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The whole thing started because Andre couldn't keep his mouth shut at dinner.

That was the story he told us, anyway. Kirsten and me sitting across from him at the bar two weeks later, watching him gesture with his whiskey glass the way he always did when he was performing a confession he already rehearsed. Apparently someone at his company’s table, one of the bosses, made a comment about young associates living like feral bachelors, no roots, no anchor.

Andre being Andre smiled his slow smile and said “Actually, things have gotten pretty serious for me on that front,” which was a complete fabrication delivered with such serene confidence that the boss leaned forward and said bring her to the next function then, we'd love to meet her.

"And you said yes," Kirsten said.

"I said yes of course." Andre set down his glass. "What was I supposed to say?"

"No," she said. "You were supposed to say no."

He pointed at her like she proved something. "That is exactly the kind of thinking that keeps good people out of promotions.”

She laughed despite herself. That was Andre's particular talent. He made you laugh at things you shouldn't, and by the time you noticed, you were already on his side. I watched him do it in meetings, at networking dinners, at his own birthday party when two ex-girlfriends showed up on the same night. He organized the world around himself in a way that looked effortless from the outside and probably was.

There were three company functions coming up across the next two months. All of them were the kind of events with a dress code printed on the invitation and an unspoken second dress code that mattered even more.

"You need to find someone," I told him. "Call someone."

"I told Bennett she works in design." He said it like that settled the matter. "I described her a little. It has to be consistent."

Kirsten pulled the paper wrapper off her straw in a long slow spiral, not looking at either of us. I noticed the way she went quiet when she was listening more carefully than she appeared to be.

"Who did you say she looked like?" she asked.

Andre looked at her. There was a pause that lasted maybe two seconds.

"I kept it vague," he said.

"What did you say?"

"Brown hair. Pretty. Quiet, but the kind of quiet that's actually just selective." He picked up his glass again. "I might have made her sound a little like you." He shrugged.

Kirsten looked up at me from the straw wrapper.

She had this small expression on her face, something caught between flattered and curious, and I thought, this is going to be a funny story.

Kirsten said she'd do it before I even finished the sentence.

I said something like, well, you basically described her anyway, and laughed, and Kirsten was already nodding before Andre looked up. She said she'd do it before I even finished the sentence. She said it like it was obvious.

“One night, I can do one night.” And because she said it that way, like it was nothing, like it was the kind of favor you'd do for anyone, we all treated it like nothing.

Andre looked at her for a moment. Then he smiled. “But you'd have to actually seem like my girlfriend," he said. "Not just stand next to me."

"I'm aware of how girlfriends work," she said and she bulged her eyes out at him and looked at me, gesturing. “I am currently a girlfriend, hello?”

"These are not normal people. They watch everything. Bennett notices when someone's tie is half a centimeter off. His wife is worse."

"So what do you want me to do, audition?"

"Kind of, yes."

She looked at me. I shrugged and said go ahead, still thinking it was a joke, still thinking we were all in on something together. She turned back to Andre and reached across the table and put her hand over his, and her whole face changed. It was subtle and that was the thing about it that sticks with me. She just softened somehow, tilted toward him, and looked at him the way women look at men they chose. It looked startlingly real.

Andre glanced down at her hand then back up. "Okay," he said. "Yeah, that works."

She pulled her hand back and picked up her drink. I laughed. We all laughed. We ordered another round and spent the rest of the night planning it like a fun project, which is what it was. At first.

The first prep session was that Thursday after work.

Andre showed up at our apartment with coffee and a folder with printed pages inside, which was so like him that Kirsten laughed when she saw it. He had a summary sheet: Their cover story, a timeline of how they met, a list of names she needed to know, a brief description of each person and what topics to avoid around them. He slid it across the kitchen counter and she read it standing up, still in her work clothes.

"We met at a gallery opening," she said, reading.

“A colleague's wife does photography. It's plausible, it's the kind of thing I'd actually go to."

"You hate galleries."

"My girlfriend doesn't know that yet."

She looked up at him. "How long have we been together?"

"Seven months. Serious but not total yet. We don't live together. You've met two of my friends."

"Which two?"

He pointed at the sheet. She looked back down. I was supposedly one of the friends she “met.” I sat on the counter and drank my coffee and watched them work through it, Andre explaining the social architecture of the company, Kirsten asking questions that were sharper than I expected. She wanted to know who didn't like who. She wanted to know what the bosses’ wives talked about among themselves. She took the folder into the living room and sat cross-legged on the couch and read the whole thing twice.

Saturday they went shopping. Andre had a neighborhood in mind. He took us to a street of narrow storefronts where the racks were sparse and the salespeople didn't rush you. Kirsten walked in looking uncertain, the way she always looked in spaces where the prices weren't labeled, and Andre walked in like he already knew the places.

The first store he went straight to a rail near the back and pulled out two dresses without much deliberation and handed them to her. She took them into the fitting room and came out in the first one, which was navy and structured and fine, and Andre looked at it for about two seconds and said it's too safe. She went back in. She came out in the second one, a deep green with a lower back, and she'd let her hair down, and the saleswoman near the door glanced over and then looked a second time.

Andre tilted his head. "Walk to the window and back."

"You're joking."

"I'm not."

She walked to the window and back. She was trying not to smile. "Well?" she said.

"That's the one."

She looked at me in the mirror. I told her she looked incredible, which she did, and she smiled the small careful smile she used when she didn't fully believe a compliment. Then she looked back at Andre in the mirror, which was a different look, assessing whether his opinion counted for more or just differently.

We went to two more stores after that. Andre picked out shoes in the second one, low heels, simple, and Kirsten tried them on sitting on a bench while he crouched down and checked the fit like it was the most natural thing, pressing his thumb against her toe. She looked down at the top of his head and then across at me with an expression I read as “can you believe this guy.”.

The third store was jewelry, just a small tray of things the owner brought out from a case, and Andre held up a pair of earrings next to Kirsten's face. She went still in the way people go still when someone is close to them unexpectedly. He said these. She said they're too expensive. He said they're on me and she started to argue and he just set them on the counter and handed over his card.

On the way back to the car she was carrying the bag with all of it inside. She looked different already, lighter somehow, like the buying was doing something to her.

I was parked two blocks from the last store and I walked behind them most of the way. They had things to discuss anyway, the sidewalk wasn’t wide enough.

The first event was ten days away and Andre decided they needed to practice in the actual clothes.

He came over and Kirsten disappeared into the bedroom to change while Andre and I had a beer at the kitchen counter. He was telling me something about a case, I don't remember what, and then she came out and he stopped mid-sentence.

She had the dress on and the earrings and her hair up, not the knot she usually wore it in but something that looked hot, a few strands loose around her face. The heels added maybe three inches. She stood in the doorway between the hall and the living room with her hands at her sides, self-conscious, waiting to be told whether it worked.

Andre set his beer down.

"Turn around," he said.

"Oh god," she said, but she turned. The back of the dress was open from her shoulders to the small of her back. Standing in that dress it read completely differently, like her posture was a choice she was making rather than just how she stood. She turned back around and looked at him.

“Yeah it works," he said.

"You think?" she said in a small voice.

"Every man in that room is going to spend the evening trying to talk to you and pretending he has a reason to."

She laughed. "That's very specific."

I was still on my stool at the counter. I drank my beer and watched how they interacted increasingly smoothly.

They ran through the cover story twice at the kitchen table, Andre playing the role of various colleagues, Kirsten answering in character. She was relaxed in a way she wasn't the first time they practiced. She added details that weren't in the folder, small things, a restaurant they supposedly liked, a weekend trip she referenced without over-explaining. Andre watched her invent it all and nodded slowly like she was confirming something he already suspected.

Then he said they needed to practice contact.

Kirsten raised an eyebrow. "Contact."

"People will be watching us. Couples have a physical way. If we don't have one it'll noticed.”

"What does that mean, physical way.”

“Yeah, come on,” I said, laughing. But he wasn’t laughing at all.

"It means when I put my hand on your back to introduce you to someone, you don't flinch. It means if I lean down to say something to you, you turn toward me instead of away. Small things like that. But people who spend their evenings at these functions have seen a lot of couples and they notice when the physics are wrong."

She considered this. Then she said okay, and stood up from the table.

What followed was not quite awkward and not quite comfortable, which was its own particular thing to sit across the room and watch. Andre put his hand on the small of her back, the bare part of the dress, and she took a breath and held it and then released it. He introduced her to an imaginary colleague, me. She smiled and extended her hand and said it's so nice to finally meet you. Her voice came out lower than her normal voice, warmer, a frequency I recognized from certain moments in our own life that I didn't want to think about right then.

They practiced the lean. Andre bent toward her ear to say something and she turned into it and tilted her chin up. From across the room it looked like a couple at a party, looked like two people with seven months of history and a shared apartment. He said something to her quietly and she laughed. The laugh was real, I could tell the difference, which made it worse because it meant she wasn't performing all of it.

Andre stepped back and looked at her professionally again. "Your glass," he said. "Where do you hold it."

She looked down at the imaginary glass in her hand.

"Hold it lower. Not a death grip at the chest. Something relaxed, like you've been at a hundred of these and you'll be at a hundred more."

She adjusted her hand. He reached over and repositioned her fingers. She looked down at his hand on hers and then straight ahead.

"Better," he said.

I went and got another beer from the fridge and leaned in the kitchen doorway watching them. They were standing in my living room in the lamplight, Kirsten in the green dress, Andre in the dark trousers and the white shirt he'd worn from the office. They were talking in the low focused way of people solving a problem together. Her heels put her closer to his height. She kept her chin level. At one point he said something and she reached up and straightened his collar without seeming to think about it, and then she registered what she'd done and her hand dropped and she glanced at me.

I smiled. She smiled back. “No, I mean, that was good, it’s getting pretty believable,” I said and I laughed. “Nice job.”

Andre didn't look over. He took out his phone and said they needed photos. Not many, he said, just something to establish a record in case anyone looked. A couple at a dinner, a weekend picture, the kind of thing that lives on a phone and gets glimpsed by colleagues. Kirsten stood next to him and he put his arm around her waist and she leaned into his side. He held the phone up.

The first shot she was still smiling the careful smile. Andre looked at it and shook his head and said “Think of something that makes you happy,” and she looked up at him instead of the camera and he took it again.

He showed it to her. Something crossed her face.

"That's a good one," she said quietly.

He showed it to me. They were looking at each other in it, not the camera, and her expression was open in a way that took a moment to look at directly.

"Yeah," I said. “That’s great."

The night of the first function I helped her get ready.

That was how it still was between us, normal and comfortable. She called me into the bathroom to zip her dress and I stood behind her in the mirror and ran the zip carefully up the length of her spine. She gathered her hair up off her neck with both hands to let me do it. I could see her collarbone, her shoulders, the small of her back disappearing into green fabric. I kissed the back of her neck and she smiled at the mirror and said “How do I look?” I said, “You look like someone else's girlfriend,” and she laughed and turned around and kissed me properly.

Andre texted from the lobby at seven thirty.

She did one last thing at the bathroom mirror, something with her lips, and picked up the small clutch she bought for the occasion, and I walked her to the elevator. We kissed again in the hallway. She smelled different, something Andre suggested when they passed a perfume counter during the shopping, and I noticed it again the way I noticed it the first time she wore it.

The elevator doors opened. She stepped in and turned around and looked at me with her hands clasped in front of her, her hair up and the earrings catching the hallway light.

“Maybe don't wait up," she said, and she smiled and the doors closed on her giving me a sheepish grin and tiny wave.

Don’t wait up? I watched television for an hour without retaining any of it. Then I opened a beer and sat at the kitchen counter and looked at my phone.

She texted at nine fourteen. “Going well. Boss’s wife is terrifying but I think she likes me.”

I texted back, “Told you you’d kill it.” She sent back a single laughing face and then nothing else for a long time.

I fell asleep on the couch at some point and woke up to the sound of the door. The apartment was dark except for the television. My phone said twelve forty.

Kirsten came in flushed and bright-eyed and still in her dress, heels in her hand. She dropped on the couch next to me and immediately started talking. She talked the way she talked after a film she loved, fast and breathless, catching details before they faded. She told me about the boss’s wife and the way she tested Kirsten in the first ten minutes with a series of questions that sounded like small talk, and how Kirsten held character through it. She told me about a colleague who drank too much and said something career-ending near the canapes.

She told me that at one point Andre put his hand on her back and leaned down to warn her quietly that the woman approaching them was someone to be careful around, and that Kirsten turned into him and nodded and the woman saw them do it and visibly changed her approach.

“I think she saw me as a threat," Kirsten said, delighted. "She came over to assess me and left deciding I wasn't someone to push."

"Were you nervous?"

"At the start. Then it was like something clicked and I just…” She paused, looking for it. "I knew what Andrew wanted and I knew how to give it to him.”

She was still lit up from it. She had one knee pulled up on the couch facing me and her hair was half down now, a few pieces escaping. Her lipstick was mostly gone but her eyes were still sharp and awake. She looked like someone coming off a stage. She was wound up.

"Andre was so good to me,” she said. "He's really good in those situations. He knows exactly how much attention to give me. He gave me just enough that it looked real without being obvious about it."

"How much is just enough?" I said, shrugging. Curious.

She thought about it. "He'd find me across the room and hold my gaze for a second. Long enough that if anyone was watching they'd see it. But not so long that it was a performance. It like he was really looking at his girlfriend, and that he really liked her.”

I looked at her.

"It's just a technique," she said with a shrug. "It's all technique."

She leaned over and kissed me. I could taste the wine on her. She was warm from the night and still electric with it. We went to bed and she was different, more physical, something turned on in her that wasn't usually up at that volume. She had urgency and initiative that wasn’t usual. Afterward she lay with her head on my chest and I looked at the ceiling.

“So you were really okay with all of it?" I said.

"It was so much fun," she said. "It was like playing a character who's a better version of me."

“I don't need a better version."

She was quiet for a moment. "I know," she said. "But it's fun to try that other person on. Everyone really believed it.”

She fell asleep quickly. I lay there a while longer.

There were two more functions.

Andre called me the next morning while Kirsten was in the shower. He said she was extraordinary and that his boss pulled him aside at the end of the evening and said she seemed like a “Real keeper.” He said she handled the whole night without a single moment that looked fake, that she was a natural as his girlfriend. The next function was in twelve days and he wanted to do another prep session if she was willing.

I said I'd ask her.

She was standing in the kitchen in a towel when I came back inside, pouring coffee, and I told her what Andre said. I watched her face. She didn't pull the careful smile, she did the other one, the unguarded one, the one that only came out when something genuinely surprised her. She looked down at her coffee and then back up at me with something warm and unresolved moving behind her eyes.

“Just one more prep session?” she said.

"That's what he says.”

She nodded slowly like she was agreeing to something that required consideration, even though I knew  she was always going to say yes.

"Okay," she said. "Yeah. Tell him okay."

The prep session was going to be at Andre's apartment.

Our place was familiar territory, our furniture, our kitchen, the couch where Kirsten watched television, Andrew said. His apartment was on the fourteenth floor of a building with a doorman, open plan, floor to ceiling windows looking out over the city. Everything was dark wood and clean lines and low lighting. It smelled like expensive candles and leather.

Kirsten walked in and turned a slow circle looking at it.

“So unfair," she said. It wasn’t like our place at all.

Andre smiled and took her coat.

I sat on the couch with a drink and watched them work. The dynamic was looser here, being on his ground. Kirsten seemed to feel that, too, and seemed to adjust to the register of the space. She kicked her shoes off at some point and sat cross legged on his rug going through updated notes he made on the second function's guest list. He sat in the chair across from her with his sleeves rolled up and walked her through the new names, the city spread out behind him through the glass.

At some point he said the second function was more physical in its layout, a cocktail format, tighter, more movement, more contact required. He said they needed to practice holding a conversation as a couple while other people tried to pull one or both of them away.

He stood up and pulled her up and they ran through it. Andre would be mid-sentence and I was supposed to interrupt him as a colleague wanting his attention. Kirsten had to keep her hand on his arm and stay present and draw him back without it looking like effort. We ran it three times. By the third time she wasn't reaching for his arm anymore, she was already there, her fingers resting just below his elbow. When I pulled his attention she turned her face up toward his jaw and waited. He glanced down at her and finished with me in two sentences and turned back to her. It looked like a couple.

"Good," he said. "That was really good."

She remained close to him still before she took a small step back and tucked her hair behind her ear and looked down.

Andre got more drinks and we moved to the window, all three of us standing there looking out at the city lights. The conversation loosened into something that wasn't rehearsal. Kirsten asked him about the company, the real version, not the cover story version, and he told her things I hadn't heard before, small observations about the people she'd met, and she laughed and pushed back. He looked at her while she talked with a level of attention that men give women when they are trying to decide something about them.

Later, Andre said he wanted photos for the second function's context, something more casual this time, he said. The first set was good but they were posed and he wanted something that looked like a Saturday afternoon.

He put on music, something low and unhurried, and cleared a space on the kitchen counter and poured beers, He handed one to Kirsten and said “Just talk to me,” and he held his phone loosely at his side. They talked. He asked her something and she answered and he laughed, his head dropping. She watched him laugh with her glass at her lips, and he caught the shot while she was doing it.

He showed it to her. Her expression in the photo was one I knew from private moments, a softness around the eyes that I associated with certain late evenings and the comfort of being fully at ease with another person.

She handed the phone back without saying anything.

He took a few more. In one he said something quietly and she looked up at him. He was already looking down at her and the geometry of it, the angle and the proximity, was intimate, two people occupying each other's space. In another she was turned away laughing at something and he was looking at the side of her face. They looked so real.

At eleven she said she should get home and went to find her shoes.

Andre walked us to the door and she hugged him goodbye, which she hadn't done before, his hand flat against the green fabric of her dress. She said “See you in ten days.”

He said, “Wouldn't miss it,” and she stepped into the hallway clearing her throat.

In the elevator going down she was quiet. She stood with her arms loosely crossed and her shoulder against the mirrored wall and looked at the floor numbers changing.

"You good?" I said.

"Mm." She looked over at me. "Yeah. Good. You”?

She took my hand walking to the car. We drove home with the radio on low and she looked out the passenger window at the city going past, and somewhere on the bridge she said, without looking at me, “He's a lot, isn't he."

"He's always been a lot," I said.

"I don't mean it badly," she said. "I just mean…” She stopped. "He makes a room feel different. Like the temperature changes when he’s in it.”

I kept my eyes on the road. "He does that, yeah I guess,” I said.

She nodded and looked back out the window and didn't say anything else until we got home. Inside she went straight to the bedroom and I heard the dress come off and the hanger go back on the rail. I stood in the kitchen for a minute in the quiet apartment.

The second thing was on a Friday. Kirsten spent two hours getting ready while I sat on the bed and watched her, which was something she usually found comfortable, me in the doorway or on the edge of the mattress while she moved between the mirror and the bathroom. But this time it had a different quality. She was focused in a way that excluded me without meaning to, I thought, fully inside the task, and the task was becoming someone else, this other person she kept mentioning.

She did her makeup differently than usual, too, ore carefully, more structured, something around her eyes that made them pop out from across a room. She stood at the mirror in her underwear working on it with concentration. I sat on the bed and watched her assemble this other version of herself piece by piece.

The dress went on last. She reached back for the zip and I got up and did it for her, ran it up her spine the same as the first time, but this time she didn't turn around. She stood admiring herself in the mirror like she really was someone else, and I stood behind her looking at the same image. There was a moment where the three of us were in the room somehow, her and me and the woman in the mirror.

She turned and looked at me directly.

"Say something," she said.

"You look devastating," I said.

She held my gaze for a second, something searching in it, then she nodded and picked up her clutch and that was that.

Andre texted from outside. No lobby this time, he came to the door, and when she opened it he stood in the frame in a dark suit and looked at her the way he looked at the photograph in his apartment, the way you look at something that confirms a thing you already believed.

"Ready?" he said.

"Ready," she said.

She kissed me at the door, both hands on my face, and then she turned and walked out with him. I stood in the open doorway and watched them go down the hall together, her hand already finding his arm, her heels on the hardwood, the back of the dress open to the small of her back. Andre said something and she tilted her head up and laughed and they turned the corner and were gone.

I closed the door and the apartment felt extremely quiet.

I ate leftovers standing at the counter and watched my phone and tried to read but couldn't and watched something on television and couldn't do that either. She texted at nine forty, just the word “Unreal”with nothing else, and I stared at it for a while trying to decide what it meant and whether it was about the function or about something else entirely.

She came home at one fifteen.

I was still awake. I heard the key in the lock and sat up. She came in but she was different from the first time, more constrained, something held carefully behind her eyes, and her lipstick was completely gone, too. She sat on the edge of the couch and took her heels off slowly.

"How was it," I said.

“Pretty good." She set the heels down. "Really good."

“That guy Bennett?”

"Bennett loved me." She made a small weak smile. "His wife invited me to lunch."

"That's huge."

"I know." She looked at her hands in her lap. "Andre was very happy with me. With my performance.”

I watched her. There was something she was arranging, something she was deciding how to carry, and she was doing it in real time while I sat three feet away.

"Something happen there?” I said.

She looked up. "No," she said, and it was not a lie exactly, I could tell.

She went to the bathroom and I heard the water run for a long time, and when she came out she was in a t-shirt and her face was clean and she looked younger and more like herself. She got into bed and pressed herself against my back and put her arm around me.

"Joel," she said quietly.

"Yeah."

She didn't say anything for a long time. Her hand was flat against my chest and I could feel her breathing behind me.

"I think I got a little lost tonight," she said. "In the role."

I kept my voice even. "What does that mean?”

"It means it's a good thing it was just one more function." She pressed her face briefly against my shoulder. "It's easy to get confused about what's real when you're performing it."

"Did something happen, Kirstin?” I said again.

"No," she said. "Nothing happened."

I lay there in the dark, her hand warm on my chest and her breathing slowed and then she was asleep, and I was left with the silence of a sentence that ended too soon.

In the morning she was up before me, coffee already made, standing at the window in the early light in her t-shirt and underwear. When I came in she turned and smiled and handed me a mug. She lleaned up and kissed my jaw and everything felt normal again, felt like us, and I almost believed it.

"One more, isn’t there,” I said.

She looked at me over her mug. "One more."

"You still want to do this?

She looked back out the window at the morning and wrapped both hands around her mug and said “Yes,” quietly and without drama. "Andre needs me," she said. "It's just one more night."

The third thing was three weeks out but somewhere in those three weeks the preparation stopped being preparation.

It started small enough that I couldn't point to the moment things changed. Andre texted her directly now, which made sense practically, logistics and timing and details about the night, but the texts came at hours that weren't about logistics. I saw her phone light up at eleven at night and she picked it up from the nightstand and read it and smiled before she put it back down. I didn't ask and she didn't offer.

They met for a lunch that I wasn't invited to. She mentioned it afterward, casually, in the way you mention something that isn't supposed to be a big deal. She said they needed to go over the final prep and it was easier without the distraction. She said distraction in a light way that was meant to land as affectionate.

I was working late onThursday and came home at eight to an empty apartment. She texted at eight thirty to say she was at Andre’s going over final details and would be home by ten. She was home by ten, exactly.

I asked how it went.

She said “Fine, productive,” they were in good shape for the final thing.

She smelled like that perfume, the warm one, and she'd worn earrings, too. It was just supposed to be prep.

The Saturday before the final event I was watching football at a friend's place and she called at two in the afternoon and said she and Andre were doing a final walkthrough of the story and she'd see me for dinner. I said sure. I sat with my beer watching the game I was no longer watching and I thought about the word “walkthrough” and what a walkthrough was and whether it required the so much prep.

She made dinner that night and was warm and touchy all evening, rubbing my arm when she passed, sitting close to me on the couch. I let it wash over me because it felt like an apology and apologies felt like confirmation and I wasn't ready for confirmation.

The night before the final function she was on her phone in the bathroom for twenty minutes. I heard her laugh low and quickly suppressed, the way you suppress a laugh when you're somewhere you shouldn't be laughing.

I was lying in bed looking at the ceiling when she came out.

She slid in next to me and put her hand on my chest and said “Are you tired?” Her voice had that quality, low and careful, the warm frequency, and I thought about the fact that she'd just been laughing in the bathroom with the door closed.

"Yeah," I said. “I’m tired."

She said okay and settled against me and I lay there in the dark while she fell asleep or pretended to, and I thought about all the small things I couldn't unknow, the late texts, the lunch out, the earrings worn to a walkthrough, the laugh behind the closed door, and the way she said “Andre needs me,” the weight she gave that sentence, like need was a thing she found difficult to refuse.

The next evening I helped her zip the dress all over again.

She was quieter getting ready this time. The focus was still there but it was turned inward. She did her makeup in a silence that felt like anticipation rather than concentration. I sat on the bed and watched her as she moved through the ritual with the ease of someone doing it for the third time, all the uncertainty gone, just the woman in the mirror following the process of becoming someone else.

She stood at the mirror when she was done and I came up behind her and put my hands on her waist. I looked at both of us in the glass. She leaned back against me briefly, genuinely, and I pressed my mouth to the back of her neck and she closed her eyes.

"You don't have to do this," I said.

She opened her eyes and met mine in the mirror. "I know," she said. “I want to.”

"I mean any of it. The whole thing. You could text him right now."

She held my eyes in the mirror for a long moment and I saw her decide something, saw the thing that was moving in her settle into a position.

"It's the last one," she said. "I told him I'd do these three for him.”

Andre knocked at seven. He came to the door and knocked which meant she buzzed him up. She opened it and he stood there in a charcoal suit with a small box in his hand, flat and square, tied with a ribbon.

She looked at the box.

"You didn't have to," she said.

"I wanted to." He held it out. "For good luck."

She took it and opened it in the doorway. It was a bracelet, simple and gold, and she lifted it out and held it against her wrist and looked up at him. Something passed between them in the doorway that had the density of something much longer than three weeks.

“So put it on," he said.

She held out her wrist and he took the bracelet and fastened it. She watched his hands do it and neither of them said anything.

She turned to me. The dress, the earrings, the bracelet on her wrist. I looked at her and she looked at me. She had the decency to hold my gaze without flinching.

"Don't wait up," she said.

It was the same words as the first time. But the first time she was smiling when she said it. They were gone by seven fifteen.

I stood at the window and watched them come out of the building below. Andre had his hand on her back guiding her toward his car, the open back of the dress, his palm against her skin. She was looking up at him saying something they both laughed at, before she rose up to him and they kissed. Then and he opened the passenger door and she got in. Te closed it and walked around to the driver's side and that was the last thing I saw before I stepped back from the window.

I sat on the couch and looked at the apartment. Her regular perfume was on the bathroom counter. Her work shoes were by the door. The ordinary evidence of her ordinary life, all of it still here, while the other version of her was in a car with Andre heading toward a room full of people who knew her as his.

I drank and looked at my phone and didn't text her.

At eight forty two she texted me. “Having fun. Are you? His boss keeps touching my arm…?” I stared at that for a while. The punctuation was hers, the tone was hers, but the woman sending it was wearing a bracelet another man fastened around her wrist an hour ago and that woman and my Kirsten were becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish.

I texted back a thumbs up. She sent nothing after that.

I had another drink and I put the television on and turned it off again. I thought about calling someone, a friend, my brother, anyone who would talk loud enough to fill the apartment, but I couldn't construct a version of the conversation that didn't require explaining things I wasn't ready to explain.

At ten I called her.

It rang four times and went to voicemail. I sat with the dead phone in my hand. She texted thirty seconds later. “Can't talk. All good!” She added a small kiss at the end, a lowercase x, which was something she did sometimes and was either entirely normal or a calculated piece of reassurance and I no longer trusted myself to know which.

I went to bed at eleven and lay there with the light on.

She came home at one fifty. I know the exact time because I watched the minutes on my phone screen in the dark, not sleeping, not quite awake, but in the suspended state of waiting for a sound.

The key in the lock. The door. Her heels on the hallway floor and then the heels stopping, lifted, carried.

She came into the bedroom. In the low light from the hallway I could see her. I kept my breathing even and my eyes mostly closed and watched her through my lashes. She stood at the foot of the bed for a moment looking at me, deciding whether I was asleep. Her hair was down, and not the way it comes down at the end of an evening when pins are removed and it falls. It was down and rearranged, the way hair looks when hands have moved through it. Or so I couldn’t stop thinking

She went to the bathroom and I heard the shower and lay there and felt something cold and clarifying move through my chest. I knew the difference between makeup removed at a bathroom mirror and makeup that was already gone when you got home. I had been measuring that difference all night without admitting that's what I was doing.

She came out in sleep shirt and got into bed carefully and lay still.

I waited.

"You awake?" she said quietly.

"Yeah."

There was a silence.

"Good night?" I said.

"Yeah." Her voice was careful. "It went well. Andre was very happy with me.”

“That’s good."

There was another silence, longer.

"The bracelet's nice," I said.

I felt her go still beside me.

"Joel," she said.

"I'm not asking," I said. "I'm just saying it's nice."

She was quiet for a long time. I could hear her breathing, uneven. Outside a car passed on the street below and the light moved across the ceiling and was gone.

"I don't know what's happening to me," she said. Her voice was low and stripped of its careful quality, just the raw version, the one she used in the dark. "I genuinely don't. I feel like I've been wearing a costume and I can't tell anymore if the costume is the problem or if the problem is that it fits."

I looked at the ceiling trying to puzzle that one out.

"What did you do tonight?” I said.

"I was at the function."

"All night?”

She didn't answer immediately. The pause was its own answer, its own small catastrophe, and we both lay there with it.

"We had a drink after," she said. “Just the two of us. At a bar on Clement. I should have told you."

"Yeah,” I said. "You should have."

"Joel." She rolled toward me and put her hand on my chest. I could feel that was not telling me the whole truth. "I need you to say something."

"I don't know what to say."

"Say you're angry. Say anything."

"I'm not angry," I said, which was true, which was somehow worse than being angry. I was something quieter and more permanent than angry. I was a man lying in his own bed looking at the ceiling while the woman beside him figured out who she wanted to be, and the person she was becoming wasn’t what she used to be.

She pressed her forehead against my shoulder.

"I'm so sorry," she said.

"For what specifically?” I said.

She didn't answer. The question was too precise and we both knew it. Neither of us was ready for the answer that it required. She lay against me and the apartment was quiet around us. Somewhere we both fell into something that resembled sleep.

In the morning the bracelet was on the nightstand.

She'd taken it off sometime in the night and left it there, gold and small against the dark wood, and I looked at it while she slept and thought about the fact that she didn't put it in her drawer or her jewelry box or her bag. She put it where I would see it, which was either an act of honesty or an act of something else entirely. I lay there in the early light and turned that thought over until I heard her breathing change and knew she was awake.

The bracelet stayed on the nightstand for three days. It sat there between the lamp and her water glass. She got up in the morning and reached past it for her phone. I put my watch down next to it at night.

On the fourth day I picked it up and held it and she came into the bedroom and saw me with it and we looked at each other. I said “We should talk.”

She said “I know,” and we sat on the bed, not touching, a foot of mattress between us.

"Tell me what actually happened," I said.

She nodded slowly. She had the look she got before difficult things, a gathering quality, like she was collecting herself from several places.

“So the function ended at eleven," she said. "We went to a bar on Clement like I told you. We had a drink and it was fine. But then he said he didn't want the night to end. Just like that, very direct, not as a line, just as a fact. And I guess I should have said goodnight and gotten a cab and come home. I know that. I was aware in real time that that was the correct thing to do."

"But you didn't," I said.

"But I didn't." She looked at her hands. "We had another drink. And then we were outside and he kissed me and I kissed him back. I want to be honest with you. It wasn't a mistake in the sense of something that happened to me. I did it too, it wasn’t just all him.”

I waited.

“So we went back to his apartment," she said.

The room went very quiet.

"Tell me," I said.

She looked at me. "Joel."

"All of it," I said. "I need to know."

She held my gaze long enough to confirm I meant it. Then she looked at her hands.

"We were in the elevator and he had his hand in my hair and by the time the doors opened I already knew it wasn't going to stop." Her voice came even, measured.

"We went inside and he unzipped the dress and I let that happen too and then he stepped back and looked at me.”

I remained still.

“Then he put me on his bed," she said. "And he took his time with me. Everything he does is so careful. He started kissing my body, like here,” she said, touching her breasts. “And like down there,” she said, gesturing to her lap. "Do you want me to keep going?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I want you to keep going.”

“So he just sort of went down on me and I didn’t stop him and he started to like do me and he’s just really good at it I guess.” She shrugged and looked carefully at me.

“He made you come.”

She eventually nodded. “Like twice?” She chuckled but stopped.

“And then what?” I finally said after I absorbed that.

“So he picked me up at one point and moved me how he wanted me and I remember thinking no one has ever just done that to me, just decided how I should be and put me there." She paused.

“And how was that? How did he put you?”

“He want me to suck him, but like…”

“Like what?”

“Like upside down? My head sort of over the edge of his bed?”

“He fucked your mouth.”

“It wasn’t like that, it wasn’t so rough.”

“You sucked him off.”

“I wanted to.”

“Did you make him come in your mouth or something?” I said.

She only nodded and shrugged. “We got carried away after that, I guess.”

“After that?”

She nodded again and made like she was going to hug me but I moved away.

“Keep going then. What next?”

“You know what next,” she said in a smaller voice.

“Andre fucked you.”

“He didn’t fuck me, it wasn’t like that.”

“What was it like, Kirstin?”

She seemed to be searching the ceiling for her answer.

“Well you two fucked, I think I can figure that much out.”

“I fucked him,” she said.

I nodded looking at the floor.

“I pushed him down and took his clothes off and got on top of him. He said we shouldn’t but I think I was too into it already. We had been pretending so much, I think I became that other girl.”

“You rode him?”

“Forward at first, then backward. He got behind me too. We were both doing it. It was equal by the end of it.”

“I knew it was going to happen,” I said more to myself than to her.

“I didn’t mean to,” she said. “It that makes it feel any better.”

I snorted.

“So then after we lay there and he had his hand in my hair and I lay against his chest and it just felt like I'd been living in a way I didn't know was even possible. Dressing like that, being in a condo like that, going out to those things like that.”

The mattress between us felt very wide.

“And then I came home," she said. “Back to you.” She rubbed my back as though to encourage me.

I stood up and went to the window. Below the street was doing its ordinary business, delivery trucks and dog walkers and people with nowhere to be.

"Is it finished?” I said. "With him?”

The silence that followed was a specific kind of silence. It wasn’t the silence of someone searching for an answer. It was the silence of someone deciding how much of an answer to give.

"I don't know," she finally said.

I turned around. She was watching me from the bed with her hands in her lap and her face completely open, all of it visible. But underneath the guilt and the uncertainty was something she wasn't quite suppressing, something that looked unmistakably like wanting. She was trying to get my permission.

"He texted this morning," she said. "I didn't answer. But I wanted to be honest with you about how I wanted it to."

I looked at her for a long time.

"What does he want?” I said.

"He wants to see me." She shrugged and she held my eyes. "Not for a function or a prep or practice. Just to see me." Her voice got smaller the more she said.

I looked at her sitting on our bed in the morning light, the woman I knew and the woman she was becoming occupying the same body, and I thought about the photograph on his phone and the laugh behind the bathroom door and the way she walked the length of his living room in the green dress while I leaned in the kitchen doorway with my beer. I thought about every moment I stood to the side and watched it happen and said nothing I knew it though. That’s the thing I keep returning to.

“So answer him," I said.

She went very still. "What?”

"Answer his text." My voice came out even and strange to me. “Go see him."

She stared at me. "Joel."

"I mean it."

"Why?” she said, genuinely asking.

I didn't have an answer that made sense in the daylight, standing in our bedroom with the ordinary morning outside the window. I just knew that something had already changed in this apartment and pretending otherwise felt like attacking for the train you already missed.

"Because you're going to anyway," I said.

She looked at me for a long time. 

She picked up her phone from the nightstand and looked at me once more, checking, and I held her gaze and didn't look away.

She typed something and st the phone down.

Thirty seconds later it lit up with his reply. She looked at it and something moved through her face, warm and private and not entirely for me, and she looked up at me and said, “He wants to get together Friday.”

“Fine,” I said.

She nodded slowly. Neither of us fully understood what we were agreeing to. But when Friday came, I helped her zip up one of the new dresses he bought her.

She stood at the mirror and I ran the zip up her spine and she gathered her hair up off her neck with both hands, just like before. I pressed my mouth to the back of her neck too, and she closed her eyes and leaned back into me for a moment.

Then she straightened up, picked up the clutch and fastened the bracelet herself.

At our door she turned and looked at me the way she looked at me from the elevator that first night, the earrings and the dress and something behind her eyes that was mine and not mine in equal measure.

"Don't wait up?” she said.

She meant it this time. She didn’t get home at all that night.
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