


  CHAPTER ONE


  _______________

   
  FIVE THOUSAND DOLLARS AND A CREDIT CARD


  It was the summer of 2019 when I received a phone call from an unusual source.


  Two investigative journalists from ESPN had reached out to me about a story they were working on and asked if I would call them back. They had a few questions for me about a nonprofit organization I had started a few years prior, and they were hoping I could help with their story.


  Media requests are not unusual for me. I am often tabbed by news organizations who want to utilize my experience as a former FBI profiler to talk about current violent crimes making their way through the headlines. Sometimes, I even get asked by producers to take part in true crimes series or documentaries. But ESPN was a new one for me and, initially, I wasn’t quite sure what to think. But I was curious about how I could help, so I called them back.


  As it turned out, the two investigative journalists, Paula Lavigne and Elizabeth Merrill, were doing an in-depth investigative piece on the murder of a high-profile athlete in the Miami area. The police investigation had gone several years unsolved, and they wondered if our organization, the Cold Case Foundation, would be willing to look at the case from a fresh investigative perspective.


  “We found your organization’s website,” they explained. “And we think your expertise is exactly what this case needs.”


  They told me that the victim, Bryan Pata, had been an all-conference defensive lineman for the prestigious University of Miami football team. He was widely considered to be a first- or second-round pick in the NFL Draft, which was just a few months away at the time of his death. They said that, on the night of November 7, 2006, a lone gunman confronted Bryan in the parking lot of the apartment complex in which he lived, then shot and killed the twenty-two-year-old before fleeing the scene.


  Since that time, the crime had gone unsolved, and a suspect had not been named.


  The reporters told me that the family was frustrated and felt that Bryan’s homicide investigation wasn’t getting as much attention from the police department as they thought it should.


  “The victim’s family is desperate,” Paula said. “We were hoping that you and your organization would be willing to look at the police records we have in our possession and help us put together some of the missing pieces, based on your expertise. We think this case needs a fresh set of eyes.”


  They explained that the Miami-Dade Police Department had asked ESPN if they would run a story on Bryan Pata’s case in the hopes that, by generating some publicity, some new leads might come to light. But, when the journalists decided to do a deeper dive into the investigation, they were denied access to some of the public records involving the case—even those that fell under the Florida Public Records Act. It had gotten to the point that ESPN actually had to take the department to court in an effort to get those reports.


  Essentially, they wanted to know if we would be willing to help them help Bryan’s family get some answers after nearly fifteen years of waiting.


  Then came the question, “Is this something you and your foundation would be willing to help us with?”


  For me, it was a no-brainer.


  Helping families like this is exactly why I created the Cold Case Foundation. As a retired profiler in the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit, I had investigated so many homicides and seen so many more unsolved, that I just never felt right about retiring and resting on my laurels.


  Despite law enforcement’s best efforts, about 40 percent of homicide cases go unsolved nationwide. If there was a way that I could put all my experience to use and help the many families and loved ones who are trying to make sense of the tragedy around them, but are struggling to find answers, then I was going to do it.


  The same goes for law enforcement. The vast majority of agencies across the country lack the kind of funding and manpower it takes to be able to keep up with the number of criminal cases they are asked to investigate. It’s not uncommon for a single detective to be assigned dozens of cases to work in addition to new cases that come in. It’s no wonder that so many detectives feel overwhelmed at times, feeling frustrated that they can’t solve them all.


  So, I decided to create a nonprofit foundation that would work with law enforcement agencies and victims’ families around the country and eventually worldwide. My thought was that we would recruit highly qualified individuals who would donate their time and expertise to try and solve many of these unsolved homicide cases, primarily those that haven’t been actively worked for a lengthy period of time due to lack of resources.


  The idea came to me so suddenly that, once I had that “aha” moment, I immediately started the application process, then pulled out my credit card and paid the $5,000 in fees and costs to establish the foundation.


  And I’ve never looked back.


  It wasn’t long before I discovered that I wasn’t the only one who felt this way. After starting the Cold Case Foundation in 2014 with just a half-dozen or so of my former FBI and law enforcement colleagues, we have now ballooned to over 150 investigators. Most of them are retired from the FBI or have had extensive experience investigating violent crimes, including some of the country’s most prominent homicide detectives. And quite a few members of our organization are actually active-duty detectives who donate their time and expertise on the side to help with some of these cases.


  We also have several other volunteers with an array of skills and backgrounds ranging from legal to forensic expertise to public relations and even to web design and research. They are amazingly selfless people committed to this cause and we wouldn’t be able to contribute to moving these cold cases forward without them. It truly has been a labor of love for so many and we have been blessed to play a role in helping so many of these victims’ families and the investigating agencies.


  After talking to Paula and Elizabeth for a few more minutes, I agreed that we would help. Soon after, ESPN sent over every record they had on the case, and we agreed to sit down to go through our findings with them a few months later in February of 2020—just a few weeks before the COVID-19 pandemic would shut the world down.


  I had not heard much about Bryan Pata’s case, so as soon as we got the materials, Dean Jackson, who serves as deputy director of the Cold Case Foundation, and I pored over the materials and began to investigate.


  Dean has a very unique background in law enforcement in that he actually never wanted anything to do with law enforcement in the first place.


  To look at Dean, you would never think that. Standing over six-feet-five with a rugged build and a square-jawed goatee, Dean looks every bit the part of a law enforcement lifer. He looks as if he were born to work homicide cases and put bad guys away.


  But as a child—and even into his late teenage years—Dean had a severe aversion to death or anything even remotely related to something that would cause serious physical harm to a human being’s body.


  Dean spent most of his childhood and youth in Japan, where his father set up a ministry as a pastor. When Dean was sixteen, they were using one of the floors of a high-rise building as a meeting place.


  One day, Dean’s father asked him to retrieve some items from their van, which was parked on the street just outside the building. While Dean was collecting those things from the van, he heard a thunderous crash on the sidewalk behind him just a few feet away. When he turned to look, he was shocked to see that a man had jumped from the top of the high-rise to his death. On the way down, the man’s body crashed through an aluminum awning, shredding his body to pieces.


  Staring at the scene in a state of shock, Dean could hardly believe what he was seeing. There, in front of him, lay his worst fear—a deceased and dismembered body. As horrific as that experience was for him, Dean remembered the unexpected effect that being forced to face that fear had on him. “The physical death didn’t hit me as hard as I thought it would,” he said. “But what bothered me the most was that another human being was so desperate that he chose to take his life, and I couldn’t help him.”


  That experience would lay the groundwork for Dean’s involvement in law enforcement later in life. But his career journey didn’t start there. Instead, Dean chose to follow in his father’s footsteps, and he became a pastor.


  His work as a pastor took Dean to places like Jackson Hole, Wyoming, and Amarillo, Texas, before eventually landing in Provo, Utah, where he and I would cross paths.


  While in Jackson Hole, Dean had become friends with the county coroner. One day, Dean was invited by his friend to join him at an out-of-town training for medical examiners. Dean was invited because the deputy coroner wasn’t able to attend, so why waste a free ticket?


  Excited for the free trip, Dean accepted and soon found himself watching a presentation he never could have imagined himself sitting through just a few years earlier.


  “The gentleman conducting the training was a coroner from Belfast, Ireland,” Dean recalled. “He was using one of those old slide show projectors and was showing picture after picture of bombing victims. What fascinated me the most was how they could find bodily evidence from these mass bombings and put everything together to identify victims and solve cases. It was amazing to me and that is when I had that ‘aha’ moment. I knew I had to be involved with law enforcement in some way.” Not long after, Dean would serve on the state’s critical response team, doing ride-alongs with police officers and getting to know the ins and outs of law enforcement.


  A few years later, Dean was in Provo, Utah, where I served as chief of police. It didn’t take me long after meeting Dean to bring him on as our department chaplain. Our relationship developed from there and Dean has been with the Cold Case Foundation from the beginning, serving in so many different capacities that his title of deputy director doesn’t do justice to all the things that he actually does on behalf of our organization. He does everything from helping to review the cases that come our way to facilitating all our public relations efforts and everything in between. In fact, Dean was one of the first people I tapped to help lead the foundation’s efforts.


  His ability to empathize and connect with people, along with his eye for detail, make him the ideal person for the work we ask him to do. Because of his sense of empathy, Dean relates well to victims and their families, making them feel at ease as we talk to them about the difficult experiences they have gone through. And, because of his eye for detail, he notices things in both the cases we review and the operations-related aspects of the foundation that really move our mission forward. He truly makes this engine go and we couldn’t do it without him.


  Working on the Bryan Pata case with Dean was no different than the many other cases we have worked on together. He was amazing to work with and was a tremendous help to ESPN’s efforts in highlighting the circumstances surrounding this case.


  We began, as we always do, with what we term “victimology.”


  Basically, we start by studying the victim and work our way outward from close friends, family, and associates to the victim’s general lifestyle. Starting an investigation this way helps us determine what was going on around them and, most importantly, who would have been associating with the victim leading up to and around the time of the murder. By so doing, we get a glimpse into the mind of the victim.


  While FBI Profilers are famous for getting into the minds of the killers, it’s just as important—if not more so—to dive into the mind of the victim so that we have a strong starting point to work with. In this case, we thought about Bryan and the circumstances surrounding his life during the final months, weeks, and days leading up to the night of his murder. We thought about his final moments as he was confronted by the gunman who would ultimately take his life. We wondered what must have gone through his mind during those final few minutes of his life and how he would have responded in that situation.


  After reviewing all the available evidence and crime scene materials, we visualized that November night in the apartment complex parking lot and tried to get a sense for the way the crime might have played out. We could see Bryan pull into the complex and we visualized the killer lying in wait and closely watching Bryan get out of his car before approaching him from behind.


  We visualized the crime unfold from beginning to end, starting with the very first words the killer might have uttered to Bryan.


  “I told you, man!” a familiar voice would growl from behind as Bryan got out of his SUV. “I told you, you’d better clip up.”


  In our mind’s eye, the angry voice blended into the darkness of the night and coursed through the thick humid air of the Colony Apartments parking lot in Miami, Florida. Humidity was always high in South Florida, but on this night, a light rain had covered the city, creating a palpable density. Just as Bryan could reach out into the night and run his fingers through the misty air, he could also feel the gunman’s breath hissing from behind and spraying a light mist on the back of his neck.


  The encounter would last a mere two minutes, but two minutes is a lifetime when a life is in jeopardy—especially when another person is at the controls. So many thoughts—an entire lifetime’s worth—can flash through one’s mind in that amount of time. Every sense is heightened, and time can feel as though it’s slowing to a crawl.


  Parked next to a nearby dumpster, we could imagine the whiff of odor filling Bryan’s nostrils momentarily, slowing the racing of his mind as he tried to formulate a plan to free himself of this situation.


  “Don’t turn around, man,” the gunman would warn.


  It was clear to us from the evidence that Bryan most likely would have known the source of that voice and felt its anger. He most likely would have known the man behind the gun and his thoughts would have turned to stopping him.


  “What you going to do, man?” we could visualize Bryan saying to the gunman, trying to buy some time, maybe even distract him.


  For a lot of people, such an experience would cause fear, trembling, even begging. But, as Bryan’s victimology taught us, he wasn’t most people.


  He was a six-foot-four, 320-pound defensive lineman for the five-time national champion University of Miami football team, and he was a young man who had confronted a lot of violence in his life. He was no stranger to confrontation and, being the larger-than-life personality he was, he came out on top almost every time.


  In fact, Bryan cast a large figure wherever he went. On the football field, he was an unstoppable defensive presence slated to be one of the top picks at his position in the upcoming NFL Draft. Off the field, he was the kind of person whose presence you could feel walk into the room no matter where you were sitting. Before he even uttered a word, one could feel his aura just from the responsive buzz emanating from others in the room.


  When Bryan spoke, it was big. When he gestured, it was even bigger. Yes, he had the imposing physical size of a defensive lineman, but his personality was even that much larger. He drew people to him. Some of them teammates, some family, and some of them friends. Others, maybe not so friendly. But he embraced them all, friends and enemies alike.


  Friends got the warm, gregarious shout out and huge hug of the Haitian-born young man and a smile that was even bigger. Those who weren’t friends got an opposite reaction that was no less that size. Bryan Pata was a defender of all those in his circle. And, like everything else he did, he was a passionate defender of those he cared about.


  That’s one of the reasons he cited when he announced his decision to stay near his hometown of Miami and play for the Hurricanes when he could have played for any college in the country. He wanted to be near his mother so he could watch over her. Same with his eight brothers and sisters.


  Never one to shy away from conflict, he was not afraid to get in someone’s face. Regardless of who you were, he had no problem telling you how he felt and no qualms about telling you publicly. If humiliation was the result, then so be it. Bryan was not concerned about your feelings. His biggest concern was for those he loved and cared about. And, like everything else he did in his life, he loved large.


  As we looked through various accounts of Bryan’s life, we noted that one example of his huge generosity actually occurred within an hour before his murder. The gregarious young man had been laughing and joking with some of his teammates on the way home from a team meeting. He had seen them—most of them underclassmen—waiting at the bus stop and he pulled over to offer them a ride to their dorms, as he often did, taking them under his wing.


  He and his young teammates laughed and joked about the team meeting, talked about practice and about life in general. Bryan offered encouragement to them, telling them that good things would come if they just stuck with it. Just keep grinding.


  “Things will work out,” he said to them. “Just keep putting in the work and good things will happen. You’ll see.”


  When the SUV pulled up to the dorms to drop them off, Bryan gave one last call-out to his teammates.


  “All right, ya’ll boys take it easy,” he hollered, as they piled out of the car. “We’ll see y’all tomorrow!”


  Yes, Bryan was a giant in more ways than one. But big men attract a lot of attention and not always the desirable kind. Just a few minutes after his jovial exchange with teammates, Bryan’s life would hit a crossroads in that dark parking lot. But he wasn’t about to quit—even with a gun pointed to his head.


  “You don’t want to do this man,” we could visualize him telling the gunman in another attempt at distraction.


  “I told you to stop disrespecting me and you just wouldn’t leave it alone,” the gunman would bark, closely watching Bryan’s every move. “Don’t turn around!”


  Being the protector and standing just a few yards from where he and his girlfriend, Jada, shared an apartment, we wondered what he might have been thinking about her. It wouldn’t be out of the question to think that his first instinct was to protect her. If the gunman was someone he knew, someone who probably had an axe to grind with Bryan, wouldn’t it stand to reason that he might target her next?


  If those were Bryan’s thoughts in that moment, it’s not out of the question that he would make a sudden move to defend his girlfriend.


  The couple had met a year earlier when she was a freshman, and he was instantly smitten.


  “I’m going to make her my girl,” he declared.


  And he did.


  Over the next year, theirs was a very passionate relationship that ran hot and cold. Good times frolicking on the beach and dancing at clubs. Quiet nights at the apartment where they would talk about life and their futures together.


  There were also those times that one often regrets in a relationship. Arguments over things that, in that moment, probably seemed so inconsequential. Arguments over petty things that really weren’t that important. Jealousy over ex-girlfriends and ex-boyfriends.


  One of those ex-boyfriends was a teammate of Bryan’s, Rashaun Jones. On occasion, he would make it a point to let Bryan know that he dated her first. His comments would get under Bryan’s skin and sometimes end in fist fights in which the larger Bryan Pata got the best of his smaller foe. On one occasion, Pata wrestled Jones to the ground and head butted him several times in succession before teammates rushed to break up the fisticuffs.


  During their latest physical altercation, Jones reportedly yelled out threateningly at Bryan, “You’d better clip up!”


  It was a threat that Bryan may not have taken seriously at the time, but over the course of the next few weeks, we were told that he began to have nightmares that his life would be coming to an end prematurely. He confided these dreams only to a small circle of people, including Jada and his brothers, Fednol and Edrick, brothers he spent countless hours with restoring classic cars.


  He and his brothers were planning to make a lifelong partnership of the car restoration business and had already been fairly successful in doing so. Bryan had even had the opportunity to showcase his work for a Miami Herald feature story and occasionally showed off his work via videos that his family would make. Life seemed good, but the young man’s nightmares caused him to fear that something ominous loomed on the horizon that would take all his success away. The twenty-one-year-old told his brothers and others close to him that sometimes the dreams felt so real that he would sleep in his closet where he kept a stash of firearms.


  In the tense moments with the gunman, was it possible that he was thinking about some of the most recent conversations he had with his brother, Edrick?


  “Man, they keep chasing me,” he told his elder brother. “These people, somebody, keep chasing me in my damn dream.”


  Edrick tried to comfort him by assuring him that nothing was going to happen. “It’s just a dream, man. Everything’s going to be alright.”


  In the end, Bryan’s soul refused to be comforted. All he could think to do was ask Edrick to pray for him.


  Of course, his brother would.


  It is common for victims of these kinds of violent crimes to see their lives flash before their eyes. Thoughts of significant life events, achievements, and loved ones can often pass through a victim’s mind in a split second. If that was the case with Bryan, then as quickly as those thoughts may have raced through the young man’s mind, in all probability, they were also just as quickly interrupted.


  “Now you’re going to get what’s coming to you!” we could visualize the gunman telling Bryan.


  Then, holding the gun to his head, the assailant pulled the trigger.


  In an instant, a young man’s life was taken along with all his hopes and dreams and his future.


  As I visualized what transpired in those final minutes of Bryan’s life, we also considered the possibility that Bryan’s initial reaction might have been to be dismissive of his assailant’s resolve. After all, the gunman was more than likely someone Bryan knew, someone he was familiar with.


  He had also been known to laugh off threats before, as he did when an enraged ex-girlfriend barged into his apartment while wielding a knife and threatening to kill him. Seemingly unfazed, he easily wrestled the knife from her, walked her out of the apartment, calmed her down, and sent her on her way.


  Maybe he was simply calling her bluff or maybe he just sensed that she needed to blow off some steam and was not serious about stabbing him with the knife. Either way, he found a way to diffuse the situation and his actions kept it from becoming something much worse. Perhaps he thought he could take the same tack with the gunman.


  Unfortunately, this threat in the parking lot—an angry, desperate man holding a gun on him—was a different story. This was much more serious. Still, it wasn’t hard to envision this confident young man, who had endured life-threatening confrontations before, attempting to end the conflict in his favor by taking matters into his own hands.


  I could see a scenario in which Bryan may have turned around to see the assailant and thought—or said—“You don’t have the guts to pull the trigger. You aren’t serious. You aren’t going to shoot me.”


  I could also visualize Bryan turning around slightly and suddenly flinching in a motion that suggested he was going to attempt to wrestle the gun away from his assailant. A movement like that—no matter how subtle—may have been enough to cause the gunman to shoot.


  Whatever the circumstance, in an instant, the assailant pulled the trigger and Bryan Pata was lying face down on the ground of the dimly lit parking lot, having been shot in the back left side of the head. Just as quickly, the shooter fled the scene before anyone could get a good look at him.


  From the outside, it might seem unusual for a homicide investigator to be focusing on the victim’s thoughts and feelings around the time of a murder. Why not focus primarily on the killer? But this is exactly where we should be focusing our attention—on the victims, their lives, the people they were surrounded by, and especially their families and loved ones.


  Whenever we are presented with violent cold cases of any kind, the first thing we do is get to know the victim as intimately as possible. As I said earlier, the foundation of each investigation is victimology. And not just the circumstances surrounding their lives around the time of the commission of the crime.


  For me, homicide investigations are much more personal than that. When I study the victim I see a person who had hopes, dreams, and aspirations. I see someone who has left a family behind, who has left friends and loved ones grieving for them, for the person they miss and will never get back. I look at the life they led well before the point they crossed paths with their assailants. I truly want to get to know them—their strengths, weaknesses, personalities, and dispositions.


  And I think about what might have been had they not been taken from us so prematurely. What would have become of their lives? What dreams would they have achieved?


  In my experience, the more we focus on these questions, the closer we come to answering the question of who took it upon themselves to end all the potential of a human life. It’s the criminal investigator’s equivalent of starting with the end in mind. In Bryan Pata’s case, he almost assuredly would have achieved his dream of playing in the NFL, a dream so many boys want to live, but so few men ever really get to. What would that have looked like? How well would he have done?


  Beyond the football field, what kind of personal influence would he have had on people? Would he have married his college sweetheart or maybe someone else? Would he have become a father, and if so, what kind of kids would he have raised? I think about how long fifteen years is in the perspective of a life, and I think that, if he would have had children, he might be retired from playing football by now and coaching his own children’s teams.


  The losses also extend beyond Bryan Pata’s life. If not for this gunman, this young man’s parents might have been grandparents, and his siblings would be aunts and uncles.


  In 2017—eleven years after his murder—Bryan’s family spoke at a press conference organized by the Miami-Dade Police Department and the immense pain of their loss was agonizingly evident as Bryan’s mother, Jeanette—a Haitian immigrant who had raised nine children largely on her own—spoke to the press.


  “This hurt me! This hurt!” she sobbed. “I can’t imagine ten years ago we don’t hear nothing for my son. They are not working the case....I don’t feel they’re even working on the case anymore. The case is closed. The system doesn’t work.”


  The images of that press conference were burned into my mind.


  I’ve been in law enforcement for over forty years and, no matter how many cases I investigate, it never gets easier to see a grieving mother. In fact, it just gets harder. So much is taken from a family left behind.


  Bryan and his brother Fednol famously worked on and restored cars together. I imagine that every time Fednol works on a car, there might sometimes be a melancholy undertone to his work as he thinks about what might have been with the brother who spent so much time working with him.


  And what of the community he might have lived in and given back to? What might have been there? Bryan grew up in a low-income area in South Florida. We see so many professional athletes who have grown up in similar situations give back to the kids in their communities, providing much-needed resources to schools and, in turn, providing hope to a new generation of young women and men. It seems likely, given what I learned about Bryan’s personality, that he would have been one to do that kind of charity work.


  So much is lost when a single life is taken that extends well beyond that one life or even a victim’s inner circle. So many lives are affected. So many of those types of questions remain unanswered and will remain unanswered forever.


  That is why I organized the Cold Case Foundation. I don’t want any murdered loved one to be forgotten, and I don’t want any of their families to feel abandoned—especially by those of us who have the training and skills to help them find answers.


  As I said earlier, in the United States, about 40 percent of homicide cases currently go unsolved. It’s devastating, and I—along with my fellow colleagues—have always felt that we can do better, that we must do better. People need to know that their lives are important and that the lives of their loved ones matter. And the best way for us as law enforcement to show them that is to continue looking into their cases and earnestly trying to solve them. We owe that to every victim’s loved one who has lost and suffered so much.


  That’s why Bryan Pata’s case meant so much to us at the Cold Case Foundation and why we were willing to assist ESPN, Miami law enforcement authorities, and Bryan’s family with his case.


  So, we kept digging.


  As we continued to work through the evidence, we expanded the victimology from Bryan and his family to his close circle of friends and acquaintances. Our focus shifted to that parking lot the night of the murder. I thought about the people who heard the shots and found Bryan on the ground, bleeding from the gunshot wounds—Bryan’s girlfriend, Jada, and his roommate, Dwayne Hendricks. That is a horrifying experience that leaves a person forever changed. How were their lives altered as a result of that experience?


  The police report showed that, just a few minutes before the shooting, Jada was cleaning out her dog’s kennel. Thinking she had heard an argument downstairs, she left the apartment and walked down to the parking lot where she saw her boyfriend lying on his back and bleeding on the walkway near his car.


  She ran back up to her apartment to call 911, screaming to a dispatcher for help. About that time, Dwayne drove up in his Dodge pickup. When he saw Bryan on the ground, he initially thought it was a prank.


  “Get up,” he jokingly said. Then Hendricks noticed a puddle of blood behind his roommate’s head. He took the phone from Jada, who had returned to the scene and was panicked. The call dropped, after which Dwayne called back. He had the following exchange with the 911 dispatcher, as per the official report:


  

  Dispatcher: “Miami-Dade Police and Fire, what is your emergency?”


  Hendricks: “Hello? Hello, we need help!”


  Dispatcher: “At what address?”


  Hendricks: “9315 Southwest 77th Avenue.”


  Dispatcher: “What happened there?”


  Hendricks: “Somebody got shot. The guy’s on the ground. I don’t know where he’s bleeding from, but he’s on the ground, Miss.”


  Dispatcher: “Okay, if you will stay with me on the line, did you see what happened?”


  Hendricks: “No, I did not see what happened. Nobody seen what happened, Miss.”


  Dispatcher: “And you don’t know where he’s shot?”


  Hendricks: “He’s not breathing, Miss!”


  


  Listening to the 911 call, in the background screaming can be heard and the person, presumably Bryan’s girlfriend, sounds understandably emotional. A man working on his car nearby heard the commotion and ran to help, performing chest compressions as Bryan lay unresponsive. Minutes after the initial 911 call, rescue personnel arrived and took over. They pronounced Bryan dead at approximately 7:07 p.m.


  As I said, when I look at a case, I think about the victims, their families, and their loved ones. And these life-changing moments are what I think about on their behalf.


  According to the medical examiner, Bryan was shot about three inches above and a half inch in front of his left ear with a medium-caliber lead bullet that left a six-millimeter wound. As I looked at the evidence and autopsy photos, the angle of the bullet entry wound is why I think that it’s possible that Bryan may have started to turn toward the gunman, who was in all probability standing behind him. It’s possible that Bryan may have turned to say something to him or even possibly to attempt to try and wrestle the gun from him. When we look at Bryan’s victimology, in conjunction with the physical evidence, there is a good chance that he made a motion to turn toward his assailant in an attempt to, in some way, stop him.


  The one thing that became apparent to us as Dean and I looked at all the surrounding circumstances, was that Bryan most likely knew his killer and that there was a high probability that the killer was pretty familiar with him. That’s when we turned our focus from the victim to the perpetrator of the crime. Given everything we knew about the victim and his life, who might the offender have been and what would have driven that person to do such a thing?


  With those questions in mind and, with all the investigative information in hand, we began developing a profile of the killer.


  From a physical evidence standpoint, we knew this was not a robbery gone bad. Bryan’s wallet, which contained several $100 bills in it, and his car keys, were left behind. Nothing of monetary value was taken, and when we put the timeline of the actual crime together, from when Bryan pulled into the parking lot until the trigger was pulled, we were looking at about two minutes.


  Because there was no evidence that the motive was robbery, and because of the short amount of time it took for the murder to be committed, one other aspect of the crime jumped out to us.


  “The behavior of the offender tells us that the offender knew the victim’s life very well,” I observed as we were discussing the timing aspect of the case. “He knew where the victim lived, and he had a specific idea of when he would arrive home and even where he would park. That tells us that he’s familiar with the victim’s schedule on a specific level.”


  Besides that, between the time anyone nearby heard the gunshot and then came out to see what happened, the shooter had fled. No one could even see someone fleeing the scene of the crime.


  As we pored over the police reports, all indications were that the shooter might have been waiting for Bryan, possibly in the bushes or behind a nearby dumpster. Police detectives never found any witnesses to the shooting, and there were no security cameras in the area that captured it. Some people interviewed at the apartment complex reported hearing loud voices, while others heard gunshots, but all those statements have one thing in common: the commotion they heard was over very quickly and no one saw the shooter arrive or leave.


  The killer was fast and precise.


  “That suggests a very well-planned entrance and exit to avoid detection,” Dean pointed out. “That kind of detail can only be planned and executed with this kind of efficiency if the offender has an intimate familiarity with the victim and his life habits.”


  “Absolutely,” I agreed. “And he had to have been extremely familiar with the apartment complex layout and the surrounding area. This suggests that the offender had been there before, and it’s highly likely that he had been there multiple times.”


  During our discussions, we talked about the probable mental and psychological mindset of the gunman. We were sure he knew Bryan, but how well did he know him? What kind of circumstances surrounded this person that he would feel compelled to kill him? And why was the way he committed the homicide so personal?


  As we sorted through the case files and the information we had, it became apparent that the offender was most likely someone Bryan knew and who knew him well. All of this led us to believe that this was planned out by someone who would have known where Bryan would be and when he would be there. Add to it that that someone was so enraged with the victim that he shot him in the head at point-blank range, execution style.


  “The way the offender commits the crime,” I said, “typically, that’s not the kind of angry outburst that comes from a random two-minute encounter. It’s the kind of rage that builds over time and turns into a personal vendetta.”


  I could visualize the shooter trembling with rage—and fear. Bryan was a large man and, by all accounts, was not one to back down from confrontations or fights. That kind of brashness can sometimes bring with it hostility and resentment—especially if that person felt he had been publicly humiliated but didn’t have the means or size to physically best a man with the stature of Bryan Pata. Confronting a man with Bryan’s size and strength can be a very scary proposition for an assailant, even if he is carrying a gun. One missed shot, untimely delay, or miscalculation, and a young man the size of Bryan Pata could quickly take the gun and end the conflict.


  “That’s why this crime had to be planned out precisely,” Dean noted. “He couldn’t afford to give the victim the slightest window of opportunity to turn the tables on him.”


  As we looked at the circumstances and people surrounding Bryan, as well as the circumstances directly related to the events of that night, our thought was to identify anyone who would have had an axe to grind with him and who would have known him so well that they would know where he was going to be and when he was going to be there. Aside from Bryan’s girlfriend, roommate, and a handful of teammates, he had told no one where he was going and what time he would be there.


  After having combed through pages and pages of police interviews, we listed people who should be named as people of interest, and we provided a recommended course of investigation based on the information we had. As we always do when we are looking to identify people of interest in a murder investigation, we started with the victim’s background and took note of the people he associated with.


  We had a bio on Bryan’s life from childhood up to the night of the murder and we knew the things the twenty-two-year-old college senior had accomplished. We also studied statements detailing the kind of life he lived and some of the situations he had been in that may have increased the risk of his homicide.


  Having arrived in the United States with his family from Haiti, Bryan was an energetic child and, by all accounts, had always been larger than other kids his age. By the time he reached high school, it was apparent that his football talents would lead him to great achievements. He was recruited by some of the most prestigious college football programs in the country. But, wanting to stay close to home, he chose the University of Miami in hopes of helping them win another national championship. Most notably, though, he chose his hometown college because he wanted to be near his family.


  On the football field, it wasn’t long before Bryan started getting regular playing time and then became a starter. In his final year of college, coaches moved Bryan to defensive tackle, hoping the move would build his prospects of an NFL future. The move worked, and soon, Bryan was widely regarded as a lock to be selected in the first round of the upcoming NFL draft.


  While his prospects on the field were moving forward, Bryan’s personal life was more complicated. This is where we shifted our focus to risk assessment. When ESPN interviewed us, I told them that the key to solving this case was determining the relationship between the victim and the offender.


  “The individual is waiting for him, hiding, has the weapon,” I explained. “The weapon is loaded, and the individual is prepared to use it, and to use it immediately. There’s no outside threat (to the perpetrator). The offender has to know Bryan is going to be by himself and that person has figured out the short window of time Bryan would be alone—while walking from his car to his apartment. Bryan is a larger-than-life type of guy, and any conflicts he has had are the key to finding his killer, or the person who hired the killer. That’s why the key to finding who did this is to identify people who potentially had contentious relationships with Bryan Pata.”


  And those relationships, as I pointed out, go directly to the kind of lifestyle an individual lives. So, we needed to ask ourselves, what kind of activities was the victim involved with? And, most importantly, who were the people he surrounded himself with while engaging in those activities?


  As Dean and I looked for the answers to those questions, we determined that Bryan’s lifestyle was medium risk and was often elevated to a level approaching high risk based on his extracurricular activities. What does this mean? Quite simply, when determining a lifestyle’s risk level, we are looking for activities that would put a victim in harm’s way. We also look at the frequency of those activities.


  Homemakers in the suburbs, for example, would be individuals who live low-risk lifestyles because they tend to stay close to home and they frequent areas that are typically low-crime areas. In short, they usually avoid putting themselves in high-risk situations. In Bryan’s case, we could see that he engaged in a number of activities that would put him in what are typically considered medium- to high-risk situations, and we compiled a list of them, which included:



	“Clubbing” and reports of fighting.


	Questionable business dealings related to high-end cars. For example, there were reports of Bryan being accused of shorting someone on a vehicle with a bad transmission.


	The purchase of known stolen rims that he then put on his own vehicle (estimated value of about $5,000 each). He was eventually confronted by the owner of the rims, which led him to remove and sell them.


	His demeanor could also be considered high risk at times. For example, he often dressed in a way that elicited a lot of attention (gold medallion and chains, dental grills, and high-end clothing choices).


	His personal demeanor and approach was outgoing and confident, and, combined with his overbearing physical presence, could be interpreted as abrasive and offensive by some people.


	He would sometimes flash several hundred dollars in cash at the clubs he went to, which drew a lot of attention.


	He had a domestic relationship with his girlfriend but would engage in relationships with other women, which caused jealousy and heated arguments with several of the women he dated, including his girlfriend.


	Bryan had a propensity to escalate conflicts to physical altercations. In one instance, he head-butted a teammate in a dormitory during a dispute over a woman they had both dated. This is important to note in that Bryan’s ability to defend himself due to his size and athleticism gave him confidence to escalate those conflicts because his risk of serious injury during a physical altercation was low—unless the opposition introduced weapons into the conflict.




  Once we had established Bryan’s common activities, Dean and I then turned our attention toward any potential or significant triggering events that could have led to Bryan’s murder, including:



	Bryan was confronted by the alleged owner of stolen car rims.


	He received a contentious phone call prior to leaving practice the night of his murder.


	Bryan was in a fight in a club and was told that an unidentified person had put a hit on him.


	Upcoming NFL draft and his status, which could draw jealousy or undesirable attention.


	He and his girlfriend’s one-year anniversary, a milestone that could potentially draw attention to him.


	Fight with a teammate, who was heard yelling, “You’d better clip up!”




  With the list finished, yet incomplete because we did not have access to the entirety of evidence and interviews that the Miami-Dade Police Department had gathered, we began to formulate some recommended actions based on plausible theories that had been developed from the information ESPN had sent to us.


  Before I go into those theories, I do want to note something important in regard to our categorization of the risk level of victims. In no way is our assessment of the risk level a judgment of the victim’s life choices or character. It is simply a series of observations that helps us establish a baseline for the investigation. Determining risk level helps us develop a criminal profile of the offender. The more we can narrow down the characteristics of the person responsible for the crime, the more likely it is that we will find who committed it and make an arrest that hopefully ends in a conviction.


  That all has to start with the victim—in this case, Bryan Pata—and the circumstances surrounding the life he lived. But in no way is the risk level a means of judging victims’ morals or implicating them in the crime that was committed against them. That responsibility rests with the perpetrator and the perpetrator alone.


  In Bryan’s case, we narrowed down the circle of potential people of interest to a few theories and recommended actions that investigators could take to follow up on each one.


  The first theory—and the one we thought was the most likely, given the information and evidence we had at the time—was called “The Rashaun Jones Theory.” When teammates and coaches heard the news of Bryan’s murder, they immediately reached out to everyone on the team and brought them together for a meeting at the University of Miami practice facility later that night. The following excerpt from the ESPN story describes that meeting and the suspicious circumstances surrounding the absence of one of Bryan’s teammates. That teammate, a skilled position player from the state of Florida, was the only member of the team who did not attend the meeting. The story reads:



   As word of Pata’s death spread, players jumped into cars and raced toward the apartment complex. A text from Miami’s football office appeared on their cellphones: Head to the Hecht Center immediately for a mandatory team meeting.


  Hendricks came in late, dazed and with his shirt covered in Pata’s blood. The room was dark and eerily quiet. Coaches spoke in reassuring tones, but Clint Hurtt was full of rage and had to leave the room. He punched a hole in the hallway wall.


  One teammate was noticeably absent: Rashaun Jones, a 6-foot-1, 195-pound defensive back from Lake City, Florida. He’d been suspended that day after testing positive for marijuana, his third failed drug test, but he was still expected to be at the meeting.


  Jones would later tell police that he was home alone the night Pata was murdered, and that when he heard of Pata’s death, he headed to the Hecht Center, presumably for the meeting. But other witnesses told police, and more than a dozen ex-players told ESPN for this story, that they had no recollection of Jones being there.


  ESPN reviewed police notes that indicate Jones called a fellow student-athlete to borrow money that night to go out of town. Police subsequently interviewed the person who received the call from Jones. That student spoke to ESPN on the condition that he not be named but confirmed that Jones did ask for money; he declined to comment further.


  Jones had been dating Miami student Sherry Abramson that semester in what Abramson described to ESPN as an on-and-off relationship.


  She said she was working at Pottery Barn on Nov. 7. As she left work, Willie Cooper called to tell her the news that Pata had been killed. Cooper asked where Jones was, and Abramson began to panic. She didn’t know where he was. She called Jones’s phone repeatedly after that, but said she couldn’t reach him. She said she was worried that Jones was hurt, too.


  Desperate, Abramson called Jones’s grandmother and sister and asked if they’d heard from him. Nobody had. When he finally called a couple hours later, she said, he was upset. Jones already knew of Pata’s death from teammates. “He was shocked,” Abramson said. He told her about his failed drug test and suspension. She said he shut off his phone to be by himself for a while and process the news of his dismissal.


  Former team chaplain Steve Caldwell, who was talking to players at the Hecht Center that night, told ESPN that Abramson called him “in a panic about Bryan being dead . . .” he said, “and she immediately asked me, ‘Where did . . . what . . . is Rashaun there?’”


  “And I said, ‘No, he’s not here.’ And I think he was the only player that didn’t show up,” Caldwell said.


  In high school, Jones had been considered one of the nation’s best defensive back recruits. But he did not live up to his promise at Miami and was relegated mostly to special teams. In some ways, he was like Pata, trying to better his life through football. But Jones and Pata were not friends.


  Jones dated Brody first, and, witnesses said, he reminded Pata of it constantly. Teammates could sense the friction. Moncur recalled an incident in summer 2006 when he and Jones got into an argument. Two other teammates, including Pata, were in a nearby room.


  “Bryan just came out of nowhere. He started getting in Rashaun’s face, and then their argument escalated and they started fighting,” Moncur told ESPN. Moncur said Pata got on top of Jones and started head-butting him, “Five
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