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MY OFFICE PHONE BUZZES.

“Rich, a Mr. and Mrs. Verdi are here to see you.”

I rack my brain trying to remember that name.

“They say they don’t have an appointment, but it’s urgent. Mr. Nelson sent them.”

Mr. Nelson is a name I’ll never forget. Four weeks ago to the day, he walked into my office. Saying I was his last hope to finding his granddaughter Julie. I was not certain, but in the end we did find her and got her home safe.

His wife Glenda stops by once in a while with homemade baked goods. She is a great baker so I don’t complain, but Amanda says the woman’s bound to turn her into the Pillsbury Dough Boy.

The woman will never gain an ounce, so I’m not sure why she complains. The food is delicious.

“Alright, send them in.” I’m in the middle of a cheating spouse case, but willing to listen to the couple.

In walks a couple in their early fifties, I’d guess. Mr. Verdi holds out his hand as he approaches my desk.

“Thank you for seeing us Mr. Stryker. My name is Steve Verdi. This is my wife, Martha.” He puts his hand on the small of her back.

I shake her hand. “Of course. Please sit. What can I do for you, today?”

“Well sir, our only son was murdered and the police tagged it as a robbery gone bad, but to be honest, sir, we don’t feel that is the case.”

“And why would you say that?”

“Well, sir.”

“Please, call me Rich.”

“Okay then, Rich, we think his wife may be involved.”

“His wife, huh? Is there any evidence?”

“We have not found any direct evidence but we were a close family. Tom spoke to us about their recent relationship difficulties.”

Martha’s eyes meet mine. “I’m his mother, Rich, and I know in my heart that this was not a random robbery as the police stated. That woman killed my boy and I need your help. Please, Rich.” She starts to sob.

Steve puts his arm around her shoulder.

“Did you tell the police your suspicions?”

“Yes we did.  They did some checking into it, but came up with nothing.”

“I don’t mean to be harsh, but what leads you believe I’ll come up with anything different?”

Steve looks me straight in the eyes. “Rich, Carl told me no one listened to them except you. You took on their impossible case and found their granddaughter. We’re not asking for a miracle, just for you to take a deeper look. Search a little harder. See what you find. Please!”

I consider the situation. I’ve worked murder cases before and finding enough evidence to contradict the police report would be a tough job for anyone.

Martha’s face wears days’ worth of stress and no sleep. The doubts alone may be too much for her to bear. What would the harm be in trying?  I may not find anything different than the police, but it could help them work past the issue.

“Martha, you seem certain and my mother always told me a mom knows best. I’ll take the case, but keep in mind; I will need to do some digging into your family history and lives. I may ask some tough questions.”

“We are willing to do whatever it takes Mr... I mean Rich.” Steve inches forward in his seat.

Martha smiles at me. “Exactly, you do what you have to do.”

“I will do my best to keep your daughter-in-law...”

“Jillian, her name is Jillian.”

“Jillian, out of the loop. So she thinks my digging is innocent.”

“If you think that is best.” Steve says.

“I do, for now anyway. It may change as time goes on. Now, let’s start with the basics.” I pull out my notepad and we get to work.

I spend the next two hours grilling the Verdi’s about every single detail I can imagine of their son’s life. Tom was an only child. Adored by his parents and an honor roll student. The perfect child.

He met his wife Jillian at Iowa State College and fell in love. Martha and Steve were not fans of Jillian at first because of the whirl wind romance, but over time she won them over.

She was a charming girl and gave love freely and fully. The couple was married six months after they met in a getaway wedding in Mexico. Mostly paid for my Martha and Steve. Jillian’s parents chipped in what they could, but her family is not well off.

Tom finished his last year of college and got a job back home, here in Chicago at Ameriprise working in personal finance. Jillian followed him to Chicago and finished her last year of event planning online. After graduating, she worked part time at the local Ramada Inn banquet center.

The first few years of marriage were blissful and uneventful, then Tom started pushing to have kids and Jillian pushed back. She was not ready, so it created tension in the marriage.

Tom often confided in his mother about the issues. There was one particular moment in which Jillian found out he told his mother and all hell broke loose. She told Tom not to talk about their problems with his mother ever again. They were personal and no one else needed to know. But in secret Tom continued to communicate with his mother.

At first, the only issues revolved around having kids, but eventually Jillian relieved her stress with expensive shopping trips. She splurged on fancy clothes and claimed it as a requirement for her new job. She had left the Ramada to work full-time for the Blackhawks to wine and dine Chicago’s finest. She began to spend more time away from home and it put a strain on the marriage.  Martha began to worry for her son’s sanity. He loved his wife and wanted to communicate with her, but she continued to pull away.

Eventually, Tom suspected Jillian of having an affair, but she denied it. She told him he was crazy for ever thinking she could do such a thing. She loved him and how dare he accuse her of this.

Two days after he confronted her about the affair, they found Tom dead in the alley. Shot in the chest, wallet stolen and left to die.

Martha says Jillian had a taste for expensive things and Tom made a lot more money than his wife. Her theory is that Jillian feared Tom would leave her and take all of his money with him. She was tired of being held down by marriage so she had him killed to collect the half a million life insurance they had taken out when he’d started his investment job.

They had no evidence to support this theory, but Martha stood by the idea. She knew her son well and had no idea why he would be in that horrible neighborhood at that hour. She believes he’d been lured there for one reason only: to kill him.

Martha reminds me of my mother. A strong woman set in her ways. Determined to do anything for her son.

“I’m going to need you two to play nice with Jillian for now till I get a feel for the case and decide which cards to play.”

Steve speaks up, “We can do that. What else can we do to help?”

“It would save me some time and digging if you can write up a list of Tom and Jillian’s friends. Sometimes friends are willing to share information.”

“Sure thing, Rich.”

Martha finally stops crying. “Thanks so much Rich. This means so much to me. To us.”

“Don’t thank me yet. First let’s see what I come up with, okay.”

“You got it, Rich.” Steve gets up to shake my hand. “If there is anything else we can do, please ask us at any time. We will do anything you need.”

“Thanks! The list will be a great start.” I follow them out the door.

Martha pulls me in for an enormous hug. “Your help means so much to me. You’re a good man.”

I give her a sheepish smile. “I’ll do my best.”

I escort them out of the office and shut the door before turning to Amanda. “Looks like we may have a hit-man murder case on our hands.”

“Oh goody! Some excitement around here. I feel bad for those parents though. Son or daughter?”

“Son, an only child. The parents suspect the wife, but the police are already calling it a robbery gone bad.”

“Of course! Those guys take the easy way out.”

“We don’t know that for sure. They could be right, but in my experience a mother’s instincts are usually spot on. Let’s work under the impression that the parents are right.”

“Got it, boss. Does the daughter-in-law know her in-laws think she’s a cold-blooded killer?”

“So far, no and I don’t want to be the one to deliver the bad news. I’ll act like I’m just trying to find the killer to sooth the parent’s misery.”

“Good luck. She’s gonna suspect something.”

“You’re probably right, but if the parents are right she won’t let on. My hope is she will play along and agree to do whatever she can to help. Then we will go from there.”

“What can I do, boss?”

“For now I could use more info on all the recent robbery/murder cases.”

“You got it.”

Back in my office I reach for the phone and dial my old pal’s number.

“Anderson speaking.”

“John, it’s Rich. How you been?”

“I’ve been good, Roundhouse Rich. I should be asking you the same question.” He laughs. “How’s that leg of yours?”

“It’s good. What’s with the roundhouse part, John?”

“I heard about your run in with our old friend Benny. Many of the boys here found it comical and as the story grows, so does your reputation. Hence the name Roundhouse Rich.”
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