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~ To Patricia Maness Gerhardt, My Mother. For all that you were and all that you created.  “Loving Mother, Grandmother and Great-Grandmother.” ~  
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​Prologue: The Note
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I found the note tucked inside the yellow legal pad where Mom scribbled messages after the trachea and cancer stole her voice. Sad, since Mom loved talking to people so much. Most of them were simple: "water, please," "TV volume," asking about family, "nurse check."

But not this one.

In her sharp, angular handwriting she had scrawled three words that stopped me cold:

“Don't trust Brida!”

That was the moment everything changed.

The moment suspicion outgrew grief.

The moment a son became something else entirely.
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​Introduction 
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"Necessity is the mother of invention." - Plato

I never used to think much of that phrase. It sounded like something people said when they were out of options and trying to sound clever. But life has a way of backing you into corners you never thought you'd see, forcing you to find solutions you never imagined needing.

I was semi retired, enjoying the slower pace, letting myself relax a little between obligations. After thirty four years navigating the sometimes trying and often revealing world of automotive sales management, free time was like winning the lottery. You learn a thing or two about people in that business. The way a forced smile doesn't quite reach the eyes, the subtle shift in posture or voice tone that portrays a hidden agenda. Years of those interactions had sharpened an instinct in me, a quiet awareness of the unspoken truths that often lay beneath the surface. Once you become instinctively aware it’s always there.

I enjoyed visiting friends and family in my community. Within a 20 minute drive from home there were several beautiful lakes. I could stand outside and see clear, blue sky in all directions.

I was enjoying it all again with family and friends. Someone living in that rural area of Tennessee has a very different life from those who live in large cities. 

Being back at Home reminded me that growing and learning in this rural small town setting was a blessing. Indeed it forged me with strong beliefs and values. The dignity and joy of a hard day's work. The respect, love and boundaries that were formed from the traditional large family unit kept me grounded throughout my life. That foundation coupled with an early fascination with the intricacies of human behavior was a fascination that led me to delve into pre-law, psychology and sociology. Those had shaped the way I saw the world.

After settling into my new normal, I met two special female friends. Great relationships. My life, it seemed, was in sync. No need to disturb it by getting too serious. I’d learned to appreciate the importance of solitude and simple companionship.

I was married once. Almost 17 years in total. Overall, it was a good journey. It was happy, fun, full of shared memories and stable until she lost her way. But that tale is for another time, buried in files I rarely revisit.

Long before that, I had a sweetheart, the love of my life.

She swore she’d love me forever. 

Forever lasted two and a half years.

Lessons learned. Be grateful for and enjoy the good times. One never knows how quickly things could end.

My core Family unit consisted of my Mother, Carol Steele, Brother Greg Steele, Greg’s Wife, Brida, Sister Melissa, Melissa’s Husband Don, Niece Cynthia, Nephew Walt and Nephew Jerry. This was the main crew at our cookouts and other gatherings. 

There was an extensive list of extended family and long time family friends who attended many other events. Mom was a great cook and had the gift of making everyone feel welcomed and special.

Besides Holidays and Birthdays, the Steele Family would also gather for boating and lake trips. Beech lake was our go to location. Central to all of our homes, It is a beautiful picturesque lake which offers covered picnic tables, built in grills, swimming areas, boating, skiing and fishing. 875 acres of scenic entertainment and fun.

The Steele Family was living the typical great country lifestyle.

Then, in an instant, everything changed. My Mother, Carol Steele, was diagnosed with throat cancer and just like that everything changed.

After the initial shock, I guided her into the next phase of exploring options. She decided on IMRT radiation therapy. It is a specific focused beam of radiation directed at the tumor. It sounded promising as it reduced the size of potential damaged flesh. 

Chemo was rejected by us, and it turned out to be the right choice, but that comes later in this tale.

The first real chill I felt wasn't in a hospital corridor or from a prognosis. It came in a living room during a casual family gathering. My sister-in-law, Brida, drink in hand, offered a comment that didn't sit right: "I just don't want her to suffer," she said. "We should really consider that."It wasn't the words, it was the way she said them. Like it had already been decided. My gut stirred, the way it sometimes did when something didn't add up. It was a familiar feeling, a whisper of unease that had served me well in the past, a sense that something was amiss beneath the surface. But I brushed it off.

Brida's mother had died from lung cancer a few years back, and maybe this was just her way of being compassionate. At least, that's what I wanted to believe.

My Mother, Carol, told me early on when Brida and Greg were dating to give her time to earn my trust. Mom felt sympathy for Brida because she was raised by a single mother and they were very poor. Brida’s mom was a hard worker who donned a masculine personality. My Mom doubted that Brida was ever given any motherly affection or guidance. Mom tried to cure that. However, her efforts fell through the empty pit of Brida’s dark soul.

I always try to see the best in people, though experience has taught me that deception often wears a convincing mask. 

From an early age, I had a heightened intuition, a sense for the hidden currents that flowed beneath polite conversation. For years that worried me, this feeling of perceiving more than was readily apparent. Later on, I realized those attributes were indeed a gift, though sometimes a burden, especially when the comfortable illusions of others began to fray. My base thought process was always centered on logic and common sense but my intuition was a trusted guide.

Brida had always switched easily between masks. From my instincts and what I learned about her before her marriage to Greg, I did not trust her. There always seemed to be something more devious and sinister lurking just beneath her shallow persona.

It turns out, sometimes the truth is just well hidden beneath a lie, ever hinting at a much darker truth.
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​Chapter One
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Somewhere Between Mercy and Murder

They say when someone close to you gets sick, everything changes. What they don't tell you is that it's not always grief or fear that keeps you up at night. Sometimes, it's the cold, creeping suspicion that the world isn't as innocent as you once believed, that shadows lurk even in the brightest rooms.

My mother was a first-time mom who learned on the job, like most back then. She took pride in managing and raising a good family. It was a world where family values, respect for others and hard work were treasured.

I had teased her around friends and family from time to time over the years about her cooking style. She was a very good cook, mind you. My stories were about her... let's call it "creative experimentation" on my Brother, Greg and me.

I shared this tale with many, a lighthearted jab at a simpler time.

I stated that on Monday we would have fried chicken. On Tuesday we would have barbecued chicken. On Wednesday we would have chicken in mushroom gravy. On Thursday we would have a sort of chicken pot pie. Then on Fridays we would have chicken soup. People usually laughed, a comfortable sound in a world that was starting to feel less and less comfortable. And then I proceeded to inform them that beginning the next week on Monday, we had meatloaf. And the pattern continued. A small, predictable cycle in a life that was about to spin wildly out of control.

Mom had a great sense of humor, a warmth that drew people in. She enjoyed being around and entertaining different types of people. She was the youngest of five children, born to Ruby Jewell Maness. 

Mom loved Family gatherings, holidays and normal get-togethers. Any excuse for laughter and an abundance of food were a highlight for her. Now, the silence in her room felt heavier than any storm.

My mom was a fighter, even when the words failed her. She'd scribble things on a yellow legal pad in that sharp, angular handwriting of hers. Mostly mundane stuff, "water, please" or "turn the TV down". But there were a couple of notes I kept

reading back to myself, the ink seems to bleed a darker truth with each glance. One said, "Don't trust Brida!"

That one didn't feel mundane. It felt like a cold finger tracing a line down my spine.

Brida had married into the family ten years ago. She wore empathy like cheap perfume. It is strong at first, designed to overwhelm, but it faded the longer you stood near her revealing the synthetic scent beneath. Turns out she had NO empathy; it was a con, another carefully constructed facade in her bag of deceptions. Her comment about not wanting Mom to suffer had echoed in my mind long after that strained family gathering ended. It was a subtle poison seeping into my thoughts.

It wasn't just what she said. It was who she said it in front of. My Sister, Melissa, nodded quietly, her eyes avoiding mine. My younger brother, Greg, her husband, wouldn't even look up from his drink. He was lost in his own convenient oblivion. No one challenged her. It was as if she'd voiced some practical, even noble sentiment in this upside down world where compassion could be a mask for something far uglier. But to me, it felt like a thread unraveling from something much larger, something rotten at the core.

At first, I told myself I was being paranoid. Stress. Grief. The mind plays tricks when you're staring into the abyss. But then things started not to add up, little inconsistencies that pricked at my awareness like thorns: medications going missing, altered doses on records I was never supposed to see. All glimpses behind the curtain that revealed a disturbing carelessness, or something far more deliberate. A nurse who got transferred mid-week without warning, a whisper in the sterile hallway about "complications."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A son's grief A sister-in- law's secret

A murder cloaked by mercy

- BYJIM GERHARDT

JIM STEELE, PRIVATE EYE

i
|
b
!





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image007.png





