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… I have heard

That guilty creatures sitting at a play

Have, by the very cunning of the scene,

Been struck so to the soul that presently

They have proclaimed their malefactions.

For murder, though it have no tongue, will speak

With most miraculous organ.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HAMLET, ACT II, SCENE II, 583–89






Author’s Note

This is a work of nonfiction. In addition to personal interviews with those involved in the case, my research in this book is drawn from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement homicide file (FDLE case number TL-1-0102 Jerry Michael Williams); the transcript of State vs. Denise Williams, Circuit Court of the Second Judicial Court, Leon County, Florida, volumes 1–7 (12/11/2018–12/14/2018); associated depositions and other court proceedings; the Tallahassee Democrat; trial footage posted online by the Tallahassee Democrat and the Law and Crime Network; the Record on Appeal Denise Williams vs. State of Florida (District Court of Appeal Case No. 2018 CF 1592 A), among other documents. No individuals other than Denise Williams and Brian Winchester have been charged. Some events and dialogue have been re-created.




— ACT I —




– 1 – The Four of Us


“I am now in the hot gardens of the sun, where the palm meets the pine, longed and prayed for and often visited in dreams… though lonely to-night amid this multitude of strangers, strange plants, strange winds blowing gently, whispering, cooing, in a language I never learned.”

JOHN MUIR, A THOUSAND-MILE WALK TO THE GULF



They say that hell is hot and dry. Tallahassee has hellish heat, but it’s wet, not dry, which may be worse. There’s no ocean breeze to cool things down, only thundershowers that come out of the blue, last for two minutes or six hours, then stop abruptly, moving to a different part of town. The humidity is stifling. Mold creeps into bathrooms and kitchens. Roaches grow fat. Snakes and lizards breed in crawl spaces.

With a population of fewer than 200,000, Tallahassee is less than half the size of Tampa, Miami, and Jacksonville, and less crowded than Orlando, St. Petersburg, and Hialeah. Visiting in the winter of 1827, Ralph Waldo Emerson described it as “a grotesque place… rapidly settled by public officers, land speculators and desperadoes.” Locals today call it “a small town with big pants on.” In fact, Tallahassee became the capital almost by accident—it was conveniently equidistant from St. Augustine and Pensacola, the state’s two largest cities at the time.

The public officers are still there—around a fifth of the city’s population works for the state—but the desperadoes are long gone. Most of today’s locals find the city pleasantly quiet—even boring, in a good way. Residents, for the most part, live ordinary, suburban, middle-class lives. But although the city in general may not be characteristic of the rest of the state, it shares the sense of the signature Floridian lassitude fostered by intense, humid heat. The journalist Edward King, writing in 1873, called it “slumbrous, voluptuous.” Early visitors had a general foreboding that, although Florida was rich in beauty, its torpid atmosphere could lead to inertia, moral complacency, weakness, and sin.

Make no mistake: Tallahassee is a city of great beauty, full of lush, glossy greenery, moss-draped oaks, pine, hickory, and magnolias. In summer, the sky is full of stars. The sun sets over red clay hills. Strawberry trees and crepe myrtles shade old plantation homes, their lawns brightened by beds of azaleas and hydrangeas. For the most part, the city is safe and clean. As the slogans say, it’s a “great place to raise a family.”

Beneath the civil façade, however, things aren’t so pretty. In the nineteenth century, this was the heart of Florida’s slave trade; the legacy of injustice remains, defining the city’s residential patterns and lingering in its place-names. Dreadful things have happened in these genteel suburbs. In 2018, in Glendale, a misogynistic gunman went on a shooting spree at a hot-yoga studio, shooting six women, two of them fatally. In 2010 in Beacon Hill, Henry Segura butchered his ex-girlfriend and her three children over child support payments. In 2014 in Betton Hills, the law professor Dan Markel was murdered by a pair of inept assassins hired by his ex-wife’s periodontist brother. That same year, in the tony suburb of Golden Eagle, the high-profile podiatrist Adam Frasch bludgeoned his fashion model wife to death with a golf club and then dumped her body in the couple’s swimming pool. Tallahassee was also the place where, in 1978, Ted Bundy went on a murder spree in a Florida State University (FSU) sorority house, attacking four women and killing two.

This underbelly is what haters call “Tallanasty.” Not the Florida of beaches, golf carts, and retirement villages, but rather the slice of state that slips underneath Georgia and Alabama, like the nation’s baseboard, or the gap beneath a badly fitting door. It has a higher per-capita crime rate than most other cities in the state. Trailer parks outnumber gated communities. In these low-income neighborhoods, billboards advertise home loans, mortgage refinancing, accident attorneys, Cash-4-Gold. Apart from the dollar stores, the strip malls are vacant: Retail Space Available. Rusting cars sit on blocks outside tumbledown ranch houses. A third of the city’s population lives below the poverty line. You can sense the creeping swamp life.



In the 1988 North Florida Christian High School yearbook, the girls sport feathered bangs; the guys have shadows of facial hair. The cornerback Jerry Michael Williams, always known as Mike, grins openly at the camera. His girlfriend, Denise Merrell, three rows above him, smiles warily. To his left is his best buddy, Brian Winchester, looking self-conscious and hard to read. Brian’s sweetheart, the curly-haired cheerleader Kathy Aldredge, wears a faux-pearl necklace. Leaf through the pages, and you’ll spot Mike posing proudly in his football uniform, helmet under his arm; Brian, down on one knee, clutching his hunting rifle; Kathy waving her pom-poms; Denise, praised for her “bubbling personality,” framed by pink and white balloons.

North Florida Christian High, formerly a segregation academy and still almost entirely white, is a private Baptist school. Set back from a quiet, oak-lined street, it shares a campus with the North Florida Baptist Church, and it is large—in 1988, there were more than 1,600 students. Teachers are required to be church members and attend services; a portion of their salaries is automatically taken by the church as a tithe. For students, Bible class is mandatory—every semester of every grade. The dress code is strict. Biology lessons include teachings on creationism. The school emphasizes sports, especially football; the campus has its own stadium. The school’s parent-student handbook outlines its undergirding principles: “homosexuality, lesbianism, bisexuality, adultery, and pornography” are considered “perversions of God’s will regarding sexual intimacy” and, when weeded out, are “subject to corrective action.”

By consensus, for kids in the 1980s, Tallahassee was dead. You could hang out at Sears, or JC Penney, or the drugstore in the Northwood Mall. You could go to the library or the public swimming pool. There were two roller rinks, Skate Inn East and West. Slumber parties were a big thing, and mini golf. Those who’d grown out of such juvenile amusements spent their teenage years in their bedrooms, playing video games or Dungeons & Dragons.

But for children of churchgoing families, the city was a thrill. Mission trips, choir practice, summer camps, bowling nights, dodgeball games, potlucks, parties. Church-endorsed leisure pursuits were positive, friendly, and uplifting. If you’d never been exposed to Nintendo or D&D, you couldn’t know what you were missing. Of course, sex was out of the question; even dating was discouraged. But sacrifice, some say, helps cement belief.

Although North Florida Christian was private, tuition in 1988 was affordable (around $5,000 a year), and the students didn’t necessarily come from wealthy families. Brian Winchester came from a comfortable background—his father had worked hard to establish an insurance and investment firm, Winchester Financial—but his three friends came from more humble means. Mike’s dad, J.J., was a bus driver; his mom, Cheryl, ran a daycare from the family’s doublewide in Bradfordville, a suburb just north of the city. Kathy’s folks ran the local print shop. Denise’s dad, Warren, was an engineer with the Florida Department of Transportation. Her mom, Sylvia, known as Johnnie, stayed home to raise their four well-dressed daughters, Denise, Deborah, Deanna, and Darla.

Unlike the others, Mike Williams wasn’t raised in a strict Baptist home. His mother, Cheryl, would cite the family’s “very strong” belief in God but they rarely attended services, in deference to J.J.’s work schedule. Still, Mike was pretty straightlaced. At school, he was a standout athlete, council president, and active in student politics. He was social and gregarious, popular with girls, star of the high school football team. He wasn’t a straight-A student, but he stayed on top of things, juggling a busy schedule. He didn’t drink or smoke. For a teenager, he was disciplined and restrained, but he wasn’t perfect. By the time he graduated from high school, he’d developed a few bad habits that became worse as he got older: He was untidy, tight with money, and never on time.

Among the four friends, Brian and Denise had known each other the longest. They first met at Holy Comforter middle school. Denise’s father was a church deacon, and Johnnie, her mother, was a full-time wife and homemaker, devoting herself to raising, dressing, and disciplining the children. Like most Baptist wives of her generation, she was emotionally and financially dependent on her husband, and with only one wage earner in the family, money was tight. Nevertheless, Johnnie ensured her four girls were always immaculately dressed and groomed and taught them to be righteous, God-fearing, and submissive.

Denise was a cheerleader like Kathy and a finalist for homecoming queen. A slim brunette, she was voted “best dressed” in her senior year. She was also smart (she was student council president) and a compassionate Christian. She belonged to the Civinettes—an all-female high school service organization that visited the sick and elderly in nursing homes. Mike was her first real boyfriend. The moment she saw him, she wanted to be with him.

Brian, Kathy, Mike, and Denise made a tight foursome: all hardworking, responsible young people from close-knit, conservative families. There were no keg parties, no drug binges, no one-night stands. The boys played football; the girls cheered them on.

According to Church doctrine, God’s plan for sexual intimacy was a lifetime relationship between one man and one woman. Extramarital sex was taboo, along with alcohol, abortion, and “alternative lifestyles.” After high school, the four friends all went to FSU, commuting to class, and after graduating, they stayed at home with their families, saving up to get married while they settled into their careers.



Southern Baptists split from the Baptists who’d settled in the American colonies in the seventeenth century following a rift with their northern counterparts over the issue of slavery. The churches affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) generally identify themselves as independent, autonomous congregations that have voluntarily joined together for mutual support; nonetheless, the vast majority are conservative and evangelical. Even today, congregations are predominantly white. Most prominent Southern Baptists are outspoken Republicans, and many have political influence.

In a literal sense, all it takes for a church to be “Baptist” is for congregants to practice baptism by full immersion at the time they accept Christ as their personal savior (rather than at birth, as a matter of course). However, Baptist congregations, like those of most traditional churches, tend to be homogeneous and self-resembling, with an attachment to autocratic leadership and centralized forms of power. As a result, they adhere to the doctrine laid out by the SBC: the Bible contains no errors; personal acceptance of Jesus Christ is the only way to salvation; abortion and homosexuality should be discouraged; same-sex marriage is not respected; and those who are not baptized will go to hell (“an eternal, conscious punishment”). Many endorse the laying on of hands. And although such practices are not sanctioned by the SBC, some also speak in tongues and cast out demons.

North Florida Baptist Church was affiliated with the SBC, the largest Protestant denomination in the United States, which experienced a huge upheaval known as the “conservative resurgence” in the 1980s. Theologically liberal pastors were removed and replaced with traditionalists; churches, colleges, seminaries, and other Baptist institutions were likewise purged of moderates, who decried the atmosphere of dogmatism and intolerance. Pastors adhered to traditional interpretations of the gospel, anxious not to fall foul of the Convention authorities; congregants, too, were caught up in the widespread paranoia.

Still, although beleaguered internally, most Baptists kept their theological anxieties to themselves, putting up a united front and practicing their own beliefs as they saw fit. Most Baptists are unfailingly generous, kind, thoughtful people who treat others with respect, whatever their lifestyle or politics. Although to the outside world, the Church’s regulation of sexual desire might seem uncompromising, for the most part, Baptists endorse the doctrine of “love the sinner, hate the sin.”

Perhaps ironically, a 2019 investigation by the Houston Chronicle and the San Antonio Express-News revealed that a disturbing number of Southern Baptist leaders—pastors, deacons, and youth ministers—had been caught engaging in sexual misconduct since the latter years of the twentieth century. The investigation named 218 people who, since 1998, have either worked or volunteered in Southern Baptist churches and have been convicted of or pleaded guilty to sex crimes. Many more have been accused, and more than 700 victims have come forward. Several esteemed figures of the Southern Baptist Convention were investigated by the U.S. Department of Justice for their role in covering up the abuse.

This religious and sexual catastrophe led to a torrent of scandalous revelations and expensive lawsuits, and, to some degree, the erosion of the deference traditionally shown to the formal heads of the Baptist church by its followers. By allegedly concealing wrongdoing and handling the abuse quietly, as an internal matter, the Church caused even further harm to victims. Like the similar scandal in the Catholic Church, these revelations showed how religious organizations can become perverse and pathological.

In short, all-powerful institutions left to their own devices breed secrets, and in their shadow, terrible crimes can be hidden for years.



Denise planned to marry and have children, in the Baptist tradition, but she also wanted to work. Like her mother, she had a good head for figures. She qualified as a certified public accountant (CPA)—a safe, stable job—and began working for the state. Her husband-to-be, Mike, appraised real estate. Kathy and Brian both found work in their respective family businesses—she at the Copy Shop, he, a political science major at FSU, selling insurance for his father’s firm.

The two couples fit comfortably into their allotted roles, their lives absorbed by work, church, and family life. Mike stayed late at the office. Denise, too, worked hard. Kathy was committed to her parents and the family business. Compared with the others, Brian had a more leisurely schedule—his dad gave him a free hand, allowing him to work at his own pace. Nonetheless, although they now had less time together, the foursome stayed tight. They saw one another on weekends, spending time outdoors whenever they got the chance. Mike and Brian had learned to hunt and fish as kids. They’d be out in the woods or on the lake when hunting season came around. Sometimes Kathy and Denise would go with them. Occasionally, the two couples would go quail hunting on a plantation in Thomasville, just over the state line in Georgia. Sometimes they went fishing, scalloping, or bowling. It felt like things would go on that way forever—the four of them hanging out together on weekends, going to the park, going to restaurants, and eventually raising their kids alongside one another as well. Both couples married in 1994. Church weddings. Cake and lemonade.



“We are just totally overwhelmed!”

It’s May 9, 1999, Mother’s Day, and the lucky timing of their daughter’s birth has earned Mike and Denise a fleeting appearance on a local television station, WCTV Tallahassee. A camera crew visits the maternity ward and films a brief interview with the proud parents. Denise, in a floral nightdress and dressing gown, is glowing. Her thick, shoulder-length hair is now blond, as it will be for the next twenty years, and with her pale complexion, she looks like an elfin version of Alice in Wonderland. The baby, named Anslee, has arrived early. “She was due Tuesday, and she would have made me wait a whole’nother whole year for Mother’s Day, but she came yesterday so I could enjoy this day and spend the day with her,” says Denise, smiling bashfully. Mike, by her side, is wearing a black polo shirt and baseball cap. He’s boyishly handsome, with blue eyes and a dimpled chin. Like his wife, he speaks with a southern drawl. “It was unbelievable,” he says, glancing at Denise. “I have a whole new respect for my wife, and women in general, and what they go through in order to bring new life into the world.”

The couple wanted two more children, at least—and they could afford it. Mike was making good money. In August 1999, with their growing family in mind, the couple moved into a two-story, three-bedroom home at Midyette Plantation, a gated community. The subdivision was about five miles east of the beltway, just off picturesque Miccosukee Road, with its dense, dark canopy of overhanging Spanish moss. The house was airy and modern, with a large backyard sheltered by basswood, Scotch pine, and magnolia trees. It was an upward move for the couple, who both came from families that struggled financially.

Mike, with his working-class background, grew up wanting a better style of life. During high school, he worked hard to save for college: shelving cans at the Food Lion, serving customers at the Circle K, rolling coins at the bank. It’s in childhood that we first learn the magic of money; we pick up on our parents’ feelings about spending, saving, and owing, their regard for its importance, their ways of handling it. It’s how we recognize power. Like many, his parents’ financial struggles shaped Mike’s feelings toward wealth.

As a student, he was hired by a small, family-owned company, Ketcham Appraisals, and began learning about the real estate business. He worked hard and discovered how it felt to start accumulating cash. It was addictive. He graduated from college free of debt and continued working for Ketcham Appraisals, taking on more and more responsibility. He was ambitious and competitive, driven to improve and accumulate. The more he earned, the harder he worked. Making money was his only goal.

Ketcham Appraisals was a warm, welcoming family firm. When things were going well financially, the boss, Clay Ketcham, would take the entire office and their families to Disney World or Panama City. Mike made friends with some of the other young real estate agents, and he went deep-sea fishing with a couple of them. Most of the other employees were more prosperous than Mike, who was younger, and he looked up to them. “He thought people who had money were in a different strata from him. And he finds himself up in this different strata,” recalled Clay Ketcham. “He’s just got to work extremely hard to make the money that these guys were making, which meant he didn’t spend much time at home.”

At first, Mike shared space with two other real estate agents, but soon graduated to an office of his own. “He worked almost twenty-four hours a day,” said Clay. Mike was always thinking about the future. He aspired to make partner at Ketcham Appraisals, or start his own company. He joined the Rotary Club to make local connections that might help him in business and planned to run for a seat on the city council or the county commission. Not yet thirty, he was already making nearly $180,000 a year. He planned to retire at fifty. He had it all figured out.

Denise adored their daughter, but the first year of motherhood was a struggle. She suffered from postpartum depression, and the baby’s crying set her nerves on edge. Mike was frustrated; Denise stayed home from work until she felt more stable; her unhappiness put the couple’s sex life on hold. They hired a maid to keep house. Mike would get back from work at 7 p.m. most days to cook supper, or he’d pick up something on the way home. He’d feed and play with the baby, give her a bath, put her to bed, then go back to the office and work until 2 or 3 a.m. If his daughter wouldn’t settle, he’d take her along. “It wasn’t uncommon to see Anslee in a little car seat sitting by Mike’s desk, and him rocking her with one foot while he got on with his work,” his boss recalled.

Mike’s insecurities around money made him nosy about other people’s income. He idolized Brian’s security, partly because Brian seemed to have plenty of cash without ever having to work too hard. That was the kind of life Mike wanted to have one day. Instead, he was constantly fretting about how much he made compared with his colleagues. Clay described him as having a “shifty eye” when paychecks and income statements were lying around his desk. “He never had access to our accounting or anything, but you could tell he’d love to know how much was coming in and going out,” said Clay.

His boss grew worried about him. One day, Clay insisted Mike hand over his office key and spend some time at home with his family. Mike tried, but he couldn’t do it. “When Mike got upset, his mouth would break out in fever blisters… he was just coming unglued,” Clay would recall. “Mike lived his life as if there was something haunting him.”

Over Thanksgiving weekend in 2000, Brian and Mike drove out to Stuttgart, Arkansas, the “Duck Hunting Capital of the World,” for the annual Duck Calling World Championship and Hunting Expo. Just the guys, with Brian’s dog, Maggie, in a crate in the back. The hunting competition was a bust—Mike fell overboard and later caught pneumonia as a result. Too sick to work, he took a whole week off for the first time in his life. The moment he recovered, he made plans for another trip, this time with Denise. December 16, 2000, would be the couple’s sixth wedding anniversary. Mike booked them a suite at the Gibson Inn, a ninety-minute drive south, in the quiet coastal town of Apalachicola. Denise’s sister would take the baby. This would be a special, romantic trip designed to recharge their marriage. Adults only.




– 2 – Alligators in the Winter


“This is the law of the beasts, and of the fowl, and of every living creature that moveth in the waters, and of every creature that creepeth upon the earth.”

LEVITICUS 11:46



The security alarm at 5017 Centennial Oak Circle was disengaged at 4:30 a.m. on Saturday, December 16, 2000, the morning of Mike and Denise’s sixth wedding anniversary. Mike set out early that morning to go duck hunting alone, which wasn’t unusual. On the way, he dropped into Ketcham Appraisals for five minutes to pick up his gun, which, as the responsible dad of a curious toddler, he kept locked up in his office closet.

Around 12:30 p.m., Denise called her sister and said she would be late—Mike was still at the lake and wasn’t answering his phone. It wasn’t a big deal. Losing track of time was one of her husband’s bad habits. When there was still no sign of him an hour later, Deanna drove to Denise’s house to wait with her. Once before, while duck hunting on Lake Seminole, Mike and Brian got stranded on an island and had to be rescued by Fish and Wildlife officers. Deanna assumed something of the kind had happened again.

When Mike still hadn’t returned by 2 p.m., Denise called her father, Warren, and asked if he’d mind going to look for him. It was a tall order. Lake Seminole, an hour northwest of Tallahassee, sprawls across north Florida and south Georgia for sixty square miles. It was formed in 1958 by the deliberate flooding of large areas of land, much of which was heavily forested. The trees died, leaving an unsettling landscape of leafless, blackened stumps which—much to the annoyance of hunters and fishermen—protrude from the water, jamming up motors and damaging propellors. The reservoir is also known for its thick beds of hydrilla (aggressively growing tangled weeds with stems up to twenty feet long) and its sizable alligators.

To help with the search, Warren took along Mike’s protégé, a young college student named Damon Jasper, who also worked at Ketcham Appraisals. Damon had been hunting with Mike the previous weekend and knew the boat ramps he liked to use. When Mike went to Lake Seminole, Damon said, he drove to the small town of Sneads then headed north, up River Road, launching his boat from a ramp on the lake’s southwest side. The men thought he’d probably hit a stump, knocking out his motor. He still wasn’t answering his phone.

It was 3:30 p.m. by the time Warren and Damon got to Sneads. They started by checking out some of the concrete boat ramps at the lake’s edge. It didn’t take them long to find Mike’s green-and-tan Ford Bronco, which was parked in a grassy area by the road, but there was no sign of the boat, which made it even more likely that Mike was still out on the lake. Warren called the local Fish and Wildlife Commission office to let them know what was happening, and an officer named Greg Morris came to meet them. The three men drove around the lake for the next hour until the sun went down, pulling up at different vantage points to scan the water. They focused on the area near where Mike’s car was found, known to locals as Stump Field, but there was no sign of either the hunter or his boat.

North Florida has a subtropical climate, with dry springs and mild winters, but summer and fall bring the threat of extreme weather: hurricanes, tornadoes, and floods. December is usually mild, and in keeping with the season, the day had been warm but overcast, with temperatures in the 70s. But as dusk fell, a heavy storm front moved in, and it started to rain. The temperature dropped from 80 degrees to 45, and a 50-mile-per-hour wind gusted through the trees. Fish and Wildlife officers wanted to start a full-scale search-and-rescue effort, but they had to wait another five hours until the storm had cleared. Warren Merrell and Damon Jasper drove back to Tallahassee for the night, returning early the following day, by which time the news of Mike’s disappearance had begun to spread. Mike was popular and well-loved; everyone was desperately worried.

The next morning, dozens of friends and family members turned up at the lake, along with sheriff’s deputies from Jackson County, the north Florida jurisdiction that includes Lake Seminole. The search went on all day and continued after dark, but nothing was found. Around midnight, law enforcement deployed a helicopter with a thermal-imaging radar device. Still, no one found anything until Brian Winchester and his father, Marcus, came across Mike’s boat in a sawgrass-covered cove 75 yards south of the lake’s western shore, not far from Stump Field. The boat, a 13-foot Gheenoe (a cross between a motorboat and a canoe), was full of hunting equipment (duck decoys, lifejackets, an ammunition box, and a 12-gauge shotgun, still zipped up in its case), but significantly, there were no waders. Mike’s flashlight was also missing, and so were the keys to his truck. The boat’s engine was in the “on” position, the fuel tank almost full, the motor undamaged.

Until then, everyone had assumed something must have happened to the boat, but now it looked as though something had happened to Mike, and the search took on a new urgency. People had conflicting opinions about his hunting skill. Some said he was careful and safety-conscious; others remembered him taking unreasonable risks. If he’d stood up in the boat to take a shot, some said, he could easily have lost his balance, fallen overboard, hit his head on a stump, and knocked himself out. If he’d managed to reach dry land, he might be lying on an island unconscious or suffering from hypothermia, given the recent cold snap.

There were a few clues, although no one knew what to make of them. A man told law enforcement officers he’d been hunting on the lake early on Saturday morning with his son. They’d seen Mike’s truck and trailer, he said, and they’d heard shots out on the lake. On their way back, around 8:30 a.m., they’d seen Mike’s boat floating in the sawgrass, not far from his truck. Another hunter said he’d seen three young men out on the lake that morning engaged in what appeared to be “a friendly conversation.” He said one of them looked exactly like Mike, but they were farther up the road from where Mike’s truck was found. Also, an elderly couple said they’d seen a young man dressed in camouflage jogging along River Road on Saturday morning at daybreak, with no hat, no gun, and no flashlight.

Scott Dungey was a friend of Mike’s from North Florida Christian High who’d spent a lot of time with him, fishing and hunting—in fact, he kept Mike’s offshore boat in his garage. As soon as Scott learned that Mike was missing, he called his father-in-law, whose brother was head of the Florida Game and Fresh Water Commission, and the three of them drove up to the lake together. Years later, Scott recalled the temperature. “It was bitterly cold.” Scott and his friend Kip Bembry were out searching for Mike until February. According to Dungey, for the first two weeks, there were “no less than twenty to twenty-five people out there every day.”

Alton Ranew, a Florida Fish and Wildlife officer, had been patrolling the state lands and waters of Jackson County for almost twenty-five years. He was off duty on Saturday, December 16, the day Mike went missing, but the following morning, Sunday, he got a call from his supervisor telling him they needed him at the lake. To help with the search, Ranew took out a Fish and Wildlife boat with an outboard motor on the back, but there were so many stumps in the area he ended up exchanging the boat for a borrowed Go-Devil with an engine at the end of a long shaft that you could lift out of the water.

In the first days and weeks of the search, several colleagues from Fish and Wildlife joined Ranew, along with divers and deputies from the Jackson County Sheriff’s Office. Helicopters and small airplanes conducted surveillance overhead (this was before drones were commonplace). They set up a temporary command post where Mike’s boat had been found at the landing. Howard Drew, a family friend who’d taught Mike to hunt, kept a barrel fire burning. Local businesses in Sneads donated coffee, food, and blankets to the searchers, who, in addition to law enforcement officers, included Mike’s family and friends, neighbors, business associates, old high school buddies, and strangers who just wanted to help. The search focused on the vicinity of Stump Field; everyone worked with painstaking vigilance.

In this eerie inlet, the water, for the most part, is no more than four to five feet in depth—not deep enough to conceal a dead body—but there is a murky slough to the west where it reaches up to fourteen feet, and this is where the search team focused. Alton Ranew went to the hardware store in Sneads and purchased some inch-and-a-half white PVC pipe, which he cut into sections of fourteen to sixteen feet, inserting a bamboo cane inside each section of pipe to keep it firm. He divided the area into a grid of six-foot squares; after thoroughly searching each square, he planted a cane in the mud at the bottom of the lake.

In addition, Ranew attached infrared cameras to the bases of two poles. As the men worked them through the mud, officers on the shoreline watched the camera feed on a monitor, looking for anything of interest and indicating by two-way radio where the searchers should focus. Progress was slow and frustrating due to obstructions on the lakebed. Nine days later, there was nothing to report except roots, stumps, and the tops of flooded trees.

On the tenth day, Mike’s hunting hat turned up, floating in the water.


Missing Since: December 16, 2000, from Tallahassee, Florida

Classification: Endangered Missing Adult

Date Of Birth: October 16, 1969

Age: 31

Height: 70 inches

Weight: 170 lbs

Hair Color: Brown

Eye Color: Blue

Race: White

Gender: Male

Distinguishing Characteristics: Chicken pox scar on left cheek, previously wore braces on teeth and corrective shoes.

Clothing: Possibly wearing camouflage hunting clothes.

Jewelry: Possibly wearing a “St. Christopher” medal on a gold chain, a watch, and a wedding band on left ring finger.

Case Number: 00-121624

Details of Disappearance

Unknown. Jerry, also known as Mike, was last seen leaving his residence in the vicinity of the 5000 block of Centennial Oak Cir. in Tallahassee, FL. He allegedly was going duck hunting at Lake Seminole. His boat and vehicle, described as a green and tan 1994 Ford Bronco, were later found at the lake as well.

Investigating Agency

If you have any information concerning this case, please contact:

Jackson County Sheriff’s Office

(850) 482-9624



During the following weeks, while deploying fewer law enforcement officers, the Florida Department of Law Enforcement (FDLE) commissioned more sophisticated technological equipment, including giant magnets, sonar scanning devices, and a high-powered underwater camera on loan from the National Geographic Society. It brought in a dive team from Montgomery County, Alabama, just north of Lake Seminole, and another from the Army Corps of Engineers. Cadaver dogs from Northwest Florida Search and Rescue were taken to Stump Field and given items of Mike’s clothing to smell. There was a northeast wind that day, and even though the dogs indicated here and there, no solid evidence was found.

Officer Ranew continued to search, but more and more often, he did so alone. As the weeks turned into months, it became obvious: Mike Williams was dead. Law enforcement officials called off the search on February 10, 2001, after forty-four
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