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Prologue

The Kelly Hancock case is a story of the vicious
murder of a vulnerable young runaway by a ruthless
predator, but I believe it is also a love story—maybe
not in the conventional way we think about love, but
in some ways, at an even higher level. That’s a
judgment call I will leave for you to consider when
you close the cover to this book.

On July 18, 2000, I responded to a call from Sgt.
Jimmy Connolly for a possible homicide in Malden,
MA. In the midmorning on a hot and muggy day
when [ maneuvered my Crown Vic around an idling
fire engine and into a parking space in the lot of the
midsized condo complex. I spotted Malden Sergeant
Steve Ruelle, and Inspector Johnny Rivers talking
with Connolly and two Troopers assigned to our
office, Eddie Forster and Duke Donoghue. They
seemed nonchalant in their conversation outside the
building’s front entrance as people walked in and
out without anyone stopping and questioning them,
which surprised me a bit.

My first impression was that they were acting this
way because they had a handle on things and maybe
the facts did not support the reason for the callout.
That hasty thought disappeared as a worst-case
scenario one crept in: that perhaps this wasn’t a



classic scene where someone was dead, someone
was under arrest, the murder weapon bagged and
tagged, and we were just waiting for the death wagon
from the morgue to show up. Unfortunately, history
said my gut feeling was most likely the correct one.

My name is Bill Powers and after more than two
decades as an investigator, supervisor, and detective
unit commander, I've learned a bit about homicide
cops and prosecutors. Experienced homicide cops,
male and female, have a way about them. It isn’t
arrogance, ego, or swagger but a subtle reveal of self-
assurance and confidence often referred to as a
command presence, the ability to exhibit self-control
while in the midst of chaos. Hard to define in a few
words, and maybe it takes one to know one, but I
can spot a detective that “does bodies” a mile away.

I also know a little something about reading body
language, and collectively, they weren’t giving off any
encouraging vibes. No one looked in my direction or
acknowledged my arrival. No one had a notebook or
pen in hand. No one was on their cell phone or
running around with their hair on fire like
something important was happening or developing.
A lack of urgency or intensity was never a good sign.

“What have we got?” I asked.

“Honestly, DIt, we don’t know,” said John Rivers.
“We are just getting started and you can bet we will



get to the bottom of it, and when we do, you just
know it’s going to be a pissah of a story.”

That, we would learn, was the understatement of the
day.

Our relentless investigation over the next several
months developed a person of interest and a fistful
of potentially damning evidence but no victim or
unidentified corpse. Even with some local media
attention, we didn’t receive one call or lead to send
us off in any direction. The case remained active,
and there was never a thought by any one of us that
the file would find its way to the cold case cabinet.
As days turned into months and many new and old
death investigations required attention, the heat on
this case reduced to a simmer but never was it
moved to the back burner.

This event happened two decades ago, yet for my
unit and myself, and all who worked on the
investigation, the memories are as fresh as if it
happened this year. I had never fashioned myself as
an author, but I do believe I can compose a
compelling story. This recounting of the factual
events of this case, from the crime scene through to
the jury verdict, is fascinating and absorbing but
also educational. By personalizing this story, I trust
you will see victims of crime and their surviving
family members through a broader and brighter



lens: one focused on compassion, empathy, and
understanding about the pain and grief of others.
Likewise, I hope you will gain a better understanding
and a more positive view of the people who have
dedicated their professional lives to keeping all of us
a little safer and more secure.

HHH

Homicide detectives differ from other professionals.
The most important thing to know is we are neither
special nor heroes because of what we do. We may
be your neighbors or someone you recognize from
church, or youth sporting events, or someone you
wave to while you are getting rid of your trash at the
town transfer station on Saturday morning.

We do not wear five-hundred-dollar business suits
or eat in expensive restaurants. We buy our clothes
at bargain marts and wholesale clubs. When we find
time to eat while working, we generally grab a
sandwich at a neighborhood market or we sit in the
parking lot of a McDonald’s wolfing down a burger
and fries from the $2 menu while going over witness
interview reports. We are this way because history
tells us it is likely we will be spending part of the day
searching through a bloody crime scene with a
rapidly decomposing body or climbing into a putrid
dumpster, fending off rats and seagulls while ripping
through bags of fetid garbage to search for discarded



evidence. Through experience, we know that if the
setting becomes a little overwhelming to the senses
and we puke on our partners or ourselves, it is
better the stuff we just spent five dollars on ends up
on a pullover purchased at Walmart for twenty
bucks. It is gross, and it sucks, but you can’t run
from it—and you better be fighting to be the first one
in or you will hear about it from the others.

The professional life of homicide investigators and
prosecutors is one of fits and starts. The pace is not
only uneven and unpredictable but can sway from
monotonous to intense in a quick minute. The
upbeat and pleasant tempo of the office can change
considerably moments after someone answers an
urgent call from a local police department (PD) or a
medical examiner’s office (OCME). For others, all of
the reasons for not wanting to take on the mission
are understandable and reasonable. Thankfully, we
homicide cops thrive on the lifestyle, the
unpredictable pressures, and the challenges that the
position demands. We look forward to the sound of
the ringing phone and the call to saddle up.

Our mission is to examine how and why someone
died. Our goal is to conduct an extensive and
meticulous investigation through the collection of
evidence and information with the prospect that the
medical examiner can match our information with



their medical findings and determine the cause and
manner of death. If it is ruled a homicide, then our
primary objective is to bring those responsible to
justice.

In every homicide investigation, detectives and
prosecutors share one common goal: to fully
investigate the case and ultimately bring the person
or persons responsible for the death(s) before a judge
and jury. Oftentimes we inch along a narrow legal
tightrope as we conduct searches and interrogate
“people of interest,” fully aware that one ill-
considered move or poor decision could send us into
a free fall with the potential of a disastrous ending.
In order to avoid those missteps, we build a series of
safety nets to prevent fatal mistakes and
unnecessary damage to the case. We work
collaboratively, meet often, and value and encourage
differing opinions and insight, as well as discussions
about our various experiences. When done right, the
ending is as hoped, an arrest and conviction. There
is no high fiving and fist pumping in the courtroom.
There is only a smile and shared nods
acknowledging that we did our job well and the
judge and jury validated the combined efforts of the
police, the crime lab, the Medical Examiner, and the
prosecutor.



Over time, I've come to believe that being a homicide
investigator is not a job but a unique calling that
requires a total commitment of the heart, brain, and
soul. As heartbreaking and depressing as the job is
at times, | have never done anything more important
or rewarding in my professional life. As one of my
peers sighed one evening after a heartbreaking death
notification, “I love what I do; I just don’t always love
what I have to do.” It is a saying I repeat in my head
on an almost daily basis.

HH##

In 2000, the year Kelly Hancock was murdered, I
was a detective lieutenant and, by title, the
commanding officer of the detective unit in the
Middlesex County District Attorney’s Office. I'd had
twenty-six years of service with a handful of previous
detective assignments in every rank. I had been in
Middlesex as a sergeant in the early 1990s before my
promotion and transfer as detective lieutenant to the
Suffolk County District Attorney’s Office. My heart
was always in Middlesex, though, and when Martha
Coakley secured the election as district attorney
(DA), I applied for the leadership position. She
selected me to return home; it was perhaps the
happiest day in my career.

At Middlesex, I was a member of an extraordinary
team. We were a cadre of state police officers acting



as the DA’s designees to investigate significant felony
crimes, including all sudden, unattended deaths
reported in any of the fifty-four cities and towns and
twenty-one college campuses that fall inside the
county borders. Middlesex is one of eleven District
Attorney’s Offices (DAOs) in the Commonwealth. The
jurisdiction is the largest with one-fifth of the real
estate and a population that is more than double
that of any other county.

Our unit had an overall “station strength” of twenty-
four, but that number could fluctuate up or down
depending on the department’s assets and needs at
the time. Several officers worked the Narcotic and
Public Protection Unit, while the rest of the unit “did
bodies,” or, as others would call it “working the dark
side.” In 2000, there were four homicide teams, each
with a sergeant and two troopers. In addition, there
was an executive officer—a lieutenant—with
oversight over some cases. We are a small, intimate
group of men and women who thrive on loyalty,
camaraderie, and the mission of investigating deaths
and solving murders. There are no alpha dogs or
lone wolves. We do not work independent of our
colleagues. We are faithful to one another and our
investigations to a fault.

HHH



The usual office routine was to dispatch one officer
to a scene where the cause of death was not
apparent but probably not a homicide. If the call was
for a homicide, the team responded. Because death
doesn’t work on a timetable or occur during normal
working hours, an officer and team had the off-
hours call every weekday and/or the weekend. We
always posted the schedule a month in advance so
everyone could plan his or her lives accordingly.
Assignment swapping happened frequently based on
family needs and court responsibilities. Someone
was always willing to step up and fill in the void.

Massachusetts has a unique system that determines
how we investigate deaths. The law dictates that the
DA in each county has direct oversight of all death
cases. They also have the discretion to nominate
whom they want as their investigators. In all but
four major cities, their designees are the state police.

Additionally, the law requires that the state troopers
work in partnership with the PD of jurisdiction on all
death investigations. Sounds a bit convoluted and
problematic, but with the right people in place, it
works perfectly. In general, we bring a lot of
knowledge and experience to the table, as well as all
of the department’s resources, like the Crime Lab
Unit, the Air Wing Unit, and the Underwater
Recovery Unit. The local detectives may not have had



a homicide in their city or town in decades, so they
lack experience, but they know and understand the
geography and the demographics of their
community, and they usually know the “players” as
well. Most often, the arrangement works perfectly.

HHH

The trip from my home on the south side of Boston
to the office at the Middlesex County Courthouse on
the north side of the city was a mere ten and a half
miles, but in the morning rush hour that could take
anywhere from forty-five minutes to an hour and a
half, door to door. Thankfully, I had a CD player
with a five-tray carousal and half dozen Bose
speakers along for the ride. My musical choices were
important because they typically stimulated my
brain and set the mood for the day ahead. I might
have relied on the invigorating music of Faith Hill or
the percussion drumbeats of Phil Collins, but more
than likely, the festive Irish tribal music from the
Wolf Tones or the Saw Doctors that energized my
day.

Getting from the breakfast counter at home to my
desk at work was a four-step ritual. The drive was
the first step; finding a parking place in a
neighborhood full of private homes and small
businesses was the second. Anything within a
quarter of a mile was a victory.



The third was the approach to the entrance into the
Middlesex County Courthouse. At quarter to nine
every weekday, a crowd arrived for work or a court
appearance. They came from all directions and
merged on the sidewalk out front. They pushed
toward the one and only doorway. They bumped and
jostled one another before surging inside and up a
few stairs to the security checkpoint. The intense
anxiety that comes with a court appearance was
already coursing through the nervous systems of
most in the crowd. Jurors, victims, and witnesses
might have found themselves standing a few feet
from defendants or their attorneys, squished
together like sardines in a can. They inched forward,
trying hard not to make eye contact or hear their
name spoken. Once through the security checkpoint,
they bolted toward the bank of elevators and took a
quick trip upstairs to the courtrooms.

Surviving the entrance ritual brings me to the final,
but critical, step in the process: the coffee run.
Failure to make that call from the lobby was
something you did at your own peril. It didn’t matter
that you didn’t drink coffee or weren’t in the mood
for a cup; it only mattered others might. The
reasoning was simple: we were family, and we took
care of one another. We extended this courtesy to
everyone in the office, including visitors and
assistant district attorneys (ADAs). To skip that call



was an affront to all, and the shame and humiliation
you would suffer for not calling wasn’t worth
deviating from the family norm. Failure to call would
present the opening everyone was looking for to
pound away at your thoughtlessness. While they
might not remember the great cases you solved, they
would never forget the day you failed to make a
coffee call. You could count on an anecdotal
comment or two about your “alligator arms” by a
speaker at your retirement party.

On a mid-July morning, I thought my call was going
to cost me a sawbuck for six coffees until a voice
chimed in for a Mountain Dew. With tip, I got five
back from my twenty and a lesson on being in on
time so someone else had to make that call.

Despite the daily chaos, having our office in the
same building as the courtrooms, the DAO, and the
county jail was a huge plus. It was efficient, and
there would always be troopers nearby if there were
issues or outbreaks in a courtroom that required
increased security. On occasion, if an ADA or local
detective wanted to interview or “park” a witness
away from a defendant or their friends there was a
conference room to accommodate them.

You couldn’t enter the office for the state police unit
by mistake. The massive grey metal doors bore the
same distinctive blue and white circular door seals



affixed to the front doors of all state police marked
cruisers. They sprang open for business every
weekday morning at eight a.m. and never closed
before five p.m.

[ walked up the two flights of stairs, and after
passing through the small outer office stepped into
the massive main office. I put down the two trays
onto the countertop that fronted the desk of our
office administrative assistant, Lana, and paused for
a second to catch my breath, and then in a slow,
measured, wheezing voice announced that the coffee
had arrived.
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I retired after thirty-three years of service, and it is
safe to say I have forgotten a lot more about most
investigations than [ remember. The case that I am
about to share though, like a few others, always
holds a special place in my memory and my heart. It
was never part of any plan, but along the way, I
developed a passionate urge to tell this story. It is
complete, fair, remarkable, and every word factual.
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