuela, no,” she laughed. Of all the things to bring her to her senses, the smell of marriage would be it. “The boss is a woman.”

      “Oh.” She seemed to think hard for a moment. “Well, mija, I can be open minded. If you want to marry a rich woman, you have my blessing.”

      Natalie let out a long laugh, and she was pleased to see her grandmother start laughing with her. Even if she was a little confused, the support was appreciated. Her grandmother was a touch old fashioned, but she was pretty used to Natalie’s friends coming around. When she was in high school, their house was where the kids went when they found themselves kicked out or looking for a safe place to crash. Her grandmother hadn’t had the best upbringing, so she couldn’t find it in her heart to turn anyone away when they were in need.

      “Well, I appreciate it, but maybe we just try the job first. We can circle back to marrying my boss.” Natalie put her purse down and took her shoes off. “Listen, I’m going to head to my room for a bit, do you need anything before I do? Have you eaten already?”

      “Oh yes, the nice boy made me a lovely grilled cheese. You go relax.” Her grandmother leaned back and turned her attention back to the tv.

      Making a quick pit stop in the kitchen to double check that she was remembering her lunch correctly, Natalie shot off a quick thank you note to her neighbor and made her way into her room. She wanted to do a bit of research on the company. She figured if she knew what she was in for, she could avoid some of the first day jitters walking in the door.

      Her searching seemed to have the exact opposite effect, as the more she looked into the job, the less she understood it. The searches that started so specific, ended up getting broader and broader until she was looking up basic things like office etiquette and dress code. Just as the world seemed to be closing in on her, she heard her phone going off.

      Checking the caller ID before answering, she was thankful it was her friend Gabby. Not only was Gabby one of her friends that was able to help keep her grounded, but she was also her friend that worked as a legal secretary for the past ten years. If anybody knew the ins and outs of office politics, it was her.

      “Hey! How did you know that you were just the person I wanted to talk to?”

      “It’s a gift,” Gabby’s voice came through without skipping a beat. “What’s up?”

      “Well, first thing’s first. Did you call for something specific?”

      “Nope, just to check in on you. I’m driving home, and I will climb out of the sunroof if I don’t talk to someone.”

      “Perfect! You will not believe the day I’ve had!” Natalie went on and recounted the entire ordeal, from comic misunderstanding to job offer. “So, I guess, my problem now is, I have no idea what to expect from this.”

      “Well, it sounds like that doesn’t really matter,” Gabby laughed. “But let me see if I can crash-course you through working in an office. First, if you’re a personal assistant, make sure you’re early. People with a personal assistant tend to be demanding so you need them to believe you will be at their beck and call. Dress code is like, fancy high school rules. No skirts shorter than your fingertips, keep your shoulders covered, close-toed shoes, and all that. No big makeup, no crazy hair. Avoid headphones until you figure out if that’s cool or not. No out loud music either. And don’t microwave anything smelly in shared spaces.”

      “Oh, well I guess that all makes sense.” Natalie tried to hide the disappointment from her voice. “I didn’t realize there were so many not work-related things to worry about.”

      “There really aren’t!” Gabby assured her friend. “Those are just silly things that I’ve heard people complain about. They should send you a handbook that has dumb rules like that. If you’re assisting the boss, the only thing you need to worry about is keeping them happy. Everything else is gravy.”

      “I mean, she was pretty gung-ho about hiring me. I just want to do the job as well as she thinks I can.”

      “Oh? She believes in you, huh?” Natalie could practically hear Gabby wiggle her eyebrows suggestively. “Maybe she just wants to keep you around as eye candy. In that case, make sure your skirts are all butt cheek length, and your shirts are unbuttoned to at least nipple height.”

      “Oh god!” Natalie laughed. “Not like that!”

      “Listen, I’m just saying men aren’t the only ones that marry their secretaries. You could do worse than to marry up.”

      “Geez, not you too! Everyone is trying to marry me off to this lady. I don’t even date women.” She took a sulky sip of her drink.

      “Oh? Who else is trying to marry you off?”

      “Who else? My grandma has decided that she will support whatever millionaire I decide to trap into marrying me.”

      “I mean, Grandma has a point.” Gabby laughed into the phone, before getting serious, “You know, if you did end up with a woman, I bet she would have your back anyways. I always appreciated that about her.”

      Gabby was one of many friends that crashed at Natalie’s grandmother’s house after coming out. Part of the reason why Gabby had worked so hard was so she could pay back some of the kindness their family had shown her during high school. The two of them sat in silence for a moment, remembering what it was like when they were younger.

      “Well, as much as you would like to convert me,” Natalie joked, hoping to lighten the mood, “My understanding is this kind of thing isn’t something you can control, and I am unfortunately born straight.” Natalie fake sighed dramatically to show her distress at the news.

      “And I’m just saying!” Gabby playfully matched her tone. “Don’t knock it until you tried it. Half of the girls I got with in my 20’s were straight too! Maybe it’s time to broaden your horizons. Get it? Broad? En?”

      Natalie snorted at her bad joke. “Ha. Ha. I’ll keep it in mind. I guess if I were to go gay it would be helpful for it to be for someone rich. Not that money is everything, but we could really use some right now.” Natalie thought back on her new boss. She had a hard time thinking of people like that, since she was so used to people overlooking her. Plus, she was so nervous to even consider anything other than not tripping over her feet or her words. She pictured Helena. “I guess she was kind of… attractive.”

      Gabby paused for a moment before replying, “Attractive how?”

      “Oh gosh,” Natalie snapped herself out of her daze. “It’s probably just because she has a lot of things I find attractive in guys. She’s really tall, like I think she’s over six feet. And she has that like, man-bun thing going. Like she has the floppy bangs, that were all the rage in the 90’s?”

      “Ah, so she’s a dreamboat, regardless of gender. Got it.” Natalie wished she could throw something at her.

      “Seriously though!” Natalie took on an earnest tone. “I appreciate you giving me all of the advice. Fingers crossed that it works out.” She paused for a moment, “And on that note, I have a house to clean first thing, and a lot of prep to get things lined up for next week!”

      “Hey, don’t worry about it! I’m rooting for you!”
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      Helena spotted her friend, Diana, from the other side of the restaurant. She wasn’t difficult to find even through the busy crowd. The two of them had been friends since college, and Helena was very accustomed to Diana’s antics. Her friend was leaning against the bar in a slinky gold dress that showed off her slender physique. While the rest of the patrons were facing the ornate bar, Diana was at the corner, facing out into the restaurant, presumably looking for Helena’s arrival. She threw her head back in a laugh at what Helena assumed was a bad joke from whoever was buying her drinks. The two of them met eyes, and Diana subtly put up two fingers, their inside code that she wanted to leave the conversation.

      Helena thought briefly about ignoring her friend and simply watching her try to leave the conversation without it getting uncomfortable, but she thought better of it. While these extractions weren’t Helena’s favorite, she did find it a little fun. Plus, at the end of the day, her friend’s safety was more important than anything else.

      Helena was hungry, so she decided on the quick removal option. She didn’t acknowledge anybody as she marched up to the bar and slid her arm around her friend’s waist, pulling her in close. Helena nuzzled into her neck, unleashing a flutter of giggles from her friend. “Hello dear, I hope you weren’t waiting long for me.”

      “Not at all, love!” Luckily Diana’s tittering only helped to sell the lie. “My friend, Carl, here was keeping me entertained.”

      Helena smiled but still didn’t turn her head, wanting to sell the idea that she was completely enamored with Diana. Men had a mixed response to her cock-blocking them, and if she ignored them, they tended to slink off. “Thank you, Carl,” she murmured into Diana’s neck. She breathed a sigh of relief when she heard the clatter of Carl’s hasty exit. Chancing a peek, Helena followed his departure and laughed when she realized he was leaving the building altogether.

      Once the door closed, Diana playfully shoved her friend off. “You know how ticklish I am!” she laughed, breathlessly.

      “I do, and that’s payback,” Helena joked, making her way back to the hostess stand.

      “For what?” Diana collected her hard-earned drink and followed.

      “For not getting the table. You know I always get you a drink.”

      “Oh yeah, sure. But something about it not coming from either of our pockets just makes it taste better, I think.”

      Helena rolled her eyes as the approached the host stand. Their weekly dinners weren’t something that they had planned, but after a couple of weeks in a row of it happening naturally, they both decided to just pencil it in every week. The staff at the restaurant noticed their routine and started putting a table aside for them. The host didn’t even have to say anything, they just grabbed menus and walked them to their spot.

      They ordered as they sat down and dug right in on their chatter. “Well, surprisingly, I don’t have anything to complain about this week,” Diana started, looking pleased with herself.

      “Oh, no?” Helena arched her eyebrow. “That’s a first. What went right?”

      “It’s funny, but I have decided to take a step back from the whole dating thing. Turns out opening up my schedule really ended a lot of my other problems too. You should try it.”

      “You know,” Helena leaned in, “I didn’t want to tell you this, but things are getting serious with someone.”

      “What!” All of the humor drained out of Diana’s face, and Helena had to work to keep her face straight. “Who? When? I need details.”

      “Well, I’ve decided to double down on my commitment…to working out.” Helena was glad that there wasn’t anything to throw, because Diana looked downright pissed.

      “You know, I’m getting pretty tired of your corny ass jokes. I thought you had something good to tell me.”

      “Oh, don’t pout,” she poked Diana on the chin, and she relaxed into a small smile. “Actually, not dating related, but I did actually have something interesting happen at work.”

      “Oh?”

      “I let go of Joan.”

      “Thank fucking god!” Diana clapped. “It’s about time! I know you want to give everyone the benefit of the doubt, but she is absolutely worthless.”

      “Hey now! I don’t think she’s worthless, but yeah things weren’t working out anymore. Surprisingly, I’ve already got her replacement lined up.”

      “Really? You find some superstar out of school or something?”

      “Not exactly. That’s the interesting part. There was a miscommunication with how hectic the morning was, and I thought they brought someone in to interview for me, but it was actually this chick coming in to interview for the cleaning position.”

      Diana’s face went blank, and for the first time in a long while, Helena was unable to read what she was thinking. “How cute is she?”

      “What?”

      “You’re saying someone came in to interview for a job emptying out trashcans, and based on that information, you think she is qualified to be an executive assistant. So, my only question is how cute is she?”

      Helena stopped short. She really hadn’t thought about it like that, but remembering back, she did have to admit that Natalie was very attractive. In the moment, the only thing she found attractive was the fact that there was the possibility of a competent employee. She didn’t expect to have to do this level of soul searching over dinner gossip. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      Diana sighed, and her expression softened, “Look, you just told me your only prospects are dumbbells. Literally. I just want to make sure that you haven’t stepped outside of your mind because some girl bats her eyelashes at you.”

      “Excuse me, but first of all, thanks for the confidence in my judgement.” Helena felt herself getting heated, and she struggled to keep her tone even. “And second of all, that was a joke about the gym.”

      “Oh? So, you have been seeing people?”

      “I don’t think I’m in love with the direction of this conversation. I thought I was here to have dinner with my friend. If I wanted to be scolded, I could just take the train to my parent’s house.”

      At the mention of her parents, Diana seemed to realize she went too far. She put her hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, I get it. Too far. In all seriousness, I’m worried about you. I get why you don’t go back home. I wouldn’t either if I were you. But you need to find some kind of community somewhere. If we didn’t do these dinners, I feel like your life would just be a cycle of home, work, gym, home, repeat.”

      Helena sighed and rubbed at her temples. “I appreciate your concern. Truly. I don’t want you to think that I’m trying to be closed off to everything. I am trying, it’s just…” she trailed off, trying to find the words. “I can’t be a failure. I would love to do the whole family and friends thing, and it’s something I am open to. But my job has to come first. It was a big enough risk doing this on my own, and it isn’t going as smoothly as I expected. I feel like, if I step away, or lose sight of what’s important, I will lose everything.”

      The silence sat heavy between them as her words settled in for the both of them. Both of them wanted a lighthearted dinner chat, but it was only a matter of time before they started to dig into the serious. Twenty-plus years of friendship didn’t allow either of them to shy away from the ugly parts. In truth, that’s probably why neither of them had been able to find someone until now. There was an expectation for intimacy, for honesty, that didn’t come until much later in the relationship. When you have the ideal modelled for you, it’s hard to accept anything less.

      “You will never be a failure,” Diana said quietly. “Not to me.”

      Helena took a deep, involuntary breath, surprised at how much her friend’s words affected her. “I know.” She reached across the table and grasped her friend’s hand. Their eyes met, and Helena smiled reassuringly. “How about this? I need to get this girl up to speed at the office. Assuming she’s as good as I expect her to be, once things start settling down, I pinky swear I will join a book club.”

      Diana laughed and the tension broke. She pulled her hand out from under Helena’s and put up her pinky. “Oh thank god! You need some friends like yesterday.” Helena locked in the pinky swear. “I was starting to think you were going feral.”

      The two of them let go and grabbed for their glasses. They held up their drinks, as a toast, and clinked them without either of them having to say a word. It wasn’t fun bringing up the difficult topics, for either of them, but because of their willingness to talk things out, they found their friendship growing more with each day.
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      Sitting in her car, Natalie was in a full-blown panic. She was worried about the traffic coming from her house, so even though she had done a trial run last week, she was still sitting in the parking lot, a solid hour and twenty minutes early. She had assumed if she was here, and didn’t have to worry about being late, she would be able to settle into herself before walking in but hiding in her car had the opposite effect. There was nothing to distract her from her worries.

      Natalie had been an okay student in school. That’s not to say that she wasn’t smart, but she had a lot of other things to focus on, and school really only seemed to measure one kind of learning. She was a great test taker, worked well under pressure, but any topics that she didn’t grasp quickly, she found she didn’t grasp at all. Whether that was a product of her learning style, or her teacher’s unwillingness to help her, was anybody’s guess.

      Her experiences in school were really the motivation for her getting into trade, instead of white-collar work. When she was cleaning houses, nobody cared if she needed to look things up, or if she wanted to double check on the bottle what it was used for. All anybody cared was that she got the job done, by whatever means necessary. When you don’t have to share your work, it’s easy to forget that people still want to check.

      Watching the clock, she reasoned to herself. She needed the money. Her new boss liked her. Gabby had answered every question that had come up in the past couple of days and felt like Natalie had a handle on the job. The only thing that was standing in her way now was herself and her fear.

      Natalie jumped at the sudden knocking next to her head. She hadn’t noticed anyone approaching the car, but then again, she had been so inside of her own thoughts, a giant monster could have walked by without her noticing. She turned her head slowly, adrenaline rushing through her veins, and saw her new boss, waving. Oh god. Cranking the window down, Natalie groaned inwardly.

      “Whoops! Sorry to scare you! I noticed you were here super early, and I thought I’d show you in!” Helena’s expression seemed to lack any of the embarrassment or nerves someone else would have at being so intrusive. Underneath Helena’s smile, there seemed to be an intensity that Natalie couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was surprising that she didn’t just pretend that she hadn’t seen her in the parking lot. She had clients that pretended they didn’t see her walking around their home. None of them would come approach her car. Maybe this is the way it is in the office setting?

      “Oh, uh, yeah! That would be great! Let me just grab my bag.” Natalie slowly rolled her window back up, noticing that Helena only backed up a step or two while she gathered her things. She hoped that her new boss wouldn’t judge how much stuff she had, but she didn’t want to run the risk of going hungry. She hadn’t gotten her first paycheck yet, and she was afraid that she wouldn’t at all, and there was no way she could justify the fast-food prices in this area. Fifteen dollars for a sandwich? No thanks.

      After climbing out of her car, Natalie followed Helena into the building diligently. She expected some kind of rundown, but Helena was surprisingly stony. It wasn’t until they reached Helena’s office that she even addressed Natalie. “Okay, so obviously this is where I want you to report every day. We will start mornings going over the to-do list of the day. I’m sorry to say, it’s not going to be very glamorous. The main part of your position is going to be managing my schedule.”

      Natalie nodded dutifully and began to rifle through her bag to find her notepad. She didn’t realize they would be jumping in so quickly. Especially since there were still forty minutes until the workday technically started. Helena seemed to notice her searching and shook her head.

      “Right, sorry. Let me show you to your desk.” She strode past Natalie, barely waiting for her to follow. The desk in question was only steps away from Helena’s door. The large desk was really more of a small office in the middle of the floor. There were three sides that wrapped around the small desk chair. There were two flat desk monitors that were lifted. Natalie was thankful that she wouldn’t have to hunch over to keep her eyeline with her work. She didn’t have the best back after years of bending over to clean. There was a small ledge on the side closest to Helena’s office with two trays, reading In and Out. One of the sides hid a small filing cabinet. Natalie couldn’t imagine a use for all of the drawers that lined the rest of the desk space.

      “It looks a little naked right now, I know, but trust me when I say this desk will be filled with paperwork in no time. I don’t care how you organize the space, as long as it is organized. Obviously, the lion’s share of information is digital, but if I need to track something down physically, I want you to be able to put it in my hand in less than five minutes. Does that sound like something you can do?”

      Natalie nodded, still holding onto her belongings. Helena’s brusque description of the work was making her feel intimidated.

      “Here, most of the staff keep their things in their desk,” Helena rolled out one of the large lower drawers. “I’m not kidding when I say you will want this space.” Natalie dutifully slid her lunchbox and purse into the space, pleasantly surprised at how well it fit. She wasted no time, grabbing out her notepad and pen, so she could continue taking her notes. “You don’t have a phone right now, but we will be getting you one this week. For now, I want you to focus on just organizing what is here, but assuming all goes well, you will be reaching out to schedule things for yourself. I warn you, it is a bit of a mess, but I guess you are accustomed to dealing with other people’s messes.”

      The delivery was so flat, it took Natalie a moment to realize that Helena was making a joke. Helena looked over to her sideways when she didn’t react at first, “Oh yeah! Ha, sorry, I guess I’m a little nervous.”

      “Don’t be.” Helena’s face softened for the first time, and Natalie could recognize the excitable woman that interviewed her. “It’s a lot to take in, at first, but you will know if this is for you soon enough. Our work is a very, you-get-it-or-you-don’t type of business. I will say, you’re already doing great.”

      Natalie blushed at the compliment. She didn’t realize it would take so little reassurance for her to relax, but there was something about her boss that made her want to prove herself. Nobody outside of her family had ever had such faith in her capability before.

      “Thank you! I promise, I will get it.”

      Helena nodded, and her face dropped. Natalie recognized that her intense expression was really a focused expression. She wasn’t unhappy with her; she just had so many things on her plate that making herself look friendly wasn’t even on her radar. Natalie could work with that. She didn’t need people to treat her gently, she just needed to know her next step.

      Natalie was suddenly aware of how much noise had started up around them and looking around, she realized the office was almost completely full. People moved around so quietly, it wasn’t until everyone actually started working, that she was aware that the two of them were no longer alone.

      “I’m going to pair you with Lewis for the morning. He has stepped into the assistant role when people have been out on vacation and things. He won’t be able to give you everything, but it will definitely be a place to start while I get some things sorted this morning. Before I go, do you have any questions for me?”

      “I don’t think so,” Natalie said meekly. Her mother had taught her that it was important to always have a question in both interviews and training, but her mind felt blank and understandably overwhelmed.

      “Great, have a seat and Lewis will be over in a few minutes.” Helena put her hand on her shoulder and gave it a small, reassuring squeeze. Natalie smiled at her, and Helena walked off into her office and closed the heavy door behind her. Most of the offices she saw on TV looked so open, with glass doors and windows everywhere. The space in here was bordering on oppressive, with it’s weird, felt-looking space dividers and dark wooden furniture.

      Natalie sat in her chair but realized it was pumped all the way down. While she wasn’t especially short, she did want to be able to see over the ledge. As she manipulated the chair to try to get it to the perfect height, she heard someone clear their throat alarmingly close to her. She shrieked, her chair tipping dangerously.

      “Whoa!” A hand grasped the back of her chair, helping to navigate the slick wheels back to the ground. “A little jumpy there?” The voice speaking to her was deep, but kind. She took a moment to steady herself, still feeling like she was falling. She wasn’t usually that easy to startle, but somehow all of the anticipation had put her on edge. She took a steadying breath, wanting her first impression to be much better than this.

      “Yeah,” she laughed nervously, “I didn’t hear you walk up.” She looked over to the voice and assumed this was Lewis. He was tall and sturdy built. His skin was a deep tan and his dark hair was long but spun up into a bun, not unlike their boss. His face was warm and friendly, and Natalie felt like she could weep at his calming presence.

      He retracted his hand from the chair and took a step outside of the cubicle. “Yeah, the carpets are weirdly thick here. It’s nice when you have to stand for a long time, but it eats almost all the sound. If you end up having to work late, it almost feels like that experiment when they put that guy in the soundless room. I definitely recommend headphones, if you can focus with music on.”

      Natalie smiled, feeling relieved that she could listen to music. “I’m Natalie, by the way!”

      “Yeah, Lewis.” He pointed to himself. “I’m supposed to give you a bit of a heads up on our system here. Or lack thereof, I should say. I’m going to show you how I do things, but if you have any other systems in mind, please feel free. Your predecessor was a nice gal, but I have no idea where her head was at half the time.”

      Natalie could feel her insecurities bubbling up again. This was the second time someone had mentioned wanting her to fix a broken setup. How was she supposed to fix all the problems, when she wasn’t even sure how to do all this. “I mean, I can certainly try my best.” She struggled to keep her uncertainty out of her voice.

      “Nah, you’ll do great. Here, let’s get you booted up!” Lewis stepped into the square again, gesturing towards the dark computer. As they start to dive into the ins and outs of the job, Natalie could feel her tension relaxing, ever so slightly. They were not kidding when they said there wasn’t much of a system. It seemed like all they did before was put things onto a virtual notepad and try to remember which comes first. Half of the things that were lined up in this “calendar” were put in wrong. Natalie caught a couple of double bookings, which she noted in her book.

      Lewis was quite thorough in explaining the processes in place. Clients weren’t always based locally, so it was important to keep time zones in mind. Traffic was unusually bad in the area, so anything off site needed to take travel time into account. Helena didn’t need to be present at every single meeting, but that was really up to her discretion. It didn’t all line up right away, but for the first time, she felt like the job was something manageable.

      “Well, I guess my big question,” Natalie started, once he had laid out everything, “Would be asking if you mind staying with me while I put together a calendar? I think I have an idea for how to get things lined up better, but I don’t want to risk messing things up.”

      Lewis chuckled. “Of course. I don’t think it’s possible to mess this up, but I do want to make sure you get everything in. Besides, mess up any of this stuff, and Helena can get a little scary.” He leaned in over her shoulder. “We actually have a program that I think will be helpful. If you like it, then you can synch it to Helena. The both of you can see what’s scheduled and make updates in real time. I personally really like it.”

      “Oh? Well, if there’s a program for it, why isn’t that the standard?”

      “Joan couldn’t figure it out. In all fairness to her, it is a little bit tricky to start.” He started clicking around until he found the application. “Honestly, my big motivation came from being able to customize it. You can change the font and colors of the application. It’s supposed to make it accessible to minimize eye strain or if you have dyslexia. I just like making it cute.”

      Natalie laughed. “That is a big selling point. If I can’t make it cute, then I don’t want it.”

      The two of them clicked around. Natalie had kept physical notes of the things she noticed weren’t lining up in the calendar before. Lewis was right, there was a bit of a learning curve in getting everything inputted with all of the information, but by the end of the day they had it mostly sorted. There were only a handful of things in the scheduling that Natalie wrote down to bring to Helena’s attention.

      “Wow, I think I have taught you all I can,” Lewis said. “This already looks great! The day is almost over, I’m going to go grab the boss, so she can check in on you.”

      Natalie could feel herself beaming. “Thank you so much! I couldn’t have done it without you!”

      “Sure you could, but I’m going to take the compliment anyways. If you ever need help, I’m always around. I live for this kind of stuff.” Lewis knocked on the heavy door and disappeared inside.

      Lewis wasn’t kidding about the carpet eating all of the sound, because even straining, Natalie couldn’t hear what they were saying with the door open. She didn’t have to wait long, however, because Helena popped out of her office after only a minute or two.

      “Thanks, Lewis,” she said as he rounded the corner, presumably back to his own desk. She turned her attention to Natalie. “Now, let’s see what we have going here! He mentioned that you’re figuring things out pretty quickly.” Helena moved to look at the computer, and Natalie plopped back down in her seat to roll out of the way.

      “No, come back,” Helena grabbed the back of her chair, and pulled her in front of the screen. Natalie was a little taken aback at how easily she maneuvered her. “I want you to show me what you’ve come up with.”

      “Um, okay.” Natalie felt a little flush at their proximity. She wasn’t aware of just how tall Helena was until she was hunched over next to her. She couldn’t figure out why she was feeling so flustered, but she chalked it up to nerves. After all, she hadn’t been supervising her work, so this was the last hurdle for approval. “Well, Lewis was showing me this calendar app that we can both have access to. I mostly just inputted the information from the old, eh, system. It automatically puts it in the correct time order, so we should be able to check things out at a glance. Like, for those daily meetings you mentioned earlier? It should only take me a minute to look at what you have planned for the day.”

      Helena nodded thoughtfully, a smile starting to spread across her face. “Very nice.”

      Feeling encouraged, Natalie continued, “There were only a couple of things I had trouble with. I wrote them here.” She slid her notepad over, so they could both see. “Apologies for my handwriting, but there were a couple of things that overlapped. I wasn’t sure if you needed to be at all of these meetings, or if maybe some of them were virtual? If they are, I can put them in, but otherwise, we should probably shift some things around.”

      Helena was quiet as she looked over the different meetings and times. “Ah, I knew you would take to this. Such a good girl, I could just kiss you!” If Natalie had been wearing pearls, she would have clutched them at the comment. She wasn’t sure why her boss’s words had let loose a swarm of butterflies in her stomach. She could feel a blush spreading from her ears into her cheeks.

      “Thank you,” she mustered, trying not to let her voice echo any of her thoughts.

      Helena turned her head to say something, but all Natalie could focus on was just how close their faces were. She could practically feel the warmth coming off her skin. It took her a moment to catch the tail end of her thought. “…can probably just wrap up. Amazing work, we just need to do this every day and things should be up and smooth in no time.” It didn’t appear that Helena had noticed Natalie’s sudden shyness. It was probably for the best, because she would have to do a bit of soul searching as to why she was reacting this way.

      “You know, there’s a spot nearby that some of our coworkers like to go for after work drinks, if you would like me to treat you to a first day cheers?”

      “Oh, I mean, normally I would love to!” Natalie started, “But I actually have dinner plans for tonight.” She didn’t really want to get into her whole family situation. The day had already gone so well, there was no need for her to jeopardize anything now.

      “Say no more. Drinks with the boss is probably a lot for day one. We can rain check.” Helena seemed unaffected by so much. Natalie wished she could have just a taste of that same level of confidence. “Nice work, I’ll see you in the AM.” Helena grasped her shoulder again and gave it that same little squeeze she did that morning before walking back to her office. Natalie sat, watching after her, even after she rounded the corner back into her office for a minute. Suddenly, she shook her head. There was no time for that. She wanted to get home, so she could keep her things in order.
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      “…Eight, nine, ten.” Helena gently slid the fixed barbell back onto the rack. It drove her crazy when people threw the equipment around. It was one thing if you were going for a PR, but there was no reason to throw the lower weights around.

      Helena’s afterwork routine was always an hour-long workout at her regular gym. She had always been in shape, and the more responsibility she took on at work, the more she pushed at the gym. Now that she owned her own company, she could probably get a second job as a fitness model. Not that she did it just for the aesthetics. She enjoyed looking in the mirror, and flexing to see her work, but it was a release more than anything else. She had her routine for so long, she could come and turn her brain off, letting the physical exertion give her a release.

      Today was a different story. Despite pushing heavier and heavier weights, she couldn’t quite stop her mind from drifting. She should be happy, ecstatic even. Her new assistant had gone above and beyond her expectations on the first day. She seemed eager to learn the job, so it could only get better from here.

      Still, Diana’s words sat heavy on her mind all day. Helena swore that she didn’t just hire Natalie because she was cute, but now that she was aware of it, she couldn’t help but consider her attraction. She was cute, attentive, and hard working. All things that Helena loved. But it wasn’t right. She didn’t want to be one of those old creeps, chasing their employees around the desk. She was at work to get the job done. Nothing else. Not even her hunger for attractive submissive women like Natalie.

      Helena thought back to a moment earlier in the day when Natalie had been showing her what she had accomplished during her shift. Proximity itself had never really been a big turn on for Helena. When you’re over six feet tall, and muscular, everything feels like it’s right next to you. She enjoyed being close to Natalie. She could still smell the sweet perfume in her nostrils. If she was out in a bar and saw her, she would’ve kissed her in that moment without a doubt.

      But it wasn’t a bar. It was the office, and with how red Natalie had gotten, she knew that she was making her uncomfortable. No, she wouldn’t let herself be one of those bosses. Helena finished her weight circuit, but she felt like she hadn’t burned off any of her extra energy. Deciding against leaving the gym, she made her way over to the treadmill. Maybe she just needed an extra-long cardio circuit—maybe she needed an orgasm.

      She quickly got herself set up to run, determined to get her head clear. If she couldn’t stop thinking about her assistant now, it was only a matter of time before she slipped up at the office. Finding herself quickly getting frustrated, Helena pulled out her phone. It was time to admit defeat to Diana.

      H:  Maybe you were right.

      D: I’m right about a lot of things, you’ll need to be more specific.

      H: I think I do need a hookup. Any single gals at your office?

      D: I can do you one better. Since I’m no longer in need of my roster, I can very generously recommend one of my girls.

      H: You don’t think that’ll be weird?

      D: Why would it be weird?

      Helena waited a beat before she responded. She knew that she was the one who had started this conversation, but it was making her deeply uncomfortable. The idea of a hookup was nice, but it wasn’t her. She wasn’t a player. She wasn’t a prude either, but the idea of just sleeping around with a stranger…

      H: I think I’m just being stupid. Texted on an impulse, just ignore me.

      D: Hey. Don’t be like that. If you need to chat, why don’t you just come over? Tell me what’s going on.

      H: I don’t think you want that. I’m gym stinky.

      D: Like your stink can scare me off by now. I’m opening a bottle of wine, hurry up.

      Helena smiled at her phone. Diana always knew what she needed, even before she knew herself. She powered off the treadmill and collected her things, ready to make the journey to her friend’s house.

      Neither of them had planned on living so close, but somehow, they ended up within walking distance of each other. Honestly, it was surprising that they hadn’t ended up in the same building. Their proximity meant they were able to have their wine and heart to heart nights, without having to worry about either of them driving home. Helena often found herself the one walking, since she wasn’t as worried about the late hour. Anybody could be mugged, but her size and stature meant they might just bite off a little more than they could chew.

      Diana greeted Helena at the door with two glasses of wine, “Come on in, you horny old dog.”

      Helena rolled her eyes and smiled gratefully towards the wine before making her way into the familiar apartment. Her place was large with an open floor plan. The space was nice, but Helena’s favorite thing was the vast city view off of her balcony. The wide frame meant that even from the living room couch, they had an amazing view of the city. When she was young, she often dreamt about being able to afford an apartment that had views like this, and her place wasn’t too dissimilar.

      “Okay, so what’s going on?” Diana settled in on the couch, patting the cushion next to her. Helena slid next to her and took a long drink from the glass.

      “So, I want to preface this with…it is and it isn’t about my assistant,” Helena started, wishing the wine would work faster. “I will swear to my dying day that I didn’t hire her because I’m attracted to her.”

      “Noted.” Diana looked pleased with herself as a gentle smirk took over her expression.

      “But once you pointed it out, I realized I am attracted to her. Like, a lot. It’s quite frustrating really, and I definitely don’t need any complications like this.”

      “Okay, I know I messed with you a bit, but why is that a bad thing? People are allowed to be attracted to each other, even if they work together. You just said that isn’t what her employment is about.”

      “Right. But like, I’m her boss. And I don’t want to navigate all of that messiness, plus I’m quite sure she’s straight.” Helena’s shoulders slumped.

      “Well, wait.” Diana put a reassuring hand on her friend’s arm. “Who says it’s going to be messy? Who said she is straight? It could be the fun you need.”

      Helena took another long drink and emptied her glass. Diana sighed, getting up to find the bottle. Her distance gave Helena the courage to speak again. “It’s always messy. Getting involved with people is messy. I know I can count on myself, but often I can’t rely on others.”

      Diana refilled her glass, thinking over her next words carefully. “Okay, so you aren’t into the idea of a relationship. Why not look outside of the business sphere? Maybe you are just frustrated. Like I said, I can set you up with one of my friends.”

      “That’s my point though. I don’t know think I want to get involved with anyone.” Helena stared into her glass, embarrassed by her words.

      “Look,” Diana put her hand on her shoulder, “I am absolutely willing to talk this through with you. I don’t want you to think I’m not. And I am more than willing to just keep pouring wine over the problem until it doesn’t feel like a problem anymore.” Her joke landed, and Helena chuckled lightly. “But maybe I’m not the one to help you here. Maybe it’s time to go talk to someone about this. You have commitment issues, my dear friend.”

      Helena thought about shaking off her friend’s hand but resisted. She knew that Diana meant well, but that didn’t mean the suggestion didn’t hurt. “I hardly think this is something that needs professional help, but thanks.” She stood up from the couch, drinking deeply from her glass.

      “Hey, don’t be like that.” Diana stood with her. Despite their difference in heights, Diana still stood her ground with her friend. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I go to therapy.”

      “You have a reason to go to therapy. No offense.”

      “And you don’t?” Diana put her glass down and crossed her arms, defensively.

      “A bad love life isn’t a reason to go to therapy.”

      “First of all, nobody needs a reason to go to therapy. It’s just something you can do that helps. And second of all, it’s not just a bad love life. It’s like, you had one serious girlfriend that didn’t work out and just decided to give up.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “It’s not? Then why is it you dated Hannah in college, and since you broke up, you’ve just decided dating isn’t for you?”

      “You don’t need to bring Hannah into this.” Helena looked like she was going to be sick just saying her name. Diana stared at her, not wanting this to become a blow up but wanting to help her friend. “Okay.” Helena sighed and rubbed at her eyes. “I haven’t gotten over Hannah. You are right; she broke my heart, and I don’t want to go through that again. Happy? I know my problem; I don’t need to overpay someone to tell me that. I’m quite happy working on my business and building a future. Maybe in the future is where I’ll find the right woman.”

      Diana’s face softened. “How about this? How about I stop bugging you about this. Even if just for tonight, and I send you the contact information for my therapist? That way, you have the information if you want it, and I feel like I’ve done my due diligence as your friend. No pressure.”

      Helena dropped her head to lean on Diana’s shoulder and nodded pitifully. Diana laughed and petted her sweaty hair reassuringly. “Okay, let’s focus on a distraction now. Let me get you another glass of wine and we can watch some trashy tv.” Helena nodded and made her way back to the couch to curl up.
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      Natalie cursed at herself as she searched for a parking spot in the almost full lot. Her grandmother had fallen this morning as Natalie was about to leave the house. At first, she was worried that she would have to take her to the hospital, but after a half hour of insisting she was fine, Natalie was convinced she maybe actually was. No broken bones, but extra instances of confusion were still worrisome. The only reason she was willing to leave for work at all was because her neighbor was willing to sit all day at the house. It was a stroke of luck that he worked from home and was so willing to help the two of them out. There were plenty of times Natalie would have been totally stuck otherwise.

      Running into the building and seeing everyone scurrying around with work, Natalie felt like she may have a lot of groveling to do. She had to run past Helena’s door in order to put her stuff down, and she cursed herself for taking her notepad out of her bag. If she was able to take notes, she could have just run straight into the office, but she was more afraid of having to ask stupid questions than she was about Helena seeing her run past. It would only take a minute anyways.

      She was feeling thankful for the plush carpet, as she began her run. She was able to swoop up her notepad and pen in the same motion as slinging her bags onto the desk. She would get things tidy in a moment, the most important thing was saving face. She turned to run towards Helena’s office, when she saw her filling the doorframe already.

      “Hi! Yes, I’m so sorry, I was just coming in to see you,” Natalie squeaked as she scurried over towards the door. Helena said nothing but gestured stiffly for her to get into the office. Natalie wasn’t sure she wanted to go behind closed doors when her boss looked so upset, but what choice did she have?

      Helena closed the door deliberately behind them when Natalie was past. She had scarcely moved to make room, and the two of them nearly had to touch. Helena seemed to be composing herself as she made the slow walk back to her desk. She sat down carefully and gestured for Natalie to take the seat across from her.

      “I’m sure you have an amazing explanation,” Helena started, each of her words deliberate, “but before you give it to me, I need you to understand just how unacceptable this behavior is. Not only are you a half-hour late, when you need to be sitting in this office and ready to work when that clock strikes, but you didn’t even have the decency to call and let me know what was going on. You may be used to being a one-man band and only relying on yourself, but you are part of a team now. Part of my team. And when one member of the team fails to meet the standards, the whole team suffers as a result. Am I understood?”

      Natalie could feel tears stinging at her eyes, but she refused to cry. Her throat felt like it was stuffed full of cotton, so she was too scared to speak. She nodded her head weakly, focusing her eyes on the lined paper in her lap.

      “Look at me.” Helena snapped, causing Natalie to jump.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Natalie said timidly as she raised her eyes.

      “Now, if you would like to explain, I am listening.” Helena’s expression softened ever so slightly, but there was a very clear edge to her. Natalie couldn’t tell if she was reacting to her expression, but she refused to come off as weak. The tears weren’t from Helena’s scolding, although getting yelled at as an adult was a thoroughly humbling experience. The tears were from her anger at herself. This job was too important to make such a silly mistake on so early. It didn’t even occur to her to call in and say she was running late. Even if she didn’t tell the truth, she could have easily said she was having car trouble, or there was an accident on the road. She vowed to herself never to make the same mistake twice.

      “I don’t have an excuse to give. I’m really sorry, and it will not happen again.” Her voice trembled more than she wanted. She could feel Helena’s anger flare up again, and she braced for whatever abuse was coming.

      “You are absolutely right it will not happen again. I don’t think you realize how I went out on a limb for you. For this job. Do you understand how many more qualified applicants that applied for this position? I want to believe that you are the one for the job. Do not make me regret my decision. Especially not so early in your new role.” Helena clenched her jaw as she finished her speech.

      Natalie nodded again, fighting the urge to look away, to run out of the room, to simply gather her things and never be seen again. No, she would prove that she deserved to be here.

      “I understand. I am genuinely so sorry,” she said, her voice coming back to her again. She situated her notebook and pen, ready to take on the day. “I know you have probably already looked over your schedule for the day. Where do you want me to start?”

      Helena looked surprised at the question, and she sat back in her chair thoughtfully. “Take a minute to go over the schedule for the day and then come back. We have time this morning to go over everything and make sure you grasp what the morning holds.”

      Natalie stood dutifully and made her way out of the office without another word. She closed the door behind her, wanting that barrier while she composed herself. She didn’t want to linger too long, but she did need just a moment. As she slid her bag into her desk drawer, she saw Lewis come around the corner, eying Helena’s door carefully.

      “Hey, what happened?” he asked, seeming to genuinely care.

      “I messed up, big time.” Natalie could feel the tears starting to flow involuntarily, and she hoped that Lewis wasn’t someone who was just looking for office gossip.

      “Oh hey, don’t do all of that.” He whipped a hanky out of his pocket, and Natalie thought he would be the type to keep something so old fashioned around. She dabbed at her eyes nervously.

      “I just feel so dumb. I had a bit of an emergency this morning, so I was late.”

      “Well, that’s understandable. Did you tell her that?”

      “No, I don’t want her to think I’m a flake or that I just use excuses. There is no excuse.” She took a deep shaky breath, not wanting to have a full breakdown in the middle of the office.

      “Listen,” he grasped her shoulder, reassuringly. “Helena is a bit of a hard ass, I’m not going to lie to you. She expects one-hundred-and-ten percent, every single day. But she also is an ace at recognizing talent. She picked you for a reason, so you just need to dust yourself off and get back in the game. I promise you, by the end of the day, it will all be forgotten. Emergencies happen.”

      “Thank you,” she said, feeling a little bit better with the pep talk. “I can do this.”

      “That’s right,” he said, moving to walk back around the corner. “I’m rooting for you,” he said over his shoulder before he left.

      Feeling a little more grounded, she turned her focus to the day ahead. She noted the couple of things that were highlighted on the planner, and cross checked the things she had written yesterday, to make sure she didn’t need to make any of those changes for today. Double checking, and feeling confident in the information, she marched back to Helena’s office and knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” her muffled voice called from behind the wood. Helena seemed caught up in whatever she was working on, but when she saw it was Natalie, she quickly disregarded it. Her expression held no more anger, but she still seemed to be studying Natalie intensely. It was intimidating, although Natalie simultaneously enjoyed something about it.

      “I’m ready to go over the day if you are.”

      “Okay, sure!” Helena turned her chair, so she was facing Natalie straight on, staring her down. Natalie could tell this was a test to see if she was really in the job or if yesterday was a fluke. “Tell me what’s on the docket.”

      Natalie began to list all the things on the schedule. She was thankful that she had checked her secondary list, because they were able to fix one of the scheduling mistakes together in the office. As they went through the schedule, and Helena was able to explain a couple of things to her, she did seem to soften slightly. She felt optimistic that Lewis might be right, and that her transgression from the morning would be forgotten, if she didn’t have a repeat incident. She just wanted to please Helena.
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      Natalie was sure it was because she was still learning so many parts of the job, but she was surprised as how quicky the days were going. It felt like lunch arrived only minutes after she got there, and the end of the day flew close behind.

      By the time it was almost time to leave, she could almost say that she was prepared for the job. Sure, there would be things that popped up that she would still have to figure out, but the whole thing wasn’t as scary as she originally thought. It seemed Helena was right in trusting her, because a big part of it was just understanding timing and scheduling.

      “Would you like me to run this to the trash for you?” Natalie gestured at the remnants of Helena’s lunch. She had gotten fast food, and it was left sitting on the corner of her desk, too big for the small trash can under her desk. Natalie started to collect the bag and the cup when she realized too late that it wasn’t empty, and it slipped out of her hand. The plastic cup went crashing onto the ground, the top popping off spilling watered down soda all over the plush floor. “Oh god, I’m so sorry!”

      Natalie dug through the bag, finding a wad of napkins and dropped to her knees, wanting to mop up as much of the spill as possible. Like the world’s worst easter egg hunt, she plucked the half-melted cubes out of the fibers and pressed the napkins into the wet fibers. The splash had covered a large portion of the carpet, and Natalie ended up crawling across trying to fix her mistake. Only after she had started scrubbing the wet ground, did she realize that she was crawling on the ground in a pencil skirt. With her back to her boss. Who had not made a sound since she dropped the cup. Red hot feelings filled her face in sheer embarrassment. She couldn’t risk fucking up again so soon.

      Her movements slowed as she realized she was coming to the end of the dry napkins. She started to carefully pick up the saturated ones and drop them into the cup with the melted ice. Still total silence from Helena lingered in the air between them. The carpet wasn’t dry, not by a long shot, but she found herself unable to focus on cleaning the floor any longer. Unsure of what was coming over her, she reached for a napkin that was almost out of reach and arched her back as she pulled herself back. She didn’t dare look back or move to fix herself. She was afraid of breaking whatever was happening right now.

      She felt the floor shift as Helena stood up out of her chair, and she quickly finished picking everything up. Before she could speak, Natalie popped up and shimmied her skirt down, as subtly as she could. Collecting the trash, she rushed out of the room without looking at her boss. She couldn’t figure out what had come over her.

      She threw the soggy mess away in the large kitchen trash can and collected her bags from her desk. Not stopping to look, she called out a quick, “Thank you so much, see you in the morning!” as she rushed out of the building.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Walking in the door, Natalie was exhausted. The day ended up being more emotionally draining than she had expected, and she already wished for a day off. Sure, cleaning was a tiring job, but at least she didn’t have to navigate other people quite so much. Plus, there was that moment at the end of the day. Twice now she had found herself getting all flustered and bothered in front of her new boss. It was borderline shameful.

      Her grandmother looked like she was in happy spirits when she came in, and Natalie went right to her side. “Hey Grandma, how are you feeling?”

      “I told you this morning, I’m fine. You act like you’ve never tripped before,” she pouted. Natalie looked over at her neighbor, who looked very invested in whatever TV show they had going.

      “She’s great,” he said, sounding hypnotized. “I just need to find out who the killer is, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      Natalie laughed and turned her focus back to her grandmother. “Do you see? You’ve rotted his brain with your silly shows.”

      “I told you they aren’t silly. But never mind all of that, I want to hear about your job! How’s everything going?”

      For the third time, Natalie felt like she could cry. At least this time it was tears of joy. After seeing her memory decline so much, this small victory was almost enough to tip her over the edge. “It’s good, Grandma! I think I’m doing really well at it.”

      “I knew you could, mija. You can do anything. That’s what’s so special about you.” Her grandmother beamed. The two of them just needed to take the small victories where they could, and for now, Natalie was going to let herself be happy about this.

      “Thank you. I swear, this is going to be our turning point.” Natalie sighed and stood up. “I think I’m going to go take a quick shower—as long as you aren’t starving?”

      “She had half a bag of chips and salsa this afternoon,” the neighbor chimed in, still zoned into the show.

      “Hush, you tattletale! Or I’ll turn off the tv before you can see the end!”

      Natalie laughed again and made her way to the back of the apartment. Feeling a weight lift from her chest, she told herself it was just a strange day. There was a lot of new things coming at her, so of course things would be a confusing. She just needed to settle in, and everything would start to feel normal, or at least, she hoped.
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      Natalie’s second day of employment had been…interesting. Due to her performance, Helena had left work with a serious case of whiplash. It was true that the new hire had been late on her first day, but it was also true that by the end of the day, Helena’s mind was focused elsewhere in regard to her. It could just be her hormones running rampant, but she could have sworn that Natalie was trying to tempt her. She felt a certain something between them yet couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

      No, that can’t be. Helena refused to be some kind of office pervert. She’d run into so many while she was coming up, now that she was at the top, there was no reason to fall into those same patterns. Still, the idea was intriguing. And there was no hurt in just fantasizing, was there?

      Helena had been home for less than an hour now, and all she had managed to do was lounge on the couch. There were plenty of chores that needed doing; she needed to cook herself dinner, there was laundry still waiting in the dryer, dry cleaning that she had picked up that needed to get put away. But it felt like there was an imaginary weight sitting on her, holding her in place. It was a very strange feeling, to be so lazy when otherwise she would be running through her house like a cleaning tornado.

      She pulled out her phone to check for any missed messages. She hadn’t even turned on any music, content at being left with her thoughts, but she liked to be diligent in all aspects of her life. Nothing new, just the unopened message from Diana about her therapist recommendation. Sitting in Diana’s apartment, she had felt more open to the idea of therapy, but in the harsh light of the day, the concept of sharing her woes with a stranger was unbearable. She didn’t want to say anything to her friend, but at the end of the day Diana was right—she wasn’t a therapist. Helena had managed this far on her own and she had just slipped up. She wouldn’t let it happen again. She couldn’t let herself become pathetic or entangled with emotions. She had work to do.

      Feeling desperate for a distraction, Helena decided to look up her new employee. Maybe some dose of reality would help her push back from her dirtier thoughts.  She was surprised to see the first page that came up on her search was her own company page. It wasn’t like her team to be so on top of things, but it was nice to see there was some positive work happening. She clicked the link, and Natalie’s picture popped up, filling her small phone screen. It was clearly just an id photo that she had taken on her first day, but without the prying eyes of the rest of the office, she found herself taken with the girl. Her full lips and big barrel curls that she had piled on top of her head, beckoned her. Without the context of the work environment, Helena could truly appreciate just how attractive she found her.

      Her mind flashed back to the end of the day. She had noticed that Natalie wore kind of short, tight skirts, but it wasn’t really an issue for her. The expectation was for her to be behind the desk or standing in her office. As long as her skirt was long enough to cover her for those two activities, what did she care? Well, when she first bent over, Helena was sure she didn’t realize that the vent in the back of her pencil skirt was splayed open, just barely covering her backside. Helena was less sure, when Natalie arched her back, ever so slightly, revealing her see-through lacy underwear. As she thought back to her feelings in that moment, a wave of lust embraced her. Maybe she just needed to fuck someone. Maybe she was just craving a submissive, sweet woman to play with.

      The floral pattern of those panties was burned into Helena’s mind. She could picture her warm skin poking through the light blue lines. They didn’t quite show everything, but they showed enough. Helena could feel a warmth spreading through the pit of her stomach. She leaned back, letting the plush throw pillows support her on the couch, and stared through those green eyes on the screen. Her lenses seemed to make her already round eyes even larger. She could feel the presence of those eyes now. Don’t shit where you eat, it’s just a simple fantasy, Helena thought to herself as her mind wandered.

      Her eyes fluttered shut, as she let her mind go further. What would have happened if Natalie hadn’t run off in a hurry? What would have happened if she could punish her just the way she desired? She could picture walking over to her, while she was on all fours and pushing that skirt up around her waist. Helena’s hand wandered down her own body, past the waistband of her slacks, while she envisioned what she would do with sweet Natalie.

      Natalie wasn’t a small girl, but Helena had no doubts she could pick her up easily enough. A low moan escaped her lips as she pictured knocking everything off her desk and putting Natalie firmly on the surface. Her breaths in real life mirrored the panting of dream Natalie’s.

      Helena pictured putting her face against her bare leg, starting at her calf, tasting the skin and working her way up. Natalie would be so obedient, laying back against the wood, and only letting out the smallest whimpers. Helena wondered what she would taste like. Would her skin be salty, her arousal coming like a wave, or would she be sweet, a memory of the bath products she uses? Oh, what a thrill to find out.

      Not even in a dream could Helena bring herself to destroy those perfect panties. She wanted to tease Natalie and watch her squirm against her desk, but she felt herself approaching the end. Helena’s hesitant, but she just felt so good. Her breath quickened and her body started to ache.

      The idea of making Natalie writhe was almost too much to bear. The image in her mind almost dissolved completely, save for her imaginings of the sounds Natalie would make. Helena’s stomach clenched and her hips bucked feverishly as she reached her climax.

      As her body slowly relaxed into the couch, Helena had a blissful moment of mental clarity. Things simply cannot continue like this. She needed to either be willing to address her feelings head on, or she needed to be willing to bury them deep. Not even in these private moments could she allow herself to even think about Natalie that way. She wasn’t sure if she could make this decision right now, but it needed to be soon. Her crushes were so infrequent, it would only be a matter of time before she slipped up.

      It didn’t take long for her nervous energy to come creeping back into her muscles again. This was already much longer than she usually allowed herself to rest. She needed to move, to get some of this energy out, or she would never be able to sleep tonight. She checked the time again. It would be easy enough to sneak in a little bit of muscle training before she started dinner.

      While Helena preferred going to the gym, she found that having weights around helped for her periods of insomnia. Sometimes she didn’t need a full hour workout, but just twenty minutes of feeling something heavy in her hands was all it took to bring her back to a state of calm. She sometimes played around with the idea of taking some equipment to work, but she doubted the optics would work in her favor. She already had a reputation for being a bit of a hothead. Getting caught swinging weights in her office was a surefire way to get a rumor started that she was on steroids.

      Helena’s phone went off and she moved across the room to check it. The screen flashed a text from Diana, some silly update about a reality show she was watching. Normally Helena would just click to read right away, but that last unread message weighed on her mind. True, she could trust that Diana would honor her word, and not mention it again, but as soon as she opened the text, it felt like it was real.

      Her finger hovered over the message a long moment before she clicked open. The contact card flashed large on the screen, drawing her eye away from any other messages. It felt like it was drawing her in, pulling even the walls of her apartment in from behind. Just when she was sure the entire world was about to get sucked into the screen, she pressed the message and deleted it from the chat.

      That was all it took for everything to snap back to normal. The walls were where they needed to be, and the messages lined up neatly on the screen. Helena pressed her palm to her chest, to feel her thundering heart rate. She took a steadying breath and typed a response to her friend to keep her from knowing anything was wrong. No, she didn’t need anyone digging into her mind, bringing up old hurts to cause her harm anew.

      Helena put her phone away and stood in the middle of the living room, just listening to the ambient noise of the space. She let herself find calm and settled back into her normal rhythm. She could center herself better than any therapist ever could or would. She took one last look around her home before she made her way into the bathroom. The best thing she could do to set her night right was to start with a long hot shower.
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      Mirroring her first day, Natalie pulled into a parking spot a solid hour and a half before work. At some point she would find a happy middle—early but not unreasonable. After yesterday, she was willing to stay more on the early side of unreasonable. Before she had even made it home yesterday, she called one of her girlfriends and got things lined up for her grandmother to be watched for the day. Having someone in the house would make Natalie able to focus at work much easier, and she wouldn’t have to rely so heavily on her neighbor. He was a nice enough guy and didn’t seem to have any issues with stepping in, but they didn’t have any money to offer him, and she knew if they relied on him too hard, he would eventually put his foot down. She would have to figure out some kind of situation in the long term, but until those paychecks started coming in, this would have to do.

      Unlike her first day, Natalie spotted Helena power walking into the office right away. She was hopeful to show her same dedication to the job, but Helena walked past without any acknowledgement that she had even seen Natalie. Natalie rushed to pack up her things and catch up with her boss. She couldn’t tell if she hadn’t seen her, or if she was intentionally giving her space, but either way she refused to let this job go without a fight.

      “Helena, wait up!” she called, as she frantically grabbed her things from the passenger seat. She chose not to notice the slight grimace when Helena heard her voice and felt relief when she stopped. Natalie jogged towards her boss with a bright smile on her face. “Thanks!” She tried to hide how breathless the short jog made her. Her nerves made her seem embarrassingly out of shape.

      “Sure.” Helena wouldn’t look at her, and Natalie felt fear grip her stomach. Was Helena still mad about her tardiness yesterday? Or did she think that Natalie had overstepped at the end of the day? She thought it would be easy enough to rationalize that she was really just trying to clean up the mess.

      Natalie tried to be comfortable with the quiet walk into the office, but the combination of her own nerves and Helena’s intimidating stature made the words come tumbling out before she could think otherwise. “I’m really sorry about yesterday. I don’t know if you’re mad at me or something, but I promise I’m going to be better, like you said.” Her face bloomed crimson as she willed herself to just stop talking.

      Helena turned, her hard expression softening before her eyes. “No, why would I be mad at you?” Her expression walked the line of surprise and concern.

      “I just… Well…” Natalie struggled to get any words out. Great, she could only leak insecurities, apparently.

      Helena put a comforting hand on her shoulder as they approached Helena’s office. “Why don’t we meet in ten? Give you a chance to look over the day?” She seemed to know just what Natalie needed. She nodded enthusiastically, her curls bobbing around her face. Helena gave her a half smile and disappeared into the dark office.

      Natalie scurried over to her desk and got situated right away. She gave herself only until her computer booted up to feel flushed. She knew she needed this job and wanted to do well in it, but she was worried there was something more to her desire for attention. She shook the thought from her head and took down all of the notes she needed for their quick morning meeting. Whatever the reasons, she was going to prove herself to be a superstar employee.

      After yesterday’s near miss, she decided to be a bit more conservative in her dress today. She wasn’t completely sure of their dress code yet, but a pair of plaid slacks seemed in line with what she saw around the office. She knocked gingerly on the doorframe of Helena’s open office and smiled her best smile.

      Helena looked up from her desk and beckoned her in. “Alright, what do we have today?” Natalie could tell this was a test, but she actually felt up for the challenge.

      Natalie rattled off each of the meetings and deadlines like it was nothing. Luckily, they had sorted all of the double bookings, so it seemed pretty smooth sailing to predict the day ahead. Helena’s expression was concerningly neutral, and Natalie tried her best to not take notice. After all, she already knew her neutral face was a little stony.

      Helena pulled out a piece of paper that was tucked away next to her keyboard. “I have to say, I am very impressed with how much you’ve managed to get sorted in such a short time.” She handed the paper over to Natalie. “I think you’ve proved your mettle. This is a list of things that need to be planned and added to the calendar. I’ve included the vendor names and numbers for today, but you need to start compiling this information in whatever format works for you. Of course, I’m not going to keep anything from you, but you also can’t come to me to ask for contact information every time you need to call someone.”

      Natalie nodded her head vigorously. Helena had told her on her first day that it would take a week to earn this level of trust, so she felt a sense of relief in having proven herself so quickly. “Of course, I’ll get right on it!” She moved to run to her desk, but she heard Helena start to speak.

      “No need to rush off. I’ve called down to IT to get your phone connected. They won’t be in for another half hour, so you are kind of on a hold until then.” She came around the desk, so she was leaning on the same side as Natalie.

      “Oh, okay!” She fidgeted uncomfortably. Natalie wasn’t used to waiting to do her tasks. She had a worker bee mindset, so idly chatting, even with the boss, made her squirm.

      “You know, I appreciate how much effort you’ve been putting into your work.” Helena’s voice was low, so low it sent Natalie’s mind wandering dangerously.

      “I really appreciate the opportunity!” Natalie couldn’t explain why she was feeling so nervous. She just hoped it wasn’t showing in her face. Her anxiety heightened and it felt as though they could be the only two people in the universe.

      Helena’s eyes searched Natalie, like she was trying to find the answer to something. “You know, I appreciate you coming in so early, but as far as I’m concerned, you’ve proven yourself. Now, I don’t want a repeat of yesterday, but as long as you’re here before the workday starts, that’s okay.”

      “Oh well, yeah. Sorry again about yesterday, but I tend to be a bit of an early bird! Plus, you’re here early. I’d hate to leave you all alone when there’s so much work to be done!”

      Helena laughed gently at her eagerness. “Well, I appreciate your concern.” She stood up suddenly, and Natalie had to fight the urge to jolt at the movement. Helena seemed to notice, and that somehow answered whatever question she seemed to be rolling over in her mind. “Natalie, are you feeling nervous about something?” There was a hint of a smile in her tone.

      Natalie was aware of how close to the door she was. If she wanted, she could bolt to her desk to wait for IT quietly. But she didn’t want to bolt. Whatever was happening, she wanted to be right here. Helena slowly crossed the distance between them, ostensibly asking a question with every step. Natalie was sure she was trying to be courteous, but her slow movements gave her the appearance of a predator stalking their prey.

      Natalie realized as Helena was right in front of her that she hadn’t answered her question. Helena’s eyes followed her hand as she grasped the door. They stood there, frozen for a painfully long moment, before Natalie pushed the door shut with a definitive slam. Helena’s eyes searched her face, before she leaned down, almost bridging the gap between the two of them. Natalie could feel her breath as it gently washed over her face. They locked eyes, and Natalie realized it was on her to either stop or continue whatever this was.

      Natalie reached out a shaking hand and gently touched Helena’s cheek. She smiled, holding so still under her touch. Even with as stooped over as Helena was, Natalie had to stretch to make their faces meet. She pressed her mouth to her boss’, hoping that she wasn’t ruining her standing in a moment of bad judgement.

      As though taking this gentle kiss as permission, Helena grasped Natalie’s waist in both of her hands and pulled her in close. It was thrilling, terrifying, like being enveloped by a presence. Natalie breathlessly tasted Helena, their kiss quickly moving from soft to feverish. Helena swung her by her hips, pressing her against the desk. She felt trapped, but only for a second. Once they settled, Natalie realized she appreciated the grounding nature of the hard wood. Her head felt like it was full of cotton, and she wondered if she was going to faint. Swift thoughts of confusion yet sheer excitement continued to dash through her mind.

      Despite the obvious signals, Natalie was nervous to reach out and touch Helena. Everything about this seemed so…forbidden. Helena’s mouth made her way from Natalie’s mouth down to her neck, and Natalie risked running her hands through Helena’s dark shaggy hair. She felt so solid, so sure under her grasp. She could feel a deep flutter of excitement in the pit of her stomach.

      Helena’s hands slowly worked their way down from her hips, until she hooked them under Natalie’s thighs, lifting her off of the ground. Natalie let out a small yelp that Helena seemed to not notice. She gently slid her so she was sitting on the surface of the desk, papers and desktop supplies scattering behind her. This was suddenly moving so fast; Natalie was feeling overwhelmed. Helena knelt in front of her and ran her hands over the front of Natalie’s pants-covered thighs.

      “I-I’ve never been with a woman, but I have never wanted something so bad,” Natalie blurted out suddenly, as she covered her face in embarrassment. Helena froze, her hands still resting on Natalie’s legs.

      “What?” Helena asked quietly. She seemed to suddenly be aware of Natalie and moved to gently remove her hands from her face. Natalie didn’t resist the touch but seemed hesitant to face her boss.

      “I, uh…” She swallowed hard, all of the moisture in the room seeming to have vanished. She was aware of just how silent it was on this side of the door. Between the heavy door and the thick carpet, she could hardly tell if anybody else had come in to work or not. “I’ve never been with a woman before,” she said softly.

      Helena looked her over carefully. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “Yes? No? I’m not sure!” Helena stood up carefully, not quite backing up, but giving her a bit of space. Natalie’s eyes stayed locked on the floor, and Helena gently petted the top of her head, as though to soothe her.

      “That’s okay, we don’t have to if you don’t want to. I know this is wildly inappropriate, but I feel like you wanted this, and truthfully, I couldn’t resist you any longer.” There was no disappointment in her voice, but Natalie suspected that was more for her benefit than anything else. Helena slid past Natalie, making her way back to her desk, when Natalie caught her hand at the last minute. The muscular woman let herself get pulled back. Natalie clung to her, trying to decide what she wanted to do.

      Helena gently pulled her hand free and grasped Natalie’s shoulders. Natalie turned her face up at the gesture and grabbed her boss’s face, pulling her into a kiss once more. Helena laughed softly, pulling herself free from the kiss and making her way back where she was before. Natalie knew that she had to move fast or she would lose her nerve.

      Natalie wriggled against the surface of the desk, wanting to hype herself up for whatever was coming next. Helena slowly undid the front of her pants and slid her hand down past the waistband. Natalie slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the sounds of her surprise.

      “Here’s what I need you to do,” Helena murmured, putting her face just next to Natalie’s jaw. “Take both of your hands and put them on my desk. Do you think you can do that for me?” Helena’s fingers found their way deeper into the wetness between Natalie’s legs. Natalie whimpered quietly and grabbed the edge of the table so hard she could imagine her nails digging little crescent scars into the wood. Helena pressed her lips to Natalie’s jaw in a gentle kiss. “That’s my good girl,” she purred into her ear, almost sending Natalie over the edge before anything even happened.

      Natalie’s breathing hitched as Helena’s movements quickened. Her fingers sliding in what felt like the wettest core she had ever touched. She slid them out again to massage Natalie’s swollen clitoris before fucking her harder against the desk. It wouldn’t take much. She knew just how badly she wanted it. She also knew that nobody could hear them outside of the door, but she still tried her best to be as quiet as possible. She was vaguely aware that the door was unlocked, and anybody could walk in at any minute. Any other time this news would distress her, but right now it just turned her on more.

      “We don’t have much time,” she punctuated her words with a fresh kiss. Natalie turned her face away, the pressure building inside of her now bordering on too much. Unsure of what to do, she buried her head against Helena’s chest.

      “Please.” The tiny whimper was all Natalie could muster.

      Helena seemed unsurprised. “Okay,” she whispered against the top of Natalie’s head. That one word was all it took to send Natalie over the edge. Her hips slid and bucked wildly against the desk, and Helena had to borderline restrain her to keep her from falling off of the edge.

      When her movements had finally quieted, Helena slowly withdrew her hand and placed it on her shoulder to hold her up. Natalie looked up to her, gratefully. There was a fine sheen over her face, and she hadn’t quite caught her breath yet.

      “Do you think you can stand?” Helena asked, a bit afraid that she went too far in their first encounter. Natalie nodded her head, sliding off the desk while still being supported by Helena. When she first landed, she wobbled a bit, but quickly got her footing. Helena leaned down and pressed her lips to Natalie once again. “You’re delicious,” she whispered, slowly licking her fingers clean, as Natalie fastened up her pants. Natalie noticed a mirror on the back of the door, and quickly tried to put herself back in order. Her legs still felt like a baby deer’s, but she thought that if she could just get to her desk, she could recover sitting down.

      “I’m… uh…” Her mind couldn’t quite form the words.

      “Don’t forget your paper.” Helena’s demeanor was back to its office coldness, but Natalie couldn’t bring herself to notice. She had tasted bliss like she never had before. “I really need all of these on the book by end of day. If you have any questions let me know, otherwise you know my schedule.” Natalie nodded dreamily before walking out of the office.
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      It had only been a week since Natalie and Helena had hooked up in her office, but Helena was already feeling deeply regretful. True, seeing her own personal fantasies come to life was everything she imagined and more, but Helena had forgotten what it was like to have a sexual awakening. She had known she was attracted to women since she was in junior high, so it was alarming to see the puppy-like zeal that Natalie brought to work every day.

      She had promised herself that she wouldn’t let it happen again, and so far she had kept that promise, other than in her fantasies. Still, it seemed like it only took one hit for Natalie to be obsessed. She continued to show up every morning, bright and early, occasionally even beating Helena to the office. There were no shortages of treats and coffees being brought in. Each task she was given was tackled almost immediately. Where Joan often left the office with more than half of her tasks on her plate, Natalie had started running out of things to do by her last hour of work. Their morning meetings had now been doubled to start of day and end of day meetings. Helena should be happy that things were going so well, but she had noticed every time Natalie came into her office, she carefully closed the door.

      It was as though she was expecting Helena to break any day now, and with how much she felt like she was being teased, she thought she might. Natalie wasn’t dressing any different than she did before, and yet throughout the day Helena would imagine how she would peel off her layers and ravish her on the plush carpet. She went home and pictured spreading her out on the couch, on her kitchen table, or on her bed. What was even worse was she was starting to visualize situations that weren’t sexual. She wondered what it would be like to fall asleep next to her or make her breakfast while she ran around the apartment in nothing but a t-shirt. It was sick.

      There was enough work that the day flew by, and before she knew it, Natalie was knocking on her doorframe with that same expectant smile plastered on her face. “Would now be an okay time to go over today and tomorrow?”

      Helena felt drained but beckoned her in anyways. Natalie made a big show of sliding the heavy door closed, before turning back with her notebook in hand. “Let’s hear it,” Helena could scarcely hide the exhaustion in her voice.

      “Well,” Natalie had to take a moment to gather her thoughts, mostly because her initial thoughts weren’t safe for work. “I was able to get in contact with everyone except for one. You’re supposed to sit down with Lamia Enterprises next week, but when I talked to them, they said they would have to reach out to you directly. With it already being Wednesday, and having not seen it added on the calendar, I wanted to bring it to your attention.” Even with what Helena assumed was half focus, Natalie was still on top of things. She turned to her computer and typed in a note to reach out to their director in the morning. The truth was they were dragging their feet in making the meeting because they didn’t want to pay out their previous contract. She hoped that Natalie’s friendly nature would guilt them into doing the right thing, but she had anticipated having to handle it herself.

      “Great, any highlights I need to be aware of for tomorrow?” She pulled up the calendar on her computer to cross reference. Just because she had gotten it right until now, didn’t mean that Helena should leave her to her own devices. She was still new, and everybody made mistakes, no matter how long they’ve been at the job.

      Natalie began to rattle off the expectations of the next day, and as usual there was no stone unturned. If Helena hadn’t fucked up the relationship so early on, she would be breathing a sigh of relief with how smoothly her scheduling was going. Natalie was the best assistant she ever had, truth be told, and she was anxious to do anything to ruin that.

      “There is one other thing I want to bring to your attention.” Natalie was focused deeply on her notebook now. “It looks like there’s a meeting a couple hours out of town on Saturday. I was wondering if you wanted me to book you a room for Friday night or if you were okay with the commute?”

      Helena was surprised she forgot about going out of town. “Actually, book me for Friday and Saturday. If I remember right, the meeting isn’t until 4, and who knows how long it’s going to take.” Natalie nods, making a note on her piece of paper. “And Natalie, do you mind coming along with me? I know it isn’t the best because it’s a weekend, but it would be really helpful for you to take notes. I like having things like this in writing, so we have something to refer back to later.”

      “Uh, sure! Should I book two rooms or a double?” Helena knew what she was asking, and she groaned inwardly.

      “Actually, have a seat, I’ve been meaning to have a chat with you.” She wasn’t looking forward to the conversation, but it seemed best to just say the words and get the whole situation behind them.

      Natalie perched on the chair, her eyes vacillating between scared and excited. Her pen was poised, ready to take notes, but she knew she would fling the notebook as far as she could if Helena were to proposition her again.

      “What happened the other day…it can’t happen again. You know that, right? I was deeply inappropriate and let myself get carried away. It’s so unprofessional of me.” Helena didn’t know if she should be stern or kind, so she struggled on the edge of the two. Natalie’s face dropped immediately, and Helena decided she should err on kind. “Look, you’re a goo—a great girl.” She corrected herself. “But I really don’t think it’s in either of our best interests to mix personal and professional. You’ve been doing great here, and emotions tend to make things messy.”

      “Oh, uh, well, I’m glad you’re happy with my work. I totally understand. It was just wild fun.” Natalie was avoiding meeting eyes with Helena. “I guess I’ve never done anything like that before. It’s good that I got to at least try it once with a woman, who knows I might even have a girlfriend sooner or later.” She looked like there was a lot more she wanted to say, but Helena jumped in before she could.

      “You’re amazing at the job, and I’m so glad you have taken to it so well. That’s why I don’t want to lose you over meaningless sex.”

      Natalie smiled at her, but her eyes were missing that same twinkle that they’ve had for the past week. Helena’s words hit hard. “No, I completely get it! Two rooms, message received. I should, uh, go get this booked. I want to make sure you have a room to check into.” She let out a half-hearted chuckle, and Helena wanted to take it back. But giving her false hope would be even more cruel than just telling it as it is. Natalie quietly made her way out of the office, and gently closed the door behind her.
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      Natalie was a whirlwind of emotions as she made the long drive out of town. She had organized with her friend, Cheryl, to watch her grandmother for the couple of days she would be gone. After receiving her first paycheck, Natalie was excited to see that they had money to spare after going grocery shopping and putting money towards some of their bills. She didn’t want to be foolish with her money, so she put away a good chunk of it. This also meant, however, that she could offer to pay her friend to stay at the house and make sure nothing happened. Her grandmother seemed like she was at the beginning stages of a cold, so having someone around to make sure she drank plenty of water and didn’t forget her meds would go a long way.

      This job was already changing her life in ways she couldn’t have imagined, but she couldn’t bring herself to be as happy as she was when she interviewed. Natalie prided herself in her ability to compartmentalize her life. Work was work and personal was personal. Of course, the first time she let herself blur those lines would be the time she looked the most foolish. While she hadn’t been exactly blameless in her fling with her boss, she wasn’t the one that crossed the line first. For those few minutes Helena had made her feel…desired. Natalie had let herself get caught up in this dream that Helena was in love with her. Their meeting a couple of days ago put that dream to rest. She had no idea she could ever feel this way about a woman, and it was far deeper than she had felt for any man previously.

      If she had had her way, Natalie would have left the building and never faced Helena again. But that wasn’t realistic. So now she was on her way to spend a decidedly unromantic couple of days with her boss. Helena had offered to carpool with her, but the idea of sitting together for the long drive was more painful than the price of gas. And anyways, Helena had told her the company would reimburse her milage.

      Pulling up to the hotel was a dizzying experience. She had seen pictures of the property online, but they didn’t do justice for just how sprawling of a property it was. Golf carts zoomed around on narrow paths that connected multiple buildings. The place looked more in line with an apartment complex from a horror movie than a weekend getaway spot. Unsure of the protocol with these kinds of trips, she followed the signs.

      The check-in process was a lot easier than she expected. The hotel didn’t have a self-parking lot, so all she had to do was turn the keys over. A bellman was over to collect her things right away, and after taking her name, he promised he would have everything up to her room before her. The front desk seemed to know everything about her when she tried to check in, so before she knew it, she was alone in a massive room.

      The room was definitely designed for comfort with plush towels, overstuffed chairs, and fluffy blankets piled high on the queen-sized bed. Realizing that she got all of this space to herself instantly brightened her glum mood. So what if her boss wasn’t in love with her like she thought? The job still had amazing perks, and she would never be in a place this nice otherwise.

      Checking the time, Natalie realized she didn’t know if Helena would want to meet up today. She had initially intended on going into the office for a half day before she made the drive, but Helena told her not to bother. She would still be paid, since she had to make the drive for work, but there wouldn’t be anything for her to worry about. Getting to sleep in was nice, but she was now confused as to how available she needed to be to work at any minute. As though she could hear her thoughts, a text from Helena popped up on her phone.

      H: I just got checked in. Did you make it to your room okay?

      N: Yeah, I just got here too. I was about to log on to double check that nothing came up since yesterday.

      H: Don’t worry about that. You’ll have plenty to do tomorrow to make up for it.

      N: Okay, thanks for letting me know!

      Natalie stared at her phone screen. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting out of the conversation, but she just wanted to keep talking. Her phone pinged again.

      H: If you want, I’m having dinner downstairs in a bit.

      Natalie chewed at her thumbnail nervously. Helena made it clear that there was nothing between them, so a dinner invitation was innocent enough, right? Or was she just complicating her own feelings by accepting and making it harder for her to move past?  She stared at the message for a long moment before answering.

      N: Sure! I’ll be down in a few minutes.

      Natalie didn’t wait for a response but threw her phone onto the bed instead. She felt like she was going crazy. She needed to be socializing with Helena less and not more. Then again, if things were really so awkward between the two of them, she didn’t need to offer the invitation. Maybe this was her way of extending the olive branch. In any event, it didn’t matter, she had already accepted the invitation, and she needed to get ready to head down.

      Natalie realized when she was wandering around the labyrinthian lobby that she didn’t know what “downstairs” meant. When she had stayed in hotels in the past there was usually only one restaurant with maybe a second location that housed a bar. This place had a whole coffee shop, bar, and three restaurants to pick from. She could be at any one of them. Just when she was about to say never mind and head back to her room, she saw Helena go strolling by.

      “Helena, wait!” Natalie called as she scrambled after her. Even in this sea of rich people, Helena stood out. She was always so put together, so confident. She turned as she heard Natalie’s voice. “Hey! Sorry, I wasn’t sure where you wanted to meet!” she said, when she caught up to her.

      “Oh, I was just going to head over to the bar.” Helena leaned down and added conspiratorially, “The sit-down places here are all overrated. They don’t want you to know that it’s all one kitchen, but they charge you double than if you just order at the bar.” Natalie giggled, happy to be in on the joke.

      “Lead the way!” Natalie said, following behind her.

      The bar was surprisingly quiet for a Friday, but they were pretty far from any travel destinations. The town they were in was home to a lot of companies, so this hotel was established as a comfy home away from home for wealthy business owners here for meetings. Natalie would be happy to come here even just for a vacation.

      The two of them settled in quickly and put in their drink orders. Natalie had planned on only getting a soda until she saw her boss order a glass of scotch. She briefly considered that this was another test, but figured she was just being paranoid. It’s unreasonable to expect that she would be on her best behavior a hundred percent of the time.

      While they waited for their drinks, Helena spoke up. “So, this is the only business I want to cover before tomorrow, and then I promise you don’t even have to think about it until tomorrow.” Natalie nodded eagerly and hoped there wouldn’t be a lot to remember. “So, the meeting itself isn’t until 4, but I want to meet up with you at…let’s say, nine AM? It will give us a chance to make sure all of the information is in order and time to make any corrections. If you want to do a bit of catching up, like you mentioned earlier, there should be time to do that as well, before we head over. Make sure you bring your laptop and notebook to the meeting itself. I don’t know their tech policies, so I want to make sure you can take everything down either way. Otherwise, I think that’s all we need to cover right now.”

      “Sounds good!” Natalie was relieved of having to say anything more by the cocktail waitress bringing over their drinks. They put in their food orders and quickly turned to their drinks. The night was still early enough that she wasn’t worried about a morning hangover.

      Natalie stared into her drink, feeling the flutter of nervousness in her stomach. She wasn’t sure she could trust herself around her boss. They sat in mostly awkward silence, punctuated only by the occasional clink of ice as they each took sips of their drinks.

      When they got their food, Natalie tried to just focus on eating, but she could feel Helena’s eyes on her. Every time she looked over, Helena was focused on anything else, but in her peripheral she could see her turn back every time. These mixed signals were maddening. First, they’re just coworkers, then they have sex, and now they have to just be coworkers again as though nothing happened?

      “We should probably call it an early evening,” Helena sighed, downing the last of her glass. Despite only having had one drink, Natalie’s brain felt fuzzy. Trying to figure out her feelings had left her wiped.

      “You’re probably right,” Natalie sighed. “It’s probably going to take me all night to even find my room in this place.” She could tell her joke didn’t land by the quirk of Helena’s eyebrow. “Not saying I’m stupid,” she clarified, “Just that this place is huge.”

      “I could show you back to your room,” Natalie perked up. “This place is pretty hard to figure out, if it’s your first time here.”

      “Yeah, that would be great!” Helena nodded at Natalie and gestured to the waitress for the check.

      Making their way to Natalie’s room, she still couldn’t quite shake her nerves. Each step towards her room felt like a step towards something she couldn’t explain.

      “Well, I guess this is me,” Natalie said shyly when she saw her door number come into view. Helena smiled politely and lingered while she fished the key out of her small purse. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Helena bending down slightly. Without thinking, Natalie reached over and pulled Helena’s face to her own.

      Their lips locked together like they were made for each other. Keycard in hand, Natalie considered trying to open the door without breaking contact, but she knew she wasn’t smooth enough for that kind of move. Helena pressed her against the door, her hands hovering over Natalie’s body.

      Helena was the first one to break the kiss, leaving Natalie panting in front of her. “I can’t tell you how long I wanted to do that,” Natalie said through heavy breaths.

      Like she was snapped out of a daze, Helena’s sultry gaze sharpened to one of shock. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      Suddenly feeling sober, Natalie responded, “Oh no! I thought you were—”

      “Thought I was what?” Helena looked pissed. She couldn’t even look at Natalie. “I thought I was very clear about the nature of our relationship.”

      “No, I understand, I just—”

      “Just what? Just decided that I was joking? Just decided that you want this weekend to turn into an HR incident? Just what exactly?”

      “No, wait, I’m sorry, I thought you were—”

      “Sorry nothing. I was really wrong about you. You don’t have it in you to do this job. You’re clearly too immature.” Helena’s strong reaction seemed surprisingly aggressive. Natalie was sure she could feel her eyes burning into her.

      Hurt and scared, Natalie couldn’t take any more of the conversation. Realizing she still had her keycard in hand, she beeped the door open and walked through it. She risked one last look at Helena’s hard expression before slamming the door behind her. She half expected to hear Helena knock on the door or try to yell something through the heavy material, but instead she just lingered for a long moment before striding away.

      Natalie could hardly contain her embarrassment. When she heard Helena walking away, the tears began to flow freely. She could hardly believe that she misread that situation so badly and now might lose her job because of it. And she had to face her boss in the morning, knowing how angry Helena was with her.

      Natalie jumped when she heard her phone’s ringtone. She briefly considered ignoring it, assuming it was Helena, but her gut told her to look anyways. Panic seized her chest and stopped her tears when she saw Cheryl’s name flash across the screen.

      “What’s wrong?” she answered.

      “Honey, I don’t want to worry you, but I know you’ll kill me if I don’t tell you. I just brought your grandma to the emergency room. They’re saying she has pneumonia.” Cheryl’s voice shook as she tried to relay the information.

      “Text me which hospital, I’m on my way right now.”

      “I don’t know that you have to do that. I don’t want you to put your job in jeopardy. I told you that I would watch her, and I’m prepared to sit here with her.”

      “I’m on my way. Besides, I can’t even think about that right now. Just text me the address. I’ll call you from the parking lot.” Natalie was already throwing her clothes into her bag. She disconnected the call when she heard Cheryl say okay, and ran out of the room. She briefly considered texting Helena, but with how mad she was, Natalie doubted she would even hear her out.
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      The weekend ended up being a disaster. Not only had Natalie run out on the meeting, but she had run off with her work-issued laptop. After a number of unanswered phone calls, it seemed that Helena was more than a little bit wrong about her new hire.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Helena blurted to Diana, her one true friend, as soon as she answered her phone.

      “Well, I do have your number saved, H, what’s up?” Diana chuckled.

      “It’s a fucking mess. I let my passion take over my brain. I fucked my assistant, put in strong boundaries and now she’s fucked me over and gone AWOL.” Helena’s fist clenched in frustration. “The stupid thing is, I actually like her, but I also need her assistant skills, and we all know you can’t mix these things together and expect something ideal.”

      “Whoa, slow down. Have you tried to call her? Tell her how you really feel? You’re amazing at running a business, but your romance and communication skills are a little thing on the ground these days. You’ve probably broke her straight-to-gay heart,” Diana huffed, knowing that stern words were needed.

      “No, I haven’t. Look, I’ll call you later. I gotta get some fucking work sorted before I start to lose money. Love you, D.” Helena hung up the phone and sighed deeply.

      Realizing she wasn’t going to get anything accomplished today, Helena decided to just work from home for the rest of the day. After crafting a quick out-of-office memo, she made her way down to the car and started her drive to the house. Rounding the corner, she couldn’t believe what she saw. Natalie was standing on the corner outside of a coffeehouse, chatting with another woman. Almost causing an accident in the process, she whipped her car around, too heated to avoid the confrontation.

      “Hey!” she yelled as she untangled herself from her seatbelt and jumped out of the car. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You just bail on your job, and you don’t even have the decency to not flaunt how little you give a fuck? Just hanging out, having a stroll not ten feet away from the office? If you were going to just up and quit, the least you could have done is sent an email resignation. God knows, you have a computer to do it with. I should file a police report for your equipment theft.”

      Helena didn’t exactly expect Natalie to have much to say back, but she didn’t expect her to burst into tears and go running off. She felt a pang of guilt for blowing up when she saw she didn’t even run back into the coffeehouse but down the street into a random building. She watched after her for a long moment before she was aware that Natalie’s friend was staring her down. She turned her head slowly, unsure of why she should be embarrassed in this situation.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” The friend’s voice was icy. “You know, I’ve had my share of shitty bosses, but I have to say, you are by far the most heartless I’ve ever encountered.” She crossed her arms, as though to punctuate her displeasure.

      Helena’s voice dripped with sarcasm as she replied, “Oh I’m sorry, I didn’t know I was supposed to be funding girl’s day out. Or whatever this is.”

      “Girl’s day out?” the friend nearly screamed. “Do you not know where the fuck you are?”

      Helena looked around carefully, wondering if she had managed to get a new job as a barista or something.

      As though realizing that Helena wasn’t following what she said, Natalie’s friend continued, “The hospital, dumb dumb. Natalie only came downstairs for a coffee because I stupidly thought it would be helpful. Nothing bad is going to happen if we step out for five minutes, I believe is exactly what I told her.”

      “Why is she at the hospital?” All of the fight had left Helena and was replaced with worry.

      “Because of her grandma. She’s been on a respirator since Friday. She’s finally starting to turn a corner, but it didn’t look good for a minute there.”

      “Friday…” Helena started to put the pieces together and understood why Natalie’s friend thought she was an asshole. “So, when she left the hotel—”

      “She’s been here, nursing the only family she has left,” the friend finished for her. “So, I guess you better let the police know that the thief is in the intensive care waiting room.”

      Helena winced, hearing her own words back at her. “I-I didn’t know. She didn’t say anything to me about a grandmother. Why didn’t she just tell me?”

      “Well, I guess she couldn’t face another one of your threats. I believe this is the third time now? And by the way, you have a lot of nerve threatening to report her to HR when you practically jumped her in your office. I would have thought a female CEO would be better, but I guess gender doesn’t matter when money is on the line. Pig.”

      Feeling thoroughly dressed down by Natalie’s friend, Helena slumped in defeat. “I didn’t think it was like that. Look, where is she in the hospital? I’ll go up and apologize to her. I had no idea.”

      “I think it would be best if you just left,” Natalie’s friend said coolly. “I think you’ve upset her enough for one day. We will get whatever equipment back to you when we are no longer tending to her bedside. If that’s okay with you.”

      Helena could only nod her head as she climbed back into her car. She ran through everything that had happened until now, and everything made so much more sense. She couldn’t understand why it was Natalie had kept such a big thing private, but Helena felt like such an idiot for not realizing earlier. She had only asked in the interview about significant others, so it never occurred to her that Natalie was the caregiver for a family member. She dialed the office to get the information she needed. She wanted to make things right.
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      Natalie had only come home for short bursts in the last couple of days. She didn’t know what she would have done without Cheryl. Walking up to the house she was surprised to see a heat-wilted, giant floral display. It took a bit of figuring, but she was finally able to get herself and the arrangement inside before she dragged the borderline flower bush into the living room. When she was finally able to excavate the card, it only read, I am so sorry. -H.

      Natalie would be lying if this wasn’t the dream situation, but she was still skeptical. Cheryl had told her everything that she had said to Helena. It wasn’t exactly how she would have handled it, but running off in tears wasn’t exactly going to make things better either.

      After pacing the apartment for a few minutes, weighing out her options, she finally pulled out her phone. She knew just how busy Helena’s days were, and without an assistant, figuring out her address and sending flowers would have been a Herculean task. The least she could do was hear her out. She pulled out her phone and decided to leave as short of a message as possible. After all, she wanted Helena to be the one doing the talking.

      N: You have one hour.

      The doorbell rang so quickly, Natalie was sure that she was serious about wanting to give her side of the story. She did her best to keep her expression neutral as she let her boss into her small apartment. Helena entered without a word, and Natalie marveled at how much she stuck out in the space. With her nice clothes and sure posture, it almost looked like a magazine cut-out had been glued over a picture of their living room. Helena looked over her living space, her face void of judgement.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about your grandmother?” Helena asked quietly, keeping her focus on the knickknacks that surrounded their television stand.

      “That doesn’t sound like much of an apology,” Natalie said, crossing her arms over her chest defensively.

      Helena sighed gently and turned to look at her. “Please.”

      Natalie threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t know! I didn’t know what I was walking into! I thought I could just handle it all without telling anyone about it. Trust me, it wasn’t part of the plan for her to go to the hospital. I don’t know how I’m even going to afford this bill. Especially without any income. I am sorry I didn’t explain myself to you, I just really needed this job.”

      Helena kept her distance. “I would have understood, you know. I’m not the monster your friend seems to think I am.”

      “I appreciate that, but you have to know, you didn’t come off as the understanding type. I also don’t appreciate your confusing signals. I really thought you wanted me to kiss you.”

      “I know. I really didn’t take into account anything about you. That’s on me. I have problems.” Helena fidgeted uncomfortably for a moment before continuing. “Look, I’m going into therapy so I can work on some of my problems. I just need you to know before all that though, that I would have understood. I come across so cold and hard as a coping mechanism and a way to protect and preserve. I shouldn’t have taken that out on you.”

      “Well, I appreciate you telling me that. I should’ve been honest too,” Natalie’s attitude cooled a bit, though she realized she wasn’t going to be getting the apology she wanted.

      “What I mean is, upon some self-reflection, I realize I may have been gaslighting you a little bit.”

      “What?” Natalie was confused as to where Helena was going with this.

      “The truth is, I didn’t want to really think too much about you, because…” she took a steadying breath, “I really like you. Not just as an assistant, although you are definitely a rockstar in that respect. I thought if I could just shut you out, that I could shut off my own feelings. But you’re beautiful inside and out, and I wanted more of you. But that terrified me.”

      Natalie’s jaw dropped open. “Wait…what?”

      “I could tell that you were into me. I’m saying the feelings were…are completely mutual. I have a hard time processing those feelings, and the fact that I could easily come off as some kind of pervert didn’t help. I guess in the end it didn’t matter, your friend told me I came off as a creep anyways.”

      “I don’t think you’re a creep,” Natalie said softly. Unable to find the answers to her own feelings in Helena’s face, she turned her focus to the carpet. “I just—”

      “You don’t have to do anything with that information right now. I just wanted to lay all the cards on the table. Let you know all of your options. That reminds me. The job is still yours if you want it.”

      Natalie’s heart leapt when she realized what Helena was telling her. She didn’t ruin anything, and everything was still there for her, if she wanted it. “Well, I appreciate the job offer, but I think there’s a bit of a problem.”

      “What problem?” Helena’s face betrayed her panic, and Natalie had to suppress a smile.

      “Well, you see. If we are going to date, I don’t think we should work that closely together.”

      Helena’s face broke into a smile of relief when she realized what Natalie was saying. She crossed the floor in two massive strides to grasp Natalie’s shoulders in that same comforting squeeze. “That’s no problem. I have a very good idea where I can put you. I guess that just leaves me to figure out your replacement.”

      “Oh! I actually have an idea about that too,” Natalie responded, her coy tone dropping altogether. “You know, Lewis actually knows a lot about the job. I don’t want to overstep, but he did teach me everything I know about the position.”

      “Lewis,” Helena repeated thoughtfully. “I guess I just didn’t think about him. He is a good worker. I guess with your recommendation it could work. So, you forgive my shitty behavior and I forgive you for hiding your secret grandma?”

      “I guess I could try and forgive you.”

      Natalie lit up, happy to have helped her only work friend as well as herself. Now there was only one thing left to do. Natalie grasped the labels of Helena’s coat and gently tugged to pull Helena down to face level. It took her a moment to realize what was happening, but when she did, Helena happily obliged, pressing her lips firmly to Natalie’s. The flood of happiness that erupted in Natalie was almost too much for her to bear. The time in this job has been nothing short of an emotional rollercoaster.
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      Helena didn’t know why she didn’t come up with this solution before. Lewis was extremely overqualified to be an intern, and he had exactly the type of mind that Helena needed in an assistant. Her only fear now was that he would get too good at his job and want to leave for a new position. But she would just have to cross that bridge when she got to it.

      Rounding the corner into the office, Helena was happy to see Natalie’s smiling face sitting behind the receptionist desk. It turned out the reason for the former receptionist’s surly attitude was boredom. She had been applying for other internal positions in the company for a while, but there never seemed to be any vacancies. With Lewis’s shift, however, she was able to slide very easily into his old role, which left the front desk open for Natalie. Turns out half of the office issues was just misuse of personnel. Having learned her lesson, Helena paid much closer attention to her staff, and life was going that much smoother.

      “Hey, after work I have a bit of a surprise for you,” Helena whispered over the counter. With Lewis in his new role, it was surprisingly easy to orchestrate little dates between the two of them. He had gotten everything ordered and lined up without missing a single work task.

      “You can’t tell me that first thing in the morning. Now I’ll be wondering all day!” Natalie jokingly whined.

      “I know, that’s part of the fun for me, sweetheart,” Helena said as she made her way the rest of the way in the office. She knew if she saw Natalie pouting, she wouldn’t be able to resist her.

      Fortunately for the both of them, the day passed quickly, and before long she was ready to go.

      “Hey, Lewis, were you able to get everything set up?” Helena asked before heading out the door.

      “Yep! Got confirmation about five minutes ago that everything is all ready! Good luck!” Helena didn’t know if it was his promotion or the fact that he had such a soft spot for Natalie, but he had quickly become the couple’s biggest cheerleader.

      By the time Helena got to the front of the office, Natalie was already packed up and eagerly waiting. She chuckled and gave her a small peck on the cheek before they made their way out of the office.

      Natalie looked a bit disappointed when she recognized the path to Helena’s apartment. It’s not like she was any stranger to the large penthouse, but tonight was something much different. The two stood in comfortable silence as they made their way up to Helena’s floor.

      Natalie’s eyes lit up and she gasped when she saw the spread laid out before them. The entire apartment had been decorated with rose petals, the center of the display being an entire picnic set up with a movie projector in the middle of the living room. When Natalie had told Helena that she had never had any big romantic gestures before, Helena knew that needed to be remedied immediately.

      “Hope you like it!” Helena said as Natalie zoomed around the room to get a look at everything.

      “Oh my god, this is amazing! Best surprise ever!” She rushed back to give Helena a thank you kiss. Helena had gotten used to her tugging her down for affection. She much preferred it to the alternative, which was Natalie leaping to try to reach. After one unfortunate headbutting incident, Helena quickly made a habit of bending over for her girlfriend.

      “So, this evening actually comes with a bit of a proposition,” Helena said, making herself comfortable.

      “Oh?” Natalie asked suggestively.

      “Not like that…but also keep a pin in that thought,” Helena laughed. “I have an idea.”

      “Okay, I’m listening.” Natalie made her way to the spread, settling in.

      “So, I don’t know if you remember what I told you about my uncle. He owns a large senior care facility just outside of the city. It seems like they have a new opening, so if the two of you are amenable to it, Grandma has a spot!” Helena was nervous for how Natalie would take the news. She knew that she was used to being the sole caregiver, but she deserved to have her own life. Plus, it would be helpful to get her established in the new place before her issues progressed too far without the additional help.

      “Oh my god, are you serious?” Natalie’s eyes instantly welled up with tears. Helena waited, unsure if it was anger or happiness. “There’s no way I can accept this offer. I mean, a place like that would have to be—”

      “Nothing. If this is what you want, it will be taken care of. It’s an amazing place and I know it’s something your grandma wants too. I know how things have gotten so difficult lately with her needs.” Helena held Natalie’s eye, wanting her to understand just how serious she was about the offer.

      “I mean…that is an amazing offer.”

      “There is a second part to this offer.” Helena smiled ever so slightly.

      “Oh?”

      “Well, assuming Grandma goes for this place. I was thinking you could move in here.” Helena was somehow even more afraid of the second part. It was a big step in the relationship. Bigger than anything she had done before.

      “What? You want me to live here? You really have done a lot of self-work and development in therapy, haven’t you?”

      “Only if you want to.”

      “I mean, yes! Absolutely! Of course, I need to talk to Grandma, but you’re right, I want to give her some time to settle in. But, oh, you’re too good to me.” Natalie knelt on the floor to show her appreciation, and Helena could have melted into the floor at the sight of her. She loved her submission more than anything else.

      Helena lifted her chin as they kissed passionately, and Helena realized when she had to pull away to catch her breath that they wouldn’t be watching the movie any time soon. She moved to put the basket of food on the table, where neither of them would run into it, so they had the full use of the plush throw blanket that was spread out.

      Without having to ask, Natalie lay down across the now-free space, and Helena smiled. “Wow, baby. You’re so obedient.”

      That small phrase was all it took for Natalie to bloom that familiar crimson that Helena knew so well. It seemed that no matter how long they were together, she would always be flustered. Helena crawled over top of her, letting her fingers gently graze her clothes.

      Helena removed her blazer, wanting to make sure that she had as much freedom as possible. In her movements, she slyly slid her knee between Natalie’s legs, for the added pressure. Now that she was ready, she began to kiss Natalie’s neck, unleashing a flurry of gentle whimpers from Natalie.

      She smiled against her skin. Natalie was so sensitive. She focused her mouth on her neck and slowly worked her way down while she unbuttoned her shirt. Beneath the thin fabric, her skin was hot, the red making each freckle on her skin stand out in stark contrast. Helena grasped one of her bra-clad breasts and began to kiss each freckle.

      Just as her mouth reached the edge of Natalie’s bra cup, she cried out, “Oh god, I think I love you.”

      Helena froze, wanting to seize this opportunity. “Would you say that if we weren’t doing this right now?” She kept a hand resting on Natalie’s bare skin. Tracing small circles. Teasing her was half of the fun.

      Natalie sat up suddenly, her face deathly serious. “Oh my god, that isn’t how I wanted that to happen.”

      Helena laughed, “It’s okay, I’m just joking with you.” She moved to kiss her again, but Natalie put her hand over her mouth to hold her at bay.

      “No, I mean, I had this whole thing planned out for you. But then you come in with your romantic gestures and your… mouth.”

      Helena kissed her palm and gently pulled it from her face. “Why don’t you just tell me what you’re trying to say?”

      “Tonight was the night that I wanted to tell you that I love you. Like, for real, falling in love with you.” She retracted her hand and grunted in frustration. “But ugh, I wanted it to be cute. Not like…that.”

      Helena grasped the sides of Natalie’s face and turned her attention towards her. “I love you too,” she said, adoration coloring her features. “And I plan on telling you so many times, you won’t even be able to keep track of which time was the first time. But for now, let me show you.”

      Natalie blushed and smiled. “I think I would like that.” The two of them leaned in for a deep kiss, content that they had the rest of their lives to work out the rest.

      Helena’s hands massaged up Natalie’s thigh, gently squeezing her flesh as she kissed her deeply. She took Natalie’s hand and places it between her legs, wanting her to feel how wet she was. “You can touch me, like the good girl that you are,” Helena hummed as she spread her thighs while over the top of her.

      As Natalie’s fingers slipped into Helena’ wetness, they kissed harder and deeper. Helena moved her hand further towards Natalie’s swollen folds, which so desperately craved her touch. As her fingers pressed deeply inside, their tongues entangled deeper too. Their bodies almost feeling like one. Fucking each other, kissing each other and embraced in this lustful and loving moment. “It won’t be long until you come again, will it?” Helena purred.

      “Not if you keep fucking me like this,” Natalie moaned as she spread her legs wider.

      “Why don’t you stop touching me and rub your clit while I fucked you deeper?” Helena asked, but it was more of an order than a question.

      Natalie did as she was told while Helena stimulated her own swollen wetness.

      “Oh, you’re so beautiful, you let me fuck you just how I need to.”

      The moment lingered as both of their cores tightened and the blissful climax reached new heights. Helena’s fingers still deep inside feeling Natalie’s pulsating heat. Her body slumped as she slowly withdrew her hands and wrapped Natalie into her arms.

      “I could do this forever,” Natalie whispered.

      “Well, why don’t we?” Helena said with another gentle kiss as they lay together in pure happiness.
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      After a year of dating, everything had fallen nicely into place for Helena and Natalie. In fact, they both felt happier than ever before. Helena worked hard to fix her internalized issues. Hours of therapy and daily mediation was finally started to pay off.

      

      During a routine visit to Natalie’s grandma in her fancy senior care home, Helena waited for an opportunity alone with her whilst Natalie was using the bathroom.

      “Ms. Brown,” she asked, taking a seat next to Natalie’s grandmother, “I wanted to come here today to ask you for your granddaughter’s hand in marriage. I know she values your opinion more than anybody’s in the world, and I wouldn’t dream to take this next step without your blessing.”

      Tears filled her wrinkled kind eyes, and she reached over to give Helena a big squeeze. “Oh, mija! She’s going to be so happy. I can’t believe God has brought you into our lives. I’m honored to have you as family.”

      Helena smiled and hugged her back, never having had a doubt in her decision. Natalie returned from the bathroom to the sentimental scene.

      “What’s all this about?” she asked, confused by her grandmother’s tears.

      “Nothing, just sharing a moment,” Helena stealthily slipped the ring box into her pocket as she stood up. She gave Natalie a hearty squeeze. It was amazing how far they’ve come. She would have never imagined when that mousy girl came in for her interview a year ago that she would irrevocably change her life for the better. The two of them have made such strides in communicating.

      Wrapping up their visit, they decided to take a long cruise down the side streets on the way to their shared apartment. Getting her grandmother into a facility meant that Natalie was free to move in with Helena—after all she had plenty of space. The money she saved from rent, she was able to apply to her grandmother’s care. Long gone were the days of struggling with money.

      Taking a long look at Natalie, Helena sighed contentedly. “What?” Natalie asked, laughing.

      “Oh nothing, I’m just glad you’re here,” Helena said, no longer afraid to share her real feelings, no matter how sappy.

      “Oh, you’re such a cheeseball today!”

      “I mean it, I love you so much.” Helena pulled off to the side of the road, unable to wait even another minute to ask. Conveniently, the sunset contributed to a beautiful view over the city.

      “Listen, I wanted this to be a big thing, but I don’t think there is a single thing I could plan that would be more perfect than you look right now. We can do big gestures anywhere, anytime but…” she pulled the ring box out of her pocket, releasing a small shriek from Natalie. “Will you be mine, forever?”

      Looking to the shining ring and back to her beloved, Natalie started crying happy tears. “Oh god, of course!” She practically leapt across the car to kiss Helena, setting the horn off as she tried to curl into her strong arms.

      Coming up for air, Helena muttered against Natalie’s skin, “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, forever. I didn’t know how love could feel until I met you,” Natalie said back. She made a show of putting the ring on, not because of the ring itself, but because she wanted to savor the moment for as long as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you so much for reading!
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