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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Georgia affirmed Tony James Locklear’s convictions for malice murder and

concealing the death of another. The court held that the evidence was sufficient, that Locklear did not

clearly and unambiguously invoke his right to remain silent, and that the trial court did not commit

plain error in admitting his custodial statements or using the challenged verdict form. The court also

held that the trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying a mistrial based on improper

prosecutorial comments during closing argument.
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Locklear appealed from the denial of his amended motion for new trial
following jury convictions for malice murder, concealing the death of

another, and related offenses.

Sufficiency of the evidence is reviewed under whether any rational
trier of fact could have found the essential elements beyond a
reasonable doubt, viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to
the prosecution. The unpreserved Miranda-invocation and verdict-
form claims were reviewed for plain error. The denial of a mistrial is
reviewed for abuse of discretion, and reversal requires that a mistrial
was essential to preserve the defendant's right to a fair trial. The
language of a verdict form is reviewed together with the jury

instructions as a whole.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

Whether the evidence was constitutionally sufficient to support the malice-murder and concealing-the-

death convictions.

. Whether Locklear unambiguously and unequivocally invoked his Fifth Amendment right to remain

silent before or during custodial questioning.

. Whether the physical evidence from the search of Locklear's tent had to be suppressed because the

search warrant was allegedly premised on statements obtained after an invocation of the right to remain

silent.

. Whether the preprinted verdict form improperly confused the jury concerning mitigation, passion or

provocation, and the burden of proof.

. Whether the prosecutor's improper closing-argument comments required a mistrial.

HOLDINGS

1.

The evidence was sufficient under Jackson v. Virginia to support both convictions. The jury was entitled
to reject Locklear's self-defense and heat-of-passion theories, and the evidence showed that he hindered

discovery of Long's death despite eventually telling police where the body was located.

. Locklear did not clearly and unambiguously invoke his right to remain silent by stating, 'Bill came by

yesterday, okay, that's as far as I'm going with it,' or by declining to answer subsequent questions.
Because the trial court did not rule on this ground and Locklear did not preserve it at trial, the claim was

reviewed for plain error and failed.

. The challenge to the physical evidence failed because it depended on the alleged Miranda violation, and

the court held that Locklear did not invoke his right to remain silent.

. The verdict form's insertion of the phrase 'beyond a reasonable doubt' in the mitigation language was

inartful and potentially confusing when read alone, but it did not constitute plain error because the form
and the instructions, considered as a whole, correctly conveyed the State's burden and did not likely

affect the outcome.

. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying a mistrial after the prosecutor made improper

comments concerning Locklear's wheelchair, community sentiment, and the consequences of a

voluntary-manslaughter verdict.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Police must scrupulously honor a suspect’s right to remain silent if the person clearly and unambiguously



states that he wants to end a custodial interrogation.” (at 11)

“Because Locklear did not unambiguously and unequivocally invoke his right to remain silent, the officers at
the scene and, later, at the police station, had no obligation to stop questioning him.” (at 13)

“The trial court twice asked whether the jurors understood that instruction, and the jurors responded
dffirmatively both times.” (at 18)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

William Long, age 82, disappeared after leaving for work on October 13, 2018. Locklear was found near Long's
abandoned truck and later described events leading to Long's death, directed police to Long's body, and
acknowledged having blackouts and having 'f**ked up.' Long's body had suffered 21 sharp and blunt force
injuries and had been wrapped, tied, and covered with debris; searches of Locklear's tent found twine matching
the bindings, a blood-stained knife bearing Long's DNA, and a screwdriver consistent with one of the wounds.
Locklear relied on statements from his custodial interview to assert self-defense based on an alleged attempted
aggravated oral sodomy, but he presented no testimony or other evidence.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Chatham County grand jury indicted Locklear on January 9, 2019. After a November 2019 jury trial, he was
convicted of all counts; the trial court sentenced him as a recidivist to life imprisonment for malice murder and a
consecutive ten-year term for concealing the death of another. The felony-murder count was vacated by
operation of law, and aggravated assault merged into the malice-murder conviction. The trial court denied
Locklear's amended motion for new trial, and the Supreme Court of Georgia affirmed.
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