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"I'll just close my eyes and bleed a while." — Mike Hammer, PI  
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The human resources office is as sterile and inviting as a fresh, right out of the envelope, maxi pad. It’s got about the same charm to it, too. The woman seated behind the plastic desk is white, maybe forty-five, sporting a decent rack, her sandy blonde hair pulled up into a tight short ponytail. Not much in the way of makeup. Just enough to give her blue eyes a little sparkle. 

She’s wearing a blue blouse under a black pants suit that makes her look more like a man than a woman. But then, I guess that’s the point. She offers me a quick, fake grin when I first open her door after politely knocking first. But then it quickly returns to what I guess is her natural cold-as-a-stone smile. 

“Close the door please, Mr. Jobz,” she says with all the cordiality of a brick. Then, pointing to the empty chair set before her desk. “And please take a seat.”

Since I’m in enough trouble already from simply telling a stupid joke to some of my Unemployment Fraud Agency coworkers who were standing around the water cooler inside my fourth-floor office, I do what she says. After all, the agency cuts me checks every two weeks, even if I am only a part-time employee. 

She’s got an open laptop set before her, and a plastic bottle of water placed beside it. Poland Spring. A pair of cat-eye reading glasses are balanced precariously on her nose.  And it’s not a bad nose. By that, I mean, it’s not unattractive. In fact, she’s not entirely unattractive at all. If I had to guess, the pants suit is a deliberate attempt to tone down her good looks as if it’s a requirement carefully spelled out in the fine print in her state contract. This is the communist empire state we’re working for, where a man and a woman are not only considered equal, but a man can be a woman and woman can be a man, or something extremely gray in between. But I’m jumping the shark here. 

When she looks up from the laptop, she says, “I’m Sandra Carrol, head of Human Resources here at the New York State Unemployment Fraud Agency. But then, you probably knew that already.”

“By all means, comrade,” I say. “I’ve seen you around. You’re quite the female specimen.” 

She stares at me again, eyes wide, that scowl getting tighter and more stone-cold by the second.

“That supposed to be another one of your extremely inappropriate jokes, Mr. Jobz?” she says. 

“Just trying to lighten things up a little,” I say. “I’m also paying you a compliment, toots.”

That’s when she raises her right hand and nervously points her extended index finger at me. 

“Refer to me as toots one more time,” she says, her bottom lip trembling, “and I will toss you out the window, and fucking shoot you on the way down.”

“Oh, my,” I say, eyes wide. “You packing?”

I’ll be damned if she doesn’t lose her frown and form a sideways grin. When she slowly opens her jacket to reveal a holstered, pink, short-barreled 9mm, I can’t help but feel amused. 

“Well, look at you,” I say. “The higherups know you carry?”

“Of course,” she says. “I’m licensed to carry/conceal. I assume you are too, since from what I hear you’re a licensed PI.”

I open my Men’s Warehouse charcoal blazer and reveal not a thing other than a button-down that requires dry cleaning.

“I am,” I say. “But I don’t carry when I’m on the job. Henry doesn’t like it since she thinks I’m a bit of a nut bag.”

The Henry I’m talking about is my BBW best friend and the big agency boss. She’s also the reason why I took the part time job going over possible fraud cases that might require extra special investigation. Henry happens to be Ms. Carrol’s boss too.  

“Let’s get started shall we, Mr. Jobz?” she says. Her eyes go slanty and her brow furrows when she says my last name.

“Before you ask,” I say, “It’s short for Jobzynski. They shortened it when my Polish grandparents came over on the boat in the 1920s.”

“Jobzynski’s meat market in Arbor Hill,” she says. “I recall it as a child.” 

“The gangs finally ran them out in the nineties,” I say. 

Behind her is floor-to-ceiling-window wall that looks out onto one of the expansive parking lots that make up the Pine Hills New York State Office complex. I can make out my face and the five o’clock shadow, the unruly salt and pepper hair that should have been cut last month, my round, horn-rimmed eyeglasses, my low-hanging necktie, and open collared Oxford. If I had to guess, she can smell the booze on my breath from the two coffee royals I drank this morning before leaving my houseboat which is docked down on the old, abandoned Port of Albany. 

She clears her throat and clicks a couple of keys on her laptop. 

“Now, if you wouldn’t mind reciting the, um, allegedly inappropriate joke for me,” she says. 

In my mind, I picture myself telling the raunchy joke to two men and one woman who I considered close friends, and I can’t help but chuckle. 

“Something funny, Mr. Jobz?” she says. 

“Just thinking about something,” I say. Then, “Okay, you wanna hear the stupid joke? Here’s it goes.” Now it’s my turn to clear my throat. “Hickory dickory dock, my girlfriend was sucking my—”

“Okay, that’s enough,” she says waving both arms in the air like I’m running back who didn’t quite make it over the endzone.

“That’s it?” I say. “You don’t want to hear the rest? It’s short and funny. Cute even.”

“It’s sexist, Mr. Jobz,” she says, now getting up from her chair and coming around her desk. She sets herself on the edge of the desk and stares me down. “I know the joke well from when I was in college. The cleaner version might go something like, ‘My girlfriend was giving me fellatio until I came to an enormous climax.’” She grinned. “How am I doing?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But it doesn’t sound too funny when you put it...how shall I say this...so clinically.” 

“But it’s somehow sexier,” she says. 

“It is?” I say. 

That’s when she does something I completely did not expect: She slides off the desk, goes to the office door, opens it and peeks out. She looks both ways as if to make sure the coast is crystal clear. She then closes the door and returns to me. Standing before me, she removes her jacket, unbuttons her blouse all the way so that she exposes her magnificent hills packed away tightly in a black lace pushup bra. Unbuttoning her slacks, she allows them to drop to the floor. She’s wearing nothing else but a skimpy, matching black satin thong. 

I feel myself responding in all the right places while the blood rushes to my sex. 

“Why, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “The cat got your tongue?”

“Is this a part of my interview?” I say, while she unbuckles my belt, unbuttons my pants, and pulls them down, exposing my full staff. 

“Oh, but it is,” she says, taking hold of said staff with both hands and rubbing it up and down. Not too gently. Not too forcefully. “Now you just sit back allow Ms. Carrol to do the talking. Perhaps you’ll learn a thing or two about proper office etiquette and protocol in the progressive twenty-first century.”

Lowering her head, she takes me in her mouth and goes to work on me. 

Human resources... 

Who knew that “resources” meant a hell of a lot more than discussing an employee’s questionable behavior? What I mean is, I’d always heard horror stories about being sent here to be interviewed. But it turns out, it’s one of the happiest experiences of my life...
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...Until there’s a hard knock on the door before it’s flung open.

“Jobz, what the fuck are you doing?” comes the booming voice of my boss and buddy, Henrietta.

“Oh, shit,” I say. “And I was so close.”

Sandra Carrol quickly raises her head, those cat-eye reading glasses still balanced perfectly on the edge of her perfect nose, and her face goes bedsheet pale.

“Crap,” she whispers.

“Sandra,” Henry says, stepping into the office. “I am shocked and surprised at you. And Jobz, put that thing away before I cut it off.”

I do my best to stuff everything back in my boxers and trousers. I stand, a little awkwardly. Ms. Carrol does the same. I about-face, and together we stand shoulder to shoulder and eye Henry. The five-foot-nine-inch, 250-pound, middle-aged Black woman stands four-square, her thick arms folded over her massive, double D breasts. Her big brown eyes are so wide you can drive two separate semis through them, and her round, smooth as silk face is veiled in straight, but very thick, jet-black hair. Her lips are pressed together, and maybe I can’t see them, but her teeth are clenched tightly. She’s bobbing her head like she’s reciting precisely what she intends to say to us in her brain.

“I suppose I don’t have to tell you both that you are hereby terminated from your positions at the New York State Unemployment Fraud Agency beginning immediately,” she says. “How’s that grab ya?”  

I look into Henry’s eyes. She’s my boss, and an angry one at that. I also know that even if she’s serious about firing me...which I’m guessing she most certainly is...we will still be bellying up to Lanie’s Bar for a couple of happy hour cocktails. I also know this: that the big boss of one of New York State’s most important agencies is, in theory at least, expected to be a diehard lefty. Or said another way, an all-important cog in the all-powerful, all omnipotent, Democratic Machine. But under the blankets, Henry and I both know that when she’s hidden inside the voting booth, her votes go to the Republicans, straight across the board. But for now, anyway, I have no choice but to play her game.

As for Sandra Carrol, she has no choice but to take Henry at her word and make a hasty exit.

“Well, then,” the pretty lady says, going around to the back of her desk and closing her laptop lid. She grabs her leather bag from off the floor, stuffs the laptop and its electrical cord inside, comes back around the desk, and offers me a quick, bitter-sweet grin. She even reaches out with her free hand and gently places it on my cheek.

“It was not meant to be, cheri,” she says.   

I’ve heard those exact words before in a movie, the title of which escapes me. That’s when she leans in and gives me one of the sweetest kisses on the mouth that I can recall in recent history. When, finally, she backs off, she makes for the door, chin up, and never once glancing in Henry’s direction.

“You’ll be hearing from my lawyer...bitch,” is her parting gift of words for her now former boss.

She then walks out the door and disappears, just like that.

For a beat or two, Henry and I just stand there in silence.

Until she does that crazy, exaggerated, head and body twirling thing that BBWs are so good at, while barking, “Who does she think she is calling me a beeeeyotch?”

I can’t help but chuckle.

“Laugh it up, Jobz,” she says. “You ain’t exactly on my good side today.”

“Whatever have I done to deserve your ire, sweet lips?” I say, just to egg her on.   

“You was getting a hummer during working hours inside a state office building work area,” she says. Then, calming herself down by running the long fingers on both her meaty hands through her hair. “‘Sides, state’s running a short fall due to all them immigrants living in our compassionate sanctuary state. So I gotta lay you off anyway. As for your girlfriend, she’s had it coming for a long time. She comes to work a half hour late every goddamned morning and leaves a half hour early. This might be state employment where you’re only expected to work a half day, but that shit don’t fly under my watch.”

“Well,” I say, pursing my lips and shrugging my shoulders. “Looks like I’m breaking out the fly rod and doing a little day drinking. You care to join me, you big Black beautiful baby you?”

“Not so fast,” she says. “You got company upstairs in my office.”

In my head, I picture precisely who that company is and how it means my plan to spend the day doing some late season fishing and boozing are suddenly shattered.   

“Miller,” I say. “Who’s dead this time?”

Henry takes on a wide grin.

“He’s so handsome that, Detective Miller,” she says. “I could just eat him up.”

“I thought I was your boyfriend,” I say.

Her grin disappears.

“You wish,” she says. “You ever got in bed with me, I’d break you in two, little man.”

“Now that hurts,” I say.

“Can we go now?” she says.

“Looks like you’re still the boss,” I say.

“And never forget it,” she says.

We exit the now-empty office space and head upstairs to my new gig.
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We find Detective Nick Miller sitting in a chair in front of Henry’s desk in her big, fourth floor corner office. He’s sipping on a Dunkin’ Donuts large coffee. When he sees me, he gives me a look that’s so stone cold it shivers me testis.

“Take a seat, Jobz,” he says. Then, glancing at Henry, “You don’t mind if we use your office for a few moments, do you Henry?”

She eyes him like she’s eyeing a freshly poured pink cosmo. 

“You can have it for as long as you wish, Detective,” she says, “if it means drinks and steak at Ruth’s Chris sometime soon. That is, you’re still single.”

Miller doesn’t quite grin, because as far as I know, he’s physically incapable of it. But he does seem to lighten up for a quick beat or two. 

“You’re on, Henrietta,” he says. “And yes, perpetually single. Goes with the cop job, I guess.” 

Having broken out in an ear-to-ear smile, Henry leaves us alone, closing the door behind her. For what seems like a long, weighted minute, Miller doesn’t talk. I can tell he’s arranging a pile of information that’s presently rattling around in his brain like loose marbles. 

Until he says, “We found a head this morning, inside a dumpster in the back of a Stewarts stop n’ rob in north Albany.”

Stop n’ rob. That’s cop talk for convenience store. 

“A head,” I repeat. 

“A head,” he threepeats. “You not put your hearing aids in this morning, Jobzy?” 

“So, what’s the head got to do with me?” I say. 

“I need you as, well, let’s call you an unofficial consultant...on the case, that is,” he says. “You’ll be acting as a PI, but you’ll be working for the fraud agency since the department is tapped out for funds and manpower.” He makes air quotes when he says, “unofficial consultant.”

“Just one problem,” I say. “Henry just canned me.” Then, making a time-out T with my hands. “Laid me off, anyway.” 

“I’ll take care of that,” he says. “Trust me.”

“Oh, but I do trust you, Detective Miller,” I say with a wink of my eye. “You’re like a second daddy to me.”

“Cut the bullshit, Jobz,” he says. “Do I look like I’m in the mood?”

I take a quick look around the office just to distract myself from Miller’s stone-cold face and overheated temper. Henry’s glass desk is immaculate with only a laptop set on it and a vase filled with fresh flowers. A couple of framed diplomas hang on the wall to our left. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the sun is shining down on the parking lot, and the small piece of woodlands beyond it. I’m reminded of my original plan to drink beers all day while wetting a fly line off the deck of my houseboat on the Hudson River. Have you ever nailed a five-pound largemouth bass on a five-weight fly rod? It’s not just the next best thing to good sex with an overly attractive woman. It’s better than that. Perhaps even way better. 

“Does the head have a name?” I say, somewhat under my breath. 

“John Doe,” he says. 

“Well, at least that’s something to go on,” I say. 

It’s meant to be funny, but it goes down like a loud fart during high mass. Miller stands up. 

“Come on, Jobzy,” he says. “We got a date.”

“With who?” I says. “And does it involve whiskey?”

“Jesus,” he says, glancing at his watch. “It’s only eleven in the morning.”

“I seem to recall that you enjoy coffee royals as much as I do,” I say. “In moderation, of course.”  

“Of course,” he says with a roll of his steely gray eyes. 

I stand. He exits the office and I follow. As we head for the elevators, we find Henry standing at the same water cooler where I told my...let’s call it...less than savory joke. As usual, she’s holding court over a crew of five suited men and women worshipers peering at her with wide, puppy dog eyes while she reveals some juicy New York State Employment Fraud gossip. She pauses long enough to offer Miller a smile to die for. 

“See you very soon, Detective Miller,” she says. 

As for me, she gives me a wink. It means she’ll meet me at five for a happy hour cocktail, whether I like it or not. 
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