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Considering it is man-made, Lake Seminole is something of a beauty spot.  It is a meeting point of several kinds.  The Flint River, Chattahoochee River and Apalachicola rivers all join forces there.  Just as three rivers come together so do three States, with Alabama, Florida and Georgia each having borders which run along it.

Thousands of years ago, it was the home to the Seminole Native Americans although in those days just the rivers flowed through the region. Then, when the United States was still young, and Florida was yet to become a US territory, a fort was built there.  Fort Scott was created in 1816, to protect the new country from Spanish invaders.  Within five years, it was redundant.  Florida became a part of the United States of America, and the fort was abandoned.  Well over a century later, the land itself disappeared.  The construction of the Jim Woodruff dam caused a backlog of water, and in 1958 the Army Corps of Engineers got to work.  The stretch of paradise now known as Lake Seminole was born.

The waters themselves are alive with fish: black crappie, striped bass, chain pickerel, bluegill.  The names are evocative of times past.  Of lazy days sitting by the water’s edge, of kids with homemade rods, shirtless and straw hatted.  As well as fish, the lake is home to a wide variety of birdlife, especially songbirds, who adore the habitat of pines and hardwoods which border the waterway.  Those kids, though, if they were wise, would not leap into the waters to enjoy a refreshing dip under the hot midday sun.  Another type of animal has grown to find the lake an attractive home.  A somewhat bigger variety that those mentioned before.  A different classification as well.  If Lake Seminole is home to birds and fish, and a natural attraction to human mammals large and small, it also spreads its watery wings over some large amphibians.  Alligators.  And they are best avoided.

Jerry Michael Williams had headed to the Lake for a spot of December duck hunting.  Mike, as everybody called him, didn’t come home again.  The conclusion to draw was clear.  The thirty-one-year-old had slipped, fallen into the chilly waters and drowned before falling prey to one or more of those large alligators that waited, barely visible, in the waters.  The year 2000 was coming to a close, and the real estate appraiser would not be home for the New Year.  It was December 16th, the sixth anniversary of his marriage to wife Denise, and the two had an eighteen-month-old daughter, Anslee, who would be forced to spend Christmas – and every day after – without her daddy.

But investigators could see a clear and likely answer to the conundrum of what had happened to Mike.  His boat had been quickly found.  It was moored – or more likely it had drifted – into a small cove towards the western edge of the lake.  It had been little used that day.  The tank remained full of gasoline although the engine was not running.

A forty-four-day search ensued.  It revealed nothing.  That did not surprise wildlife officials who had good knowledge of the darker side of the lake.  Below the surface tree stumps abounded.  After all, not that long ago the lake had been dry land covered with trees. Those stumps remained just below the surface in places.  It was December, and the water was cold.  Anybody falling in would not last long.  Drowning was a serious risk, and once that happened, the alligators would gratefully consume a free meal.  So, the conclusion was reached.  Mike had set off in the boat, possibly still getting his hunting equipment sorted.  The boat had hit a stump, the sudden movement throwing Mike overboard.  Maybe he hit his head and lost consciousness.  Maybe he just drowned.  Meanwhile his boat, the engine cut out by the jolt of hitting the tree stump, drifted until stopped by the edge of the cove.  As Mike’s body floated to the surface, the alligators struck.  Soon there was nothing left for the search teams to find.

One person, though, did not believe that this had happened.  ‘I knew from day one he was not in that lake,’ said Mike’s mother, Cheryl.

The Williams boys – Mike had an older brother, Nick – grew up in Bradfordville, which lays directly between Tallahassee, Florida and the state line.  His dad was a Greyhound bus driver, and his mother worked as a day care provider.  These were committed parents, who made every effort to put their children first.  In order to save money, the boys grew up in a large trailer rather than a brick home – a double width version with plenty of room.  It was the best compromise their parents could find.  The money saved from building a more conventional home was used to educate the boys at the North Florida Christian High School.

Mike enjoyed a very successful school career.  He was the student council president and played football for the team.  He was an active member of the Key Club.  This is an organization which helps young people to gain leadership skills through service.  It was no surprise that such a community minded young man should go on to attend University.  Mike majored in political science and urban planning at the Florida State University.  But by then he had already got to know his future wife.  In fact, Mike met Denise Merrell when he was just 15.  It was about this time that he began to develop his interest in duck hunting.

Mike’s academic career continued apace.  By the time he was ready to graduate, he already had a good job lined up, working for the Ketcham Appraisal Group, where he was about to be employed as a property appraiser.  Work became almost an obsession for Mike.  The Ketcham CEO called him ‘the hardest working man I ever saw’ and such was his commitment that he would often head back to the office in the evenings.  He married Denise in 1994 and continued his devotion to his career.  Even after Anslee was born, he would frequently wait for mother and daughter to retire to bed, then head back to finish off some jobs, or take out some work he had brought home with him.  Similarly, his duck hunting jaunts would sometimes end with a spell in the office before he arrived home.

If such a commitment to his job might sometimes put a strain on those around him, it certainly brought home the money.  By the time of his disappearance, Mike was earning around $200,000 annually.  Sufficient for the young family to have bought an up-market home in the suburbs.

None of this is to imply that Mike shirked his domestic duties.  He adored Anslee in particular, and just as his parents had done for him and Nick, no doubt some of his excessive working hours were to ensure he provided for his own family.  Sadly, in 2000, Mike’s father died, and this seemed to be a salutary lesson about the frailty of life.  Mike and Denise took out a life insurance policy for $1 million dollars, lest the worse should happen.  It was sold to them by Brian Winchester.  Brian and Denise had known each other since their childhood, and Brian had in turn become best friends with Mike.  

With the sad exception of the death of his father, life for Mike, Denise and their little one seemed, on the face of it, very good.  Mike was planning to take a sabbatical, if he could raise enough money to afford one.  A cruise was booked to Hawaii for the Spring of 2021, and Mike was looking forward to a work trip to Jamaica.  Best of all, they were looking to grow the family, and have a sibling for their daughter.

On the day of his disappearance Mike left the family home early, according to Denise.  There was nothing unusual in this and given that they planned to go out later that day to celebrate their wedding anniversary, it made sense that he completed his day’s plans as promptly as reasonable.

But by noon, there was no sign of Mike.  He had been expected home earlier than that, and worried about their planned celebration in Apalachicola, Florida, Denise began ringing around to see if she could trace where her husband had gotten to.  Several friends offered to head down to the lake to check if they could see Mike.  Included amongst them was Brian Winchester, who had received a call from his own father telling him that Mike was missing.  He and his father took their own boat out onto the lake to see if they could trace the missing man.  

Soon, though, the light began fading, and so it was perhaps surprising that it was as darkness settled that they discovered Mike’s boat.  Nearby, his Ford Bronco was parked up.  Of Mike, there was no sign.

Then, a few week’s later, a discovery was made.  Mike’s jacket and waders, along with his hunting license, were discovered.  This seemed to confirm that he had drowned.  Given that no body had been seen floating to the surface, the conclusion that alligators had eaten his corpse grew in strength.  In most quarters, at least.  Cheryl never believed that her son had drowned, and then been consumed by local wildlife.  If he had, then those particular alligators were possessed of the finest table manners.  There was no sign of teeth marks or tears on the clothing at all.

It was during the following summer that Denise began to press John Crusoe, the Leon Circuit Judge, to make the call that her husband was dead.  Although he was still considered a missing person by the police, they did not believe his remains would ever be found and the judge agreed.  

Meanwhile, Cheryl would not let the case rest.  She began petitioning local officials to reopen the case, and even began her own investigations.  At one stage, she was writing daily to the Governor, and in the end her determination to get her son’s case re-examined bore fruit.  In 2010, police changed their classification of Mike’s disappearance from ‘missing person’ to ‘suspicious death’, and a team of cold case investigators were given the task of looking again at such facts as they had.

But, by that time, a lot had happened.  Including the remarriage of Denise.  Her new husband was her childhood acquaintance and best friend of her irretrievably lost husband, Brian Winchester.  Since Denise had pushed the judge to declare her husband as being officially dead, she had inherited the one-million-dollar insurance policy, along with two others he already held, bringing her windfall to $1.75 million.  

It also emerged that Denise’s second marriage did not result from a relationship formed after her first husband’s death.  In fact, she and Brian Winchester had been having an affair since 1997, more than three years prior to Mike’s disappearance.  Denise and Brian wed in 2005. Matters were beginning to look suspicious.

The cold case team made a number of discoveries.  It just went to show how simple it is to tie things to an easy and convenient explanation if one exists.  One of the first inconsistencies was the mismatch between the engine being off and the gas tank full.  Unless Mike had fallen overboard before turning on the engine, then, according to the manufacturers, the engine would have kept running until the gas ran out.

Four options presented themselves.  Firstly, the possibility that Mike had chuntered out to the middle of the lake, then turned his engine off before falling overboard.  But the lake was not fast flowing, and it was hard to see what would make him fall out of his vessel if it was hardly moving.  Further, there was no logical reason why he would head towards the middle of the lake, then decide to hang around there, drifting.  Events were planned for the remainder of the day.  He did not have hours to kill.

Secondly came the equally unlikely theory that Mike had boarded the boat in the cove, and immediately fell out, drowning in the process.  The other two options were more feasible but offered sinister explanations.  Could Mike have been attacked before he got onto the boat?  Or was he attacked on the water and the assailant then turned off the boat’s engine himself?  In either case, the suggestion of foul play presented itself.

Other problems soon began to knock on the door.  The thing was, Mike rarely went hunting alone.  Why would he suddenly choose to do so on this particular day?  Then there was the location of the boat.  If, as now seemed most likely, Mike had not even made it out onto the water, then why had he picked a spot which was difficult to access?  A concrete ramp was fairly near at hand.  But his Bronco was close to where the boat was found.  Which meant he had either dragged it back to the ramp to launch it in the water – a very strange thing to do if he was on his own – or forced it through mud to get to the water’s edge.  Something physically extremely difficult.  

The plot quickly deepened.  The alligator theory had seemed so neat and tidy.  What else could explain the complete disappearance of a fully grown adult male’s body?  But the problem with theories is that they are hard to prove, but relatively easy to disprove.  All that is needed is some research into what has happened.  Something, it seemed, lacking in the initial police investigation, which was looking less and less competent by the moment.

Indeed, the discovery some years back of Mike’s waders and jackets added to the idea that he had drowned, then been ripped from his clothing.  The hunting gear was even discovered between a pile of alligator droppings and some torn weeds.  Clearly, therefore, the droppings explained the presence of the beasts, and the damaged reeds evidenced that a struggle had taken place.  Presumably, between an alligator and an inert corpse it was trying to rip from its clothing, without damaging the specialist attire.

As daft as that theory seemed when written down cold, further proof that it could not have happened came from a brief discussion with some experts.  The issue was that Mike disappeared in the depths of winter, and North Florida alligators do not feed during these colder months.  Even if they did, explained the people who knew what they were talking about, they would not consume an adult human male whole.  Traces would be left.

But although it suddenly seemed likely that a crime had taken place, police had no clue as to who might be behind it.  Cheryl, though, did.  She suspected that her former daughter in law and her new husband might have played a part in the death of her son.  ‘They’re the only two people that profited from Mike’s disappearance,’ she claimed later.

Cheryl also put to bed any theories that Mike could have staged his own disappearance.  She explained that he was a good and popular man, with many friends.  Also, that he loved his daughter ‘more than life itself.’  He would not, could not, abandon her.  Although, it seemed, Cheryl was prevented from seeing her granddaughter. ‘She was the only thing I had left of Michael,’ she said, putting her trauma into context.

But whilst investigators were making little further headway as they delved into the case of Mike’s disappearance, elsewhere matters were coming to a head.  Denise and Brian were discovering that they were not a match made in heaven.  In fact, things were turning so bad that Denise wanted a divorce. According to some reports, it was his addiction to sex that had turned her away. Brian, though, wanted them to stay together.  And it transpired that he was prepared to go to extreme lengths to get his way.

It was August 5th, 2016, and in the early hours of the morning when Denise opened the trunk of her SUV.  She got a nasty shock.  Inside lay the husband from whom she had recently separated.  And he held a gun.  Brian was furious.  He demanded that Denise get back together with him, that she abandoned any ideas of a divorce.  Denise feared for her life.  And for
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