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			Advance Praise for Swans Don’t Swim in a Sewer

			 

			 

			“Melissa’s mom said, ‘You can’t give up; you just keep going…that’s what Sheryl did for us.’ Sheryl McCollum, my friend, is far more than an investigator; she’s a champion for the voiceless and a guardian of untold narratives. With relentless determination, she unveiled the truth behind Melissa Wolfenbarger’s disappearance, involving a shocking twist with Melissa’s serial killer father. I am proud and inspired by her work; it’s a testament to her skills and heart. Where others saw barriers, Sheryl found stepping stones.”

			—Susan Hendricks, former Weekend Express anchor, 
author, and podcaster

			 

			“The Melissa Wolfenbarger case needed a fresh set of eyes and didn’t get an ordinary pair, it got Mac’s! One investigator can make all the difference in a cold case and Sheryl ‘Mac’ McCollum is the best there is!”

			—Sgt. Joseph Giacalone, (retired), NYPD, 
supervisor detective squad

			 

			“A tale full of twists and turns about a crime scene investigator leaving no stone unturned in the hunt for Melissa’s killer…one such stone led to the mindset of a serial killer, which resulted in an unlikely yet masterful partnership between the cops and Melissa’s father to catch her killer in one of Atlanta’s notorious cold case murder mysteries.”

			—Scott Duffey, FBI, (retired), supervisory special agent

			 

			“A fascinating true Hannibal Lecter story in which Mac describes how an imprisoned Atlanta serial murderer, and his wife who had assisted him, helped her catch the murderer of their daughter.”

			—Michael M. Baden, MD, former chief medical examiner, 
New York City

			 

			“The Devil went down to Georgia and met his match in Sheryl McCollum. This harrowing yet captivating tale underscores the profound complexity of human psychology and the dark connections that sometimes emerge in the pursuit of truth.”

			—Linda Kenney Baden, Esq., high-profile criminal attorney

			 

			“Some cases seemingly have no hope of being solved—no DNA, no eyewitnesses, nothing apparent that can be used to identify the offender. The victim’s mother has never given up hope, though waves of detectives have failed to solve her daughter’s brutal murder, and brings her case to Sheryl ‘Mac’ McCollum. Mac, initially out of compassion but then obsession, digs in and tries something no one else had—using a killer to catch a killer.”

			—Paul Holes, The New York Times bestselling author, 
podcaster, and television host

			 

			"This story will pull at your heartstrings and make you re-think how a killer's mind works. McCollum's intuition and investigative drive takes you on a journey that is both intense and spellbinding. It's a story you will never forget." 

			—Aphrodite Jones, bestselling author of Levi's Eyes.
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			Foreword

			Sheryl McCollum continues her angelic work to heal the persistent pains resulting from unsolved homicide cases.

			Unsolved murder cases become a source for constant streams of emotion that pour to create a reservoir of tears and uncertainty, pooled from the hearts of victims’ families.

			The cold case investigator works tirelessly with great fortitude to dry the stream and drain that reservoir, exposing a new horizon of hope where the angels of justice bring the darkness of the past into the light of the present, getting the closure that loved ones yearn for.

			Swans Don’t Swim in a Sewer presents an intriguing story told by Sheryl McCollum, a talented and respected investigator who has earned an exemplary reputation through a purposeful and meaningful career in which she has worked under the most unique and difficult circumstances.

			This fascinating narrative shapes and captures such work in a context I have never seen. This extraordinary book presents a controversy that frames a paradox of perspective: The bad bends toward the arc of the good in a world where judgment often trumps curiosity. This extraordinary case illustrates Sheryl’s premier insight and expertise under extreme circumstances, where she works to gather evidence that will shed light on the darkness.

			 

			From John B. Edwards

			 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The jury did not hear everything. They did not see everything. I will show you and tell you many things the jury did not see and hear.

			There was probable cause for arrest. There was an indictment. There was no offer of a plea bargain. The prosecution believed they had enough. Sometimes the jury gets it right. Sometimes the jury gets it wrong. I believe this is one of those times the jury got it wrong.

			Christopher Wolfenbarger was found not guilty of the murder of Melissa Wolfenbarger. This story is how I worked with Melissa’s father, a serial killer, to solve her case. In law enforcement we consider a case solved once there is an arrest. This case was solved by arrest.

			Christopher was the last person to see Melissa alive.

			He changed his story about the last time they were together.

			He got rid of all of her belongings right after she disappeared according to their daughter Christina.

			He moved to South Georgia. Hard to believe he thought she was ever going to return if she could not find him.

			He left their children behind.

			Told his children he knew how to hide a body and get away with it.

			Neither he nor his family ever looked for Melissa after it was clear she was missing.

			After knowing she was murdered he never called police wanting answers or offering help in solving the case.

			Told his mom’s preacher he did it. He told the preacher how he did it. He told the preacher why he did it!

			Had a history of abuse toward Melissa.

			He was arrested for hitting her.

			Melissa got a TPO against him.

			Her remains were found across the street from where he worked at the time.

			His boss at Action Glass thought he stole a circular saw—because he never returned it. Melissa was dismembered with a circular saw.

			Detectives from different jurisdictions over different decades thought he did it.

			I offered Christopher’s attorney the opportunity to read the book before publishing: “Thank you for asking, I’ll consider it. Who is the publisher?” was his only question. I never heard back from him. Then at the 11th hour he asked me to send him a copy. I did and explained that since he waited a month the book was at the publisher. I told him I would need any issues by November 11th in order to make in necessary changes. I was clear that if I did not hear from him, I would understand he had zero issues or concerns and move forward with publication. I never heard from him. 

			I stand by our work.

		

	
		
			A Note from the Author

			Hookers. Drug dealers. Pimps. Thieves. Killers. These are the kind of people I often work with. They make up the sounds, the pulse, and the life of the streets.

			Old cops and veteran detectives often talk about knowing the streets. But for me, it’s the underbelly of the streets that’s most important. The gutter that flows to the sewer. The sewer that flows like a river of intel and knowledge is all but hidden to the good people walking aboveground.

			When you’re searching for evil you gotta go where the devil plays. I gotta deal with people, all kinds of people. But the reality is the sewer sometimes has experts that I need. I gotta go into the sewer and let the current take me wherever I need go. And that’s exactly what I did.

			 

			Sheryl “Mac” McCollum
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			Chapter 1

			The Woman in the Bermuda Shorts

			On that afternoon, from the corner of my eye, I saw the woman walk into the restaurant. Wearing Bermuda shorts, a dark blue tank top, and a simple straw hat, the middle-aged woman didn’t look like she was there for the fundraiser. This was our most formal Wine & Crime to date. The restaurant was quaint and charming. The exposed brick, dark wood paneling, and heavy drapes added to the ambiance. Fine china sat on crisp white tablecloths covering the tables. The audience was dressed in their Sunday finest as if they’d just come from church. I suspected many of them had.

			I had just taken the stage at Seasons Bistro in McDonough, Georgia, to introduce the speakers. The audience hung on my every word. It was October 2017, and we’d gone all out for the event. The Wine & Crime was sold out. Chef Sam had generously opened the restaurant for us on a Sunday, a day he’s usually closed. He’d even designed a special cold case–themed menu featuring chicken with “capers.”

			After introducing the speakers, I eagerly waited offstage for my turn to present the case. The subject of this event was Drew Peterson, a police sergeant, suspected of murdering his fourth wife, Stacy Peterson. He’d already been convicted of killing his third wife, Kathleen Savio, who went missing in 2007. Stacy’s body has never been found. My surprise guest that evening was Peterson’s brother, who provided a unique insight into Drew’s life.

			Once I took the stage and began my presentation, the group was engaged and focused. I laid out the case against Peterson in minute detail. At that point, I broke through the fourth wall and asked the crowd for their help. As at other Wine & Crime events, I told them, “This ain’t TV. It’s time for you to go to work and help solve this case.”

			Wine & Crime is the most popular fundraising event for the Cold Case Investigative Research Institute (CCIRI). I founded the institute in 2004 as a collaboration between universities and colleges to bring together researchers, practitioners, students, and the criminal justice community to investigate unsolved murders.

			When people ask what a Wine & Crime event is, I tell them, “I bring the murder box, you bring the wine, and together we try to develop an action plan for law enforcement on a cold case.”

			I’ll load up the murder box—traditionally a banker’s box filled with the case file. Notebooks, photographs, maps, composites, tapes, DVDs, witness statements, and other documents—everything pertaining to that cold case is in its own murder box. Together with cold case experts such as detectives, criminal profilers, victim advocates, prosecutors, and crime scene investigators like me, we present a cold case to the public.

			At Wine & Crime, we present cold cases in “war room” style, allowing the attendees the opportunity to help us solve—or try to solve—each case. Guests get to play detective and use their fresh eyes to come up with insights that we professionals might have overlooked. The expert speakers give the attendees their professional perspectives on the investigative process. It’s a win-win.

			I simply believe if I have the ability or knowledge that might help solve a case, I should solve it and get a killer off the street. This is particularly true with cold cases, which are often the most difficult homicides to solve. The trail has gone cold. People die, evidence gets lost, memories fade, and new cases come along that need attention and resources.

			That’s where the CCIRI comes in and when I get to work, putting time and resources into cases we believe we can help solve. I can’t imagine truly knowing I could solve a case and keeping that to myself—that is dadgum near criminal to me!

			Not only are cold cases the hardest to solve, but they can also be expensive. Very expensive. Plus, the money we raise from events like Wine & Crime helps fund investigations into other cold cases. We never charge to investigate a cold case. Ever! Anyone we help receives the institute’s services free. And the experts who work with us give their time, talent, and resources free of charge as well. They’re never paid. Not one single dime. Why? Because they believe it’s the right thing to do.

			Not only are the events financially vital to the organization, but they also work! The public helps solve crimes all the time. A schoolteacher broke the Zodiac code. Abraham Shakespeare’s murderer’s arrest was aided by the online group Websleuths. A truck driver helped catch the DC sniper. Perhaps the best-known example is the television series America’s Most Wanted hosted by John Walsh. The entire premise of the show is for the public to help spot and locate wanted fugitives. It’s a massive success, and according to the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, the program has been responsible for the capture of nearly 1,200 criminals. The more eyes, ears, and hands you have in a case, the better. Consider all the manpower a hundred volunteers with their different backgrounds and vocations can bring to a case.

			Despite the subject matter, these events are engaging and exciting for everyone—but we never lose sight of the victim. The victim’s family is always at the heart of our events and often in attendance. We’re working for them, and without their insight and input, investigations can sometimes miss basic understanding and knowledge about the victim.

			The woman in the Bermuda shorts stood out. She wasn’t there for the meal or to discuss crimes over a few glasses of wine. Although she looked like she’d just walked in from the beach, she had a deadly serious expression on her face. She was carrying an 8 x 10 picture frame. It was clear the frame, and whatever was in it, meant something to her.

			We always post a photograph of the victim on our timeline of the case back at the office. We make sure we see their faces, remember their last actions and their final place of rest. We quote them, think of them, and eventually start to think like them. I know we’re on the right track when the victim’s voice and thoughts become a natural part of how we think about the case. Then, when I work a crime scene, the case starts to roll out in my mind like a movie. I don’t see snapshots; I see the scene unfolding as it happened in real life.

			The woman, her eyes bearing more pain than anyone could imagine. I’d seen the look before—too many times, to be exact—and I knew immediately why this woman in the Bermuda shorts and straw hat was there.

			Staying in the back, she waited patiently until I finished my presentation. She then walked straight to me and turned the frame around. It held the photograph of a young woman. Her pretty face and wide smile was framed by neatly styled dark hair. The formal portrait showed a happy young woman with her whole life ahead of her. I could see her face in the woman standing in front of me.

			The woman’s eyes betrayed the otherwise determined look about her. “This is my daughter Melissa.” She spoke in a soft, rural Georgia accent that was instantly familiar. Her pleading eyes teared up as she continued. “She was beheaded in Atlanta. Will you help me?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Norma

			I am a crime scene investigator. It’s not only a profession but also my life’s purpose. The badge is the first thing I put on my uniform and the last thing I take off. It represents the oath I took and the duty I accepted willingly. At the beginning, middle, or end of any day my goal is to find the answers to unsolved crimes.

			In this profession, we don’t get to decide who we help and who we don’t. When 9-1-1 rings, we go. Plain and simple. When someone needs us, we don’t ask their religion, political affiliation, education level, race, sexual orientation—we go. We just go!

			On a rare occasion someone will ask me, “How could you help that person?”

			My answer is always the same. “How could we not?”

			Society’s stereotypes don’t mean a thing when it comes to helping a victim or their family. It’s never all right to allow a robber, rapist, or killer to walk around free.

			I looked at the woman in front of me, in the straw hat and Bermuda shorts, holding a photo of her lovely daughter. I didn’t know how far she had traveled to seek our help. I didn’t know her backstory or her political views, or even if she graduated high school. What I did know was her daughter was beheaded in Atlanta. And no one deserves that. And this mother deserved our help. She would no longer suffer alone.

			“Yes,” I said. “We’ll help you.”

			As we spoke, the guests had started talking to one another, eager to start working on their theories about whodunit in the case we’d presented. This wasn’t the time or place to hold a serious discussion with a grieving mother. “Can you meet me later this week?” I asked.

			We agreed to meet the following Wednesday at my office at Bauder College. I’d taught criminal justice at the college for eight years, and it was also where I started the Cold Case Investigative Research Institute.

			My office is in the historic Northyards Rail Yard. It’s an old, stunningly beautiful railroad roundhouse, the half-moon shape framed by red brick and iron. The first time I saw it I was struck by its historic beauty. It also provided the perfect open space to display the timelines, maps, photographs, and documents we use when investigating a cold case. It helps to lay everything out where we can all see it.

			Hidden between the roundhouse and the loading area—where there are now classrooms—are abandoned railroad tracks almost entirely covered by grass and weeds. I always thought they were symbolic of what we were trying to do in that building: uncover the hidden tracks that eventually lead us to solve a case.

			As I waited for the woman I knew only as “Melissa’s mom” to arrive, I wracked my mind to remember ever hearing anything about an unsolved beheading of a young Caucasian woman in Atlanta. It’s the kind of case you’d expect to have been all over the news—unusual, horrific, strange, and brutal. Anyone who has ever worked on a case like that never forgets it. You tend to tell the story over and over again, passing along details like a family heirloom.

			But I had nothing. I’d never heard anything remotely familiar about such a case. At that point, it was still a complete blank. I was going into this without any prior knowledge.

			That morning, I busied myself going over case files of what we were working on. I prepared timelines and drafted letters to various law enforcement agencies outlining investigative action plans. I also reached out to families that needed to be updated on our progress.

			As I made notes, one of the CCIRI students walked into my office. “Hey, Mac. Someone is here to see you.”

			I looked up from my work as Melissa’s mom and another younger woman came in. Both were dressed as plainly as the mother had been the previous Sunday. Melissa’s mom held two large binders stuffed with documents. I welcomed them into the war room and invited them to sit.

			“This is my daughter Tina,” she said.

			I introduced myself to Tina, telling her, like others, to call me “Mac.” I then turned to Melissa’s mom. “And what is your name?”

			“Norma. Norma Patton.”

			They sat down and I pushed my files to the side. Norma placed both of her binders on the table and put a hand on top of each as if she were praying over the contents. Maybe she was. She then looked up at me with a sullen expression. I knew that expression from years of working with people who felt wronged by the system.

			She took a slow, deep breath; then in a quiet, serious tone she said, “I know you said you would help, but before you do, there’s something I’ve got to tell you.”

			My mind whirled with possibilities and landed on the one I heard most often. Perhaps she, like many others, didn’t understand there was no cost for our services. I figured she was nervous about telling me she couldn’t pay. “Okay,” I said softly.

			Norma steadied her hands on the binders. She looked me dead in the eyes and without flinching said, “My husband’s in prison for murder, and I helped him.”

			Even in my line of work, that’s a statement I don’t hear every day. I didn’t say anything at first as I contemplated my reaction. I often use humor to connect with people and figured humor might be the best way to connect with Norma. “Well then, remind me never to make you mad!”

			She laughed and I laughed along with her. Her eyes cleared, and I could see her physically relax.

			I asked about her husband’s murder conviction and soon learned it wasn’t just one. Her husband had committed five murders back in the ’70s. The more Norma talked, the more details spilled out. “Four of the five victims had been thrown in a river,” she said. “I helped him dispose of two of the bodies.”

			At that moment, something clicked. Memories surfaced of news reports and cases I’d heard about. “Wait a minute. Is your husband the Flint River Killer?”

			She nodded. “Yes.”

			I was familiar with the Flint River Killer, and I knew all about the Flint River. As a child, I’d played on its muddy banks. In recent years it’d become polluted as, sadly, it’d become a dumping ground. For toxins, and bodies.

			Like victims of the Flint River Killer.

			A couple things came to mind as I considered the way this conversation started. First, I thought, okay—this might be the most honest person I’ve talked to in a while. I mean, who admits to helping dispose of bodies? And second, should the sins of the father—or mother—influence how Melissa’s case was handled?

			Absolutely not. In my business, a victim is a victim. If a sex worker is raped, do I not have an obligation to put as much effort into her case as any other? Do I blow it off because she knew the risk? Of course not. I took an oath to help and so, I do. It’s my duty.

			Norma’s husband was a convicted murderer, and Norma had been an accessory to his crimes. But at the end of the day, they were the parents of a murdered child. No matter what her parents had done, Melissa didn’t deserve to die. Norma was the mother of a child who’d been murdered in a horrific way. And the Flint River Killer had lost a daughter to the same crime he’d committed himself.

			At that moment, sitting there looking at Norma, with her hands still guarding the overflowing binders, I knew this case was different. It was unlike any other I’d ever heard of. Heck, it was unlike any case anyone had ever heard of.

			And it was only the beginning.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Where I Come From

			The Flint River, or as we Southerners call it—the Flint—begins right where I grew up in East Point, Georgia, a small town just south of Atlanta. As kids, the river was our secret place, a place we thought we’d discovered. I played and played there for hours and hours, pretending to be on a big adventure in some faraway place.

			The river was a kid’s magical hideout. We jumped in it, waded in it, and swam in it. We went frog gigging and built tiny dams to trap minnows. At the river, anything was possible, and we dreamed big. I remember thinking if I walked this whole river, I’d end up at the ocean. Maybe I’d become a pirate or an explorer and find gold and hidden treasures. But most of all, the river was a sanctuary. A sacred place for the fleeting days of childhood before the world showed us how cruel it could be.

			To understand the river, you have to understand where it begins—Atlanta. Sitting at the foot of the Appalachian Mountains, Atlanta is a vibrant, diverse, and welcoming city known for its famous Peachtree Street, Peachtree Road, Peachtree Avenue, Peachtree Circle, and Piedmont Park, an urban forest on the outskirts of the city. Known as the City of Trees, Atlanta has the most trees of any urban center in the United States.

			Atlanta has always provided both big-city opportunities and small-town Southern charm. People still speak to strangers on the street and will stop to help a sightseer find local landmarks or a good place to eat. In the spring when the white and pink dogwood trees are blooming, the blaze-red azaleas are in full bloom, and the yellow and orange tulips are aboveground and on glorious display, Atlanta’s beauty outshines any other place in the country. My sister Sheila calls these “Chamber of Commerce Days.” Driving around our city on these days, with the sun reflecting off the skyscrapers like diamonds, it’s hard to imagine anything bad happening there.

			There’s also some pretty famous folks who hail from the city: people like Julia Roberts, Evander Holyfield, Spike Lee, 2 Chainz, Ryan Seacrest, Gladys Knight, Jeff Foxworthy, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Today, Atlanta is sometimes called the Hollywood of the South due to the number of films made here. It’s also home to such big corporations as Coca-Cola, Delta Air Lines, Home Depot, Chick-fil-A, and Porsche’s North American headquarters.

			The German luxury sports car is nice and all, but my dad, Victor Powell, worked for the insurance division of General Motors, making him a lifelong Chevy man. My mother was a genius. Seriously! She graduated from Mercer College at the age of twenty with a degree in economics and became an exceptional schoolteacher.

			One of my mother’s many talents was the art of storytelling. My momma could spin a yarn to keep the most fidgety child enthralled! I actually have her to thank for my interest in crime. I was all of four years old when she told me fantastic stories about Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow. Yes, the Bonnie and Clyde. Their story captivated me, and I’ve been fascinated by crime ever since. Some kids went to Disney World or Six Flags Over Georgia for summer break and happily reported on their adventures to their second-grade classmates. My parents took me to see Bonnie and Clyde’s “Death Car.” The owner of the car even let me sit in it. I remember sitting in that car, looking at all those bullet holes, and even at the tender age of eight knowing there was no way they could have escaped being shot. There was nowhere for them to have ducked or hid.

			As I grew up, I begged Momma to tell me more crime stories. I longed to learn about different criminals and their crimes. She indulged my fascination with stories about Al Capone, Baby Face Nelson, and John Dillinger. I read everything I could find about Dillinger and the “lady in red.”

			Before I turned thirteen, my mother had taken me to see Alcatraz in San Francisco Bay, FBI Headquarters in Washington, DC, and Mafia landmarks all over the country. Despite my fascination, I learned early on from my own family that criminals weren’t just names in a book or faces on WANTED posters. They were more than characters on TV. They were real people.

			Momma told me story after story about her daddy’s brother. Uncle Clark was a thief, a con artist, and a swindler. My momma was crazy about him! For a little girl raised in a Southern Baptist home, whose father was a preacher and mother was a Sunday school teacher, a visit from Uncle Clark was like having a carnival come to town. He was tall, handsome, a larger-than-life character before reality TV was a thing. He’d come bursting in often in the middle of the night, with some wild story of where he’d been and why he was hiding out. He’d hold her spellbound as he told stories of great adventures in exotic places, filling her mind with excitement.

			Uncle Clark would often bring Momma small gifts—like the time he brought her a pair of diamond earrings when she was only six years old. Later, of course, my mother understood some poor widow or unsuspecting businessman probably got swindled out of these gifts.

			Momma didn’t love Uncle Clark because he was a criminal; she loved him in spite of it. To me, that made perfect sense. Family loyalty runs as deep in us as the roots of a Georgia pine. We ain’t perfect, but we’re family. And family always comes first. Always.

			When it comes to my family, I have a saying: “Always in all ways.” I’ll be there whenever and wherever they need me. That thought is always on my mind each time I meet family members involved in a criminal case. I ask myself what I would do if it were my family member in this situation. And then I do it.

			Loyalty is a major part of my upbringing. It’s central to my life and career. I’m fiercely loyal and tend to seek out loyalty in others. I think that’s why I responded to Norma like I did. Sure, she told me her husband was a murderer, and she admitted she had helped him, but I still sensed the profound loss and deep commitment to her family. I understood that kind of loyalty. That kind of commitment.

			It’s the same commitment and loyalty I have in my professional life as well. I met Nancy Grace when I was assigned to the major case division of the Crime Commission and she was an assistant district attorney for Fulton County. We were both in our twenties back then and formed a lifelong friendship. Nancy has gone on to do amazing things in the world of television. She was the first female to host a true-crime show. She could have had any crime analyst, CSI, or criminologist in the country to appear on her show, but she asked me.

			I didn’t take that honor lightly. Because I respect her so much, I wanted to give her my all and do the best job possible. That meant getting advanced degrees in criminal justice, obtaining police standards certificates, gaining a wide variety of law enforcement experience, and sharing my expertise whenever asked through the CCIRI.

			All of that still enriches my career and enables me to support those in need, but it’s not who I am. Through years of education and experience, I’ve learned a lot about crime and criminals. I also learned a lot about myself. Working different crime scenes, you learn who you really are. Reality doesn’t stop at the yellow tape roping off a scene. As you step over that threshold, you bring with it all your faith, fears, troubles, training, triumphs, failures, and successes. And none of that matters more than the fact that I am, first and foremost, a mother.

			I have two children—son, Huck, and daughter, Caroline. They are two and a half years apart. After becoming a mother, you begin to see the world differently. I bring that perspective to work every day, and I’ll tell you straight up, before my kids were born, I was a different criminal justice expert. Because of Huck and Caroline, my work is more personal now. Because of them, I am braver and more committed and unyielding in my fight for justice. I also cry a lot easier—mostly sentimental and happy tears—but still tears, nonetheless.

			As a parent, I knew that to help Norma find who had killed and beheaded her daughter sixteen years ago, I had to know more about her husband and Melissa’s father, Carl Patton. And not just Carl’s crimes, but about Carl, a killer himself.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Carl: The Killer

			It wasn’t unusual for me to call on a killer for help with a case. In my business, if you want to understand why someone would kill, you ask someone who’s been there, done that. You ask another killer.

			If I was going to find Melissa’s killer, what better resource did I have than someone who not only knew Melissa but had also killed? The best person to help me solve her murder was a murderer himself—her father, Carl Patton.

			As an investigator, I’m extraordinarily analytical. I look at the big picture, then break it down bit by bit. I needed to know Carl Patton. More importantly, I needed to know about his crimes. I was aware of the Flint River killings but had never studied them. I’d never taken a deep dive. I remember thinking, Honey, put your scuba gear on, ’cause we’re going diving.

			I learned through Norma that her husband was a man who called his own shots. He made his own rules, and he ran with dangerous friends. Carl Patton was a dangerous man, defiantly violent, someone who stood his ground—every inch of it—and never backed down. Carl took care of his family and did what he thought was right at the time to protect them, no matter the cost. He saw his actions as loyalty, and if you got in his way, well, he could be cruel, violent, unfeeling, and unforgiving.

			And he could kill.

			Carl Millard Patton Jr. killed for the first time in 1973 when he was just twenty-four years old. At that time, he and Norma had been married five years; their daughter, Tina Mae, was three years old when Carl pointed a gun at a man and pulled the trigger.

			The victim was Richard Jackson, the husband of acquaintance Marie Jackson. Marie claimed her husband was abusive and offered Carl $2,500 of a life insurance policy to kill him. Carl accepted the offer and enlisted lifelong friend Joe Cleveland to help him.

			On March 9, 1973, with Cleveland following, Carl lured Richard Jackson to his car and drove him to a wooded area near Ellenwood, Georgia. Once parked, Carl pulled out a .22-caliber pistol. Jackson realized what was about to happen and bolted from the vehicle. Carl and Cleveland chased him down, then shot and killed him, shooting him a total of eight times. Norma didn’t know about Jackson’s murder at that time.

			By 1977, Carl and Norma had moved to Ellenwood. Melissa was born that September, making the Pattons a family of four. However, Carl was apparently untroubled by killing Jackson four years earlier, or at least untroubled enough to agree to kill for money once again.

			Marie Jackson, who then went by Marie Wyatt, approached Carl again. This time, the target was Carl’s own uncle and Marie’s former common-law husband, Fred Wyatt, and his new girlfriend, Betty Jo Ephlin. Marie was upset that Fred had left her
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There is no case like it in history—how Mac used a serial Killer to catch a killer.
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