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❦

In 2012, I took on a case that wouldn’t leave me alone.

The defendant had two violent felonies on his record. No mitigating circumstances. No room to maneuver. Nothing to work with.

I was at my wit’s end before I realized something — that was exactly what he wanted.

He’d engineered a scheme I’d never seen anything like before. One that worked because it was right there in plain sight.
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❦

Summer of 2012. The Westhill County Jail called my office. They had a homicide suspect who wanted to retain me as defense counsel.

I asked them if they had the right number.

I was in my second year of practice — a baby lawyer, and what little experience I had was in civil work. Divorce, custody, probate. Criminal defense? Zero. Nothing.

“A man’s life is on the line,” I told them. “He needs a real criminal lawyer. Not me. He’s got the wrong guy.”

I turned them down flat.

But it didn’t end there.

The next day they called again. The suspect had named me specifically. He was sure he had the right man.

When something doesn’t add up, there’s usually a reason. This time I didn’t refuse outright. I asked them for a summary of the case first.

A college professor murdered in his own home. The killer had beaten him senseless and then strangled him with a ligature. The body wasn’t discovered until two days later, when one of the victim’s students went looking for him.

The suspect was identified almost immediately: the victim’s younger brother.

The evidence was overwhelming. Neighbors had spotted him in the area before and after the murder. His prints and shoeprints matched lifts taken at the scene. Both his hands showed friction burns consistent with pulling a ligature taut — and the victim had died by ligature strangulation.

There was more. The suspect had a record. A bad one. He’d done fifteen years for a juvenile offense. He’d been out for two years.

In interrogation he wouldn’t talk. He gave them his name, his date of birth, his hometown — and that was it. Nothing else.

The good news, from the cops’ point of view, was that they didn’t need him to talk. By the time forensics had wrapped up, the case was effectively closed. The suspect wouldn’t admit to anything, but the evidence wasn’t going anywhere.

The DA’s office picked it up for prosecution.

And it was right at this stage — when his case was being reviewed for charges — that the suspect specifically asked for a divorce lawyer to handle his criminal defense.

I didn’t know him. I didn’t know anyone who knew him. I had no reputation that would have put me on his radar. The case wasn’t even in my practice area. I couldn’t think of a single reason he’d want me.

The intake officer at the jail seemed to agree. “Honestly,” he said, “he’d be better off with a public defender.”

...

I made up my mind on the spot. I was going to meet my client.

* * *
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I met him in a visiting room at the jail. The suspect’s name was Caleb Hale.

He was tall and lean, and although I knew from his file he was in his early thirties, his face still had a college-kid softness to it. The only thing that didn’t match was his eyes — calm, deep, and a lot older than the rest of him.

I asked him directly why he’d asked for me.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said.

He looked at me. “Mr. Cole. If you take my case, I’ll tell you everything. No holding back.”

I shook my head. “The investigation’s done. They’ve got a file on you eight inches thick. What’s left to tell?”

“Plenty,” he said. “Enough to change how this case ends.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment. Then: “You working with somebody on the outside?”

“No.”

“Trying to make a splash? Get on the news?”

“No, Mr. Cole. You read too much fiction.”

I asked the question straight: “Did you kill him?”

“I did.” No hesitation.

“Say that again.”

“I killed him.”

That got my attention. “Word is you haven’t admitted to a thing since they brought you in. Now you’re confessing to me?”

He was perfectly calm. “I had my reasons for keeping my mouth shut with the cops. But you’re going to be my lawyer. I’m telling you the truth. All of it.”

“Whoa. I haven’t agreed to anything yet.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “And you just told me you actually did it. On top of a serious record. Both of those things are very, very bad for your defense.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. His voice was level and certain. “I won’t let you lose this case. And I’ll make it worth your while.”

I signed the retainer.

Honestly, I’d already decided before I walked into the jail.

For one thing, the case had me curious. For another, I was young, and I wasn’t afraid of losing. I had a long career ahead of me — no reason to typecast myself this early. I’d taken Crim Law and Criminal Procedure in school, same as everyone else.

And I’ll admit it: when nobody knows your name yet, getting picked out of the whole bar association feels good.

The firm didn’t push back.

* * *
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The day I signed on, I got the case file. A solid stack — heavy in my hands.

I cleared my schedule and started reading.

I began with the witness statement from the man who’d called it in.

His name was Tyler Bennett. He’d been the victim’s student — a junior heading into his senior year. He was on campus over the summer working on a research project.

On the afternoon of July 13, 2012, around three o’clock, Tyler hadn’t been able to reach his professor for two days and was getting worried. He went to the professor’s apartment with a classmate from his research group. They knocked. No answer.

That’s when they noticed the trash bag by the door. It stank. Like it had been sitting there a couple of days.

Tyler told the cops Professor Hale was a fastidious guy. He’d never have left a bag of garbage outside his door for two days. He never left the apartment without taking the trash with him. So if the bag was still there, the professor was still inside.

He was worried enough to call the fire department to break the door down.

When the firefighters got it open, they smelled something else under the garbage smell. Something worse.

In the bedroom, sprawled on his back on the bed, was Marcus Hale. The body had been there long enough — and the apartment was hot enough — that decomposition had set in.

Tyler dropped to his knees in the hallway. Then he called 911.

That was the report.

The detectives asked Tyler what kind of person Professor Hale had been. Anyone with a grudge against him recently?

Tyler said his professor was great. He cared about his students, took his work seriously — workaholic, maybe. He could be obsessive about details, but he never made it personal. No conflicts that Tyler knew of.

Mental state? Anything off lately?

Normal, Tyler said. Maybe a little stressed, but only because of a project deadline.

Family?

His father — a retired teacher, seriously ill, in the hospital.

Anyone else?

Not that Tyler knew of. Then he caught himself. The professor had been seeing a woman. They’d been close to getting engaged. Then, about a month ago — out of nowhere — they’d broken up.

The detectives asked if he knew why.

He didn’t.

So Tyler Bennett didn’t know that Marcus Hale had a brother. But he’d handed the police two new names to chase: a sick father in a hospital bed, and a recent ex-girlfriend. We’d come back to those.

I moved on to the victim.

Marcus Hale. Born 1978. From Westhill County. Valedictorian of his high school class in 1997 — the top SAT score in the state that year, full ride to college. He’d racked up a string of academic awards through his bachelor’s, master’s, and PhD. He’d come back to my own alma mater, Ridgeport University, to teach. On the side, he’d founded a company. Murdered July 11, 2012. Thirty-four years old.

The headshot in his file showed a man with the kind of clean, scholarly handsomeness you’d expect from a tenure-track professor. He looked familiar to me, and after a second of staring, it clicked — I knew this guy.

Different department, but I knew him. He’d had a reputation. Good-looking. Popular with students. A girl in my class had pointed him out to me across the quad once, the way college kids gossip.

A young man with everything going for him — and in the crime scene report, this same handsome professor became something I didn’t want to look at.

The report read like this. Hale was found supine on the bed. Multiple soft-tissue contusions across the body. Open wound at the right temple. Face cyanotic, swollen. A closed circular ligature mark at the throat, presenting as an uneven band of faint impressions. Cause of death: mechanical asphyxiation.

The bedroom showed clear signs of a struggle. Empty beer bottles scattered on the floor.

Reconstruction: the killer had pinned the victim down on the bed, beaten him, grabbed him by the hair and slammed his head into the corner of the bedframe, then strangled him with a length of soft fabric — a strap of some kind.

The strap was missing. Whatever it was, the killer had taken it with him.

I read the report a second time. That was when I caught the detail I’d missed.

Before he died, Marcus Hale had been sexually assaulted. With one of the beer bottles.

That stopped me cold. I wasn’t ready for it.

What had the killer gotten out of doing that? Was it desire? Was it humiliation? Some specific compulsion he couldn’t help? There was something underneath that act, and at some point I’d have to dig down and find it.

I closed the report. I felt sick for him.

The next document was the suspect’s first interview, taken the day they brought him in.

What he’d given them was almost nothing. The summary:

Suspect: Caleb Hale. Born 1981. Thirty-one years old. From Westhill County. Did not finish middle school. Currently renting Apartment 302, Building 11-A, Southridge Commons, in Old Town Ridgeport.

Two years out of prison. Worked at Westhill Machine Works for the first six months — then quit. Unemployed since. Source of income: his brother.

Once
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