
 

The Assistant 
 

 
 
He didn’t need an assistant but they sent him one anyway. A tightly wrapped young 
woman with dark eyes and light brown hair tied above her head in a bun. All bustle and 
business. In next to no time she had established herself at the spare desk in his office. 

 
The woman seemed familiar. He studied her as she worked at the desk, trying to figure 
out if, and where, they’d met before. Perhaps she reminded him of an actress he’d seen in 
a movie or on TV, or a writer on the cover of one of the mystery novels he devoured so 
hungrily. Nothing seemed to fit. 

 
She felt rather than saw his eyes. Crawling over her body like spiders. Always when her 
own eyes were otherwise occupied and he thought she couldn’t see him watching her. He 
evidently underestimated the range of her peripheral vision. 

 
Eventually he decided she looked like a girl he’d known in college. 

 
She thought at first, perhaps it was something about the way she was dressing, and chose 
her outfits rather carefully for a couple of weeks until she dismissed the notion as 
poppycock. She always comported herself in a most ladylike manner these days and 
dressed accordingly. Nonetheless, when he looked at her with those penetrating eyes it 
felt as though she was being stripped naked. She found herself periodically looking down 
at herself to make sure her blouse was properly buttoned or reaching to adjust her bra, 
something she would not normally do except in private. 

 
The woman had some strange mannerisms. The way she glanced in his direction, as 
though to be sure she had his attention, then reached into her shirt and – he wasn’t 
imagining this – touched herself. He was no voyeur and it made him uncomfortable. He 
remembered once seeing a TV show about a certain type of primate where the female of 
the species did something of the sort in order to attract a mate. Acting out they called it. 
Strangely, it took a while for the significance of this to register. 

 
How was she going to deal with the situation? There were a few options, none especially 
promising. First, she could just ignore it and go on with her work. But this was unlikely 
to make the problem go away and might even be taken as a sign of compliance, thereby 
encouraging him to escalate his behavior. Or she could go the opposite route and confront 
him, but she hesitated to make a scene given her background and the tenuous nature of 
her employment here. Another possibility was to file for sexual harassment. She could 
only imagine how that would play out. He’d deny it and it would be a case of she-said- 
he-said and which one were they going to believe, the Exec or the Assistant? In any case, 
she wasn’t sure what was happening here quite fit the bill. Sexual? A bit of a stretch since 
the abuse at this point was firmly in the realm of the ocular. Was there such a thing as 
visual harassment? In the end she decided she would respond in kind. Stare him into 
shame. 



 

The way she had of looking at him! Like suddenly he’d up and sprouted a second head. He 
was tempted to ask if there was a problem but he hardly – 

 
After a while she found herself responding to his attentions in a way that disturbed her. 
The office dynamic, a combination of authority and unstated menace – for by now she 
thought she had a pretty good idea the type of scenarios that would be playing out behind 
those ridiculous Buddy Holly frames, the Clark Kent manner – somehow served to excite 
her. Threatened to awaken the primitive in her black little heart, make her wish for him to 
do to her the sort of things she thought she was done with. Flattered by the attention, she 
reasoned – mighty Zeus come down from Mount Olympus to bestow favor on simpering 
little damsel type of bullshit. Other times he came across as needy and pathetic and all 
she felt was contempt. Then the roles reversed and suddenly she was the one calling the 
shots. She had a little fun with that, to be honest, only it was getting hard these days to 
tell the good from the bad and if she didn’t know the difference by now then things were 
more screwed up than she knew. 

 
– dared because she was exhibiting exotic mood swings and he didn’t know how she 
would act one minute to the next. By turns shy, bold, surly, sassy, demure, playful, 
forward, aloof… round and round they went. Nobody could be that flighty. Was she 
was playing head games with him? Eventually he put two and two together and 
concluded that what she was doing was coming on to him. The staring. The touching. 
The teasing. It was the only thing that made sense. He was not the sort that turned heads 
and he’d been alone so long the idea was stimulating. He hardly knew how to react. 
One thing seemed clear, she wanted him to notice her breasts because she’d gone out 
of her way to make of them a thing, and he wanted more than anything to please her. 

 
Her strategy had evidently backfired for now the man was ogling her openly. Apparently 
he was shameless. Again she was at sea and by this time any ideas of harassment claims 
had taken themselves off the table. Somewhere along the way the boundary between 
them had shifted. She considered what her life had been, the remaking of herself, the 
help she’d received, the means by which she’d secured this very gig. She felt like a 
traitor. 

 
He started to wonder about this creature that had appeared so suddenly in his professional 
life only to wreak havoc upon it. He thought back to the day she arrived. How she’d 
turned up in his office unannounced. How he’d taken her in so readily even though he 
hadn’t asked for an assistant. Perhaps she has some type of hidden agenda, he thought 
jokingly. Corporate spy. 

 
He made a series of inquiries and came up empty – a visit to personnel proved fruitless – 
her file was protected, the level of confidentiality reserved for employees that came to the 
company via the back door. (This made a lot of sense in light of recent developments.) 
None of his colleagues knew anything about her. He could find no traces of her online. 
Even her phone number was unlisted. 



 

What was it with this man? She twisted herself into pretzels at night simulating 
encounters with him. Things she would do to him. Only a few years older than herself 
perhaps, but what a dork! She’d eat him alive. Milk him like a cow. Milk him dry. 

 
He decided he was going to have to get to the bottom of this business. Try to resolve the 
tension between the two of them. They’d hash it out, he’d explain how he’d come to feel 
about her in the however long they’d worked together, how he thought it was time to take 
their relationship beyond the workplace. That it didn’t matter to him where she’d been, 
what she’d done. 

 
He’d do it this week, perhaps tomorrow. He rehearsed the speech over and over. We’ve 
known each other now for… It sounded eloquent in his head but he knew he’d make a 
mess of it when the time came. 

 
She felt more in control that evening. Able for the first time in a while to assess the 
situation dispassionately, so she thought. Contrary to her initial expectations (fears?), it 
had become clear that if she wanted it to happen then she was going to have to take the 
initiative. Move things along. She formed plans, came up with a few choice sounding 
phrases to describe what she would do. Take the bad boy in hand. Have it out while the 
having was good. Bring the thing to a head. 

 
Woolgathering, the lot of it. The fact was, at root she simply was not much of a mover. 
Not any more.  Anyway, what reason was there to believe he was interested in anything 
other than a roll in the hay? She was all about that but apparently needed more than just a 
wham-bam out of a liaison with him. Little Miss Priss, Executive Assistant, she 
thought sickly. She laughed uproariously at that. Then she cried. It seemed that all she 
needed after all was a good fucking. If so then she needed it bad and she needed it 
NOW. She knew her own behavior pattern only too well, if she got it on with a man 
like this then she was going to end up back in the… She’d gone off her meds and was at 
the business end of a downward spiral. To hell with it, she thought… 

 
An appointment downtown the next morning kept him out of the office until noon. By the 
time he arrived she was gone. He assumed she was out sick and waited for a call, but the 
clock ticked on and none came. Then he found the note, or rather the pathetic beginnings 
of one, crumpled up in the wastebasket. No reason. No forwarding address. Nothing. He 
beat his head on the wall in an agony of rage. 

 
Once again, inquiries within the company proved fruitless so he looked for her around 
town, in supermarkets, book stores, coffee shops, bars… Placed ads in personal columns, 
posted flyers in public places, HAVE YOU SEEN THIS WOMAN? Even offered a 
reward, like she was an outlaw or a lost puppy. 

 
A few dead ends, then zilch. He felt like a man drowning in his own juices. He beat his 
head some more. 



 

Sitting alone on a park bench with the shouts of children playing nearby, she thinks again 
about the man. Wonders how her life might be different if she’d been– stronger? 
Braver? More stable, anyway. At the clinic they warned of the danger of making 
potentially life altering decisions while emotionally vulnerable, acting impulsively. 
Was she still impulsive? She could go back, find him, explain best she could – 
because it was something she barely understood herself – why she’d cut and run. It had 
been so long. Would he hate her? Would he even care? 

 
He hears her laughter in the hall, like a tinkling of broken glass. Later they’ll ride home 
together in his car. She’s with him all the time now, his Assistant.  
 
One day they’ll meet again, of this he is certain. In a bus terminal, or in the lobby of a 
hotel, or in the basement of a mutual friend. They’ll both be old perhaps but otherwise 
the same, unchanged as the world has changed around them. He’ll say to her those things 
that went unsaid the first time around. And on that day the angels will sing. 


