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1. Puzzled Cases

There was an old town in Middle West. In this town lived an old
sweet widow. Everybody called her Mrs. Montgomery. She was quiet,
respectable, and devoted to her church, her friends, and her town.

In August 14, 1983, Mrs. Montgomery had uncharacteristically”
failed to keep a morning appointment. A neighbor, worried, went to
investigate. The screen door was unlocked. The inside door was wide
open. There was a rush of dread. The neighbor withdrew, ran home and
called the town police.

At first glance the home appeared tidy as usual, but stunned officers
soon found Mrs. Montgomery’s bed splattered® with blood. A church
newsletter and a zucchini® bread recipe scattered nearby. And there, in
the bathtub, was Mrs. Montgomery. It was ugly. Apparently, she had
been tortured on her own bed, sexually assaulted. Then the killer had
strangled@ her and left her body lying in bloody water in her own bathtub.

The police officer let the water out of the tub, and moved Mrs.
Montgomery out. The police also asked Mrs. Montgomery’s friends to
clean up the blood and collected the church newsletter and the recipe in
the bed. A plumber® had been called in to remove a blood-soaked
sponge© and some papers from the toilet, and throw them away.

The town police department later found that their cops didn't have
experience with such horror. State police were called. Because the crime
scene was kind of destroyed, investigators from the state didn’t find
anything important in the bathroom except some Caucasian® hairs. They
found a fingerprint on the windowsill inside Mrs. Montgomery’s bedroom.
Investigators believed that the fingerprint might be left behind by the killer
when he tried to get in the house.

They interviewed some neighbors and friends of Mrs. Montgomery,
and discovered that things were missing from Mrs. Montgomery’s house,
some cash and jewelry, notably a very unusual pendant® made from an
1881 gold coin. It was something, at least, to go on. If they could find
that coin, would they have found the killer?
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Days passed with no lead, no suspect. People could almost feel the
tension rise in town. And then, three days after Mrs. Montgomery was
killed, a police dispatcher@ got an anonymous call. A female voice said,
“Benjamin Black killed that lady. ”

Officers knew that name, a local high school dropout® who liked his
dope and his booze. They found him at a popular beer joint just minutes
from the police station. The arrest was announced on local TV.

Benjamin was just 19. He was the youngest of six, whose mother
was a respected school principal. His brothers and sisters had gone to
college. Although he had drifted frequently into his favorite beer joint,
never for a moment did his family think he would be a killer.

Benjamin told investigators that he lived a few blocks from Mrs.
Montgomery’s house. He admitted he had done some yard work for the
victim a couple of weeks earlier. But he insisted he had nothing to do
with her murder. One thing the police took as important evidence was
that they found the missing gold coin right in Benjamin’s pocket.

Benjamin told the investigators that a man named “Cool Breeze” had
given him the coin a couple of days before. Had to be nonsense, the
police said, nobody had heard of such a man.

A dozen jurors®4were called to the county courthouse to decide if
Benjamin was guilty of killing Mrs. Montgomery. Many days this grand
historic courtroom was filled with friends of the victim, with members of
Benjamin’s own family, and with curious spectators.

What they heard was a case which seemed to pile up damning
evidence against Benjamin, particularly that gold coin. Although
Benjamin told the court that a man named “Cool Breeze” had given him
the coin, this story sounded so pale. Nobody in this small town had ever
heard such name.

The prosecutors® also showed a fingerprint found on the windowsill
inside of Mrs. Montgomery's bedroom, and fingerprints found on the
recipe and church newsletter on Mrs. Montgomery’s bed. Two fingerprint
experts from the state crime lab positively identified the latent prints on
the items matched to the ink prints of Benjamin.
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One of Benjamin’s public lawyers argued to the court that Benjamin
used to work for Mrs. Montgomery. A couple of weeks earlier he had cut
grass, washed windows, and washed floors for her. Very possibly he
could have left his fingerprints on the windowsill inside the house and on
the papers.

The prosecutor pointed out that the church newsletter was sent out
only a couple of days prior to the crime. That meant Benjamin had no
chance to touch it when he was doing cleaning work in the house a couple
of weeks earlier. To this evidence, Benjamin's lawyers could say nothing.

As the trial progressed the jurors saw little pieces of evidence that
were not refutable. And, the defense of Benjamin seemed to sputter®,
offering very little evidence to discount the coin or fingerprint evidence,
or anything else.

Two public defenders appointed by the court handled Benjamin's
case. But after several days at trial, Benjamin’s mother was so
unimpressed that she dipped into the savings from her meager® salary to
hire a private lawyer.

But, it was not money well spent. It soon became obvious to
Benjamin’s family that his own lawyer thought Benjamin was guilty. He
told Benjamin, “If you just say that you went into the house and stole
something , [ can get you a life sentence. ” Besides, that expensive lawyer
called Benjamin by a wrong name throughout the proceeding.

Finally, the defense depended on one person who could clear him
absolutely — his church-going respected grandmother who would tell the
court that at the very moment Mrs. Montgomery was dying her horrible
death, Benjamin was at her home with his friends. It was an alibi®. But
then something happened that turned a great witness into a disaster
before she even said a word.

When she was called forward to testify, and was asked to place her
hand on the Bible, she hesitated about doing that. And finally her hand
was placed on the Bible. Many jurors thought it meant she couldn't tell
the truth. But Benjamin’s mother later said that was because the
grandmother thought it was sacrilegious® to bring a Bible into a
courtroom.
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In fact, Benjamin had alibi witnesses beside his grandmother.
Benjamin was playing cards that night at his grandma’s with several young
men who would confirm that Benjamin was never near Mrs.
Montgomery’s house. Some of them were sitting right in the courtroom
but they were never called to testify. The judge’s response was they were
just teenagers.

When none of that was enough to convince the court, Benjamin
begged to go on the stand himself to refute the evidence against him. The
lawyers advised him to keep silent.

And with Benjamin’s fingerprints on the windowsill, the recipe and
the church newsletter and Mrs. Montgomery’s gold coin in his pocket, it
took less than 90 minutes for the jury to unanimously find Benjamin guilty
of 1st degree murder of Mrs. Montgomery. His punishment was death in
the electric chair.

It was as if the whole town sighed with relief when Mrs.
Montgomery’s killer was sent to death row. The prosecutor called the
evidence against Benjamin “overwhelming”. No one was very surprised
when Benjamin’s appeal failed. So did his second appeal, his third, his
fourth , his fifth — all failed during the next 12 years. And every time, the
electric chair loomed a little closer.

Although the evidence against Benjamin was overwhelming, there
was no forensic? evidence like hair or fibers from Benjamin. And the state
never found any eyewitness who could put Benjamin at the murder scene.

In death row, Benjamin was confined to his 5 by 7 foot cell alone for
23 hours a day with one hour for outdoor exercise. On the weekends, he
wasn’t allowed out of the cell at all. It was hard for him. He would say
“I'm tired of being locked up for nothing. I didn’t do this and I shouldn’t
be here. ”

As life on death row stretched from weeks, to months... to years,
Benjamin couldn’t bear to keep calendars anymore. And one by one he
watched others leave the row to die. It was not surprisingly a depressing
existence. But always, through all the dark days, it was his mother who
gave him hope, kept Benjamin going.
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His mother said that her faith was from the God. Even so, after
years of faithful prison visits, his mother decided her emotional support
just wasn’t enough. She launched a personal crusade® against the death
penalty, drove from county to county with Benjamin’s story, and
convinced a miracle was on its way.

But no matter how much Benjamin’s mother loved him, no matter
how much she believed in him, others didn’'t. And time was running out.
Benjamin needed new evidence he wasn't a murderer. But with the
meager budgets of court appointed lawyers, it was impossible to get such
evidence from death row, even if it did exist.

Then one day, 13 years after he had been sentenced to death,
Benjamin saw a familiar face, coming down that dreary® corridor...

A brand new private investigator named Jimmy happened to be
visiting death row and recognized Benjamin, a fellow student from their
days at middle school. They knew each other when they played on the
same football team.

Benjamin pleaded with his friend to work on his case. “I will work
on your case as long as you tell me the truth,” Jimmy said. “But if you
lie to me once, that is the end of our relationship. ” Jimmy listened,
promised to look into it, and left. Actually, Jimmy believed Benjamin
was guilty.

But Jimmy had made a promise. And though the case was old and
cold, and though experts had tried and failed, what if he could find
something new?

Jimmy dug out the old police reports and went back to Mrs.
Montgomery’s neat little house. What Jimmy discovered was astonishing
and might explain why there was so little evidence at trial that pointed to
Benjamin’s innocence.

When the police officer came in the murder scene, he let the water
out of the tub while Mrs. Montgomery was still in. Police had allowed
Mrs. Montgomery's friends to clean up the blood and mess left by the
killer. A plumber had been allowed to remove a blood-soaked sponge and
some papers from the toilet, and throw them away.
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