Authorities confirm woman's deathbed murder confession 

By Jay Lindsay, Associated Press, 11/19/2004 16:36

BOSTON (AP) Geraldine Kelley was a stern boss, and their relationship at the California motel where Marilynn Contreras worked as a maid was all business except for one day when the topic turned to Kelley's daughter and dead husband. 

Kelley complained her daughter was pestering her about where her husband was buried. Kelley had told her John Kelley was killed in traffic accident in Las Vegas, but nothing more. 

''She said, 'I don't know why they're all concerned, because John never cared, he never loved them,''' Contreras said, recalling the 1997 conversation. ''I had no reason to doubt the fact that she was so bitter about her husband, she didn't want her children to know where he is.'' 

That changed last week with Kelley's deathbed confession to her daughter that she'd killed John Kelley about 13 years ago, claiming he abused her for years. 

Authorities on Thursday found human remains in a locked, unplugged freezer in a storage room Kelley rented in Somerville. 

On Friday, Middlesex District Attorney Martha Coakley said the body had been tentatively identified as John Kelley's, based on distinctive tattoos he was known to have including a panther, doll and skull as well as similarities to his 5-foot-6, 135-pound build. 

The cause of death was a gun shot to the back of the head. Investigators found a .38 caliber gun in Kelley's Somerville apartment that they believe she used to kill her husband, Coakley said. 

Her confession gave hints about Kelley's motivation for finally coming forward, which Coakley said was likely a mix of wanting to unburden herself and ensuring her children weren't blamed if the body was ever found. 

''It appears her concern was for them,'' she said. 

The family was torn by domestic violence and the Kelleys' two children were estranged from both parents by the late 1980s, Coakley said. John Kelley was also estranged from other members of his family, and that's likely why no one asked questions when he went missing in the early 1990s, she said. 

''It does not appear that anyone was aware of his disappearance,'' Coakley said. 

Kelley, 54, died at home last Friday of breast cancer, but not before telling her daughter, Sheri-Ann Bouchie, now 36, what she'd done. 

The children were initially skeptical, but eventually approached a family lawyer, who called Coakley on Tuesday night, two days before the body was discovered at Planet Storage in Somerville. 

The family's attorneys, Dennis Kelly and David Losier, released a statement from Kelley's daughter and son, John P. Kelley, which said this was a ''a time of deep emotion'' for them and that they needed a chance to grieve. 

''Until the recent disclosure by their mother, they accepted and believed their mother's story as true,'' the statement read. ''Today they are facing the grim reality of what actually happened. It is a very difficult and stressful time for them. ... They do not wish to answer any questions.'' 

Attorneys declined to disclose details of the deathbed confession. 

Geraldine Kelley was born in Boston and later lived in nearby Somerville with her husband, who would be 55 today, before they moved to California around 1987. Investigators believe Kelley killed her husband in either 1991 or 1992 in Ventura County, though she told people he died in Las Vegas after he stepped in front of a car while he was drunk. 

Kelley later moved to Ventura, Calif., where she became a live-in manager at the small, 36-room Victoria Motel in 1993. Police believe she kept John Kelley's body stored somewhere nearby for several years, though they don't know where. 

Contreras got to know the small-framed Kelley as no-nonsense, sometimes unfriendly person when she began working at the Victoria in 1997. Contreras thinks Kelley opened up to her the day they talked about her husband because they both had a daughter about the same age. 

''To look at her, she looked like maybe a librarian,'' said Contreras, who is now the motel's manager. ''She never projected anything other than that. ... You wouldn't have known the lady had that kind of secret.'' 

Kelley moved back to Somerville in 1998, the same year rental company records showed the freezer was shipped from the West Coast. 

Bryce Grefe, the owner of Planet Storage, said Kelley had rented the unit since 1994. Once a person rents a unit, they have open access to it whenever they choose, and what they store is not regulated, Grefe said 

''Their privacy is something we respect,'' he said. 

The body was relatively well-preserved ''essentially mummified'' after being wrapped in several layers of plastic and blanket and placed in a garbage bag that was tied shut, Coakley said. The freezer was duct-taped shut. 

Coakley said her office was continuing a joint investigation with the Ventura County Sheriff's office. A spokesman for the office declined comment. 

The case shows how easily people can be forgotten in a fast-moving society, Coakley said. 

''The reality of it is ... people go missing all the time,'' she said. ''We see it. It's not that difficult to make people disappear in a transient society.'' 

Associated Press writer Denise Lavoie contributed to this report. 

