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FROM BEYOND THE GRAVE

 


I arrive at the Agency a half hour earlier
than usual, only to find the big boss himself, Paul Winstone III,
pacing near my office. He isn’t pleased that I’ve kept him waiting.
Tough. I had a restless night. The cat was so disgusted with my
tossing and turning that she hopped off the bed sometime after
midnight.

Instead of sympathy or compassion due to the
permanent damage I sustained to my knee chasing a bad guy, all I
get are retirement hints. Recently the big boss assigned a
snot-nosed recruit to follow me around. I’m supposed to train him,
but I’m guessing Winstone hopes the rookie will report negative
feedback so he can continue pressuring me to retire. He won’t fire
me outright, since the guy who runs the entire international chain
of detective agencies that we belong to is a big fan of mine.

Winstone motions me into his office. He
commands a premium corner office on the top floor of the Delaware
Building. It overlooks the Daley Center which is a cornerstone of
the downtown area. Built in the aftermath of the Chicago Fire, the
Delaware Building stands eight stories tall and is a Chicago
landmark.

Tired from lack of sleep, I sit in silence
waiting to hear what he wants. Paul Winstone the Third—or the Turd
as I refer to him—turns from the window and addresses me.

“I’ve assigned a new case to you and Clark.
The client hired us this morning.”

I glance at my watch. It’s barely past 7:30.
The Agency is manned 24/7, so it must’ve been an early
appointment.

“Our new client is Darryl Conroy. He’s hired
us to bodyguard his wife, Jubilee Conroy.”

I don’t move a muscle, but he holds up a
hand to stifle any protest.

“Obviously, you’re not capable of bodyguard
duty with your leg and all.”

Here he pauses. Does he really think I’ll
jump up and quit? The Turd never gives up hope that someday I’ll do
just that.

“I’ve put Baker on the case in that regard,
but I want you and Clark to handle the other…uh…aspect.”

I’ll admit I’m feeling somewhat intrigued,
though I sure wish he’d get to the point.

“Mrs. Conroy has gotten some information
about a crime that was committed…uh…a murder.”

His delivery is stilted. I sit back in the
chair awaiting the punch line.

“The details are fuzzy. Her husband is
positive the killer will strike again to eliminate Mrs. Conroy in
order to shut her up.”

I wish he would shut up. “What does
the lady know about a murder? Whose murder?”

“She’s a little shaky on the finer points.
The situation is kind of tricky, but since you solved the Porter
case, I figure it’ll be right up your alley.” He stretches back in
his chair and swivels to stare out the window.

The only thing in my alley is trash cans,
which fit in with the garbage he’s spewing right now. “Clue me in.
What’s so odd about all this? Why doesn’t Mrs. Conroy share with
the police if she has inside info on a murder case?”

“It’s tricky, Gramps.”

I hate that nickname, but it’s widespread
throughout the Agency, so I try to ignore it. “C’mon, Winstone,
just spill it. You have to tell me anyway if you want me to
investigate, so quit delaying. What’s…going…on?”

The big boss inhales deeply, then spills.
“Jubilee Conroy is a psychic. She had a séance last night for a
roomful of people related to the late Samuel Bittner. Sit down!” He
barks the last two words.

I’m not even aware that I’ve risen to my
feet. Slowly, I lower myself back down.

“Mrs. Conroy channeled Samuel Bittner at the
séance and the spirit claimed he was murdered by someone in that
very room. No particulars yet as Bittner seemed confused at being
on ‘the other side’.”

He actually does the finger quotes in the
air thing.

“Naturally, Mr. Conroy is afraid of the
repercussions. If the accusation is true, he believes his wife’s
life is in danger.”

Boy, we’ll take anybody’s money. The Turd
shoos me out of his office. Elmo Clark stands near the
receptionist’s desk. The boy’s fashion sense eludes me. I’m
guessing he’s going for stealth private eye with his all-black
ensemble, baseball cap and cheap plastic watch. The new trainee
straightens as I approach.

“Wow, Gramps. Wanda just filled me in on our
new case. Pretty cool, huh?”

Wanda Gibbons is the Turd’s right-hand man.
Big and blousy, she always tries to impress our agents with her
importance. My eleven year-old niece, Annie, is into eye rolls—big
time. I’ve caught the bad habit, so now I turn my head hoping Wanda
won’t notice.

“Let’s go, Junior.” I refuse to call him
Elmo; I’d rather eat my gun.
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Junior drives us to a north side location.
Jubilee Conroy’s office turns out to be a storefront on Foster
Avenue. Darryl Conroy invites us in and explains that his wife is
with a client. As he ushers us to a small private room, we pass
Josh Baker sitting in the reception area. The bodyguard is a
hulking six-three with a boxer’s build stuffed into a suit and tie.
He fidgets uncomfortably on the dainty sofa, looking totally out of
place.

Once seated in the office, Conroy voices his
displeasure. “That bodyguard must go. We need someone who fits in
better, not some scary-looking giant. I don’t want to frighten
anyone away. Our clients can be somewhat skittish.”

Funny coming from a man who’s pretty
scary-looking himself. Though Conroy is around five-ten, his black
hair is fixed in dreadlocks and he wears all black clothing, silver
chains and a stud in his nose.

I assure our client that the Agency will
replace the bodyguard with someone more appropriate. Then I get
down to business. He’s a talkative fellow, answers my questions
fully, without hesitation. When Conroy reveals the amount of money
his wife pulls in every year, the figure astounds me. No wonder
he’s worried; he doesn’t want to lose his meal ticket.

These storefront mediums have always
appeared interchangeable to me. Same look: flowing caftan, beads,
bangles, long hair, veil… After seeing Darryl, I’m not sure what to
expect when Jubilee Conroy swishes into the back room. She’s his
age, twenty-something, spiked red hair, blue jeans and a skintight
tank top which shows off a navel ring. I wouldn’t call her a
medium, though, more like an extra large. Mounds of flesh pour out
of her tight clothes in all the wrong places. Her handshake is
firm, her voice dreamy.

“I told Darryl not to worry. Samuel will
reveal all.”

“I want to keep you safe until that
happens,” Darryl says.

Observing his tone and the look in his eyes
as he gazes at his wife, I realize she’s not simply a meal ticket;
this man loves her.

“Mrs. Conroy,” I begin.

She interrupts. “Call me Jubilee.”

Doubtful. “Can you…uh…contact Mr. Bittner
now?” I can’t believe I’m asking this.

She shakes her head. “Samuel is confused. He
wants to cross over, but has unfinished business. His spirit
requires time to reflect. I will try to summon him later
tonight.”

Really? I’m unsure how to proceed.

Darryl throws an arm around her shoulders.
“I invited all the family members back for a repeat tonight, just
like you asked. They’ll be here at nine.”

She pecks her husband’s cheek, nods at us
and departs.

“I need a list of names. We’ll check them
out and be back around eight.”

Darryl Conroy complies with my request and
we leave Baker to his task.
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Junior hasn’t uttered a word the entire
time. On the sidewalk he lets loose. “Wow. This is so exciting. But
she doesn’t look like any psychic I’ve ever seen.”

“How many have you seen?” I glance at him
suspiciously. “You believe in that crap?”

Junior hangs his head. “My mom does. She’s
dragged me to tarot card readings, but I’ve never attended a
séance. This’ll be fun!”

Annie would be proud of me as I execute
another perfect eye roll. Since Junior and his mom turned out to be
a big help in the Porter case, I decide to cut him some slack.
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We head back to the Agency so that Junior
can access our state-of-the-art computer and research the list of
names. The Turd storms into my office and demands to know why Wanda
was told to send a replacement for Josh Baker. I try to explain
that the client wanted someone less ‘in your face’, but the Turd is
not listening. Maybe it’s because I don’t do the finger quotes in
the air thing. Of course, Junior thinks this is the perfect
opportunity to tell the big boss about the upcoming séance.
Needless to say, the Turd goes ballistic. The rookie and I are
subjected to one of his ‘how to properly conduct an investigation’
lectures complete with those pudgy fingers flashing. He finally
leaves and I wave Junior back to the computer. It’s not my fault
the Turd assigns us bizarre cases.
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Junior continues researching the Bittner
family members from the list Darryl Conroy gave us. He sits across
from me, eager to divulge the background checks.

“Samuel Bittner died last month at the age
of eighty-eight. He’s survived by his eighty year-old wife, Vivian.
Samuel was a real pioneer in the medical field. He invented a
couple of robotic surgical devices and made a small fortune. I
checked probate records and his wife is the sole heir of his
estate.”

Wanda picks this moment to interrupt with a
trivial question. I shoo her away and close my office door for some
privacy.

Junior continues, “Chester Bittner, the son,
is a big muckety-muck at the First Illinois Bank. Fifty-six years
old, he’s single and rich with no criminal record. His sister, Lana
Bittner Johnson, just turned fifty-four. I can’t find any…”

Wanda barges in with some paperwork that
supposedly requires my immediate attention. My closed door is like
a magnet. She leaves and I stuff the papers in a drawer.

“Let’s skedaddle, Junior. Time to relocate
our base of operations.”

Without a word, he obediently gathers his
laptop and follows me to the elevator. A couple blocks away, we
enter the lobby of The Wit Hotel. I nod to the manager on duty and
he allows us access to an empty conference room. A few months ago,
I discreetly helped him out of a jam and now the man feels he owes
me big time.

Junior plops down at the head of the
eight-foot conference table and starts up where he left off.
“Anyway, Lana Bittner Johnson quit a lucrative career in real
estate management to raise her two children. After they grew up,
Mrs. Johnson immersed herself in charity work. She runs the
Prescott Foundation. I looked up their financials and the
foundation’s on rocky ground. I guess the current economy’s hit
everybody hard.”

I lift an eyebrow. “What’s this Foundation
do?”

“The Prescott Foundation was set up to help
people with a Back to Work program. They promote skills for high
school dropouts, teenage mothers and mothers who are returning to
the workplace after raising their children. The organization sets
them up with the necessary business skills to land a job. They
offer training in general office duties and also offer programs in
computers, auto mechanics and hairdressing.”

“Ah.” I stifle a yawn; the room is
stuffy.

“Lana’s husband, Bruce Johnson, owns a fast
food chain. The Hamburger Shack. They have four locations,
all on the north side of the city.” Junior pushes a button on his
computer.

“I’ve eaten there,” I say with surprise.
“There’s one near my apartment.”

Junior nods. “Bruce started the Shacks
twenty years ago, but the last several years’ profits have suffered
due to the health food craze.”

“So our Mr. Johnson isn’t keeping up with
the shift in nutrition?”

Junior agrees. “Next subjects are Lana and
Bruce’s kids. The son, Trevor, is twenty-eight and a bit of a bad
boy. Got into some scrapes as a teenager. Nothing
serious—shoplifting, joyriding. Juvie records, sealed up. Trevor
found religion and is now a counselor for the Back to Work program.
He teaches auto mechanics.”

I translate. “So, Mommy got him a job,
eh?”

“Daughter, Courtney, is a couple years his
junior. She married one of Trevor’s classmates—Miles Rawlings.
Courtney and Miles own an accounting firm. No kids of their own.
All seven of them were present at the séance.” Junior pushes his
laptop aside. The movement causes his watchband to rub along the
case and it cracks. The boy scoops up the cheap timepiece and
stuffs it in his pocket with a frown. I guess the stealth look
isn’t working out for my sidekick.

I jot some notes to keep track of the
players. “At least we’ll know
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