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Michael was a hard-nosed detective who had seen everything in the past twenty years on the job. Chicago seemed to bring out the worst in people, and Michael had a front-row seat to the violence the city had to offer. He was a great detective who had solved many of his cases. So good that the guys at the police department used to call him 'The Closer.' This was long ago, however; he wasn't the same man he was when he first started working for the Chicago Police Department. At that time, he was young and ambitious, and he thought he could make a difference in the world. Now he knew better. It didn't matter how many cases he solved, there were always going to be more murders and those who would get away with it. Like a dog chasing its tail.

This job was weighing heavily on his shoulders. After two failed marriages, Michael had turned to drinking, the only thing that gave him comfort these days. The drink understood him and wouldn't ask him about his day or the long work hours he kept. He had tried to make it work, aiming to have a nice house with three kids and the SUV parked in the driveway: the American dream. It had taken him two failed marriages to realize this wasn't going to be his life. His job was too demanding. He would never be able to keep regular hours like other jobs. Sharing about his workday at the dinner table wasn't feasible.

"How was your workday, hun?"

"My workday was great," he would say, "I got called in to investigate a murder at a house. It was such an easy case...the father brutally killed his wife and child because he thought they were possessed by the devil. Surprise, surprise...it turned out he was high on crack. Open and shut case. Now, can you pass me the salt?"

He would rather be vague when asked how his day went, but they always took offense to his reply. There were other issues in his marriages of course, but this was the one that always seemed to bother him the most. The truth was that he loved his job. It was the only real thing that gave him purpose. The harsh reality was...he couldn't share it with anyone. He quickly put this thought out of his mind and focused on the road ahead.

He arrived at the Martini house at approximately 7:30 in the evening. It was an old Victorian house that backed onto a forest. It had a good-sized lot with only one car parked in the driveway. There were other houses on the street, but they were far from each other. Working and growing up in Chicago, Michael was used to crowded neighborhoods where the houses fit like sardines, packed in tight. With that thought...Michael was relieved to have left the big city behind. A change of scenery was just what the doctor ordered.

"Who would have thought Parkersburg, West Virginia was the place I would end up?"

He needed a slower pace to the fast lane of life Chicago offered. There were times he'd be working four cases at once.

"Not here," he thought. Before exiting his vehicle, Michael took his pad and pen, grabbed his phone, and took a shot of whiskey from his flask.

"Can't have whiskey on my breath," he mumbled. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a piece of gum, and popped it into his mouth.

"Now I'm ready."

He took a quick look in the rear-view mirror, ran his hand through his stubble, and said, "I think it's time for a shave." He glanced down at his watch...it was 7:35 p.m.

Michael began his march down the driveway. Once arriving at the door, he knocked. He always liked knocking as opposed to ringing the doorbell because it commanded a certain respect you couldn't get from ringing the bell. After the second knock, a woman answered the door.

"I'm so glad you're here, officer. I'm Christine, Robert's wife."

"It's Detective Walker, and I came as soon as I could."

Michael could see that the woman had been crying. Her eyes were red and puffy. She was wearing a floral dress—something you would wear at a cocktail party, not after reporting your husband missing. Michael found it odd but didn't press the matter.

"Please, this way, detective," Christine said. She led him into the living room and pointed to the loveseat in the center of the room.

"I'll be right with you," she said. "Can I get you anything?"

"No thanks, I'm good." Michael always made it a point to observe anything he could when on a case. Any small detail could be critical in an investigation, especially a missing person's case. Michael took the opportunity to look around. He noticed the fireplace was on, and there were a couple of family pictures hanging on the wall. Some seemed to be vacation pictures. There was also a large family portrait hanging over the fireplace. Three people were in all the pictures: Christine, her husband, and a boy who seemed to be their son.

Christine walked back into the living room and sat down directly in front of Michael.

"I couldn't help noticing your pictures," he said.

"Oh yeah. The one you see there," Christine pointed to the far-right wall, "was taken in Hawaii about two years ago."

"I assume that's your son in the picture?"

"Yes," Christine responded. "Anthony...he's gone to college upstate. He worked so hard to get into that fancy school." She stared at the picture, deep in thought.

Michael broke her concentration by asking, "Does he know about the disappearance of his father yet?" Michael had learned through the years that body language can say a lot about a person. He looked at Christine, intently waiting for her response.

She hesitated before answering, looking away at first and then making eye contact.

"No, I haven't told him yet. I didn't want to concern him with exams and all."

"You didn't think it would be appropriate to tell your son about his father going missing?" "Like I said, Anthony worked hard to be where he is. I didn't want to stress him out. I was going to tell him after his exams. Besides, I was hoping his dad would be found okay. And then...I wouldn't need to tell him."

Michael could see that Christine was flustered by the question. He pressed on.

"Why did you take three days to report your husband missing?"

"I feel like I'm on trial here. I called you, remember?"

"Yes, I understand that, but I need to be as thorough as possible. The more information I have, the faster I'll be able to find your husband," he retorted.

She hesitated. Michael could tell she felt uncomfortable with the question. She had slightly shifted her posture and pushed back on her chair when the question was asked.

"I suppose you are going to find this out sooner or later," Christine said. "My marriage to Robert has been rocky at best. It seems all we do is fight for the past two years. That picture I showed you of us in Hawaii; was us trying to rekindle our relationship. It seemed to work at first, but we were back to fighting shortly after."

"What about your son?" Michael asked. "Did he know about the problems you were having?"

Christine looked at the family portrait hanging over the fireplace. "We tried to hide it from him," she said. "Anthony has always been a smart and intuitive boy. I'm sure he knew we were having problems. Part of me thinks that was the reason why he left for college. There was a great school only forty miles from here, but he picked the furthest one. I think he just wanted to get away." She looked down at the floor and added softly, "Who could blame him?"

At this point, Michael had his pen and pad out and was taking notes.

"You're not going to put this in the report, are you?" Christine asked.

"I need to take down any information I can, regardless of how trivial it may seem." She didn't seem content with this response. Michael knew a lot of missing cases that started with marriage problems usually ended in murder—by the spouse.

"When was the last time you saw your husband?" Michael probed.

"Saturday night before he stormed out of here," she responded. "I believe it was around eight o'clock."

With every response, Michael was intently looking at her expression to try and gauge her reaction.

"What happened? Why did he storm out of here?" he asked.

"We had gotten into one of our fights again. This time it was really bad." Christine broke eye contact with Michael and looked down.

"What was the fight about?"

"I don't think that is important. Why do you need to know that?" She seemed irritated by his question as she stared at him.

Michael responded, "Like I said before, anything leading up to the disappearance of your husband is critical. Any information you can provide me may help my investigation."

Christine took a deep breath before answering. "I love my husband, detective. It's just that over the years, we lost that spark. You see...we got married very young and had Anthony a year later. I had a nice house, and the perfect family, but I felt empty inside. Like something was missing. I told Robert I wanted a divorce. As you can imagine, he was furious. He told me I would snap out of it. I was just going through a phase, that's all. It was his idea to take the trip to Hawaii. I tried...I tried to make it work. Once Anthony was out of the house, I knew it would be my opportunity to leave him."

"You still haven't told me about the fight you had the night your husband disappeared," Michael prodded.

"I was working my way up to that. I just wanted to give you some backstory."
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