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Chapter One

 


The woman I was interviewing had just stolen
something off my desk. I caught the movement out of the corner of
my eye and then realized that she’d been taking things almost since
the minute she’d walked through my door.

I had read many how-to books on conducting
interviews. In none of them had the topic of “What to Do When Your
Interview Starts Stealing Things From Your Desk” been addressed. I
hated those stupid books.

When I accepted the job title of office
manager, I had known one of the responsibilities would be
interviewing prospective employees, but that, like many other real
officer manager responsibilities, had seemed like a far-away
problem, to be dealt with after we coped with the more immediate
troubles of buying furniture and finding an office to put it
in.

Really, my job change was more in the style
of a sweeping gesture of rebellion than it was a real promotion.
Even when my boss Bill and I moved into our new office, which took
a couple months, and even when we started operating our own little
law firm, which took a couple more months, I still labored under
the impression that I was an office manager in title only. My
actual job was still to be Bill Nestor’s secretary, and I could
call myself the office manager, the file clerk, the front desk
receptionist, the controller, the accountant, the payroll
executive, and any other title I could think up. “Strategic
Clerical Implementation Manager,” for example.

Then to my amazement we took on some
employees—rather, I should say, a bunch of employees came
scrambling for us—and suddenly I was expected to be a real live
office manager (with a nameplate on the door of my office that said
“Carol Frank – Office Manager”) and damned if that didn’t
eventually include conducting interviews. So I got the how-to books
and tried to learn how-to do this, and found that as usual,
something happened to me that wasn’t in the manual.

On this particularly hot Thursday in early
August, I conducted two job interviews.

The first was for the position of Bill
Nestor’s secretary. His former secretary (me) was now the office
manager (me) and was no longer expected to type his letters. Except
someone had to. And so here was Justine Carson, the fifth young
woman I’d interviewed in as many days. What did this mean? It meant
she was the fifth job interview I’d conducted, ever.

She was the most promising of the bunch thus
far, I thought, at least until I realized she was stealing things.
Her resume boasted some excellent skill sets, and she was able to
back them up with competent knowledge of word processors and office
procedures. What was more immediately impressive was how neat and
manicured she appeared, with the collar of her blouse pressed, and
the flawless lines of her dark blue business suit. Bill liked
neatness. And she was very neat; I began to fear she was a little
more neat than we could afford. I guessed Justine to be about my
age (I was thirty), maybe a bit younger, a trim and polished
blonde, her hair cut in one of the neatest bobs I’d ever seen.
Despite her impeccable lines, I felt comfortable talking to her, a
good sign. We’d been getting along really well since she’d come in:
one of those interviews that starts out formally and then just
dissolves into friendly companionship.

“Here’s the thing about Bill,” I had been
saying to her. “He’s just the nicest guy in the world. A really
great guy. Never shouts, never treats anyone unfairly, and really
appreciates his staff.”

“Sounds too good to be true,” said the
wide-eyed Justine.

“It is,” I agreed. “He has
obsessive-compulsive disorder of moderate severity which makes him
very detail-oriented.”

Her eyebrows went up; she had heard this term
before. “Detail-oriented” is a warning signal secretaries pass from
one to the other, code words that indicated a lawyer could be a
real pain in the ass. Not as bad as the deadly phrase
“high-maintenance,” but still a red flag. I hurried to reassure
her. “Not that kind of detail-oriented. I mean that
literally. He’s fussy about having everything done the same way
every time, and if you don’t have a firm hand with him, he’ll pick
a letter to death, rewrite after rewrite. After a while it can
become tiresome, if you don’t have a right frame of mind.”

Justine asked what might be the right frame
of mind, and I said, “Patience, for one thing. Lots of patience. A
good sense of humor. A high tolerance for repetition.”

“Well, that’s about all there is to being a
secretary, sometimes.”

“But here’s a positive note,” I continued.
“Since Bill and I opened this law firm together, he’s been in
therapy. This is not confidential; he insists I tell interviewees
about this. The therapy was one of my conditions. I was not about
to go into business with an obsessive-compulsive unless he was
making a real effort to curb the worst of it. So he’s on medication
for the disorder, he goes to behavior therapy once a week, and
attends a support group. He really is making some significant
improvements. He’s still fussy over details, straight lines and
even surfaces, but there have been no big breakdowns in weeks. If
you decide you want to interview with Bill himself, he’ll be happy
to tell you all about it. He loves to talk about his treatment
program.”

Justine chuckled under her breath. This
interview was going better than she’d expected, too. She pointed up
at the wallpaper trim in my little office. It was pink with
seashells, which matched the pale pink paint. “That’s really nice.
Your whole office is pretty. Was it like this when you rented, or .
. .?”

“The décor is my doing,” I said, turning to
admire it again. My office was a good deal more girly that you
might expect from me, and maybe in a couple years I’d get
embarrassed and change it. But when we’d moved in here and I’d been
surrounded by bland taupe walls, I’d decided to assert some kind of
friendly feminine influence. Now the room looked like a birthday
cake laced with crystal frosting.

Justine was referring to my rose-pink walls
with their seashell trim, which wasn’t perhaps the most
business-like color, but Bill had told me I could have whatever
color I liked. Once we’d done the walls that way, I filled the
space with as much glass and crystal as I could find. My desk was a
glass dining table that I’d found at a thrift store for thirty
dollars, but in the rosy room it looked quite expensive. Another
thrift store produced my glass shelves and a few more weekends of
flea-marketing let me find a number of useless crystal and glass
paperweights that I set around the room. There was a particularly
dense gathering on the top shelf my glass bookstand, so the
sunlight caught them in just the right way to send prisms around
the room: a globe, an obelisk, two cubes, a pyramid and a monolith.
It looked like a miniature glass city up there, just as pretty as
anything. One day I had come in to find Barrel-Of-Monkeys monkeys
placed around the monolith, like in 2001: A Space Odyssey.
Too bad they had to be returned to Olive’s grandson, or I would
have kept them there.

Anyway my office sparkled. But my goal had
been a room that defied any office menace. Offices are grey and
soul-sapping if you’re not careful. Oh, get this—I also kept a jar
of candy on the corner of my desk. I took my inspiration from my
former office manager Donna, who was like a mom for all the staff.
One could go into her office and feel like she was just going to
take care of everything, because she was swell, but also because of
the candy on her desk. Candy can cure many troubles. Thus, candy,
birthday cake, sparkly crystal. Go see Carol to feel the love.

“Offices lean toward the grey, and this is my
first real office, and I wasn’t having it,” I said. I turned back
to Justine and looked over her resume again, felt for my
personalized pen so I could make some notations, couldn’t find the
pen, searched around on the floor and under my keyboard, muttered a
PG-rated curse and grabbed a pencil instead.

“Everything at Holton Burke looks the same,”
she mused. “Not grey, but brass and oak. Which is beautiful the
first few weeks and then kind of oppressive after that. A pink
office would be a nice switch there.”

“So you’ve been at Holton Burke for three
years. Like it over there?”

“It’s a very good firm and I’ve been very
happy there. I just feel it’s time for a change.”

That was more code. One doesn’t want to pop
into a job interview spouting venom about one’s current employer.
And so, it is just “time for a change.” Her answer was not
precisely what I’d been fishing for; I actually wanted to know if
she was coming from some swank environment that would make our
little firm seem tacky or far too laid-back. I’d heard that Holton
Burke was a bunch of snots and made everybody wear suits every day.
I went there once to accompany a former boss (who was a psychotic
sadist, but that’s beside the point) to a meeting. Though it was
“casual” Friday, and I saw no less than thirty blonde clones
wearing the same black dress shirt with khaki slacks and/or skirts.
So what I’m saying is, when casual Friday looks like everyone’s
about to go fox-hunting, Tally-ho, you know you’re in a swanky
place.

Still, her comment had caught my attention
and I looked to her with sympathy. “What is it, a high-maintenance
lawyer? You can tell the truth. I used to work for one myself.”

Justine wavered on the edge of tact and then
groaned in misery and/or relief. “She’s a monster. Out of her mind.
People are terrified of her. I’m terrified of her. I can’t take it
anymore.”

“I understand.”

“She makes all kinds of mistakes and then
blames me for not catching them.”

“Ew.”

“She has no idea how to use her computer but
she thinks she knows everything, so she’s always screwing up our
documents.”

“And then you have to fix them?”

“And then I’m blamed for the troubles and
she refuses to believe she needs any advice, or training on
how to use the programs. She shouts at the IT people. She shouts at
me in front of everybody. And the other women there . . . it’s like
I’m an outcast. They hate me.”

She caught herself suddenly, as if she feared
she said too much. Justine rose and paced, pausing to look out my
window. Not a great view. But everybody knows that a window in your
office makes you something of a muckity-muck, even if all you
really have to view is a multi-storied parking garage. She observed
with interest my bulletin board, which currently displayed a number
of photographs I’d taken of Bill’s and my early days here, as we
labored to turn it all into our own workable office.

After looking at the photos for a long while,
Justine said, “I’ve just tried so hard. Nothing ever pleases her.
Holton Burke has a great set of benefits, but it’s not worth it
anymore.”

I glanced further down the page to reaffirm
in my mind how much she wanted in salary. It was a bit more than we
could afford to pay her, and I might as well be honest about it.
She listened to my confession without looking overly offended.

“You’re a fairly new firm, didn’t you
say?”

“We split off from Markitt, Bronk, Simms
& Kowalsky about five months ago. They’re on the tenth
floor.”

Yes, it’s true, we were all of three floors
down from MBS&K, in the Plaza Tower on the Kansas City Plaza.
The benefits of this arrangement outweighed the social discomfort.
Our commutes had not changed, and we knew the area already. There
was also the bonus that I was about to describe to Justine. “At
first it was just me and Bill, but I guess since we’re so close to
our old office, a fair number of employees there have slipped
downstairs and started with us. It’s like a civil war in the
building, except everybody’s very, um, civil about it.”

“You don’t pay as well as they do?”

“No, we can’t afford to yet.”

“Yet people are still coming to you.”

“Our management style is a little different.”
This was all I could permit myself to say. It was not polite, for
example, to say that Bill was a kind and generous boss whereas
Terry Bronk, the dictator of MBS&K, was an iron-fisted
procrastinating control-freak who never met a lecture he didn’t
like. But for two months now, MBS&K staff had been tunneling
under the wall and showing up on our doorstep, two different
lawyers with their assistants, and my friend Lucille, now
our own southern-belle receptionist, ha ha, and
Lloyd, the evil file-room troll who was scary and mean but, for
some reason, utterly devoted to Bill Nestor. They both took pay
cuts to come here. Bill, gallant soul that he was, said we would
try to remedy that situation as soon as possible.

Not dissuaded by the idea of a lesser salary,
Justine returned to the chair before me and asked what might be a
typical day with Bill, what kind of work he did. I turned to my
file cabinet to get some examples of his work. I did like this
woman. She asked all the right questions. Plus, I enjoyed the idea
of rescuing her from a bad boss. Fishing around, I came up with his
letter template and the sample estate documents that curled Bill’s
toes with happiness, then I turned back to Justine. I caught her
leaning over the side of the chair, dropping something into her big
tote bag. She straightened and waited expectantly; I showed her the
documents.

I looked around for my pink staple-remover
and couldn’t find it, pulled a staple with my thumb-nail, stabbed
the pad of my thumb, and while I was nursing it I started to have a
sort of unpleasant notion about the things on my desk that were
missing. I looked toward my window, where she’d been standing a
minute ago, and saw that one of my pinned-up instant photos was
missing from the bulletin board.

I peered at Justine. She smiled, ever
brightly.

“Justine, are you swiping things out of my
office?”

Her expression did not change in the
slightest. “No.”

“You haven’t picked up my picture over there,
or my staple remover . . . or my pen?”

“Hmm? Pen? No.”

“But I just saw you drop something into your
bag.”

“Cell phone.”

“But . . .” I folded my hands on my desk. If
she had become outraged or flustered I might have actually believed
her, but she looked pure as the driven snow and not concerned in
the least about my accusations. I sighed. “Do you know how hard it
is to find pink office supplies?”

“Is it pretty hard?”

“Almost has hard as finding a red Swingline
stapler, these days. And that pen? My boyfriend gave me that pen.
It’s personalized; it says ‘Carol My-Last-Name-Is Frank.’ Kind of
an in-joke between us. I’d really, really hate to lose it.”

Justine’s posture had begun to sink as I
spoke.

I pointed to my bulletin board. “I took those
pictures the first week Bill and I moved in here. You know we had
to do all the remodeling work ourselves? We couldn’t afford
contractors. We had a couple of disagreements that almost came to
blows and then we’d make up and laugh about it. I love those
pictures.”

I wasn’t angry; anger is not an emotion that
comes to me easily because I’m too lazy for it. I realized later
that anger was a reaction Justine expected and was prepared for.
Instead, my hopeful explanations of why I wanted my things back
seemed to undo her.

Justine buried her face in her hands, sobbing
suddenly and uncontrollably. She wailed something. It took two more
repetitions of the wailing before I understood what she was saying.
“This always happens to me when I like someone!” Snuffling she
reached for my box of tissues (also pink) and blew her nose loudly,
wiped at her streaming eyes. Between hiccups she cried, “I’m a
compulsive kleptomaniac and I steal things from people I like. It’s
a sign of affection. You’ve been so nice to me.”

I chewed my lower lip, considering. “So, is
this why you’re leaving Holton Burke?”

“I never steal at Holton Burke. I
hate those people.”

“Oh, that is kind of ironic.”

“Here, here. I’m sorry.” From her skirt
pocket she withdrew my photograph, and from her bag she retrieved
my silver pen and my pink staple-remover, and a magnet from
my file cabinet that I hadn’t even missed yet. When had she managed
to take that? I couldn’t help but comment. “You’re so fast!
How did you ever get these things without my noticing?”

“Lifetime of practice,” she gulped.

“Really? Would you be offended if I asked you
to empty your bag?”

Justine visibly flinched. I don’t know why; I
already knew she was stealing, so what if there were more things?
She murmured, “No, I guess you have a right to ask that.” She stood
and dumped her bag out on the desktop and I saw that she’d also
taken one of our decorative balls out of the lobby. “Oh, sorry, I
forgot about that.”

“I’ll put it back,” I said, taking it. “I
grant that you’re awfully good at your . . . um, habit.”

“Unless I get carried away. It’s just this
room. I like everything in here. I’m nervous.” Violently she shook
her head, chastising herself for being stupid. “This really is a
disorder. I can’t help it.” She looked momentarily like she was
going to calm down—but no, she burst into renewed sobs. “I . . .
have . . . a . . . shoplifting record . . .”

“Oh jeez.”

“If you’d run a security check you would have
found it,” she said, jerking her head at her resume. “I’ll never
find another job. I’m stuck at Holton Burke till the end of
time!” and she convulsed into incomprehensible sobs yet
again.

I pushed the box of tissues at her. She
grabbed more, now had about four in each hand, and spoke into them
so that I couldn’t understand her. In a more quiet moment I said,
“You know, there are medications that can really help curb
compulsive disorders. Bill’s on a good one himself now. Have you
ever seen a doctor about this?”

I heard some garbled response about health
insurance. She choked and coughed. Rising from my desk I went to
the door, opened it and called into the lobby, “Lucille? Could you
bring us a glass of water in here?”

“Ah’ll be right there,” called back Lucille.
She rose and went to our tiny kitchenette. Our blonde, buxom
Lucille was a career receptionist, and so good at her job that she
made it look like something she did just for fun. She was fifty-one
years old, and though a real southern lady may never reveal her
true age, Lucille was happy to do so because she was the
best-looking fifty-one year old most people had ever seen. Put a
sash across her shoulder and she might believably ride in the front
float of any Homecoming parade.

I waited in the hall until Lucille came with
the water and I whispered, “I’d have gotten it myself, but I don’t
want to stray too far from this one. She’s a kleptomaniac. Swiped a
bunch of stuff right out from under my nose. Look at this!” I
showed her the decorative ball from the lobby. Stupid heavy thing,
it was, one of those pointless doohickeys that sit in bowls on
tables and look atmospheric.

I should have known better than to expect
Lucille to go quietly back to her desk. She took the ball from me
and then thrust her head through the doorway to observe the chokes
and gargles of my job interviewee, and said, “Hon, don’t crah.
Carol’s not mad.”

Oh, that accent. It will calm and soothe when
nothing else would. Justine raised her red face to Lucille, her
smeared make-up giving her pathetic raccoon-eyes. She accepted the
glass of water and then asked, “She’s not?”

“Carol doesn’t get mad at hardly
anybody. Last spring someone actually tried to kill her and
she’s not mad about it.”

“Well Lucille, for crying out loud,” I
muttered.

Justine looked from Lucille to me, perplexed.
“Someone tried to kill you?”

“And she’s not mad about it at all,” said
Lucille. “Now do you believe me?”

Justine nodded.

“All righty. Now don’t crah.” Lucille nodded
to herself and returned to her desk.

I thought we could say that this job
interview was over. Seemed silly now to ask her about her typing
speed.

“Feel well enough to drive now?” I asked
Justine as I escorted her from my office to the lobby. “Calmed
down?”

“Thank you. Yes.” She slung her bag over her
shoulder and apologized to me again.

“Hey, everybody has their little twitches,
right?” I offered my hand. She shook it. “So I’ll be in touch,
probably next week, if we want to set up a second interview.”

For the first time Justine’s face was not
either sunny and open, or cracked with embarrassment, but knowing.
She said a dry, “Right, thanks.” Then she left our lobby and walked
stiffly toward the elevators.

But the thing was, I’d been serious.




Chapter Two

 


Thursday’s second job interview went much
better than that the first one, despite the lateness of his
arrival. I was just about to lock up the office for the evening
when a man, so good-looking he made my breath quiver, stepped off
the elevator in the hall. The hunk from the elevator caught sight
of me standing in our office doorway and approached, flashing a
badge.

“I’m Detective Smith,” he said. “Department
of Violent Crimes.”

“Detective Smith?” I scanned his Kansas City
Police Department badge and ID, looked at him with one skeptically
raised eyebrow. “I’m pretty familiar with the detectives down at
the KCPD, and I haven’t met any Detective Smith before.”

“I’m new.” He put away the ID badge. “I know
it’s late. I’m looking for Carol Frank.”

“Why, I’m Carol Frank. You caught me
just in time.”

“I was wondering if you have time for a few
questions.”

I was always happy—in fact, delighted—to help
the police. I’m a pushover for a badge, a sucker for a detective.
Especially a handsome one, and this one certainly was that. With
utmost civic pride I said, “Absolutely. Come in.”

“Closing time?”

“It’s 5:30.”

“And are you here all by yourself?”

“Yes, I’m usually the last one out. We like
our staff to go home at the end of the day, not spend hours and
hours working overtime. People need to have lives, make plans.”

“I hope I’m not keeping you from any plans
you’d made.”

“It’s all right, Detective,” I assured him.
“No one is expecting me anywhere. I’m at your disposal.”

“Nice of you,” said Detective Smith. He
looked around the lobby of William K. Nestor Law Office, P.C.,
where the walls still smelled of fresh paint and wallpaper glue,
the new carpet so springy underfoot that it could almost trip a
woman who, perhaps, tried to move a little too fast in her high
heels. Our furniture was not new—Bill and I had bought most of it
second-hand from an estate sale—but it was nice stuff, a little
more homey and comfortable than one might ordinarily expect in a
law office. The detective surmised, “You haven’t been in this space
long.”

“Actually we’ve been renting the office for
almost three months now, but we only got the decorating finished
last month.”

“Took that long?”

“Well, you’ve got to understand that Mr.
Nestor and I did the work ourselves. You have to cut a few corners,
financially, when you’re a startup business.”

“You and Bill Nestor did all the decorating
yourselves?” He reappraised the lobby, and then peered down the
hall at our suite of rooms: two rows of small offices, a
kitchenette, a file room that was, at present, fairly empty but
rapidly expanding. “It looks pretty good.”

“The paint and wallpaper, we did that. And we
picked the furniture—nice, huh? We managed to get through it
without any hernias or fistfights.”

“Fistfights?”

“You have to know Mr. Nestor,” I explained.
“He’s pretty fussy about straight lines and taping the borders and
such—when we were painting I thought I might have to kill him—and
I’ll let you in on a secret. You haven’t lived until you’ve tried
hanging wallpaper with an obsessive-compulsive. There were days
when he was lucky he’s worth more to me alive than dead.”

Detective Smith ran a hand over the soft
brown leather of our lobby sofa, smiled at me.

That smile was lethal. I swallowed. “So,
Detective, what is this about?”

“You’re in my list of follow-up files,” he
explained. “It’s my responsibility to keep track of you.”

“I’m a follow-up file?” I grinned at the
idea.

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“Not at all. I’m a huge fan of detective
stories and the thought of being a follow-up file sits with me just
fine.”

“Yeah, I’d heard a little bit about your
fondness for detectives—and all things associated.” Detective Smith
made no attempts to downplay his innuendo.

“All things associated?”

“I’d heard that you like detective
television.”

“I love it.”

He hesitated, then ventured, “I’d heard that
you like Detective Haglund.”

“Oh, I certainly do. Guilty as charged.”

“Maybe you like Haglund only because he’s a
detective?”

“That hypothesis has some serious
implications. We should go sit down. Would you like to see my
office?”

“That’d be nice.” Detective Smith followed me
down the very short hall to my pink office, where the golden
quality of the late afternoon sunlight made the walls glow and the
glass gleam. He examined the pinkness with mild shock, then I saw
him smile again. What a great smile he had. He commented without
overtly looking skeptical, “It’s colorful.”

I took the chair behind my desk, offered a
seat to my visitor. Once we were settled he asked, “How’s
business?”

“A little slow, but getting better all time.
We have three lawyers already, and the possibility that we’re going
to need to expand into the empty suite next door. Plus, we had a
bit of publicity going our way when we split off on our own—”

“The Suicide Widows, right.”

“—and Bill, er, Mr. Nestor had a lot of
his clients elect to transfer their cases to our firm. They like
him. He’s a very good estate attorney.”

“So you’re keeping your heads above
water?”

“We’re very able to float, yes.”

“And you’re the office manager.”

“I am now. At first, I was everything except
the actual attorney.”

“Ouch, that couldn’t have been easy.”

“No trouble at all,” I said with a magical
wave of my hand. “I am a master of secretarial mojo.”

“Mojo. Definitely.” Detective Smith examined
me critically, seemed to like what he saw. “Now back to my
question. Do you like Detective Haglund just because he’s a
detective?”

“No. I like him because he’s a detective with
a motorcycle.”

“Oh, so a detective also has to drive a
Harley for you to be interested.”

“Well, I thought so,” I commented,
doing my own critical appraisal of this visitor, “but now here you
are.”

Detective Smith narrowed his eyes. “What does
that mean?”

“Seems like a detective’s badge just does
something for me.” I crossed my legs so that my skirt hiked a
couple inches up my thighs, which he could see plainly enough
through the glass table. “Do you like working for the police
department?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, if you’re amenable to the idea, I’m
thinking of interviewing you for a position.”

I thought I was being clever, but then
without missing a beat Detective Smith asked, “Would that be a
position directly under you?”

“There’s no other position available in this
office.”

Detective Smith looked thoughtful. “I like
being a detective, but I suppose I could be open for some part time
work. As luck would have it, a certain case file was finally closed
today, and I am suddenly available for any position you’d care to
fill.”

I stood and rounded my desk, propped my butt
on the edge as I leaned back invitingly before him. When I crossed
my legs again, the toe of my shoe brushed the leg of his slacks.
“I’d really appreciate the opportunity to practice my interviewing
skills.”

Detective Smith glanced at my legs, and with
a fingertip brushed a line up one of my shins. God, was I glad I
had shaved my legs that morning. A shiver went down my spine and
straight into my groin—Lord help me, it had been a while since a
man’s fingers had tiptoed across my skin. Five months. Not the
longest sexual dry spell in my life in terms of actual time, but
the longest dry spell in terms of difficulty. I almost melted
across the glass tabletop right then and there. But one must
maintain a little cool.

“What is it that you need to practice?” asked
Detective Smith. His fingertip reached my knee and began working
its way teasingly under the hem of my skirt.

“I’m awfully new at the whole process. The
best job interview I’ve done yet—just today, in fact, and the
interviewee turned out to be a kleptomaniac.” I chuckled at the
thought, but I was rather distracted by the touch on my thigh.
“I’ve read some books, but they seem kind of stupid. There are
these standard interview questions you’re supposed to ask, and for
the life of me I can’t figure out what they have to do with how
well a person can do a job.”

“You’re looking for a more hands-on approach,
such as a physical demonstration.” The detective leaned forward as
he suddenly removed his hand from my leg. I almost protested,
having been very happy with the direction he’d been heading, but
the cry died in my throat as he reached for my pumps and plucked
them from my feet. I waited, looking down at him, interested to see
what he would do next. He said, “I’d be happy to be your guinea pig
in a mock interview. And if I impress you, maybe you’d consider
taking me on in a more permanent capacity. Would you mind standing
up for a second?”

I did so. With one swift and pleasantly
overpowering motion, both his hands slid up my legs, got a grip on
my panties and yanked them down. He slipped them off from around my
feet and tossed the dejected little garment aside. A gentle push
from him urged me back into my sultry sitting position on the
desk.

I asked, “Did you bring a resume with
you?”

“I only have the clothes on my back. But you
can have those.” He was busy now with putting my pumps back on my
bare feet. “Hope you don’t mind. I love these wicked little
secretary shoes.”

I did not mind. I was absolutely at the mercy
of his whims and delighted to be there. “No resume, huh? What about
references?”

“Aw, I think references for this kind of
thing are tacky. I’d be happy to give you a demonstration of my
various, position-filling skills. Tell me what the position
is.”

I thought of a few. I wondered how sturdy
this glass desk might be. But, then again, I didn’t want to end up
in the emergency room, should it collapse and shatter under our
weight. The carpet was new and springy-soft, though . . .

“Tell me a little about that leather couch in
the lobby,” said Detective Smith.

“Got it at an office liquidation store. I
found a dollar and a petrified stick of gum between the
cushions.”

“And how does it feel?”

I was absolutely tingling when I said, “I
haven’t actually used it much.”

The detective rose and offered me his
hand.

I wasn’t seriously hesitant, but I didn’t
want to sound desperate, either. I said, “We could just go back to
my place.”

“I want to take you out for dinner,”
explained Detective Smith, “but I’m afraid if you don’t interview
me now, before we go, I’ll just spend the whole time worrying about
what questions you’re going to ask.”

I followed him helplessly to the lobby.

I had read three different books on effective
interview techniques, involving good questions to ask, how to read
between the lines of resumes, and what to look for in body language
and verbal cues. But honestly, most of it sounded like hooey
written for people who don’t have an ounce of common sense. And
they all listed the same stupidly pointless questions that are
supposed to be used in interview to gauge whether this person is a
good prospective hiree. Seemed to me that all they would gauge is
how well the prospective hiree could answer stock questions without
letting their crippling personality and social flaws shine through.
Like kleptomania, for example. After the third book I made a
personal vow never to use those questions, but here in the presence
of this very promising hiree, I found I couldn’t think of anything
else to ask.

In the lobby, Detective Smith checked the
front doors of the firm to make sure they were locked, then he sank
onto the couch and motioned to me to come toward him.

I approached and, at his coaxing, sank onto
his lap. His fingers drummed just above my knee. I asked, “Where do
you see yourself in five years, Detective Smith?”

“Hopefully, in a position directly above
you.”

“That’s an admirable goal, I guess.” I
reached for his belt buckle and set about unfastening the man’s
trousers. Interesting work; there was much to be discovered here.
Exploring my way over a shirttail, a zipper, a pair of very warm
boxer briefs, all of which were covering a conspicuous hardness, I
continued with the interview questions. “What would you say is
greatest weakness?”

Detective Smith had closed his eyes, and he
groaned, “Brunette secretaries.”

“Oh, that’s a good answer. I see that these
questions have more merit than I’d originally supposed.”

His hands pushed my skirt up my thighs and I
was really balanced quite precariously, having only the good
detective’s grip to keep me from toppling ungracefully into the
floor. We shifted and lurched around, and it seemed to me that we
might easily solve a good portion of our dilemma by just getting
naked—but then again, this detective apparently had a real thing
for office attire because he was determined to keep me as far in my
clothing as possible. And this was fine with me; the more he was
enjoying himself, the more I was.

“Do you have a condom?” I asked, leaning
close and putting my lips against his ear.

“God, is that really one of the standard
interview questions?”

“That’s an optional question, only for the
interviews that are going really, really well.”

“Good. I’m glad I’m performing up to
standards. Let me, um . . .” He held me in place with one hard
strong arm and reached underneath himself, to a back pocket,
resulting in his securing a condom, and in my getting a ride sort
of like the Tilt-a-Whirl at the county fair. I was giggling too
hard to breathe by the time he settled back on the couch. “Here we
go. One party favor for the lady.”

“What? Excuse me? Is there a lady here?” I
gasped for air and began fiddling with the package and
simultaneously tried not to fall down or tumble over, and then I
gasped in earnest when a particularly strong set of fingers pressed
knowledgeably between my thighs and began their own search. My
focus went all hazy and I lost my train of thought—in fact, I
couldn’t even figure out how to tear open the condom package for a
couple of minutes. What I finally did instead was dive in and kiss
the man. A proper coupling would have probably started with kissing
rather than this naughty job interview. I groaned and went boneless
as his tongue probed me, and his fingers; he just about had me in a
dead swoon before he asked, “What’s the next question?”

“Hmm? Wha?”

“Next question. Here, maybe you ordinarily
have your assistant take care of this.” He took the package from me
and opened it. “Prima donna office managers, I swear. Are we going
to finish this interview?”

“I have completely forgotten what the
questions are.”

“Greatest weakness, where do I see myself in
five years, do I have any condoms . . .”

“Greatest strength?” I asked vaguely.

“I’m a kickass Scrabble player.” He
maneuvered me, strong enough to do almost all the work which was
good, because I had not only lost the ability to interview but
almost the ability to remain upright. Gently I was lowered onto him
and my flesh nearly betrayed me, almost split me apart, damn it, I
wanted for this to last at least a minute. But I was horny and
desperate and shameless. I forced myself to be motionless, too, and
the thudding in my body subsided to a manageable level where I
might actually be able to hold out for a whole sixty seconds. My
flesh was going to betray me unless I kept a firm grip on things.
Oooh, of course, a firm grip here was part of the problem.

“Be careful, here,” I whispered to Detective
Smith. “I’ve got no self-control at all.”

“Really? Would you say that was your greatest
weakness?”

I glanced down, saw that the detective was
slipping apart the buttons of my blouse and I tried to stop him—if
he touched me anywhere else I’d be lost. He slapped my hands away,
grinning with triumph, flexing his body underneath mine so that the
surge of him inside me was shockingly deep. I smacked his hands in
return, amusement at least giving me the opportunity to gather my
wits. I said, “My greatest strength, Detective Smith, is that I
remember everything that I’ve ever been told.”

He glanced up at me suspiciously, fingers
pausing in their work with my blouse, and asked, “What have you
been told?”

I leaned close as if to whisper an answer,
but instead slipped my tongue into his ear and felt his whole body
jerk in response. “God, Carol,” he gasped. Oh yeah, I knew
how to push a few of his buttons, too. I squeezed tight around him,
swept into the rhythmic rocking of our so-called job position.
Unexpected pleasures are the most keenly felt, I think, and I
hadn’t been expecting this one. Just when you believe that you’re a
drone of office drudgery, a handsome detective shows up at your
door. He clutched me to him with pleasant force, barely allowing me
room to wriggle, taking control of the motion. I released all
control to him and stopped keeping a timetable of events.
Pointless, anyway. The very sight of the police badge had sent me
halfway to climax. Now I very quickly finished the trip. My body
seized up in ecstasy and chastised me: why did you make us wait
so long for this—what are you, stupid or something? Bodies
don’t always understand the rules of the mind.

“Don’t go anywhere,” said the detective when
I had regained my senses enough to hear him. “I’m determined to get
this job.”

Then in an amazing display of strength and
coordination, he turned us both over on the leather couch so that I
was beneath him. Over me now with his hands braced on the back and
arm of the couch, he drove hard into me, a sweat breaking out over
his forehead even as he managed to continue grinning.

I panted, “You think a lot of yourself, don’t
you, detective?”

“For the past few months, I haven’t thought
of anything else but you.” Then he shuddered and dropped against me
to kiss my throat; he’d rendered me so sensitive that I felt every
spasm go through him. He gruffly told me, “Forgive me; I was losing
my freaking mind. After dinner, you can interview me again and I
promise to make it last a lot longer.”

After a moment he adjusted so as not to smash
me—though I would not have minded that—and whispered in my ear as
he rubbed his stubbly chin against my neck. “Tell me about the
benefits package.”

I shrugged as best I could. “That was
it.”

He collapsed in laughter, smashing me after
all.

 


When I was able to walk again, I made my way
gingerly back to my office to find my discarded clothes. The
detective followed me, grinning smugly. Well, what right did he
have to be smug? Not as if he had to work very hard, where I was
concerned. I was probably the easiest seduction he’d ever had. I
felt the need to reassert my office manager authority. I said, “I’m
impressed with your answers so far, but I have a feeling you’re not
being completely honest with me.”

“You’re right. I’m not a kickass
Scrabble player.”

“I don’t think your name is really
Smith.”

“Are you accusing me of something?”

“No, but I read your I.D. card and it doesn’t
say Smith. Reading is a skill I learned in secretary school.”

“Well, you caught me, Ms. Frank. I tried to
pull one over on you, but you were too clever.”

“I do watch an awful lot of television.”

“But I’d heard that television makes people
more stupid.”

That was meant as a tease, to get a rise out
of me, but I wasn’t capable of even mock anger. I retrieved my hose
and underwear from the floor where they had been unceremoniously
tossed while replying, “Sure, it makes you stupid, if you don’t
watch the right shows.”

He smiled so warmly at me that I almost fell
out of my remaining clothes instead of putting them back on. That
was one hell of a trick he had there, but I’d always thought his
smile was more lethal than his gun. He was a big, wholesomely
handsome man, with golden-brown hair that curled naturally and
determinedly, eyes of cornflower blue (unless he wore blue himself,
and then they turned dark and oceanic), shoulders like a linebacker
and a body corded with muscle under a delectable layer of beefcake
and fuzz. Mmmm. But he had a sweet face, round, practically
innocent, and it could turn in a microsecond into the most wicked,
sexy smile I’d ever seen. Of course, I was in love, and so thought
everything about him to be the best I’d ever seen.

I approached, grabbed him by the shirtfront
and kissed him sincerely, and after that I said, “Thank God for
closed investigations.”

“A few more weeks, and I might have had to
resign,” admitted my detective.

“I have missed you very much,
Gussie.”

His embrace was tight and lifted me a couple
inches off the ground. “I’ve missed you too, Carol
My-Last-Name-Is-Frank.”

 



Chapter Three

 


The next morning, an old friend called me at
my office. This was Dana “Agent Scully” Davenport, a former
co-worker from my days at Curtis & Klempt, when she and I both
slaved for the Psychotic Sadist. She still slaved for him. I had
long ago escaped.

“Hello, Miss Carol,” she said. “How are you
on this fine Friday morning?”

The Dana Davenport I remembered had two
moods. She was either giddily manic or wretchedly unhappy, and
thanks to her personality, it was sometimes hard to tell the
difference. I guessed that she was giddily manic when she called
because she added, “And how are things in your fabulous new
profession of office managerial work?”

“Things are great, Agent Scully. It’s nice to
hear from you.” We hadn’t actually talked in a nearly eight months
and I hadn’t seen her well over two years. Our only recent contact
had been when I sent her an email a few weeks before, telling my
new office information.

She asked, “Do you remember the Kendrick
med-mal case?” She was referring to a medical malpractice claim, a
case belonging to the Psychotic Sadist. And of course I did not
remember. Not in the slightest. I confessed that to her.

“You know—the little boy who went into the
hospital with what they misdiagnosed as anaphylactic shock and they
trached him and damaged his larynx? The complete botch-job they did
on the kid’s throat?”

“Ooooh, yeah . . .” Now that she mentioned
the gory details, I did remember it.

“We settled it two weeks ago. The settlement
amount is confidential, but let me just say that it makes me feel
like a few million bucks.”

“You are kidding me!” This was big news. A
multi-million dollar settlement to a little firm like Curtis &
Klempt would set them up for years. “Congratulations!”

“It’s the utmost fabulous job we’ve ever
done. We are like singing on the top of cloud nine here.”

I smiled to myself, mostly because of Dana’s
odd way of speaking. She always sounded like someone who had
studied English at the finest of schools and had learned all of the
words but had never mastered exactly how to string them together
correctly. The punchline is that English was her first
language.

“So tomorrow night, Tommy and Dirk are
throwing a blasting blowout party here, and you’re invited to
come.”

My feelings of pleasure in the conversation
dropped. A party with Dirk and Tommy? I had TV shows to watch. How
to make an excuse? But wait, no, maybe I didn’t have to make an
excuse. “Oh, you guys don’t want me there. I never even worked on
that case.”

“Sure you did. You opened the file,
remember?” I heard clicking and realized that Dana was working on
something as she spoke to me, either typing or knitting (possibly
both, she was a fast typist and an obsessive knitter). Regardless,
I knew she never did one thing at a time.

“Come on. Bridget really thinks you should
come, she begged me to call and ask you—and don’t say I mentioned
this but you may be on the list for bonuses.”

“Bonuses? What? Why?”

“You know they always give bonuses when we
hit it big-time. So when Bridget was co-opting me to call you, she
dropped a hint that you might be on the bonus list for opening the
file. I think fiducially it might be worth your time to be here.
And it would be totally awesome to see you again.”

“Oh, well, I don’t know.” I wondered if I
could break a bone, or contract a disease before tomorrow. Even the
idea of a bonus check, which I was positive I did not deserve, did
not make me more enthusiastic.

“Don’t be stuck up, Carol,” she said. This
wasn’t intended to offend me, but it did a little bit. I was not
stuck-up. She groaned, “Oh come on. You used to have riotous
amounts of fun with us.”

“Dana, I love you guys six ways from Sunday,
but I do not want to be in a room with Dirk Klempt.”

“Why not?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Thought that would all be water under the
proverbiate bridge by now. Come to the party for half an hour.
Rhonda’s going to bring her new baby Jasmine.” Then without waiting
for my reply, she said, “Seven tomorrow night, okay? I have got to
go. I am swamped up to my eyeballs in discovery that I have to get
out the door today.”

“Um, okay.”

“Great! Have a super-duper day!”

I had never, ever, in all the time I’d known
Dana, heard her sound as happy as she sounded then. The softie in
me caved. What would it hurt, for me to go to a stupid party for
half an hour? I was safe from Dirk Klempt. He had no power over me
anymore.

*****

 


Everyone who knew me had heard of the
Psychotic Sadist, probably because I had a hard time shutting up
about him. “Psychotic Sadist” was the code name I used for attorney
Dirk Klempt, because that’s what he was. I never met any person who
liked Dirk Klempt, including his wife and child. Even the ever-kind
and diplomatic Bill Nestor hated Dirk Klempt, though he’d never met
him face to face. Of course Bill had heard many of my horror
stories, but you don’t get a real good feel for the slime that is
Dirk Klempt until you see him in action.

When I graduated from college, I worked as a
temp for a while, but my stupid ex-husband’s refusal to do any real
work led me to seek out a better-paying job. I was told that legal
secretaries make a relatively good living, and so I took a job at
Curtis & Klempt, P.C., a little law firm in North Kansas City.
Two and a
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