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​Monster of Mayport, Nine Days, Seven Deaths, and the Making of a Florida Killer

In May 2003, William Edward Wells III sealed a bedroom door with duct tape, piled dirty laundry over the bodies of his wife and two of her family members, and waited. Over nine days in a Mayport, Florida mobile home, he would kill five people, a domestic mass murder that shocked a tight-knit coastal community already shaped by generations of normalised violence, commercial feuding, and the long shadow of a father who had killed two children on a Florida road in 1961.

But the Mayport massacre was only the beginning.

Monster of Mayport traces the full criminal arc of Wells from his formation in the insular world of Gulf Coast shrimping to the maximum-security prisons of Florida, where, serving five consecutive life sentences, he discovered that additional incarceration held no power over a man with nothing left to lose. Two more institutional homicides followed, each more sophisticated than the last, culminating in a premeditated execution planned across thirty days of camera analysis in a prison dayroom blind spot.

Drawing on criminological research, forensic psychology, and the sociology of community violence, this book examines what Wells' story reveals about transgenerational violence, the structural failures of carceral management, and the limits of a legal system that creates the very conditions it cannot contain. Seven people are dead. The system failed every one of them. This is the full reckoning.

​
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​Chapter 1: The Death Car Driver
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There are places in America where violence does not arrive as an interruption. It does not descend from elsewhere or announce itself as an exception to the ordinary order of things. In certain communities, small, tight, coastal, bound by shared labour and mutual suspicion, violence is simply one of the instruments by which life is conducted, passed down through families the way a trade is passed down, absorbed by children before they have language for what they are absorbing. The Florida First Coast in the mid-twentieth century was such a place: a strip of Atlantic shoreline stretching north from St. Augustine to the Georgia line, defined by the naval installations at Jacksonville and the shrimping villages scattered along its edges, places like Mayport, where the men worked the boats and the women waited onshore and everyone knew the names of everyone else's dead. These were communities that understood violence not as pathology but as ecology, a feature of the environment, as natural and as indifferent as the weather coming off the Atlantic, as the hurricanes that periodically erased everything and forced people to begin again.

It was into this world that William Edward Wells Sr. was born, and it was in this world that he would, on a December night in 1961, commit the act that would define his life and shadow the life of the son he had not yet conceived. The story of what happened on Mayport Road on the night of December 9 is, in one sense, a simple story: a drunk man drove too fast and two children died. Stories of that kind are told by the hundreds in any given year in any given state, and most of them disappear into the statistical record without leaving much behind. But this story did not disappear. It lodged itself in the tissue of the community like a splinter, festering quietly for decades, and its reverberations would eventually produce consequences that the newspapers of 1961 could not have imagined and would not have believed.

To understand what happened on Mayport Road, it is necessary to understand what the night of December 9 looked like for William Wells Sr. in the hours before the crash. The details that survive in the contemporary record are fragmentary, the newspapers of the early 1960s reported crime with a directness that later journalism would abandon, but they were not interested in the interior lives of perpetrators, and so reconstruction requires both careful attention to what the record does say and an honest acknowledgment of what it does not. What it does say is this: Wells Sr. had spent the better part of a week drinking. The precise social context of this drinking, the bars he frequented, the companions he kept, the accumulated grievances or celebrations that had kept a bottle in his hand for several days, is not preserved in the historical record with the specificity one might wish. What is preserved is the characterisation offered by contemporaries: Wells Sr. had been celebrating. What he was celebrating, the record does not say. It may have been nothing more than the end of a working week, the kind of low-grade, purposeless drinking that men in shrimping communities conducted not as event but as routine, a daily maintenance of a certain agreeable blankness that made the physical demands of the work bearable.

By the evening of December 9, Wells Sr. was, by any reasonable measure, profoundly intoxicated. What happened next speaks to something beyond mere impulsiveness. He made a choice. The choice was to take a car.

The vehicle belonged to a woman named Alice Ogilvie. How Wells Sr. came to have access to Ogilvie's 1958 Cadillac, whether she handed him the keys voluntarily, whether she was present and consenting, whether the car was taken without explicit permission, is not recorded with precision in the contemporary sources. What is recorded is that Ogilvie herself was in the vehicle when it moved, seated in the back, along with a friend whose name does not survive in the available record. Wells Sr. was behind the wheel. He was, by any reasonable clinical standard, unfit to drive.

What followed was not an accident in the sense that the word is usually understood. An accident implies the absence of choice, or the presence of circumstances entirely beyond the control of the person responsible. What Wells Sr. did on Mayport Road that night involved choices at every stage: the choice to take the wheel, the choice to race, the choice to push the vehicle to a speed that placed everyone in its path, and everyone in its interior, in mortal danger. The car he was racing against, another vehicle whose driver and ownership are not clearly established in the surviving record, was a willing participant in the competition. Two machines, screaming along Mayport Road in the December dark at ninety miles per hour, the drivers testing whatever it was that men in their position habitually tested: nerve, reflexes, the engine's tolerance, their own sense of invulnerability.

Robert Modesky was seven years old. His brother William was also seven years old. The coincidence of age, twins, presumably, or children born in the same calendar year with some months between them, though the record does not specify, gives their deaths a peculiar symmetry that the newspapers of the time would note with undisguised horror. They were on Mayport Road that night, presumably returning home from whatever a pair of seven-year-old boys did on a December evening in a Florida coastal community in 1961: perhaps a neighbour's house, perhaps an errand, perhaps nothing more significant than the ordinary business of being small and alive and moving through a world that had not yet given them reason to fear it. They could not have heard the engines before it was too late. At ninety miles per hour, a car covers a hundred and thirty-two feet every second. There would have been no interval between awareness and impact.

The Cadillac hit them. The details of the impact, the precise physical mechanics, the trajectory, the immediate condition of the children at the scene, are described in the contemporary newspaper accounts with a bluntness that reflects the journalistic conventions of the period rather than any callousness on the part of the reporters. Both boys were killed. The scene on Mayport Road in the immediate aftermath was the kind of scene that defines communities for generations: the stopped car, the motionless bodies on the road, the gathering of neighbours drawn by the sound of the impact, the arrival of law enforcement, and the drunk man who had done it still alive, still present, processing in whatever way a heavily intoxicated person processes the sudden irrevocable knowledge of what he has done.

Alice Ogilvie and her friend survived. The record does not document their injuries, if any, or their subsequent lives. They pass through the history of this night as background figures, their presence in the car a detail of the evening's logistics rather than its moral centre. The moral centre, as the newspapers made immediately clear, was the man behind the wheel and the two small bodies on the road.

The Jacksonville newspapers gave Wells Sr. a name. They called him the "death car driver," a phrase that combined the tabloid urgency of the era with a moral precision that was, in its way, entirely accurate. He was not described as a victim of circumstance, not framed as a man destroyed by addiction, not presented with the mitigatory language that later decades would bring to the reporting of drunk-driving fatalities. He was the death car driver: the agent, the cause, the human instrument of two children's deaths. The phrase followed him. It would, in a meaningful sense, follow his family.

The criminal proceedings moved with the efficiency that serious cases commanded in early 1960s Florida. Wells Sr. was charged, prosecuted, and convicted of vehicular homicide, the precise charges and the specific legal proceedings are not preserved in full detail in the available record, but the outcome is not in doubt. The judge sentenced him to forty years in prison. It was a sentence commensurate with the gravity of what had happened, commensurate with the community's demand for accountability, and commensurate, in the arithmetic of that era's criminal justice system, with the death of two children at the hands of a man who had chosen to get behind the wheel drunk and race a stranger down a residential road at ninety miles an hour.

Forty years. For a man in his twenties or thirties, the record does not give Wells Sr.'s birth year with precision, forty years was, functionally, the rest of his working life. It was a sentence that said: we are not simply punishing you; we are removing you. We are placing you in a box and shutting the lid and telling the community that the man who did this will not be among you for a generation. This is what justice looks like when the dead are seven years old and the community has had to explain to two sets of parents why their sons did not come home.

The Florida prison system into which Wells Sr. was absorbed in the early 1960s was not the system that would later claim his son. It was an older institution, shaped by different assumptions, operating on different principles, housed in facilities that reflected a different era's understanding of what incarceration was for. The state penitentiary system of that period was organised around the idea of productive labour, the prison farm, the chain gang, the various forms of work that the state extracted from the men it confined, combined with a punitive severity that made no particular claims to rehabilitation. Men went in. They served their time. Some of them came out changed in ways that made them less dangerous; many came out changed in ways that made them more so; and the system itself had no reliable mechanism for distinguishing between the two.

Wells Sr. served fifteen years. Not forty, as the sentence had specified, but fifteen, a reflection of the discretionary parole systems that governed release in Florida through much of the twentieth century, under which sentences handed down in court were understood by everyone involved as maximum figures subject to reduction on grounds of institutional behaviour, overcrowding, and the various calculations that prison administrators made about the ongoing cost and risk of housing a given individual. Fifteen years was not an unusual discount from a forty-year sentence in that era; it was the kind of reduction that happened to men who did not cause too much trouble inside, who kept their heads down, who allowed the institution to process them without excessive friction.

What those fifteen years did to William Wells Sr., what the experience of incarceration did to his psychology, his self-understanding, his capacity for relationships and responsibility, is not recorded in any document that survives. Prison memoirs from men of his background and generation are rare to nonexistent; psychological evaluations of the kind that later decades would generate in abundance were not systematically conducted; and the gap between the man who went in and the man who came out is, in the historical record, largely blank. What can be said is that he emerged into a world in which his identity was fixed. The death car driver. The man who killed the Modesky boys. The man who had raced a stranger at ninety miles an hour and produced two small corpses on Mayport Road. Whatever else William Wells Sr. might have been or become, he was that, permanently, in the community's accounting. It was the sentence that ran longer than the one the judge had imposed.

He was released at some point in the mid-to-late 1970s, the precise date is not recorded with precision in the available sources, and the life he rebuilt after release is documented primarily through its consequences rather than its contents. He returned to the world he knew: the water, the boats, the shrimping trade that organised so much of the life of coastal northeast Florida. He operated a shrimp boat at some point out of Freeport, Texas, which suggests a relocation of some distance from Jacksonville and Mayport, perhaps a deliberate attempt to place miles between himself and the community that would always know his name and what it meant. Freeport was another shrimping town, another coastal community organised around the rhythms of the Gulf and the economics of the harvest, similar enough to Mayport to feel familiar, different enough to offer something like a fresh start.

It was during this period, the period of reconstruction, of a man attempting to build a life from the materials available to him after fifteen years in prison, that William Edward Wells Sr. became a father for the third time. The child was born on October 7, 1975. The circumstances of the birth were not straightforward: the boy was the product of an extramarital affair, conceived outside whatever domestic arrangements Wells Sr. had in place at the time. His name was William Edward Wells III, and he would eventually be known to the people of Mayport, and then to the wider world, as Billy Wells, though that was a name that would, decades later, be superseded by another name entirely, one that the newspapers would give him as their predecessors had given his father the name "death car driver," and that would carry within it the same cargo of horror and moral accounting.

As an infant, the boy was taken to Freeport. He did not go to his mother, who was apparently not in a position to take him, or whose circumstances made his upbringing her responsibility only in the biological sense. He went instead with his father, into the world of the shrimp boat and the Gulf Coast, and was raised there by Wells Sr. and by the woman who was presented to him, from his earliest understanding of the word, as his mother. Her name was Selma. She was Wells Sr.'s partner, and she raised the boy as her own, with whatever combination of affection, practicality, and the particular emotional limitations of people who have been shaped by hard lives that such an arrangement implies.

The boy grew up believing that Selma was his mother. This was not a deception of particular cruelty in the environment in which it occurred; it was the kind of practical domestic arrangement that men and women in difficult circumstances made all the time, the tidying of complicated realities into simpler forms that children could live inside without being damaged by the full weight of adult complication. For most of his childhood, it worked. He was Billy, son of William Sr. and Selma, a child of the Gulf Coast shrimping trade, growing up in the compressed world of a working waterfront family with all the advantages and disadvantages that implied.

The advantages were real, if limited: a trade to learn, a sense of purpose rooted in physical labour, a community of men who respected competence and endurance, a knowledge of the water and the boats that constituted a genuine skill in the world. The disadvantages were equally real: the economic precarity of the shrimping industry, which was even then beginning its long decline under pressure from foreign competition and environmental regulation; the cultural isolation of shrimping communities, which tended to look inward and to resolve disputes through mechanisms that did not involve external authority; and the specific emotional legacy of a household organised around a man who had spent fifteen years in prison for killing two children and who carried, however silently, the particular psychological burden of that history.

What Wells Sr. told the boy about those fifteen years, whether he told him anything at all, whether the subject was ever raised, whether the prison time was framed as injustice or penance or simply as a fact of life that required no explanation, is not recorded. What is recorded is that the boy grew up in the shadow of something he could not fully see, in a household whose emotional atmosphere was shaped by events that predated his birth and that he would not understand until much later.

The understanding came in his teenage years. At some point during adolescence, the precise age is not specified in any source, and the circumstances of the revelation are not recorded, Billy Wells discovered that Selma was not his biological mother. The discovery was not, apparently, the result of a deliberate conversation or a planned disclosure. It came the way these things typically come in families that have organised themselves around concealment: through accident, through the overheard remark, through the document found in a drawer, through the moment when the story that has been maintained with such effort suddenly fails to hold together under the weight of a question that can no longer be deflected.

What the revelation did to him is something that can be assessed only through its downstream effects, because the interior experience of a teenage boy confronting the erasure of the foundational story of his own identity leaves no direct documentary trace. What the criminological and psychological literature can tell us, and what the arc of Wells' subsequent life will confirm in exhaustive and devastating detail, is that this kind of discovery, made in adolescence when identity formation is already the central developmental project of a young person's life, carries a particular destructive charge. The discovery is not simply that one fact was wrong. It is that the entire architecture of the self that has been constructed on that fact is suddenly unreliable. If Selma is not his mother, then who is he? If his father maintained this fiction for fifteen years, what else has been maintained? If the story of his family is not the story he was told, then what is the truth of his own existence?

For a boy with a strong social network, with healthy attachment relationships, with access to adults who could help him process the revelation and reconstruct a stable identity from its wreckage, such a discovery might be painful and disorienting without being permanently damaging. For a boy without those resources, growing up in a household defined by male stoicism, economic precarity, a father with his own enormous unprocessed history, and a maternal figure who was now revealed to be something other than what she had seemed, the damage had nowhere to go except inward, where it would accumulate alongside whatever other wounds the years had already deposited, waiting for a moment of sufficient pressure to detonate.

There is one further element of the picture that must be placed here, because it belongs to this period and because its implications would run forward through the entire history that follows. The family eventually relocated back to Florida. The shrimping trade, the Gulf Coast, Freeport and its world, all of that receded, and the Wells family returned to northeast Florida, to the community around Mayport and Jacksonville, to the world shaped by the naval station and the shrimping industry and the long memory that coastal communities maintain about the people who belong to them and the things those people have done. They returned to the place where the name Wells still carried, for those old enough to remember, the weight of two small boys dead on Mayport Road.

What it meant for a young man with an already fractured sense of identity to return to a community that defined his father by the worst night of his life is not something the historical record addresses directly. But the return placed Wells in a social environment whose relationship to his family was already complicated before he had done anything to complicate it further. He was the son of the death car driver, in the community where the death car driver had done his driving. He was arriving with secrets he had recently discovered, carrying wounds he had no language for, entering a world that would not look at him without seeing his father's history superimposed over his own.

And in that community, he would soon encounter a family whose own relationship to violence was intimate and normalised, a family whose patriarch had himself killed a man without the community turning its back on him, whose restaurant businesses were about to become the central theatre of a feud that would last a decade. The McMains family. They were already there, already established, already a force in the local economy and social landscape. And somewhere in their orbit, a young woman named Irene, known to everyone as Tootie, was growing up in her own complicated household, shaped by her own set of pressures and inheritances, heading toward an encounter with Billy Wells that neither of them would survive intact.

Wells Sr. had spent fifteen years in prison for two lives taken in a single night of recklessness on Mayport Road. He had paid what the law determined was his debt, walked out of the institution, and resumed what life was available to him. The community had not forgotten, but it had, as communities do, absorbed the event into its history and moved on to the business of the present. The Modesky family had their grief; Wells Sr. had his sentence; and eventually, time had done what time always does, which is to convert the intolerable into the merely historical.

What no one in Mayport could have known, as Wells Sr. took his place back in the fabric of coastal Florida life, was that the accounting was not finished. The recklessness on Mayport Road had produced consequences that would take another quarter century to fully manifest, consequences that the law of 1961 and the judge who handed down the forty-year sentence and the parole board that reduced it to fifteen had no mechanism for anticipating or addressing. The death car driver had a son. That son had been born into a world already saturated with the inheritance of violence, had been given an identity that would be taken from him in his teenage years, had been returned to the community that remembered his father's crimes, and had been placed, by the logic of geography and family and the gravitational pull of history, directly in the path of everything that was coming.

Robert and William Modesky were the first names in this story. They would not be the last. But their deaths, small, terrible, and in the immediate sense entirely meaningless, the consequence of nothing more significant than a drunk man's vanity and a car that could go ninety miles an hour, planted something in the soil of a Florida coastal community that would, across the next four decades, grow into a horror that dwarfed its origins. The death car driver's son was alive, was growing, was accumulating wounds and inheritances and the specific moral education of a world that resolved its conflicts with fire and fists and firearms. He was out there, in the community, learning.

The bodies of Robert and William Modesky had long since been returned to the earth. The newspapers that had named William Wells Sr. the death car driver had yellowed in whatever archives still held them. The sentence had been served, the debt declared paid, and the man himself was back among the living, going about the business of a life that the courts had decided he was entitled to reclaim.

His son was watching. His son was learning. And the full cost of the night of December 9, 1961, had not yet been paid at all.
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​Chapter 2: Born Under a Bad Sign
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There is a particular kind of American childhood that leaves almost no trace in the documentary record. It does not generate school photographs preserved in albums, or letters saved in shoeboxes, or the kind of accumulated material testimony that allows biographers and criminologists to reconstruct a life from its earliest years with any confidence. It leaves, instead, a set of facts, a birth date, a location, a family configuration, and then a silence that stretches forward until the moment when the person in question does something significant enough to attract the attention of institutions that keep records. Courts. Prisons. Newspapers. The apparatus of a society that notices its members most reliably when they have done something that requires a response.

William Edward Wells III was born on October 7, 1975. Beyond that date, the early chapters of his life are known to us primarily through the fragments that later legal and journalistic documentation preserved, and through what can be inferred from the broader social and economic world into which he was delivered. That world, the shrimping communities of the Gulf Coast, the particular culture of commercial fishing in its late-twentieth-century form, the closed and self-referential social universe of men who worked the water, was not a world that produced records of its own interior life. It produced shrimp. It produced boats and nets and the particular physical competence of men who made their living in an environment that punished weakness. It produced children who grew up knowing the smell of diesel and saltwater before they knew much else, who understood the hierarchy of the docks before they understood the hierarchy of the classroom, and who absorbed the moral education of a community that had developed its own codes entirely independently of the codes that the wider society attempted to impose.

Into this world, and into a family already burdened by the weight of history examined in the previous chapter, William Edward Wells III arrived. He arrived, specifically, as a complication. He was the product of an extramarital affair, his father, William Sr., was involved with a woman other than his established domestic partner, and the child born of that involvement could not, in the logic of the world Wells Sr. inhabited, simply be left to whatever fate awaited him in his mother's household. Whether this was an act of genuine paternal responsibility or something more complicated, the assertion of ownership over a child whose existence represented, among other things, a claim on the future, is not something the record allows us to determine. What is determined is the outcome: the infant was taken. He went with his father, to Freeport, Texas, to the shrimp boat and the Gulf Coast life that Wells Sr. had built after his release from prison.

He went without his mother.

​The Absent Presence

The woman who gave birth to William Edward Wells III on October 7, 1975, does not appear in any source consulted for this book by name, in any context that identifies her as his biological mother. She is present in the story of his life the way a missing structural element is present in a building: not visible, but accountable for everything that has shifted to compensate for the gap she left. She handed her son over, or her son was taken from her, the distinction mattering enormously in terms of her own experience and meaning almost nothing in terms of his, and she departed the narrative of his childhood entirely.

What this meant for the infant, and then the boy, and then the adolescent who would eventually discover the truth of his origins, is a question that developmental psychology has spent decades attempting to answer with the rigour that it deserves. The literature on maternal separation in infancy is not univocal, it does not support simple, deterministic claims of the kind that popular criminology has sometimes attempted to make, connecting absent mothers to violent sons in a direct causal chain that obscures more than it illuminates. What the literature does support, with considerable consistency, is the proposition that the quality of attachment formed in the earliest years of life, the reliability of the caregiving relationship, the consistency of the emotional environment, the degree to which an infant's needs are met with predictability and warmth, has measurable and lasting effects on the developing individual's capacity for trust, emotional regulation, and the formation of subsequent relationships.

Wells did not have his mother. He had, instead, Selma.

Selma was Wells Sr.'s partner, the woman who had been there when Wells Sr. returned from prison, or who had come into his life during the reconstruction years, or who had arrived at whatever point in the geography of his post-incarceration life the available record does not specify with precision. What the record does specify is that she took the infant and raised him as her own. This was not a passive arrangement or a reluctant one, at least not as far as the boy was concerned: from his earliest consciousness, Selma was his mother, in every way that the word carried meaning for a child in that world. She was the woman who fed him, who corrected him, who was present when his father was at sea or at work or wherever the demands of the shrimping trade took a man who needed to rebuild his economic life after fifteen years of incarceration. She was the constant, the axis around which the household turned, the human being whose presence or absence in a room was the primary register by which a small child measured the safety of his world.

Whether Selma was a warm mother or a cold one, an affectionate presence or a merely functional one, whether she loved the boy who was not her biological child with the uncomplicated wholeness that the role required or with some fraction of that wholeness held back by the circumstances of his arrival, these are things the record does not tell us. What the record tells us, obliquely and at a distance, is what the boy eventually became, and what becomes of children can sometimes illuminate, however imperfectly, the conditions of their rearing. The inference is not a comfortable one.

​The World of the Shrimp Boat

To understand the world into which Billy Wells was born and in which he spent his first decade of life, it is necessary to understand what commercial shrimping in the Gulf of Mexico meant in the mid-to-late 1970s, economically, socially, and culturally, and what it meant to be a child growing up inside it.

The Gulf Coast shrimping industry in its postwar peak was one of the most physically demanding and economically volatile occupations available to working-class men along the Texas and Florida coasts. The boats themselves, steel-hulled trawlers ranging from forty to eighty feet, fitted with the outriggers and nets that the work required, were small enough to be operated by crews of two or three men but large enough to demand genuine seamanship, mechanical aptitude, and the particular kind of physical endurance that comes from working eighteen-hour days in heat and salt spray hauling nets that could weigh hundreds of pounds when laden. The work was seasonal in its intensities but year-round in its demands, governed by the movements of the shrimp populations and the regulations that various state agencies imposed with varying degrees of effectiveness and consistency.

Freeport, Texas, where Wells Sr. operated his boat, was a Gulf Coast industrial town of moderate size, a community shaped by petrochemical plants and commercial fishing in roughly equal measure, neither purely a fishing village nor purely an industrial settlement, but something of both, with the social textures that this combination produced. The shrimping community within Freeport was a subset of the town's working population, bound together by the particular solidarity of people who worked the same waters, competed for the same catch, and shared the same vulnerability to the weather, the market, and the various forms of bad luck that the Gulf Coast distributed without regard for effort or virtue.

It was an intensely masculine world. This is not merely a demographic observation, the crews were overwhelmingly male, the boat owners overwhelmingly male, the social hierarchy of the docks entirely organised around male relationships and male measures of worth, but a cultural one. The values that this world transmitted to its children were the values that the work required and rewarded: physical toughness, stoic endurance, a contempt for complaint and vulnerability, a suspicion of authority in all its forms, and a code of conflict resolution that was more likely to involve fists than lawyers. These were not aberrant values within this social context; they were adaptive ones. They were what the environment selected for, and the environment was rigorous in its selection.

For a boy growing up inside this world, the education was total and largely unspoken. It did not happen in explicit lessons or deliberate instruction. It happened in the texture of daily life: in the way the men on the docks talked to each other and about each other, in the way disputes were handled and status was established, in the way vulnerability was treated when it showed itself and in the way strength was recognised and rewarded. A boy absorbed these lessons the way he absorbed the smell of diesel and the sound of the rigging, not by being taught them but by being immersed in them, year after year, until they became the water he swam in and the air he breathed, indistinguishable from the basic conditions of existence.

Billy Wells was immersed in this world from infancy. His father was a man defined by a violent history, operating in a community that valued toughness above almost all other qualities, working a trade that demanded physical endurance and tolerated very little softness. The household into which Billy was born was not, by any measure the available evidence suggests, a household characterised by emotional expressiveness, therapeutic communication, or the kind of deliberate attention to a child's interior life that developmental psychologists recommend. It was a working household in a working community, organised around the practical demands of survival and operating according to the emotional conventions of its time and place.

None of this was unusual. None of it was designed to harm the child. It was simply the world as it existed, and Billy Wells was simply a child growing up inside it, absorbing its lessons and its limitations with the thoroughness that children bring to the project of understanding the world they have been placed in.

​The Economics of Decline

The shrimping industry into which Billy Wells was born was already, in the mid-1970s, beginning the long economic contraction that would ultimately reduce it to a fraction of its former scale. The specific pressures on the industry were multiple and cumulative: competition from imported shrimp, primarily from Southeast Asia and Latin America, where labour costs were a fraction of American levels; the rising cost of diesel fuel, which the oil shocks of the 1970s had elevated dramatically and which represented one of the largest single line items in a shrimping boat's operating budget; increasingly stringent environmental regulations that restricted access to certain fishing grounds and imposed equipment mandates that added to the capital costs of operation; and the general economic turbulence of the late 1970s and early 1980s, which squeezed the margins of small operators who had no financial cushion to absorb bad seasons or mechanical failures.

The consequences of this decline were felt first and most severely by the small independent operators, men like Wells Sr., who owned their boats outright and operated on thin margins without the backing of larger commercial enterprises. For such men, the economics of shrimping in the late 1970s and early 1980s were a tightening vice: the catch that sustained a family's income one year might not be sufficient the next, and the difference between a good season and a catastrophic one was often determined by factors entirely beyond the fisherman's control. Weather patterns, shrimp population dynamics, the price that the processing companies were willing to pay at the dock, the cost of fuel and ice and nets and the endless minor repairs that wooden and steel boats required, all of these variables combined to produce a livelihood that was inherently precarious and increasingly marginal.

The psychological effects of economic precarity on family life are well documented in the sociological literature. Households under financial stress tend toward higher levels of tension, conflict, and emotional unavailability, not because the people within them are deficient in character or commitment but because the cognitive and emotional resources required to manage persistent financial anxiety are resources that are then unavailable for other purposes, for patience, for attentiveness, for the kind of sustained emotional presence that children require and that adults under severe stress find it genuinely difficult to provide. This is not an excuse for what happened in the Wells household, nor is it a complete explanation. It is a context, and contexts matter.

Billy grew up in a household where financial stress was a constant background presence, where the good seasons and bad seasons of the Gulf shrimping industry translated directly into the emotional temperature of the home, and where the adults around him were managing their own considerable burdens with the tools available to them, which, in the culture of the Gulf Coast shrimping community in that era, were largely the tools of stoicism, silence, and the various chemical means by which men in difficult circumstances have always attempted to manage difficulty.

​Freeport and Its World

The physical world of Freeport, Texas, in the late 1970s and early 1980s was not without its own particular character, and that character was shaped by the same combination of industrial labour and waterfront culture that defined the shrimping communities of the Florida coast. Freeport sat on the mouth of the Brazos River where it met the Gulf, a town of roughly twelve thousand people whose skyline was defined by the stacks of the Dow Chemical plant that had been the town's dominant employer since the 1940s and by the masts of the fishing fleet that worked the offshore waters. It was a community of considerable physical beauty in the abstract, the Gulf light, the flat coastal landscape, the sense of enormous sky and open water, and considerable social hardness in the particular.

The children who grew up in Freeport's shrimping community occupied a social world that was geographically circumscribed and culturally specific. The schools they attended were the schools of a working-class coastal town; the friendships they formed were formed within the tight social network of families who worked the same industry and lived in the same streets; the entertainments available to them were the entertainments that such communities generated for themselves, which tended toward the outdoor, the physical, and the informal. It was a world that valued practical competence, the ability to handle a boat, to fix an engine, to navigate by the stars or the feel of the current, over academic achievement, and that transmitted its values through demonstration and expectation rather than explicit instruction.

For Billy Wells, growing up in this world with the specific family configuration he had been placed in, the school years were the years in which the gap between his private reality and his public presentation would have first become a sustained management project. Every child develops, in the school years, a public self, a version of themselves calibrated for the social environment of the playground and the classroom, and every child learns, in those years, that the public self and the private reality are not always the same thing. For most children, this gap is manageable, even healthy: the social mask is not a deception but a social skill, and the distance between the inner and outer self is not so great that it produces lasting psychological distortion. For children whose private reality contains something they have reason to conceal, a family secret, a domestic situation that does not conform to the social norm, a wound that public exposure would only deepen, the management of that gap becomes a more demanding and more costly project.

Billy Wells did not know, in his school years in Freeport, that he had a family secret. That was the particular cruelty of his situation: the secret was being kept from him rather than by him, which meant that the gap between his public and private selves was not one he could even fully perceive. He presented as the son of William and Selma Wells, a shrimping family's boy, unremarkable in the ways that most children in that community were unremarkable, carrying whatever he carried without knowing the full weight of what he was carrying.

​The Return

At some point in the late 1980s or very early 1990s, the precise timing is not recorded in the available sources with the specificity that a biographer would wish, the Wells family returned to Florida. The move was apparently connected to the broader dynamics of the shrimping industry's decline and to the decision to enter a different line of commerce: the restaurant trade. The details of this transition, what motivated it, what form it took, what the family's circumstances were at the time of the relocation, are not fully preserved in the available record, but its consequences are the central fact of everything that follows.

The return to Florida was not a return to anonymity. It was a return to the community where the name Wells carried specific historical freight, where the events of December 9, 1961, had been absorbed into the local memory in the way that such events always are, imperfectly, incompletely, but indelibly. The older residents of Mayport and the surrounding communities remembered, or had heard from those who remembered, what William Wells Sr. had done on Mayport Road. The Modesky family, or whatever remained of it, was part of the community's landscape. The newspaper archives, if anyone cared to consult them, preserved the phrase "death car driver" in the ink of the early 1960s.

For Wells Sr., the return meant resuming life in a place that had formed him and that he had, in a meaningful sense, never entirely left. For Billy, now a teenager, now in the years when identity formation is the central developmental project and every piece of information about who one is and where one comes from is invested with enormous significance, the return meant arriving in a place whose relationship to his family he did not yet fully understand, encountering a social world that was both familiar in its broad outlines and specifically, locally charged in ways he was only beginning to comprehend.

It was in this context, the return to Florida, the adolescent years, the particular volatility of a teenager navigating a new social environment while carrying the unexamined weight of everything his childhood had deposited in him, that the revelation came.

​The Shattering

The moment when Billy Wells discovered that Selma was not his biological mother is not recorded in any document with the particularity that would allow a precise reconstruction. The sources available to this account do not specify his exact age at the time, the circumstances of the disclosure, or the manner in which the information reached him. What they record is the fact of the discovery and its approximate timing: teenage years, which in the context of the broader narrative places it somewhere in the late 1980s or very early 1990s, during or shortly after the family's return to Florida.

In the absence of documentary specificity, what the psychological literature offers is a framework for understanding what such a discovery means for an adolescent, and that framework is illuminating in ways that go beyond the merely academic.

Adolescence is, in its most fundamental psychological description, the period during which the self is constructed in its most durable form. The child who has moved through the earlier developmental stages with whatever configuration of strength and damage their particular childhood has produced arrives at adolescence carrying all of that history, and then undertakes, in the company of peers, under the influence of an expanding social world, with the biological urgencies of puberty providing a constant insistent pressure, the project of converting that history into an identity. Who am I? What do I come from? What does it mean that I come from that and not from something else? These are the questions that adolescence poses, and the answers that a young person constructs in those years tend to be the most durable answers of their life, not necessarily the most accurate, not necessarily the most adaptive, but the most deeply embedded, the most resistant to revision.

The foundational element of any identity constructed in adolescence is the story of origin. Where did I come from? Who are my people? What does my family history tell me about who I am and what I am capable of? For most young people, this story is imperfect and partial, families everywhere are more complicated than the stories they tell about themselves, but it is at least approximately accurate. The people presented as parents are the parents. The family history, whatever it contains, is the actual family history. The story, however incomplete, is more or less the truth.

For Billy Wells, this foundational element turned out to be false. The woman he had called mother for his entire life was not his mother. The story of his family that he had been living inside since infancy was not the true story. Somewhere in the world was a woman who had given birth to him and who was not Selma, and the man who had always presented him with a particular account of his origins had been maintaining a fiction for the entirety of his son's conscious life.

What does this do to a teenager? The clinical literature is instructive. Research on the psychological impact of discovering that a parental figure is not a biological parent consistently identifies several characteristic responses: an acute sense of betrayal by the figures who maintained the deception, directed most intensely at the person or people who were in a position to tell the truth and chose not to; a retrospective destabilisation of memory, in which the young person re-examines their entire history through the lens of the new information and finds it altered, conversations remembered differently, silences reinterpreted, the emotional atmosphere of childhood reconsidered in light of what was actually being concealed; a crisis of identity that centres on the question of biological inheritance, particularly in cultures that attach strong significance to blood relationship and genetic origin; and a generalised erosion of trust in the reliability of the relationships and the narratives that the social environment presents as foundational.

In adolescents with strong support systems, close friendships, access to adults outside the immediate family who can provide perspective and stability, the psychological resources that come from a reasonably secure attachment history, these responses tend to be temporary disruptions. The destabilisation is real and genuinely painful, but it is eventually integrated into a revised self-understanding that is more complex and more accurate than the one it replaces, and the young person emerges from the crisis with a more sophisticated and more resilient identity than they went in with.

In adolescents without those resources, isolated socially, carrying an already-damaged attachment history, lacking the emotional vocabulary to process complex betrayal, embedded in a family and community culture that offered silence and stoicism as the primary tools for managing pain, the same discovery tends to produce damage that is both deeper and more durable. The destabilisation does not resolve. It accumulates. It joins whatever other unprocessed material the person is already carrying and adds to the pressure of a system that has no healthy outlet.

Billy Wells had no such support system. He was a teenager in a coastal Florida community, newly returned from years away, without the established social network that might have provided the peer relationships that carry such weight in adolescence. His family was organised around the emotional conventions of the Gulf Coast shrimping world, stoicism, silence, the avoidance of vulnerability, which meant that the revelation of Selma's non-biological status was not the occasion for a family conversation that might have helped him integrate it. His father was a man defined by his own enormous unprocessed history: the prison years, the deaths of the Modesky brothers, the community identity of the "death car driver," and whatever private burden all of that had deposited in him. Wells Sr. was not, by any measure the available evidence suggests, a man positioned to help his teenage son work through the psychological implications of a family secret that Wells Sr. himself had been complicit in maintaining.

And there was one further element of the picture that must be placed here, because it belongs to this moment and because its implications deserve to be stated clearly. The discovery that Selma was not his biological mother did not exist in isolation. It arrived in combination with everything else that Billy Wells was carrying: the family history of violence, the economic precarity of the shrimping years, the cultural education of a world that resolved conflict through force, the absence of the biological mother who had been simply never mentioned, and now the knowledge that the foundational story of his own life had been a careful fiction maintained by the people he trusted most completely.

Together, these elements did not produce a person. They produced a pressure. A teenager standing at the threshold of adulthood with no reliable story of his own origins, no model of healthy emotional processing, no social network outside the family, no language for what he was experiencing, and a set of inherited values that told him pain was weakness and weakness was intolerable. The pressure had nowhere to go. The culture he had grown up in offered him no legitimate mechanism for release. And the world into which he was about to step, the Mayport of the 1990s, with its feud and its fire and its casual relationship to violence, was precisely the kind of world in which a person carrying that pressure would find the outlets that their formation had prepared them for.

​What the Foundation Holds

There is a tendency, in accounts of violent men, to locate the cause of violence in a single traumatic event, a moment of rupture that explains everything that follows. It is a tendency that satisfies the narrative appetite for clean causation, for the hinge point around which a life turns, for the before and after that gives shape to what might otherwise seem like random destruction. It is also, more often than not, a misrepresentation of how violence actually develops.

The violence in Billy Wells' future was not caused by the discovery that Selma was not his biological mother. It was not caused by his father's prison history, or by the economic precarity of the shrimping years, or by the cultural values of the Gulf Coast shrimping community, or by the absence of his biological mother. It was caused by all of these things together, and by the specific way they combined in the particular person that Billy Wells was becoming, the specific vulnerabilities they created, the specific capacities they failed to develop, the specific moral and emotional education they provided in the absence of any competing education that might have produced different results.

What the discovery of Selma's non-biological status did was not to create the problem but to remove the last piece of the structure that might have contained it. A boy who knows where he comes from, who trusts the story of his own origins, who has at least one foundational relationship that he can rely on as stable and true, such a boy has something to hold onto when the world proves difficult. He has a story to return to, an identity robust enough to withstand pressure. The discovery did not shatter an identity that was otherwise intact. It shattered the last remaining element of an identity that had never been adequately constructed in the first place, in a household that had never provided the materials for its construction, in a culture that had no interest in the project.

What a boy does with a shattered identity depends entirely on what other foundations are beneath him. For some boys, the foundations are deep enough that even the shattering of the story can be survived, painful, costly, scarring, but survived. For others, the shattering is the moment when the accumulated damage of everything that came before finally finds the crack it was looking for, and everything that was being held together begins, slowly and then not so slowly, to come apart.

For Billy Wells, there were no other foundations. There was the water, which did not care about him. There was the culture of the shrimping world, which had taught him that pain was weakness and weakness was death. There was his father, the death car driver, who had his own enormous damage to manage and nothing left over for his son's. There was the community of Mayport, returning to him with its memories and its hierarchies and its family feuds. And somewhere ahead of him, not yet visible but already taking shape, was the encounter with a family called McMains and a young woman called Tootie and a decade-long war between two restaurants that would become the theatre in which everything deposited in him by those early years would finally be spent.

The foundations were not there. They had never been there. The boy who walked into the world of Mayport in the early 1990s walked in carrying everything and holding onto nothing, and the world he was walking into was exactly the wrong world for a person in that condition, exactly rich enough in violence and grievance and volatile human connection to provide the combustion that his formation had been preparing him for since the day he was born.

He was seventeen, or eighteen, or somewhere in that region of life where everything is still technically open, where the future is still theoretically unwritten, where the decisions that will define everything have not yet been made. He was all of that, and he was also already, in the deepest sense, precisely what the first two decades of his life had made him.

The shrimping communities of the Gulf Coast had taught him that the world was a place of physical endurance and silent suffering. His father had shown him, by example, that the worst things a person does become the definition of who they are. And Selma, Selma who was not his mother, who had held him and fed him and raised him and maintained a fiction for his entire childhood that turned out, in the end, to be the kindest thing anyone had ever done for him, Selma had just demonstrated that even the most intimate and apparently reliable relationships were built on something other than the truth.

He was ready for Mayport. Mayport was ready for him. And the catastrophe that their meeting would eventually produce was already, in all the ways that matter, underway.
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​Chapter 3: The Road Back to Florida

[image: ]




Communities built on water develop a relationship with permanence that is different from the relationship developed by communities built on land. The sea does not offer the same reassurances as solid ground, it shifts, it storms, it takes men and boats and does not return them, and the people who live beside it and from it develop, across generations, a particular psychological accommodation to impermanence that manifests in ways both admirable and destructive. They become resilient in the face of loss, because loss is the condition of their existence. They become tightly bound to one another, because the sea is too large and too indifferent to be faced alone. And they become intensely, sometimes ferociously, protective of what they have managed to establish on the narrow strip of solid ground between the water and the wider world, the dock, the boat, the business, the family name, the few acres of territory that represent everything a man has managed to wrest from an environment that offers nothing for free and takes back everything it gave with no warning and no apology.

Mayport, Florida, in the early 1990s, was precisely this kind of community. It sat at the mouth of the St. Johns River where it emptied into the Atlantic, a village of a few hundred permanent residents that had been a working fishing port since before the Civil War and that had accumulated, across those generations of waterfront labour and Atlantic weather, exactly the character that such an accumulation produces. It was a place that knew its own history with the intimacy of the isolated, that maintained its hierarchies with the rigidity of the small, and that regarded outsiders, whether they arrived from elsewhere in Florida or from the broader world beyond the state, with the particular combination of courtesy and suspicion that waterfront communities reserve for people who have not yet demonstrated whether they can be trusted. Trust, in Mayport, was not extended on the basis of general goodwill. It was extended on the basis of history, of demonstrated loyalty, of the slow accumulation of shared experience that constituted the community's only reliable currency.

Into this world, in the early years of the 1990s, the Wells family returned. They came back from Texas and the Gulf Coast with whatever they had managed to accumulate during the shrimping years, some money, some equipment, some experience of the restaurant trade that was apparently sufficient to suggest it as a viable next venture, and they came back to a community that had a specific and not entirely comfortable relationship with their family name. The death car driver. The Modesky boys. Mayport Road in December 1961. These were not things that Mayport had forgotten, because Mayport did not forget, and the return of the Wells family was registered by the community the way any significant event was registered in a place that small: noted, filed, discussed in the limited and semi-private ways that constitute social processing in tight communities, and then integrated into the ongoing narrative that the community maintained about itself and the people who belonged to it.

​The Geography of Mayport

To understand what the Wells family was returning to, and what the McMains family had already built there, it is necessary to understand Mayport's physical and social geography with some precision, because geography in this story is not merely background. It is a determining force.

The village occupied a narrow peninsula at the mouth of the St. Johns, accessible from the Jacksonville side by a single road that ran along the waterfront and terminated at the ferry crossing that connected Mayport to the barrier islands to the south. The Naval Station Mayport, one of the largest naval installations on the East Coast, home to the Atlantic Fleet's destroyers and other surface combatants, dominated the northern end of the peninsula, its presence making itself felt in the community's economy, demographics, and culture in ways that were both obvious and subtle. The presence of a major naval installation meant a steady population of military personnel and their families cycling through the area, bringing with them spending power, social diversity, and the particular transience of military life, people who were present for two or three years and then gone, who consumed services and entertainment without putting down roots, who represented a reliable economic opportunity for anyone positioned to serve their needs.

The restaurants and bars of Mayport occupied this economic niche. The village's main commercial strip, such as it was, ran along the waterfront, and its businesses were organised primarily around the consumption needs of the naval personnel, the shrimping community, and the weekend visitors who came down from Jacksonville to eat seafood and watch the ships come in. It was not a sophisticated commercial environment, the cuisine was overwhelmingly fried, the atmosphere was overwhelmingly casual, and the margins were the margins of a working-class waterfront trade rather than anything that would have attracted the attention of a food critic or a venture capitalist. But it was a trade, and it was a trade in which the difference between success and failure was determined not by product quality alone but by location, by reputation, by the loyalty of regulars, and by the particular social dynamics of a small community in which every business decision was also, inevitably, a social one.

The families who ran these businesses were not simply entrepreneurs in the abstract sense that the word implies in a larger and more anonymous commercial environment. They were community members first, in a community where the lines between commercial competition and personal enmity were thin and easily crossed. To take a customer away from a rival in Mayport was not simply a business transaction. It was a statement about whose food was better, whose family was more trusted, whose claim on the community's loyalty was stronger. And in a place where loyalty was the primary social currency, that kind of statement carried a weight that no balance sheet could measure.

​The McMains Family

The family that the Wells family encountered on their return to Mayport was, by the early 1990s, already an established presence in the community's commercial and social landscape. The McMains were, in the way of waterfront families everywhere, both deeply embedded in the community and defined by their particular version of its values, the territorial loyalty, the capacity for violence in defence of what was theirs, the pride that made insult intolerable and competition a form of warfare.

Bill McMains was the family's patriarch, and it is with Bill McMains that any honest account of the collision between the two families must begin. He was not a simple man, and he was not a man who can be understood solely through his role as the eventual victim of his son-in-law's mass murder. He was, in his own right, a significant figure in the social ecology of Mayport, a man who had built something from the particular combination of ambition, physical presence, and willingness to use force that the community respected and that the community's commercial environment rewarded. He ran a restaurant. He employed people. He was a presence on the waterfront, known to the naval personnel and the shrimping community and the weekend visitors who constituted Mayport's clientele, and known to them as a man who did not back down and who did not forgive.

His menu was the menu of its place and time: crab salad, ribeye steaks, the pizza burgers that were apparently a signature item sufficiently distinctive to attract a loyal following. It was not haute cuisine and did not pretend to be. It was food for working people and for sailors on shore leave and for Jacksonville families making a weekend excursion to the coast, generous portions at reasonable prices, served with the informality of a place that knew its customers by name and expected to see them again next week. In the world of Mayport's commercial strip, this was what success looked like, and Bill McMains had achieved it.

He had also, in achieving it, accumulated the particular kind of local power that small business owners in tight communities accumulate when they are also the kind of person the community instinctively recognises as someone not to be crossed. This is a form of power that operates largely through implication, it does not need to be exercised often because everyone in the community already understands that it exists and what its exercise would look like. It is maintained by reputation, and reputation in Mayport was maintained the old way: by demonstrating, on the occasions when demonstration was required, that the reputation was accurate.

In September 1991, Bill McMains demonstrated it.

​The Shooting

The available record does not preserve the full detail of what happened in September 1991 with the specificity that would allow a complete forensic reconstruction. What it does preserve is the essential facts: Bill McMains fatally shot a commercial shrimp fisherman. The victim's name is not recorded in the sources available to this account, which is itself a reflection of the way in which violent deaths in working-class waterfront communities were processed by the institutions of the early 1990s, registered, investigated, adjudicated, and then absorbed into the community's private history without necessarily generating the documentary trail that more socially prominent victims might have left behind.

What can be established is the context: a dispute of the kind that arises in communities organised around the economics of commercial fishing, where competition for territory, for dock access, for the catches that constitute a livelihood, generates the kind of resentment that can, in men shaped by the cultural values of that environment, convert with remarkable speed into lethal violence. The shrimping community of Mayport was not a community in which disputes were routinely resolved through civil litigation or formal mediation. It was a community in which men who felt themselves wronged said so directly, and in which the failure to resolve a dispute through words was understood as a natural prelude to resolving it through other means.

Bill McMains resolved his dispute with a firearm.

The legal consequences of the shooting are not recorded in the sources available to this account with the detail that a complete legal history would require. What is recorded, implicitly, in the texture of the subsequent narrative, in the fact that Bill McMains continued to operate his restaurant, continued to participate in the community's social and commercial life, and continued to be regarded as a legitimate presence rather than a pariah, is that the legal system's response to the killing was not one that removed him from the community or fundamentally altered his standing within it. He was not, apparently, convicted of a serious felony that would have stripped him of his place in Mayport's social order. The shooting was processed, by the community and apparently by the justice system, in the way that such things are sometimes processed in environments where the code of the waterfront and the code of the law occupy overlapping but not identical territories, and where a man who kills under circumstances the community understands as provoked is judged by different standards than a stranger who kills without comprehensible cause.

The community, in the phrasing that best captures what the available evidence suggests, barely blinked.

This is the detail that matters most for the story that follows, and it is worth dwelling on it long enough to understand why. A man killed someone in September 1991 in the community of Mayport, Florida. He killed them with a firearm, in a dispute that grew out of the economics and the territorial culture of the commercial shrimping trade. He was Bill McMains, a known figure, an established businessman, a man the community had an ongoing relationship with and an ongoing use for. And the community processed this killing in a way that left his social position essentially intact, that registered it as a fact about the man without converting it into a reason to exclude or condemn him.

What this tells us about Mayport in the early 1990s is not that its residents were morally deficient or that they were indifferent to human life. It tells us that they were operating according to a set of community norms in which violence, under certain circumstances, was an accepted instrument of dispute resolution, where the question was not whether Bill McMains had killed a man but whether his reasons for doing so were ones the community recognised as legitimate. And apparently they were. The shrimping fisherman was gone, the dispute was resolved, and Bill McMains went back to his restaurant.

Into this world, this community in which a man could kill another man and retain his standing, in which violence was a known and accepted dimension of commercial and personal conflict, in which the institutions of formal justice operated in the background of a more immediate and more locally powerful system of social regulation, the Wells family returned. They arrived with their own history, their own damage, and their own ambitions, and they arrived specifically in the restaurant trade, which meant they arrived as competitors to the McMains family in the most direct and most personal sense available in Mayport's commercial landscape.

​Peppermint Patty's

The Wells family restaurant was operated by Patty Wells, known, inevitably in a community that ran on nicknames and diminutives, as "Peppermint Patty," a name that gave her establishment its identity and that captured something of the personality and the commercial positioning she was aiming for. The restaurant opened in 1992, the year after Bill McMains killed the shrimp fisherman, and its opening was understood by the community as something more than a commercial venture. It was a territorial claim. It was the Wells family planting a flag on the commercial strip of Mayport and announcing their intention to compete for the customers, the loyalty, and the social position that the McMains family had been accumulating for years.

The McMains response was not long in coming. In 1993, the family reopened their restaurant under a new name, Bill and Angie's, honouring both the patriarch and Angie McMains, his wife, who was a significant presence in the family's social and emotional life in ways that would become apparent only later, when loss stripped away the context that had made her importance invisible. The renaming was not merely a marketing decision. It was a statement of continuity, of permanence, of the family's refusal to be displaced or diminished by the arrival of a competitor. Bill and Angie's had roots. It had history. It had the loyalty of customers who had been eating there for years. Peppermint Patty's was new, was Wells, was the family that Mayport associated with prison and dead children on a road at night.

The competition that ensued was, from its earliest stages, conducted at a level of intensity that went well beyond anything that the economics of two small waterfront restaurants could explain. The margins in the Mayport restaurant trade were never sufficient to make the survival of one establishment contingent on the destruction of another, there were enough naval personnel, enough shrimpers, enough Jacksonville weekenders to sustain multiple restaurants on the strip without any one of them needing to eliminate its competition in order to survive. The war between the two families was not really about the money. It was about something that the money stood for: territory, status, dominance, the right to define whose family belonged in Mayport and whose did not.

The tools of this war were, appropriately enough, the tools of the environment that had produced both families. Vandalism. Harassment. The deliberate and sustained attempt to damage the rival's reputation in the community's informal social network, which in a place as small and as self-referential as Mayport was the most powerful communications medium available, more effective by far than any advertisement or word-of-mouth campaign. And, when the subtler tools proved insufficient, fire.

​The Arsonist's Argument

The McMains family restaurant was burned four times. The precise sequencing of these arsons, which occurred first, which followed which, over what period of time, and what the specific triggering circumstances of each were, is not recorded in the available sources with the granularity that a fire investigator's report would provide. What is recorded is the number: four. Four separate occasions on which someone set fire to Bill and Angie's, or its predecessor establishment, in a sustained campaign of commercial destruction that was understood by everyone in the community as exactly what it was.

Arson, as an instrument of commercial rivalry, has a long history in communities where the formal mechanisms of competition regulation, the courts, the regulatory bodies, the various institutions that the wider commercial world uses to manage disputes between businesses, are either unavailable, too slow, or simply not the language that the people involved know how to speak. On the waterfront, the language of fire is older and more immediate than the language of law, and it communicates with a clarity that leaves no room for misinterpretation. The message of a burning building is unambiguous: we want you gone. We are willing to destroy what you have built to make that happen. We are not afraid of the consequences, because we calculate, correctly or incorrectly, that the consequences will be manageable within the community's own system of accountability, which is different from the state's system and operates according to different rules.

Four fires. The community knew who was setting them, or believed it knew, which in a community of that size amounts to the same thing. The fires were investigated, presumably, by whatever combination of local law enforcement and state fire marshals' offices had jurisdiction, and the investigations produced whatever they produced. The restaurant burned. It was rebuilt. It burned again. What the fires communicated, above all, was the depth of the hatred between the two families and the lengths to which that hatred was prepared to go.

The atmosphere of Mayport through the first half of the 1990s was thus one of sustained, low-level warfare conducted through commercial competition, social sabotage, vandalism, and fire, presided over by two patriarchs, Bill McMains, who had killed a man and retained his standing, and William Wells Sr., who had killed two children and served fifteen years, who were, in the deepest sense, expressions of the same community and the same values, locked in a conflict that had no natural resolution because its causes were not really commercial but existential. Both families claimed Mayport. Both families had built their identities around that claim. And neither had developed, in the environment that had produced them, the capacity for the kind of compromise or withdrawal that might have defused the conflict before it produced consequences neither of them could have anticipated.

​Billy, Watching

Into this landscape, Billy Wells arrived as a young man in his late teens or very early twenties, returning from the Gulf Coast with the specific psychological formation that the previous chapter has examined in detail, the shattered identity, the absent mother, the culture of stoicism and force, the father whose history was simultaneously a burden and, in the particular social logic of Mayport, something close to a credential. He arrived in a community at war, in a family conducting that war on the ground of commercial competition and occasional arson, and he arrived at precisely the age when young men are most susceptible to the gravitational pull of conflict, when the energy and the aggression and the need for definition that adolescence generates finds, in a world organised around precisely those qualities, an immediate and consuming outlet.

His role in the family's conflict with the McMains in this early period is not documented in detail in the available sources. He was present. He was part of the Wells family operation, presumably working in or around Peppermint Patty's in whatever capacity the family needed. He was absorbing the culture of the feud, its rules, its language, its hierarchy of grievances and retaliations, with the thoroughness of a young man who has found, in the dynamics of a community conflict, something that gives shape and purpose to energies that have no other legitimate channel.

And somewhere in that community, in those early years of the 1990s, he encountered the McMains family in a more personal and more consequential way than the abstract enmity of the commercial rivalry had previously required. He encountered them as individuals. He encountered, specifically, a young woman named Irene, whose family nickname was Tootie, and whose position as the daughter of his family's enemy did not, apparently, diminish her attractions. If anything, in the perverse logic of communities organised around conflict, it may have enhanced them, the forbidden dimension of the attraction, the transgressive pleasure of wanting what the feud said he could not have, the particular intensity that comes from desire complicated by prohibition.

But before the story of Billy and Tootie can be properly told, it is necessary to understand more fully what kind of man Bill McMains was, not simply as the patriarch of a rival family, not simply as the man who shot a shrimp fisherman dead in September 1991, but as a human being whose capacity for violence and whose normalisation of that capacity would shape the world his daughter grew up in and the world his son-in-law would eventually reduce to a charnel house. The McMains family's violence was not incidental to the story of what happened in May 2003. It was constitutive of it. The same community that produced the conditions for the Mayport massacre also produced the family that became its primary victims, and the connection between those two facts is not coincidental.

​What a Community Tolerates

In the autumn of 1991, a man was shot dead in Mayport, Florida. He was a commercial shrimp fisherman, a working man, a member of the community whose labour was part of the economic fabric that sustained the village and the families that depended on it. He was killed by Bill McMains in the course of a dispute whose specific details are not fully preserved in the available record but whose general character, a conflict over the economics and the territory of the shrimping trade, is consistent with the kinds of disputes that the community generated and that its culture normalised as legitimate occasions for extreme violence.

And the community, as has been noted, barely blinked.

This is the sociological fact that frames everything else in this chapter, and it deserves the analytical weight it has not always received in accounts of the Mayport massacre that focus on Billy Wells as the sole or primary product of the community's pathologies. Bill McMains killed a man. The community knew it, processed it, and moved on. Peppermint Patty's opened the following year, Bill and Angie's reopened the year after, the feud continued, the fires were lit, and the two families conducted their war on the commercial strip of a small Florida village with the full knowledge and the tacit acceptance of a community that had developed, across generations of waterfront life, a very specific set of thresholds for what it regarded as requiring formal sanction and what it regarded as simply the way things were.

This tolerance was not unique to Mayport. It was the product of a much broader social and historical dynamic, the way in which working-class communities in the American South and in coastal regions specifically have historically maintained parallel systems of social regulation that operate alongside but not always in alignment with the formal institutions of law enforcement and criminal justice. The waterfront code and the legal code are not the same code, and in communities where the waterfront code is older, more deeply embedded, and more immediately enforceable than its legal counterpart, the relationship between the two is always a negotiation in which the waterfront code tends to win.

What this meant for the young men growing up in Mayport in the 1990s, and specifically for Billy Wells, who was absorbing this community's moral education with the intensity of someone who had no alternative framework to set against it, was that violence was not a transgression. It was a tool. It was a tool that had costs and consequences, yes, but costs and consequences that were calibrated by the community's own standards rather than by the abstract standards of the law, and those community standards were, as the September 1991 shooting demonstrated with brutal clarity, considerably more permissive than the state's.

Billy Wells was not born a killer. He was not destined to murder five people in a mobile home in May 2003 by any force beyond the forces that human beings and human communities create and sustain and transmit from one generation to the next. He was a young man standing at the edge of adulthood in a community that had taught him, by example and by implication and by the thousand small daily lessons that constitute a cultural education, that violence was a legitimate response to insult, that loyalty to family superseded the claims of any external authority, that men who backed down forfeited their right to be taken seriously, and that the worst things you could do could be absorbed and survived within the community's flexible system of accountability.

He had learned these lessons well. He was about to begin applying them.

The Wells family had come back to Mayport with ambitions that were, at bottom, the ambitions of a family that wanted to belong, to establish itself, to be recognised, to claim the community standing that had been denied to them by the history of the death car driver and the fifteen years in prison and all the weight that history carried. Peppermint Patty's was not just a restaurant. It was a statement of presence, a declaration that the Wells family was here and intended to remain here, that the past could be outlasted if you planted yourself firmly enough in the present.

The McMains family had no interest in allowing that claim to go uncontested. They had been there longer. They had built more. They had, in the person of their patriarch, demonstrated that they were willing to kill in defence of what was theirs. And they had, in the texture of their daily life and in the values they transmitted to their children, produced exactly the kind of person, fierce, territorial, capable of extreme response to perceived threat, that the community had always produced from those raw materials.

The two families were, in this sense, mirror images: different names, different histories, the same fundamental formation. They were the community's products, competing on the community's terms, using the community's tools. And when their conflict eventually escalated beyond arson and vandalism and the harassment of the commercial strip, when it converted from a business war into a family entanglement of a more intimate and more catastrophic kind, it would do so in a way that the community's history had been preparing for decades.

Bill McMains had killed a man in September 1991. The community barely blinked. That fact, small and local and apparently self-contained, was a lesson that Mayport had offered to everyone paying attention. It was a lesson about what was possible here, about what the environment would permit, about the distance between what the law said and what the community enforced. It was, in retrospect, a rehearsal, conducted in public, in plain sight, with no audience paying enough attention to understand what they were watching.

Billy Wells had been paying attention. He had been paying attention all his life, to everything the world around him had been willing to teach. And what it had taught him, with the consistency and the thoroughness of an education delivered not in classrooms but in the daily life of a community that knew exactly who it was and what it valued, was a curriculum whose final examination was still some years away.

But the course had begun. The classroom was open. And somewhere across the commercial strip of Mayport, behind the counter of a restaurant named for both its owners, Angie McMains was serving food to sailors and shrimpers and weekend visitors from Jacksonville, unaware that the young man who would one day make her husband's violence look like a prologue had already arrived in her community and was already watching, learning, preparing himself, though he did not yet know for what, with the thoroughness of someone who had never had anything else to do with his attention and his hunger and his specific, well-tutored capacity for harm.
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​Chapter 4: The Feud
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There is a particular kind of conflict that small communities generate and sustain with an efficiency that larger, more anonymous social environments cannot match. It is not the conflict of ideologies or nations or competing systems of organised power. It is something smaller and, in its way, more total, the conflict of neighbours, of people who share the same streets and the same economy and the same accumulated history, who cannot avoid each other and who have developed, through years of proximity and competition and mutual grievance, a relationship so densely textured with resentment that it has become, for both parties, something close to a defining purpose. The feud is not simply a dispute that has gone on too long. It is a structure. It organises life. It provides the framework within which decisions are made and loyalties are tested and the daily business of existence acquires a significance it would not otherwise possess. In communities without many other sources of narrative drama, the feud becomes the story that everyone is living inside, whether they chose to enter it or not.

The conflict between the Wells family and the McMains family in Mayport through the first half of the 1990s was this kind of feud. It was not, in its origins, particularly unusual, a commercial rivalry in a small community, two families competing for the same customers in the same market, one established and one arriving, the dynamics of territorial competition playing out in the most local and most immediate of registers. But it became something larger than its origins, as such conflicts invariably do when the people involved are already shaped by the community's particular tolerance for violence, already operating according to a code that makes no clear distinction between commercial competition and personal enmity, already primed by their own histories and formations to treat a rival's success as a direct assault on their own worth and standing. By the time the conflict reached its full intensity in the mid-1990s, it had ceased to be about restaurants at all. It was about identity. It was about whose family belonged in Mayport and whose did not. It was about the right to exist, in the most fundamental sense, in the place you had claimed as your own.

​The Landscape of Competition

To understand the feud, it is necessary to understand, with some precision, the commercial geography that made it possible and the social dynamics that made it inevitable. Mayport's waterfront strip in the early 1990s was a compact commercial environment, a collection of restaurants, bait shops, charter fishing operations, and the various small businesses that serve a community organised around the naval station and the shrimping trade, compressed into a physical space small enough that every establishment was visible from every other, that the success or failure of one business registered immediately and personally in the consciousness of its competitors, and that the movement of customers from one establishment to another was not an abstract economic event but a public statement of loyalty or preference that everyone on the strip could observe and interpret.

In this environment, the opening of Peppermint Patty's in 1992 was an act with significance that went well beyond the purely commercial. Patty Wells was not simply opening a restaurant. She was planting the Wells family on a strip of commercial territory that the McMains had been cultivating for years, in a community where the McMains name carried the weight of establishment and the Wells name carried the weight of the death car driver and fifteen years of prison. The audacity of the move, or, alternatively, the straightforward commercial logic of it, depending on whose perspective one adopts, was not lost on anyone involved, and the response it generated from Bill McMains was proportionate not to its economic threat but to its social meaning.

A restaurant that serves crab salad and ribeye steaks and pizza burgers to naval personnel and shrimpers is not, in the abstract, a particularly vulnerable commercial operation. Its customers are not a finite and contested resource in the way that, say, a monopoly market might make them. There are always more sailors, always more weekend visitors, always more of the general public that a working waterfront attracts. The notion that Peppermint Patty's posed an existential commercial threat to Bill and Angie's, assessed purely on the economics, does not survive close scrutiny. But the feud was never about the economics, and it was never about the food. It was about the fact of the Wells family's presence, about what their decision to compete on the McMains' territory communicated about their intentions and their self-regard, and about what the McMains family's response to that presence communicated about their own.

The community understood all of this perfectly. In a place as small and as self-conscious as Mayport, the opening of Peppermint Patty's was discussed, analysed, and interpreted with the thoroughness that major events receive in communities where major events are rare. Who was Patty Wells to open a restaurant here? What did the family think they were doing, coming back after everything, planting themselves on the strip as though the name Wells did not carry what it carried? And what was Bill McMains going to do about it? These were the questions that the community posed, in the informal and semi-private ways that constitute public discourse in tight social environments, and the answers that emerged over the following months and years provided the governing narrative of Mayport's social life for the better part of a decade.

​The Grammar of Hostility

Feuds in communities of this kind follow a recognisable grammar, a sequence of escalating actions and responses that is structured by the community's own implicit rules about what is acceptable at each stage and what constitutes a crossing of the threshold into something that requires a response at the next level. Community violence researchers have documented this grammar extensively across a wide range of social environments, from the neighbourhood gang conflicts of urban America to the clan feuds of rural communities in various parts of the world, and the structural similarities across these apparently very different contexts are striking. The grammar is not identical in all its particulars, but its basic logic is consistent: an initial transgression generates a response; the response is calibrated to exceed the original transgression by a margin sufficient to demonstrate that retaliation is not free; the original transgressor then faces the choice of backing down, which carries significant social costs, or escalating, which carries different and potentially greater costs; and the cycle continues, ratcheting upward, until it either reaches a natural equilibrium through mutual exhaustion or tips over into a form of violence so severe that it forces the intervention of external authority.

The McMains-Wells conflict followed this grammar with almost textbook fidelity, though the textbook was not one that anyone in Mayport was reading. It began with the verbal and the social, the whispered campaign of reputation damage that is the first and most natural weapon in the arsenal of small community conflict. Customers were told things about Peppermint Patty's. The food was said to be inferior, the hygiene questionable, the Wells family not the kind of people one wanted to give one's business to, given what was known about them. Whether any of these claims were accurate is entirely beside the point. Their function was not to inform but to mobilise, to activate the community's loyalty to the established family and against the arriving one, to make the choice of where to eat one's lunch carry the weight of a statement of allegiance.

The Wells family responded in kind, or so the logic of the situation would suggest, the sources do not preserve the specific content of their counter-campaign, but the structure of the conflict makes it clear that the hostility was reciprocal and the reputation war was fought on both sides with the tools available to both. And when the verbal campaign proved insufficient, when Peppermint Patty's continued to operate, continued to attract customers, continued to assert its presence on the strip despite the social pressure being brought against it, the conflict moved into its next register.

Vandalism is the second instrument in the grammar of community conflict: more costly than words, more visible, harder to ignore, and carrying a message that is simultaneously an act of hostility and a demonstration of the perpetrator's willingness to incur risk in the service of their enmity. A smashed window, a slashed tyre, a delivery of ruined stock, these are not simply property crimes. They are communications, sent in a language that the recipient understands perfectly and that is designed to produce a very specific response: the decision, in the face of escalating cost and threat, to abandon the position being contested, to accept that the price of remaining is higher than the price of going.

The vandalism directed at both establishments, at Peppermint Patty's and at Bill and Angie's in whatever sequence and with whatever specific acts the record does not fully preserve, was understood by both families and by the community as precisely this kind of communication. It was read, and responded to, not as a matter for law enforcement but as a move in an ongoing game that was being played according to rules that law enforcement did not make and could not effectively modify. The police were present at the edges of the conflict in the way that formal authority is always present at the edges of community feuds in environments where the community's own authority is primary: noted, occasionally consulted, fundamentally irrelevant to the actual dynamics of the dispute.
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