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Fall – 1977

Gerard Barkley dashed inside his study and slammed the thick wooden door. His hands shook as he tried desperately to lock it with the brass skeleton key. Sweat lined his brow as he hurried to his antique mahogany desk, quickly pulling out from the top drawer a yellow lined pad of paper. He dropped heavily onto the leather high-backed chair and began to write:

My dearest Beth,

This note comes to you with deep regret and much sorrow. I did not mean for this to happen, my love. I only wanted to be a giving husband and father. But now, I have made quite a mess of things, Beth. And there is only one solution I can see. Please forgive me, my lovely wife, and kiss our beautiful children goodbye for me. I will always be with you. 

Forever yours,

Gerard

The eloquent pen dropped from his trembling fingers. Suddenly, the oak door burst open. He slowly crumpled the yellow paper under his hand. Instantly, he stood up to face his judge, jury, and executioner. 

“Please, I beg of you...no...”

––––––––
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Present Day

Jennifer Barkley leaned back in the worn-torn leather chair. It squeaked with every movement of her lanky yet slightly muscular, curved body. Once used by her late father, Jenny sometimes could still smell her dad’s lingering aftershave, clinging to his lost memory. Her older brother, Joey, insisted the only smell lingering within the threadbare cushions was sweat—her sweat. He told his sister, on many occasions, to throw out that tattered reminder of their loser father. But Jenny felt differently. Even though they were both young when their father was murdered in cold blood, Jenny felt a connection to this man she barely knew. 

After several years of “no new fresh leads” to try and find her father’s killer, the case grew cold. And so, it remains to the present day, along with thousands of other cold cases scattered across the United States. 

A slight tap startled Jenny back to reality. Joey peeked his head inside her office. The decrepit door moaned in protest. He shook his head and smiled.

“That’s why they make WD-forty, sis,” he said, stepping within the confines of the cluttered room. “In fact, that’s why there are Home Depot Stores to buy an entirely new door.” 

Jenny stood up to greet her brother. He was attractive and quite polished in his dark gray suit. A shiny badge hung around his neck in the middle of his black tie.  Joey had made a name for himself as a homicide detective with the Springfield Police Department for over twenty years. And sadly enough, he’d given up on trying to find his own father’s murderer. Even with all the advances in DNA and familial genealogy, the investigation kept hitting a brick wall. But Jenny, unlike her pessimistic brother, would not, could not give up—at least as long as their mother, Beth Barkley, living in a nursing home outside of town, was still alive.

“Howdy, big brother! And both of those suggestions are noted,” she said, with a grin.

“This building is as old as the town, for heaven’s sake, Jenny! Why don’t you sell this...this money pit and lease a more appropriate building space for your PI business? I know Mom gave you the down payment for this place, but I told you, if you need the cash, I’m here to help. That’s what family is for, Jenny.” He held up his hands and deeply sighed.

Jenny loved her brother and his generous spirit. But she knew with his upcoming divorce came child support for his twin girls, Jackie and Patty. And since they were only nine years of age, he had quite a few years ahead before the “official” ending of child support each and every month.

“How are the girls?” asked Jenny, gesturing for him to sit in the only other seat not filled with piles of papers.

“Growing...and they miss you, Jen. They ask about you all the time. Look, my weekend with the girls is coming up...how about we all do something together? You need a break, and the girls would love to spend some quality time with their favorite aunt.” He smiled and gave a quick wink.

“Favorite aunt? I’m their only aunt!” She laughed. 

It was then Joey glanced at the crumpled yellow paper encased in clear plastic. His smile vanished.

“Why?” he said, with furrowed brows. Jenny quickly retrieved the paper and placed it back inside her top drawer.

“I won’t stop...you know that...I can’t stop...Mom...” Her voice trailed off. Joey inhaled.

“You can’t hide behind Mom for the rest of your life, Jenny. This...this has to stop. I’ve been over it a million times already. In fact, I even had a cold case unit try to make sense of what happened to Dad. You know Dad hid things, right? Many things. Financial and personal. Mom never knew the half of it...and I’m not about to tell her now.... especially with her deteriorating mental health and well-being.” He hung his head. “I can’t see how any of this will help us now. Dad was a lot of things...besides our dad. He was into some heavy illegal money laundering. Come on, Jenny, you know all this. You did your own investigative work, too. Just toss that stupid letter out already. It doesn’t mean anything. If he loved us and Mom so much, why did he do the things he did? Huh? Why? Why toss his whole family under the bus? If it wasn’t for a neighbor walking his dog...” Joey’s eyes were wide open. 

“You don’t mean that...destroying evidence? I know the story, Joey. We all could be dead if the neighbor...but we’re not. And that means something. You know as well as I, male DNA was retrieved from this letter, other than Dad’s. It could have been the killer’s DNA. Just say it, Joey, you don’t want to find Dad’s killer. That’s the only reason you gave me this!” Jenny once again pulled out the crumpled yellow paper, in its plastic holder, and held it in the air.

“No, that’s not why I gave it to you, sis. I gave it to you for closure. So, in your mind you feel Dad did what he did because he loved us.” He shook his head from side to side. “You even submitted this piece of evidence to a private lab. And what do you know...same, exact results were pulled from that sheet of paper—foreign male DNA. No match found in CODIS. Hell, you even had the DNA results sent off to find his family. Nada. The cops were thorough and preserved what little evidence was found at the crime scene, Jen. They did their job. Quite well. The best that was done back in seventies. That’s why they call them ‘cold cases,’ sis. There are over one hundred thousand cold cases in this country, and only one percent are ever solved. But then again, you know all of this already, yet I have to keep going over it and over it.” Joey stood up to leave.

“I’ve got to get back to work. I thought I’d stop by and see how you were doing. I can’t get into this with you, Jenny. I have a large caseload that needs my immediate attention. I miss my sister. The past is the past, Jenny. Maybe solving Dad’s murder is not in the cards.” And with that, he left Jenny sitting alone at her desk.  

The next few weeks flew by. Jenny’s work mostly consisted of tracking down a cheating husband or wife, and very rarely a missing person. It wasn’t much, but it paid the bills. She knew her degrees in forensics and crime scene investigation were underused, to say the least. Why couldn’t she just let her father’s death go? It happened so long ago. She barely remembered him. Over the years, the few remaining memories began to fade with time. Her brother seemed to move on with his life, without looking back. Why can’t she? What was it about that fateful night she just couldn’t let go of? 

Sunnybrook Multi-Care Center was located several miles outside of Springfield. Jenny had received a call early that morning from the attending nurse to her mother. Nurse Platt had stated her mother had been in an extremely agitated state—refused to eat, refused to take her medication, and refused to shower. Sunnybrook needed her permission to heavily sedate Beth Barkley. And of course, Jenny flat out said, “No.” Nurse Platt, needless to say, was not happy—not happy at all. She insisted on a visit from Jenny or Joey to accept the inevitable of Beth Barkley’s deteriorated state and vital need to medically accommodate this fact.

Jenny pulled into the empty parking lot. It was still early—too early for visitations. Even with the downswing of the pandemic, rules stayed strict for not only the welfare of the staff and patients, but all those who may enter the facility.

Outside the front glass doors, Jenny pressed the com button. “May I help you?” asked the voice inside the building.

“I’m Jennifer Barkley...Beth Barkley’s daughter. I was called by Nurse Platt this morning...about my mom,” she explained.

“Yes...yes...of course...you are always welcome to visit your loved one. Please wait just a moment, and I will let you in.” And with that said, a loud buzz sounded, and the large sliding glass doors opened on command. Jenny quickly stepped inside and was greeted by a thick medicinal smell. Her stomach flipped, then flopped. For a brief moment, she thought she might actually toss the bagel she had for breakfast. Forcing the bile back down her throat, she tried desperately to smile at the receptionist behind the huge plastic barrier. The thirty-ish aide with the tight white scrubs smiled and pointed down the wide hallway. “I’m sure you know the way, Ms. Barkley.” She turned away, without a response. 

Jenny walked slowly down the bleached hall. Each closed door looked exactly the same. Even though the floor shined and the off-white walls gleamed with cleanliness, Jenny felt suffocated. Her breaths were quick and shallow. She hated the fact that her mother needed to be here—in this place filled with long forgotten souls. But the dementia had gotten worse over the past few months and taken its toll. Her mother would never come home. Never be the same. An identity lost among the jumbled memories inside her mother’s confused mind.

Jenny tapped lightly on the door marked with a huge, black number eight. Without waiting for permission to enter, she slowly pushed open the heavy door. The curtains on the ground floor window had been set aside and blinds pulled up, allowing the sunshine to pour through the thick plated glass. Beth Barkley sat quietly in a wheelchair, facing the glinting window, her rounded back opposite Jenny. Instantly, Jenny’s eyes filled with tears. Her aged and frail mother sat unaware her daughter stood close behind. Or so she thought.

“Well, it took you long enough to get here,” came a trembling voice. Her mother kept looking out the window. Jenny, shocked by her mother’s realization of her presence, remained silent. Beth Barkley grabbed the wheels of her chair and easily guided them in a half-circle to face her daughter.

“Mom...I thought they said...well, you were agitated...” Jenny stood with her hands inside her jeans, not knowing how to finish. Her mother’s head shook slightly. 

“I told them to tell you that for you to rush over here,” replied Beth. “Otherwise, it may have taken you a few days to come visit your ailing mother.” Her mom fixed the folded blanket on her lap.

“Mom...I was here two days ago,” said Jenny. Her mother’s eyebrows scrunched together. 

“Are you sure about that? Oh...I must be getting you confused with your brother’s visits. Of course, he hasn’t been to see me in weeks. But he is a detective....” Her words trailed off into silence.

“Mom, Joey was here yesterday. He sent me a text and reminded me to pick up a couple boxes of tissue for you. You know...the soft kind?” responded Jenny. Beth looked her daughter up and down.

“So, where are the tissues?” asked Beth. Jenny felt her face flush.

“Okay...you got me. I forgot Mom. I’ll bring them next time. The point is, Joey and I come to visit all the time. Why did you want me to come right away? Why the ruse?” questioned Jenny. Her mother hesitated. 

“Ruse? Why, young lady, what would give you that impression? Your job, nonetheless, is to clean my bathroom. There is no pretense to cleaning a bathroom.” She set her trembling hands in her covered lap. Jenny was stunned by her mother’s response. It was as if someone had flipped a switch.

“Mom, I am not here to clean your bathroom. It’s me...Jenny...your daughter.” 

Jenny knelt down on one knee to be eye level with her forgetful mother. Beth blinked her eyes several times, as if Jenny was a complete stranger. Jenny hung her head as tears slipped from her burning eyes. She realized her mother did not recognize her only daughter. As Jenny stood up to leave, Beth Barkley grabbed her hand.

“Mom, what is it? Are you in pain?” she asked as her mother’s grip became tight. Jenny didn’t realize the strength her mother still possessed.

Beth shook her head. “It’s time, Jennifer. It’s time. The truth must be told. And I’m the only one who knows the truth. But...but I’m afraid it’s slipping away...and I won’t be able to get it back in time...before there is no time.” Her mother began to sob. 

Jenny tried to swallow the huge lump stuck in her throat. Her mother could be lucid at times, but it was hard to decipher fact from fiction. “Truth about what, Mom? What do you need to tell me? I’m right here.” And with that, Jenny pulled the small, cushioned chair across the floor and sat directly in front of her mother. She held her mother’s withered hands in her own.

“Tell me, Mom...the truth. Whatever that might be,” whispered Jenny. She had no clue what her mother was talking about.

Beth Barkley took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them, her eyes were clear and focused. “The crumpled yellow paper,” she said. 

Jenny’s thoughts scrambled to understand.

“The one found on Dad’s desk he wrote before he was murdered?” asked Jenny. “What about it, Mom?” 

Her mother smiled. “Your father...” She hesitated a brief moment. “Your father was a good man. And a bad man.” Jenny had heard this before. Before her mother became ill. But her mother never mentioned the note until now.

“Mom, we’ve been over this a hundred times. Dad was good, but he did bad things that got him into trouble. But nothing he did would have caused a reason for his untimely death,” said Jenny. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Beth abruptly pulled her hands back from her daughter. “Of course I understand. I’m not an idiot! I’m trying to tell you the truth, Jennifer Addison Barkley. The real truth, but if you keep interrupting me, well, I’ll just go to my grave with the secret,” said her mother in a raised voice.

Jenny sat immobile. She didn’t know what to say. Secret? There was a secret involving the Barkley family? Besides the ultimate secret of who killed Gerard Barkley?

“Do you want to hear the truth or not?” asked her mother. Jenny lightly shook her head up and down. “Well, then, okay. I’ll tell you. First off, your father...your father grew up in an orphanage. When his parents were killed in an automobile accident, he was only four years old. He would have died, too, if he hadn’t been thrown to the floor. Anyway, he had no immediate relatives. Back then, there was no Internet, and it was hard to keep track of people. So, the State sent him to an orphanage down in Mississippi. Not many people adopted toddlers. They wanted older kids to work in the fields and on the farms. So, your father stayed there until he reached the age of eighteen. From there he traveled to Virginia, where I met him working in a hardware store. As you know, your grandparents, my parents, were born and raised in Virginia. We owned a hundred and fifty acres. Used to grow corn. My father - your pappy, as you called him when you were little - worked hard for his family. The corn business grew into a profitable enterprise. We became very wealthy over the years, or I should say my parents became wealthy.” Beth became quiet. A sad smile crossed her lips. Her eyes glazed over. Jenny thought she’d lost her mother again.

“Mom...Mom...are you alright? You told us Dad was born an only child and lived up in the hills of West Virginia—not an orphanage. And you never told us you had money. Are you sure? Because the last time Joey checked your bank account, you had roughly two hundred and forty-two dollars. What happened to the money? Mammy and Pappy died many years ago, when we were still little.” Jenny doubted any of this information was true. 

“I know when my parents passed away,” said Beth. “It broke my heart.” Jenny stared at her mother. Once again, her eyes seemed to clear, as if she was remembering through the fog that often-crept in.

“I have to keep going with the story...otherwise, it’ll be lost forever. The truth must be known,” she said. Jenny sat stoic, waiting for her mother to continue not knowing what kind of craziness was about to unfold.

“Your father knew a good thing when he saw it...that is...me, of course. He learned of my parent’s wealth, and of course he naturally assumed it would all be mine one day.” Beth looked down at her wrinkled hands. “And he was right. I was an only child, as so he, and in their will, my parents left me everything. The corn business, farmland, along with a lot of money. In my heart, I knew your father saw dollar signs when he looked at me, but I still felt he loved me for who I was, and not just what I could provide him. He was handsome. He could have had any woman he wanted, but he picked me. I was so attracted to him. Dark black hair, dashing smile, charming, and he knew how to sweep you off your feet and straight into bed.” Her mother giggled like a schoolgirl. 

Jenny cleared her throat. The last thing she wanted to hear about was her parents’ sex life. 

“I won’t get into any of that,” explained her mother, with a shy smile. “Don’t be such a prude. I, too, was young.” Jenny’s eyes filled with tears. Here sat her 80-year-old mother, suffering from an incurable disease, and there was nothing, nothing at all Jenny could do about it. 

“Go on, Mom, go on with your story,” said Jenny. She gave her mom a half-grin. It was important for her mother to tell her whatever needed to be told.

“Where was I?” asked Beth. “Oh, yes, well, we married in a small chapel. The ceremony was quiet. Just two witnesses. A priest and a nun. You see, your father wanted to keep it a secret. Mammy and Pappy didn’t like your father. They said he considered me a money train. But I didn’t care. I was in love. Or so I thought. And then came Joe and Jennifer. They’re my children, you know. They come visit me all the time. They never forget me.” A huge smile spread across Beth’s face. Jenny knew she’d lost her mother, again. Her only daughter sat right in front of her. 

“I’m glad they don’t forget you, Ms. Barkley. They seem like wonderful children indeed. I’m going to let you get some rest now.” Jenny stood up to leave. Her mother began to hum a familiar song. Her eyes clouded with forgetfulness.

Jenny stopped at the door before leaving. She turned and looked at her mother through blurry eyes. “I love you, Mom,” she whispered, then slipped out into the blinding hallway. 

She tried to figure out what had just happened. Why did Sunnybrook really call her? On the way out the door, she briefly stopped by the reception desk. The aide glanced up and smiled.

“May I help you?” she asked while stacking papers. 

“I was wondering if I could speak with Nurse Platt? She was taking care of my mother this morning. I’d like to ask her a few questions,” said Jenny. 

“Nurse Platt? I’m sorry...I don’t see a Nurse Platt on my schedule sheet. Are you sure that was her name?” asked the aide. 

“Yes, I’m sure. She called early this morning to tell me my mom was agitated and asked if she could give her a stronger sedative,” explained Jenny. 

The woman lifted her eyebrow. “Ms. Barkley, here at Sunnybrook...well, all medications must be cleared by the attending physician and client’s primary physician before they’re dispensed. So, the unlikelihood of a nurse calling and asking you, well, that is just not feasible, and definitely not the practice here at Sunnybrook. You must be mistaken. Is there anything else I may help you with today?” The woman’s tone annoyed Jenny. She wanted to reach out and smack the smirk off the woman’s face.

“No. I guess I misunderstood. Have a good day.” Jenny moved swiftly out the sliding doors and tried to contemplate what had just happened. 

As she headed back to her office, her cell phone chimed. She instantly pulled over to answer. “Barkley and Barkley, Private Investigators.” Jenny waited for the caller to speak. “Hello?” asked Jenny. “Anyone there? Look, I don’t have time for games, so...” 

She was interrupted by a familiar voice. “I didn’t finish,” said her mother. “Why did you leave? I told you...I need to tell you the truth. Come back, or you’re never going to know what really happened to your father.” 

And then there was silence. Jenny pulled back the phone. The Caller ID read: UNKNOWN. How was this possible? Her mother must have gotten her hands on a cell phone. Clients were not allowed landlines, and certainly not cell phones without supervision. 

Jenny’s tires squealed in protest as she turned around on the hot pavement and made her way back to Sunnybrook. Twenty minutes later, she was once again sitting in the chair across from her mother, who was still stationed in the wheelchair.

“Why did you wait so long to visit?” asked the confused woman. Jenny let out a sigh. Once again, her mother’s thoughts were all over the place. 
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