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 THE HUDSON
AGENCY - CHICAGO STYLE

 


The big boss himself, Paul Winstone III,
walks into my office late one Tuesday afternoon. I watch him settle
into the client chair and regard me with steely brown eyes. An
uncomfortable silence descends. Childishly, I’m delighted that he
cracks first.

“I have a job for you, Gramps.”

No, we’re not related in any manner.
Everybody at the agency calls the old relic – me – Gramps. Well, I
call him “The Turd”. Nothing like a little healthy disrespect.

Ever since I blew out my knee chasing a
crook, the big boss pretty much ignores me. And whoever falls out
of favor with Paul Winstone III better look out. He never comes out
and says it, but the past few months Winstone has delicately danced
around the subject of my retirement. He won’t fire me because our
Chicago agency is just one branch of an international outfit and
the guy who runs the whole shebang hired me. Sixty is knocking at
my door, but so far I’ve ignored the retirement hints.

Winstone clears his throat to regain my
attention. “We have a new client who has suffered several accidents
in the past couple of months. He’s convinced his business partner
is trying to kill him. I want you to handle this
investigation.”

I nod.

“Wanda will fill you in on the details in
the morning.”

Wanda Gibbons is Winstone’s secretary. Oops,
sorry – administrative assistant. “Okay.” I’m itching to leave the
office, but he just sits there. I’m betting this is one of those
‘but wait, there’s more’ moments.

Sure enough, the big boss continues. “I’m
assigning an assistant to help you with the case. Our latest
recruit – Elmo Clark. It’ll be good training for him.”

Good training my ass. Translation – stool
pigeon. I’d lay odds the big boss has ordered this Clark fellow to
watch my every move and report back. Since I don’t acknowledge all
the retirement hints, he’s looking for other ways to get rid of me,
hoping I’ll mess up. But I’m nothing if not a great poker face, so
the pronouncement goes unchallenged. If he’s disappointed, The Turd
hides it well.
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Wanda is too busy trying to look important
for the new recruit’s benefit to give me much input on the case.
She pretends to juggle two phone calls simultaneously. The buttons
aren’t lit up, but the newbie seems to be eating up her act. I sigh
and grab the thin folder labeled Benjamin Porter. A nod to Wanda
and a tug on Elmo Clark’s arm gets us out of the office.

“Isn’t Ms. Gibbons going to fill us in on
the case, sir?”

He’s polite – I’ll give him that. “Junior,
my boy…” I can’t bring myself to call him Elmo. “The first rule of
a successful investigator is to start from scratch. We interview
Porter and get his story firsthand.”

He opens his mouth and then shuts it. The
Turd probably told him to give me lots of rope. The boy clutches
his handy dandy kit full of the latest gizmos and gadgets. He’s
obviously eager to get some hands-on experience in the art of crime
detection. God help us.
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We run down Benjamin Porter at his place of
business. It’s a fancy-pants storefront in Chicago’s Gold Coast.
Apparently the man deals in fine paintings and décor. A
harried-looking clerk ushers us into the back office past
magnificent artwork that even I appreciate. I introduce the newbie
and myself. Porter gestures to a couple of chairs.

“What do you need?” Benjamin Porter is a
slight man with graying hair and piercing gray eyes. His clothes
are fastidious, his manner blunt.

“Tell us about these accidents, Mr. Porter,”
I say. His piercing eyes narrow. I can tell that this is a decisive
man who doesn’t like to repeat himself. Tough cookies. He’s just
met his match. I cut short his displeasure. “I want to hear it
right from the horse’s mouth, Porter. And you’re the horse.”

He stares at us for a moment before a slight
quirk forms on his lips.

I sense Junior relax. Was he expecting us to
get thrown out of our client’s office? That’s never happened to me
on the first visit.

Porter glances at his gold Rolex. “I’ve got
a business to keep afloat so I’ll be brief. There have been four
accidents in the past seven and a half weeks.”

Ah – a precise man. Good to know.

“The first was a bad fall down a flight of
stairs. I live in Marina Towers and agreed to help a friend check
out a boat he was interested in purchasing in the marina below. The
lights were out on the landings and I tripped over something on the
steps. I woke up in the hospital. The police found nothing amiss.
They claim the lights were working properly and the steps were
clear, so they wrote it off as clumsiness on my part.” Porter pours
a glass of juice from the pitcher on his desk.

“You were more upset by their dismissive
attitude than the tumble,” I muse.

Porter glares at me, then does another lip
quirk. “You might be right at that. Luckily, I escaped with no
serious injuries besides a badly bruised arm and a migraine. Three
days later I received a package in the mail. Imagine my surprise
when I opened it to discover a doll loosely wrapped in tissue paper
with a pin stuck in the doll’s right arm. The same arm I’d
bruised.” Porter stops talking to take a swallow. “Second accident
was a week later. My wife and I dined with my business partner and
his wife at a Japanese restaurant. Later that night I succumbed to
a horrible bout of stomach cramps and vomiting. It was so severe I
thought I was a dead man. My wife put it down to food poisoning,
but I didn’t. And yes, they served fugu, Mr. Danby. That poisonous
old puffer fish. But I didn’t partake in that particular food. I
like to have thrills, but I’m not a stupid man. Two days later
another doll shows up, this time with a pin sticking in its
stomach.” Porter leans back in his leather chair. “Next, I was
pushed into traffic and almost hit by a bus. Again, the police
disregarded my claim and labeled it a simple mishap. It was a
crowded street and they believe I was jostled and fell forward. But
I’m nimble on my feet and managed to avoid the bus. Again, I
received another doll.”

Porter’s hand is visibly shaking as he
reaches for his glass.

“These do sound like accidents, Mr. Porter.
Seems like someone is messing with your nerves, but the dolls are
delivered after your mishaps.”

He holds up his hand like a traffic cop.
“Two days ago, I received another doll, a pin sticking in the back
of its neck. The next day, I was electrocuted. It happened late at
night. During my nightly constitutional through Grant Park, a
severe rainstorm hit and I woke up alone laying in the grass in
total confusion. A paramedic concluded I’d been struck by
lightning. But the next day, my own doctor suggested I might’ve
been tasered! That’s when I decided to hire your agency, since the
police refuse to take me seriously.”

“Wow,” my sidekick utters.

So the boy does possess vocal cords. Too bad
he doesn’t have anything intelligent to say.

Benjamin Porter’s voice becomes shrill.
“This attempt scares me the most – how could the doll predict the
event in advance?”

“Why do you think your business partner is
the culprit?” I ask.

“Philip Hunt is a good friend and a great
CFO. Philip is practical; he manages the books and runs the
business side tightly. He’s been the perfect partner. But since the
economy took a downturn these past two years, he’s lost faith in my
vision for the future. Our business has suffered, though it’s more
like a bump in the road due to my strategic acumen. We started on a
shoestring and I grew this business into a multi-million dollar
venture. Yes, there’s been an economic downswing, but I’ve got a
plan in the works that will turn us around. We’re going to do very
well. He shouldn’t worry.”

“So what you’re saying is that Philip is a
short-sighted worrywart?” I ask.

No quirk this time; Porter actually lets out
a chuckle. “Exactly, Mr. Danby.”

“Is he aware of your suspicions?” Even
though I ask the question, I know the answer will be positive. He’s
not a man to keep his thoughts to himself. Indeed, he affirms my
guess.

“What good would you be to him dead?”

“Key man insurance, Mr. Danby. To the tune
of three million dollars.”
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Junior hurries to catch up with me as I
shuffle outside. Since a snail could outrace me and my bum knee, I
assume he stops to ogle a pretty clerk or two.

“Wait up, Gramps,” Junior huffs. The rapid
blush following this remark betrays his faux pas.

I wave away his apology.

“What’s key man insurance, sir?”

Back to formalities. “It’s coverage that
protects a company in case of the death or disability of a top
executive or business owner.” I head towards the door. “C’mon,
let’s go have a little chat with Mrs. Porter.”
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We drive to Marina Towers, the famous twin
corn cob buildings in downtown Chicago. After a quick call up to
the Porter residence, the security guard allows us entrance into
the East tower. The elevator drops us off on the fifty-sixth floor
where Mrs. Porter greets us and we sit down in the spectacular
condo.

“Beautiful view, Mrs. Porter,” Junior
gushes, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows at Lake
Michigan.

The room is rather austere in its
furnishings. A simple, yet decorative home. House Beautiful
worthy.

“We have quite a few wonderful views, Mr.
Clark,” she agrees. “My husband and I bought two condos and
converted them into one magnificent home.”

Janine Porter is a stunner. Long blonde
hair, longer legs, perfectly oval face – she’s much younger than
her hubby’s fifty plus years. Trophy wife if I’m not mistaken. So I
ask. “How long have you been Mrs. Porter?”

An amused Janine Porter answers my question.
“Two years.”

“I see.” I wasn’t mistaken.

A smile plays across her lush red lips. “I’m
Bennie’s third wife. Mrs. Porter numbers one and two both lasted
about ten years. So I’ve got a good while to go before being
replaced.”

Junior is clearly uncomfortable, but I
appreciate her candid approach. “What’s your take on your husband’s
accidents?”

Janine Porter assesses me. “To be perfectly
frank, I think Bennie is all worked up over nothing.”

“So you don’t share his belief that these
have been attempts on his life?”

“Unlikely, Mr. Danby. Bennie’s just had a
run of bad luck lately. I’ve been told that as a boy he was quite
accident prone.”

“What about those voodoo dolls? They’re not
a product of his imagination.”

“Always arriving after the fact, Mr. Danby.
My guess is that one of my husband’s ex-wives is responsible for
the dolls. A beautiful form of revenge, wouldn’t you agree?”

“But the last one showed up before
the accident.”

She dismisses my words. “A wronged wife
playing with Bennie.”

“If he dies, who are his beneficiaries?”

“I am, of course,” Janine replies
matter-of-factly. “But if I was going to kill him, I’d wait until
my reign as Mrs. Porter was nearly over before I’d do the deed. As
it is, we live a marvelous lifestyle and I receive quite a hefty
allowance each year that I salt away. Bennie is very good to
me. I have no need or desire to be rid of him…yet.”

“Does he have any enemies?”

“How melodramatic.” Janine leans back in her
armchair and gazes out at the lake. “I’m sure he does. As a
successful businessman, Bennie steps on many toes. However, it
seems unlikely that a business enemy would plot all those
unfortunate, unsuccessful attempts on his life when a bullet to the
brain would be much more assured.”

“True enough,” I agree. “Is Philip Hunt
capable of murder?”

“I believe everyone is capable, Mr. Danby,”
Janine assures me. “But Philip lacks the ingenuity. My husband is
the creative genius in their partnership. Philip is the practical
one.”

“Do Mrs. Porters one and two have any desire
to kill Mr. Porter?”

Delightful laughter fills the room. “They
both hate his guts, Mr. Danby. But neither woman would plan such
intricate plots and fail four times, though I do picture them quite
capable of taking advantage of his mishaps and sending the voodoo
dolls.”

“Mr. Porter is insistent that his life is in
peril.”

“We’ve already established Bennie as
possessing great creative genius. He’s built a lucrative empire by
thinking outside the box. Of course he doesn’t find these attempts
unbelievable. But he’s the only one.”

We depart the Porters’ magnificent residence
and
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