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			The Velvet Hammer

			In 1989, I became the first African American elected to the bench of the Ninth Judicial Circuit Court of Orlando, Florida, without first being appointed. My fellow judges chose me to become chief judge in 1995, a position I held for nearly two decades before retiring on August 31, 2014.

			During my time on the bench, I sentenced eight of Florida’s most evil and notorious murderers to death, fulfilling my oath to follow the law. The vicious and calculated killing of another human being is the worst kind of crime that can warrant the punishment of execution. When I try to imagine the horror, agony, emotional strain, and fear those victims must have felt facing their impending death, it is beyond my comprehension.

			Prior to becoming a judge, I worked at the Office of the State Attorney for the Ninth Judicial Circuit as a prosecutor. During those twelve years, I sought the death penalty for many murder cases and was held to the highest standard of proving the defendant’s guilt beyond, and to the exclusion of, a reasonable doubt based upon the evidence presented at trial.

			My intention is not to shock you. Rather, I want to provide a clear, accurate description of our criminal justice system and explain why the death penalty is effective and how it is applied in certain capital murder cases. There are certain evil people in this world who cannot be redeemed, and the death penalty is the proper punishment under Florida law.

			In this book, you will also read about my journey as an African American man from growing up in the segregated South to my life as a prosecutor, chief judge, private attorney, and member of the central Florida community, to how I ended up presiding over one of the world’s most sensational trials: State of Florida v. Casey Marie Anthony.

			Now that I have stepped down from the bench, it is time I tell you, from my perspective, what really happened in each case.

			I am Belvin Perry, Jr. This is my story.

			[image: ]

			If I were to write my own obituary, there would be no mention of the Casey Anthony murder trial. That might seem strange given that I was the chief judge who presided over her case, which was compared to the courtroom drama of the infamous O.J. Simpson murder trial in 1995. Both cases captivated millions of viewers worldwide.

			O. J. Simpson was acquitted on charges for murdering his ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simpson, and her friend, Ron Goldman. Unlike O. J., Casey was not a celebrity, but she appealed to the public as a white, attractive, middle-class woman who faced the death penalty for the murder of her two-year-old daughter, Caylee Anthony. Casey was also comparable to O. J. in the sense that there was this widespread belief of the defendant’s guilt, coupled with an assumption that the defendant might walk free of charges.

			Casey Anthony was the trial-of-the-century in 2011. The reason was due, in part, to this trial being the first of its kind in the mature social media arena. I had no earthly idea it would command the attention it did. The televised murder trial rippled across the internet, with Twitter giving me the moniker “The Velvet Hammer.” The Velvet Hammer was fitting because I had a smooth level of ease as a judge while also being firm and holding folks to the rules. I never shrank from a challenge when I was forced to come down hard with a hammer.

			It takes a lifetime of work and dedication to define a man, not just a single event or case. As a judge, I never attended, nor ever wanted to attend, the execution of someone I sentenced to die. Personally, I felt like that would be a step outside the professional boundaries.

			However, as a prosecutor, I did attend the execution of Judias Buenoano, also known as Judy Goodyear and infamously as the “Black Widow.” A black widow spider is one of the world’s most venomous spiders. The female spiders will often devour the males after they mate, hence the “widow” in their name. In some cases, the female catches the male while he is trying to escape.

			In October 1985, Judy Goodyear was convicted for the 1971 murder of her husband of nine years, the 1980 killing of her own nineteen-year-old son, and the 1983 attempted murder of her fiancé. She was a heartless, diabolical serial killer who inflicted excruciating pain and agony on her victims by slowly poisoning them with arsenic, then sat back and watched them suffer until death. How sinister can one human being be? Did she enjoy watching other folks suffer? In my opinion, she deserved the ultimate punishment for her heinous crimes.

			On March 30, 1998, justice was finally served when the Black Widow was. executed in the electric chair. I sat inside the cold walls of the Florida State Prison to watch her die. It was the only execution I ever attended, and it brought a sense of closure to an investigation that spanned over several years.

			People in favor of the death penalty often question why the murderer should continue to live while his or her victim gets no reprieve. Most survivors of the victims wonder this as well. In some cases where I did not sentence people to death, it was because the juries did not recommend death and life imprisonment was the proper sentence instead.

			Currently, the death penalty exists in twenty-seven states, including Florida. In March 2016, our former governor, Senator Rick Scott, signed a revised death penalty law in Florida that stated a judge cannot overrule a jury’s decision regarding life in prison. In 2016, the Supreme Court of Florida ruled the same. The previous Florida law required a unanimous vote for jurors to recommend the death penalty. After the jury did not unanimously recommend death for the mass murderer who massacred seventeen people in the 2018 Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School shooting in Parkland, Florida, the state’s legislature changed the law. At the time of penning this book, a jury recommendation of at least eight-to-four in favor of death is required for the death penalty. In this horrific school shooting case, there was a nine-to-three vote in favor of death.

			An aggravating factor refers to circumstances surrounding crimes that are sufficient to raise its severity and punishment. Mitigating factors are circumstances that lessen the severity or culpability of a criminal act. The death penalty is reserved for the most aggravated and least mitigated factors. In any criminal case where the defendant has been found guilty, the judge must look at both factors while considering a sentence. It is a weighing process.

			Florida Statute 921.141(6) outlines the aggravating factors a judge must consider before imposing a sentence of life or death for capital felonies. Examples of aggravating factors include whether the capital felony was especially heinous, atrocious, or cruel; whether the capital felony was a homicide committed in a cold, calculated, and premeditated manner; whether the defendant knowingly created a great risk of death to many persons; or if the victim of the capital felony was a person less than twelve years of age.

			Florida Statute 921.141(7) outlines the mitigating factors a judge must also consider before the sentence of life or death for capital felonies. Examples of mitigating factors include whether the defendant has no significant history of prior criminal activity, whether the capital felony was committed while the defendant was under the influence of extreme mental or emotional disturbance, whether the victim was a participant in the defendant’s conduct or consented to the act, the age of the defendant at the time of the crime, and the existence of any other factors in the defendant’s background that would mitigate against imposition of the death penalty.

			Juries are not required to specify the factual basis for their recommendation. To aid the jury in sentencing, prosecutors are now required to notify the defendant of the aggravating factors before a murder trial begins.

			I had a reputation for being a hanging judge who sentenced guilty murderers to death, but in reality, I considered myself more as a no-nonsense judge who looked at the facts and was not afraid to impose a harsh sentence. I also showed compassion to the victims and hammered down harder on criminals who were convicted of violent crimes, sexual assault, homicides, car jackings or armed robbery. I was never one of those judges who said “go and sin no more” to the perpetrator and just gave a slap on the wrist. I considered myself fair.

			As a judge, I showed mercy where mercy was warranted. I always believed in looking at the individual and the crimes they committed. I did not believe in cookie-cutter sentences where everybody had the same result. Justice is served on an individual basis.

			Over the years, I have had people approach me after I sentenced them for their crimes. In 2021, a young lady recognized and approached me at a car wash near Hiawassee Road in Orlando.

			“Hey, Judge,” she said. “You don’t remember me, but you gave me a five-year sentence for selling drugs.”

			She told me she did her time and got out of prison.

			“I hated it at the time,” she said, “but in retrospect, that was the best thing that ever happened to me, or I would’ve still been playing those games.”

			Years later, I casually ran into another defendant I had sentenced.

			“Judge,” he said. “Do you remember that you gave me a probation sentence when the prosecution asked you to sentence me for five years?”

			He thanked me for sparing him jail and told me he has never been in trouble since then. Honestly, I did not remember him, but there must have been something about him back then that convinced me he was not a bad person.

			As a judge, my sentences had a three-fold purpose: one, to punish; two, to rehabilitate; three, to let others know what would happen to them if they committed a similar act.

			During my time on the bench, I made everyone play by the same rules. That was always my philosophy. My job was to call the balls and the strikes, admit competent evidence, and apply the law evenly and fairly. As the Velvet Hammer, I got things done—and done well—by leading with grace and eloquence.

			I firmly believe that orders need to be followed the first time—not the second, third, or fourth time. If orders are not enforced the first time, then that signals to the defendant he can break the order anytime. For example, I sent a person to jail for violating a court-ordered injunction requiring him to remove an ATM from a hotel. The defendant was hellbent on trying to act like he did not quite understand, but I explained what the order meant when I was entering it and gave him a written copy that I made sure he understood. Despite this, his lawyer wanted to give him a second bite at the apple, which I denied. Another example was when I sent a group of people to jail because they kept passing out pamphlets to prospective jurors outside the Orange County Courthouse, despite my order blocking them from doing so.

			My strictness came from growing up as an African American during segregation, and I used the “tough cop” attitude bestowed upon me from my late father, who was one of the first African Americans to become a policeman in Orlando, to manage the intense scrutiny of many infamous trials.

			In fact, I was inspired to become a judge when my father started taking me to city court with him during my elementary school years. He used to testify for the various arrests he made in Orlando, and I always took a keen interest in those proceedings. I sat and observed the lawyers questioning their witnesses while listening to the testimony and watching the posture and mannerisms of the defendants. I paid attention to how the judges made decisions. Everyone had respect and reverence for them—the judges were in charge. That was the thing that intrigued me the most—there was no mistake about who was running those proceedings. It was like watching Perry Mason before Perry Mason aired on television.

			On December 1, 1977, I started practicing law. Ever since then, I have given back to the community by serving those in need of redress from wrongdoers and by being a voice for the voiceless. Throughout my career, I presided over twenty death penalty cases and sentenced a total of eight people to death.

			On April 16, 1992, I sentenced a pedophile, Elmer Leon Carroll, to death after he raped, strangled, and murdered a ten-year-old girl in her bedroom while her stepfather slept in their home and her mother was at work. Elmer lived in a halfway house located near the victim’s home. Prior to the murder, he remarked to people about the “cute” girl next door.

			On December 21, 1992, I sentenced Dusty Ray Spencer to death for stabbing, raping, and murdering his wife without any mercy in a very savage way. Dusty used his estranged wife’s house as one of the murder weapons. He bashed her head on the concrete wall outside of her house and beat her with a brick while his teenage stepson witnessed helplessly, unable to stop the attack.

			On June 16, 1995, I sentenced Thomas Gudinas to death for beating a woman to death. Her body was found in a dark, trash-strewn alley. The victim was nude, her legs were spread, and sticks were inserted into her body. When the jury found him guilty for first-degree murder, tears streamed down Thomas’s pale, unshaven face as he stood in shackles, closely guarded by two bailiffs. He was the only defendant who ever showed fear at a sentencing hearing, but he did not flinch when the bloody and gory images of the woman he brutally murdered appeared in court during his trial.

			On January 30, 1998, I sentenced Scott Mansfield to death after he butchered a young mother of six with a knife and strangled her to death. Scott was the most gruesome murderer of all the people I sentenced to death. He mutilated his victim’s breasts and genitalia while she was still alive and left her dead body posed outside a Winn-Dixie grocery store.

			On September 19, 2002, I sentenced John Huggins to death for killing the mother of a one-year-old baby girl. John lingered around the parking lot of a Publix grocery store, like a vulture circling for his prey, before abducting the young mother in broad daylight. Her battered, raped, and stabbed body was discovered in the woods near Walt Disney World, the supposed happiest place on earth. However, for the thirty-year-old victim, it was her grave.

			On December 27, 2005, I sentenced Jermaine LeBron to death after he lured a young man into a house by promising him a good price on wheel accessories for his red truck, but blew the back of the young man’s head off with a gun instead. Witnesses testified that after the murder, Jermaine stood over the dead body and portrayed pure insanity, laughing while he boasted, “I did it! I did it!”

			Prior to the Casey Anthony trial, I was among the best known and respected jurists in Florida, but that case put me in the national spotlight. There are remarkable things I have accomplished beyond Casey Anthony that I would like to be remembered for. However, regardless of those accomplishments, I know that most of the United States of America—actually, most of the world—will always remember and brand me as the judge who oversaw “that one capital murder trial.” For many people outside the legal community, the Casey Anthony trial was probably the first time they had ever even heard of me.

			The news headlines were right—Casey Anthony was, indeed, the “trial-of-the-century.” It was like a Shakespearian tragedy: a young, beautiful child dies too early because her mother wanted to live the bella vita (beautiful life). Casey appeared to love her daughter, but the toddler got in the way of her partying, so Casey tried to find a way where she could have both. Casey, allegedly, ended up tragically causing the death of her daughter.

			Casey wanted to be well-liked by her peers and the surrounding world. If you look at some of the pictures of her on the internet, you can tell she enjoyed the limelight as a party girl. During the trial, witnesses testified that she was also quite popular and dated a lot of men. The world was a stage for Casey, and all the men and women—even her own child—were merely pawns in her production. Casey loved being the focus of attention, but the irony is that she ended up being one of the most hated individuals on this earth.

			Casey Anthony’s trial dominated the media in almost all its forms with reporters from national news organizations traveling to Orlando to cover the case. It was probably the biggest talked-about trial in almost every household across America since O.J. Simpson. The mysterious death of the sweet little girl with a million-dollar smile tugged at the world’s heartstrings.

			Caylee Anthony was only two years old when she vanished on June 16, 2008. Nobody knew what happened to her. All anyone knew was that Casey was the last person to see her daughter alive and, during the first month she vanished, Casey told lies about Caylee’s whereabouts while she lived the high life partying around town. Thirty-one days after the child disappeared, Casey’s mother, Cindy Anthony, reported her missing. On December 11, 2008, Caylee’s remains were finally found in the woods not far from her Orlando home. A meter reader went out to the murky swamp to relieve himself and stumbled upon a tiny skull sticking out of a bag. That skull was Caylee’s. The rest of her tiny body was stuffed into the bag and dumped like a sack of garbage in the swamp.

			When I was first assigned to that case, I had no feelings whatsoever considering Casey’s guilt or innocence. However, in retrospect, if you looked at all the press associated with her and the statements she made while “looking” for her daughter, there was no way anyone could say that she was not involved with the mysterious death of little Caylee. For days, Casey lied to investigators and dispatchers, claiming she had left the toddler with a babysitter, never to see her again, all while maintaining an emotionless demeanor.

			“I’ve been looking for her and just gone through other resources to find her, which was stupid,” Casey nonchalantly said to law enforcement.

			Casey told Orange County sheriffs she left her daughter with Zanny, a nanny identified as Zenaida Fernandez-Gonzalez, who Casey claimed kidnapped Caylee. Zanny was never seen by Casey’s family or friends, but Casey led authorities to an apartment complex in Orlando and told them that was where Zanny lived. Police searched Zanny’s apartment complex, where Casey told police Zanny lived, only to find out Zanny did not exist.

			Casey also lied to authorities about working at Universal Orlando Resort when she was actually unemployed and had not worked there in four years. After Casey led police on a wild goose chase through the theme park, she finally admitted she no longer worked there.

			Another lie Casey told authorities was that she spoke to Caylee on the phone while she went missing.

			“She was excited to talk to me,” Casey told police. “She said, ‘Hi, Mommy!’”

			Investigators later determined Caylee had been dead for weeks when Casey claimed to have spoken to her. After Casey was arrested and charged with four counts of lying to law enforcement on July 16, 2008, she went to jail. The first call she made was to her mother Cindy, who had just appeared on a bunch of national television interviews to help locate her granddaughter:

			“Casey?” Cindy said, after answering the phone.

			“Mom?

			“Hey sweetie. Are you—” Cindy began.

			“Well, I just saw your nice little cameo on TV,” Casey interjected.

			“Which one?” Cindy asked.

			“What do you mean, ‘which one?’” Casey demanded.

			“Which one?” Cindy repeated. “I did four different ones, and I don’t know, I haven’t seen them all. I’ve only seen one or two so far.”

			“You don’t know what my ‘involvement’ is in stuff?” Casey asked, shocked.

			“Casey.”

			“Mom!”

			“What?” Cindy asked. “No, I don’t know what your involvement is sweetheart. You keep, you’re not telling me where [Caylee’s] at.”

			“Because I don’t fucking know where she’s at!” Casey hollered. “Are you kidding me?”

			“Casey, don’t waste your call to…scream and holler at me,” Cindy said.

			“Waste my call sitting in, oh, the jail…where funks are?” Casey replied, sarcastically.

			“Well, whose fault is your sitting in the jail?” Cindy asked. “Are you blaming me that you’re sitting in the jail?”

			“Not my fault,” Casey said adamantly.

			“Blame yourself for telling lies. What do you mean it’s not your fault, sweetheart? If you’d have told them the truth and not lied about everything, they wouldn’t…” Cindy’s voice trailed off.

			During that same recorded phone call, a friend, Kristina Chester, who was also at the Anthony home, spoke with Casey as well:

			“Casey, you have to tell me if you know anything about Caylee,” Kristina begged.

			“Sweetheart, if I—” Casey began.

			“If anything happens to Caylee…Casey, I’ll die,” Kristina interrupted, crying. “You understand I’ll die if anything happens to…” her voice trailed off.

			“Oh, well,” Casey muttered.

			“That baby!” Kristina sobbed.

			“Oh my God,” Casey said, annoyed. “Calling you guys, a waste. A huge waste. Honey, I love you. You know I would not let anything happen to my daughter. If I knew where she was, this wouldn’t be going on.”

			“Well, how come everybody’s saying you’re lying?” Kristina asked.

			“Because nobody’s fucking listening to anything that I’m saying,” Casey insisted. “The media completely misconstrued everything that I said. The fucking detectives told them bullshit. They got all their information from me, yet, at the same time they’re twisting stuff. They’re, they’ve already said they’re going to pin this on me if they don’t find Caylee. They’ve already said that.”

			“[T]hey said that the person that you dropped Caylee with doesn’t even exist,” Kristina pointed out.

			“Because…oh, look, they can’t find [Zanny] in the Florida database,” Casey explained. “She’s not just from Florida. If they would listen to anything that I would have said to them they would have had their leads. They maybe could have tracked her down. They haven’t listened to a thing that I have said.”

			“And do you know that, that whoever has Caylee, nobody’s going to get away with it,” Kristina said. “Nobody.”

			“I know nobody’s going to get away with it,” Casey replied. “But at the same time, the only way they’re going to find Caylee is if they actually listen to what I’m saying, and I’m trying to help them, and they’re not letting me help them.”

			“So how can I help them find her?” Kristina asked. “The best thing you can do, baby, is listen to me.”

			“They need to look up her information in a New York database, in a North Carolina database,” Casey told her. “Other places that she’s lived outside of Florida. That’s what I told them even again today. I told them that four times today. I sat up at the police station, up at the county police station for four (inaudible).”

			“But [Zanny] is the one who has Caylee or she’s transferred Caylee to somebody else?” Kristina asked.

			“Honey, I haven’t…talked to her,” Casey said. “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to her.”

			During their call, Kristina pointed out that it was unusual Casey was not upset or crying. When she asked why, Casey went off in a profanity-laced tirade:

			“Because I’m not sitting here fucking crying every two seconds because I have to stay composed to talk to detectives, to make other phone calls, to do other things!” Casey shouted. “I can’t sit here and be crying every two seconds like I want to! I can’t!”

			“Okay, Casey don’t yell at me. I’m on…your side,” Kristina told her. “I’m on your, Casey—”

			“I know you’re not,” Casey interrupted.

			“Trust me.”

			“I know you’re on my side,” Casey said, changing her mind. “I’m not trying to yell at you.”

			Kristina tried to calm Casey down by telling her that nobody was saying anything bad about her and that her family was on her side as well.

			“That’s bullshit, because I just watched the fucking news and heard everything that my mom said,” Casey argued. “Nobody in my own family is on my side…. They just want Caylee back. That’s all they’re worried about right now is getting Caylee back. And you know what? That’s all I care about right now.”

			“Casey, your daughter…” Kristina said, in disbelief. “Your, your flesh and blood, your baby girl…” her voice trailed off.

			On July 5, 2011, six weeks after the start of Casey’s murder trial, jurors came to court dressed up more than usual. The men had on suits and ties; the women wore blazers. I suspected they reached a verdict. Earlier that morning, people gathered in front of the Orange County Courthouse like they had done every day.

			After about eleven hours of jury deliberation, we received confirmation that the jury had reached a verdict. Within twenty minutes of the news, more than 150 people appeared outside the courthouse, along with millions of viewers around the world tuning in on their televisions, awaiting the verdict in the murder case against Casey Marie Anthony.

			People outside cheered for the prosecutor, Jeff Ashton, as he walked into the courthouse. Some of them even gave him high-fives. Defense counsel Jose Baez followed him shortly after, wearing a pair of shades, not looking worried at all. As both made their way up to the twenty-third floor of the courthouse, Casey’s parents, George and Cindy Anthony, were down the hall holding hands. You could tell they were rattled and had no idea what to expect.

			As everyone sat down in the courtroom, I looked around. The State was on one side, Casey and her defense counsel were on the other side, and the jury was in their box. All attorneys were stoic with anticipation of what was about to be announced.

			Casey, wearing a button-down striped shirt with her long, brown hair tied back, had a look of steel on her face that was impossible to read. I could not tell if she was nervous while she sat in the courtroom awaiting her future to be determined by a jury of seven women and five men. It took more than six weeks of testimony, four hundred pieces of evidence presented to the court, and about eleven hours of jury deliberation to reach that moment.

			The bailiff handed me a folded piece of paper, the verdict, from the foreperson. I had to read the verdict twice just to make sure my eyes were not playing tricks on me. I was shocked. Time stood still while I struggled to maintain my poker face.

			I passed the verdict along to the clerk and told Casey, along with her counsel, to please rise. The tension was so thick inside the courtroom, you could cut it with a knife. Casey bent her head as she stood beside Jose Baez. They held hands tightly, awaiting the verdict. The clerk stood up.

			“As to the charge of first-degree murder, verdict as to count one, we the jury find the defendant not guilty….” she said.

			First-degree murder is the willful, premeditated killing of another. When the words “not guilty” for first-degree murder echoed throughout my televised courtroom, mouths dropped open across America. Gasps were heard in households, bars, restaurants, and offices everywhere. Even Casey’s eyes opened wide. She looked totally shocked. Her expression changed to what some people interpreted as “I can’t believe it.” You could see the relief on her face, like a calmness washed over her.

			The clerk continued, “As to the charge of aggravated child abuse, verdict as to count two, we the jury find the defendant not guilty…. As to the charge of aggravated manslaughter of a child, we the jury find the defendant not guilty….”

			Casey cried tears of relief. She showed more true emotion in that one moment than she did during the entirety of the trial, her time in jail, and over the death of her daughter. The defense attorneys were elated as they wrapped their arms around her in celebration. Jose’s smug smile made a few headlines. The trial brought him some newfound fame as a high-profile defense attorney. He eventually wrote a bestselling book, Presumed Guilty: Casey Anthony: The Inside Story.

			Casey’s verdict brought us back to the days of Lizzie Borden when the jury simply could not believe such a young “angel face” could have the soul of the devil. In 1892, Lizzie Borden was accused of butchering her parents to death with a hatchet. This event later became the basis for a popular schoolyard rhyme which goes, “Lizzie Borden took an axe / and gave her mother forty whacks. / When she saw what she had done, / she gave her father forty-one.”

			However, when the chopped-up skulls of Lizzie’s victims were presented as evidence in court, Lizzie fainted, which made masses of people feel sorry for her. How could such a petite Sunday school teacher commit these brutal acts? Even though that crime of the century took place nearly 130 years ago, Lizzie’s actions still linger in the public consciousness. Lizzie was charged, tried, and ultimately acquitted of the gruesome double murder.

			Just like Lizzie, Casey went free on a first-degree murder charge. The only thing the jury found Casey guilty of was the four counts of lying to investigators about her working at Universal Orlando Resort theme park, leaving her daughter with a nonexistent nanny as well as friends, the nanny kidnapped Calyee and receiving a phone call from Caylee while she was missing.

			Cindy and George left the courtroom immediately after the verdict was read. I did not hear any reports of them approaching their daughter, talking to her, or celebrating her not guilty verdict.

			Outside the courtroom, spectators were outraged. People cried and shouted over each other. The crowd that had gathered to chant “Justice for Caylee” froze with disbelief. The verdict sent shock waves through the legions who were following the trial in person, on television, and online. Dozens cried out in protest. Several people outside of the courtroom called Casey Anthony “O. J. Simpson Number Two.”

			“Casey Anthony should leave town because she’s not welcome in Orlando!” one man exclaimed.

			“[The verdict] is going to make millions of people think they can get away with killing their child,” said one woman. “That isn’t a good depiction of what our justice system is like or should be.”

			Facebook pages devoted to Casey and Caylee filled up with hundreds of comments, most of them expressing outrage and wishing Casey a miserable existence in this life or the next. According to CNN, nine of the top ten trending topics on Twitter were related to the case, with hashtags that ranged from #notguilty to #shocked. About half an hour after the verdict came out, CNN’s story on the shocking acquittal had more than five thousand comments.

			Headline News (HLN) host, Nancy Grace, who famously nicknamed Casey “Tot Mom,” resigned in defeat after Casey’s acquittal.

			“Somewhere out there,” Nancy said with a sigh, “the devil is dancing tonight.”

			The verdict marked the end of a case that began three years prior, but Caylee’s death is still an unsolved mystery today.

			“If Casey didn’t kill her [child], who did?” asked a seventy-two-year-old grandfather. “This many people can’t be wrong.”

			“I will never move on [after the verdict],” someone else said. “It’ll always be in my memory.”

			These people all felt justice was not served. This view was also seemingly widespread in Times Square, where a large crowd had gathered to watch the verdict on the huge television screens. The people in the Big Apple were outraged at the jury’s decision.

			“I’m sick, you know, she killed a little girl,” said one woman. “So, she gets off and she goes home and maybe has another baby that she can abuse and hurt.”

			I gave Casey the maximum sentence: four years of imprisonment for the four counts of lying that she was convicted for and fined her four thousand dollars. However, her prison time was cancelled out by the near three years she spent behind bars after being charged with the murder of her daughter during the investigation, plus her credited time for “good behavior.” Meaning she only spent ten days in jail after the verdict.

			On July 17, 2011, at 12:10 a.m., Casey left jail wearing a pink T-shirt and blue jeans. She was officially a free woman.

			After the verdict, Casey’s defense lawyers reported several death threats, including one with a picture of a bullet through Casey’s head with the caption: “KEEP SMILING BITCH—with a forehead that big, the headshot will be easier.”

			The question I am often asked is whether justice was served by the verdict in this case. My answer is that anytime a jury returns a verdict based upon their interpretation of the law and evidence, the system works. While many people outside the courtroom disagreed with the verdict in this case, the jurors were asked to do a very difficult job. In absence of evidence of wrongdoing, we must respect their decision even if we, as citizens, arrived at a different decision. The evidence that was presented in this case did not establish the fundamental factors beyond a reasonable doubt to justify the death penalty.

			Another question I am often asked is whether the State overplayed its hand by asking for the death penalty in this case when they could not establish how and under what circumstances Caylee died. We still do not have a firm answer to those questions. When her tiny body was found, it was fully decomposed with only skeletal remains left. While the evidence could have supported a verdict of first-degree murder, it is my opinion that the stronger case was for aggravated manslaughter of a child. However, the jury did not even find Casey guilty of that.

			Initially, the defense offered Casey a plea of aggravated manslaughter of a child, but she turned it down. In my estimation, the reason they wanted her to take this plea was because it was the lesser crime to manslaughter or second-degree murder, both of which carry longer incarceration periods.

			While I can understand the world’s general outrage to the outcome of this case, people tend to forget that there cannot be any gray area when creating a verdict. It is black or white, guilty or not guilty. Casey was not found innocent. She was found not guilty because the prosecution failed to prove, beyond a reasonable doubt, each and every element of the charges they brought against her. In this case, a not guilty verdict basically meant jurors did not know.

			The defense had latitude where they could take the State’s facts and somewhat spin them. This was the danger as the judge. If there were facts open to interpretation, then I could not prohibit the way the defense presented them. Casey’s defense was brilliant at spinning those facts. I never wanted to run the risk of my decision being overturned.

			I also had to weigh the aggravating and mitigating factors in Casey Anthony’s case to decide whether the death penalty was warranted. If the jury had recommended life in prison for Casey, I could not override them and sentence her to death. However, if the jury recommended death, I could have lowered Casey’s sentence to life imprisonment. With Casey, there was not sufficient evidence to establish the necessary aggravated factors that would have called for the death penalty.

			During a televised interview after the trial, Juror Number Three said she and the other jurors cried and were “sick to our stomach[s]” after delivering the not guilty verdict.

			“There wasn’t enough evidence,” Juror Number Three said. “I don’t think anyone in America could tell us exactly how [Caylee] died. If you put even just the twelve jurors in one room with a piece of paper and tell them to write down how Caylee died, nobody knows. We’d all be guessing. We had no idea. How can you punish someone for something if you don’t even know what they did?”

			When Caylee’s remains were found, they were basically dry bones, and almost as useless as not finding a body at all. However, the prosecution did not need the body to prove first-degree murder.

			The 1955 Chillingworth case is a good example of a “no bodies” case where the prosecution obtained a guilty verdict. Judge Curtis Chillingworth and his wife, Marjorie, vanished near their home in West Palm Beach, Florida. Investigators discovered a shattered porch light and blood droplets on the walkway leading to the beach. Nothing was missing from inside the beach house except for the nightclothes Judge Chillingworth and his wife wore that night. Two hit men put the judge and his wife on a boat at gunpoint and headed into the Atlantic Ocean. They then weighed down the couple with lead and threw the pair overboard while they were still alive. The judge and his wife were never seen again. Three men—the two hit men and the man who hired them—were held accountable for their murders.

			At the end of the day, the State does not need a body to prove a first-degree murder charge. I believe the prosecutors in the Casey Anthony trial should have made a written request for a special instruction indicating that the State was not required to prove how Caylee died under the facts and circumstances of this case. If the State had given the jury that special instruction, could that have provided a different outcome? Perhaps, and that specific instruction would have answered the questions Juror Number Three raised.

			Judges are charged with the responsibility of giving the standard jury instructions unless there are special instructions, which the parties must draft themselves. During the jury charge conference in the Casey Anthony trial, I anticipated the State to request a written special instruction. I even drafted one as well, just to save time. However, the State never requested one.

			The Casey Anthony trial ended more than a decade ago, but my life has never been the same. It has changed in the sense that there is very little privacy; when I go out, someone recognizes me. However, these people do not recognize me because I devoted a quarter of a century to the judiciary system, nor do they recognize me because I sat on the bench of the Ninth Judicial Circuit in Florida from 1989 to 2014. While I feel I had many accolades during my tenure, I am most referred to as the Casey Anthony Judge.

			A few years after the Casey Anthony trial ended, I felt it was time to move on. I retired from the bench to pursue my dream of becoming a personal injury lawyer. If people can say that I was fair, impartial, and served justice, then I will feel satisfied.
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			The Early Years

			I was born on October 11, 1949, with the help of a midwife, in a house on Holden Street in Orlando, Florida. I grew up on Chapman Court until I moved to Murchison Terrace in Washington Shores with my family.

			As a child, I took a keen interest in history and used to spend a lot of time at the local library reading books about various presidents like George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt.

			I also used to watch a lot of Robin Hood, which caused a tragic accident when I was only six years old. I was over at a neighbor’s house pretending to have a sword fight with him using butcher knives. I zigged when I should have zagged and the knife went straight into my right eye. The doctors had to remove it and give me a prosthetic replacement, but my vision could not be restored. I have been half-blind ever since.

			Around 1957, for some unexplained reason, my birth mother, Rose, walked out on our family. My father, Belvin Perry, Sr., had to single-handedly raise my sisters, Valerie and Beverly, and me. Beverley was only six weeks old at the time. Rose was a very loving mother, but shortly after she gave birth to Beverly, her mental health rapidly declined. One day, when we were at my grandmother’s house, Rose told us she was going to apply for a job at the new Big Apple, which was a store akin to Target where you could buy groceries and merchandise.

			My grandmother’s house was located near the corner of Clear Lake Way and South Street. I will never forget the day when I watched Rose walk away from the front porch. She headed south onto Orange Blossom Trail towards the Big Apple store. I had no idea that was the last time I would see her for years. Growing up, my sisters and I would try to figure out why Rose left us, but our father and grandmother made sure we were always well taken care for.

			Rose died in the 1980s. Before she passed away, and during my elementary and high school years, my sisters and I would visit with her from time to time. However, it was not until my university years that I learned she suffered from schizophrenia, which was what caused her to leave all those years ago.

			The year Rose left, my father moved us up to Jacksonville to live with our aunt, Lucille Perry, for a few months until he could find help nearer to him in Orlando. Aunt Lucille was very loving and kind. She took us in as her own, tending to our needs and making sure that we were always satisfied and taken care of.

			Like my father, Aunt Lucille was also a disciplinarian. Whenever my siblings and I did something wrong, like not respect her curfew or if we went anywhere but to our friend’s house, she would give us a warning, but there were no second warnings. I quickly learned the discipline of being timely and following instructions to the letter of the law.

			For punishment, Aunt Lucille would send me out into some green hedges in the front yard, and I would have to bring her three switches from the branches. They were not the actual branches, but the flexible and green offshoots from them. Also, you could not choose one that would easily break, which is why she made us pick three, not two. The point was you were told that you had done something wrong, and you had to bring the instrument that would inflict corporal punishment on you.

			Walking the twenty feet to those hedges was a time of reflection, and the marks the switch left on my body were a life lesson. I will never forget the sting. While it was both psychologically and physically painful, it certainly taught me how to follow the rules.

			We stayed at Aunt Lucille’s long enough for me to enroll in school, but that only lasted a few weeks before my father called for us to move back to Orlando. He had found an older lady, Essie Mae Henry, affectionately known as “Mama Essie,” for us to live with. Mama Essie lived at the corner of South Street and Terry Avenue with her daughter and granddaughter. At the time, I was eight years old. Beverly stayed back with Aunt Lucille while Valerie and I settled into Mama Essie’s house nicely. I was happy to be closer to our father, and I always looked out for Valerie.

			While these moves were all positive experiences, I reckon they made my childhood a little different, because living in someone else’s home forced me to mature quickly. Inevitably, I had more responsibilities and more adjustments to make. It almost felt like a boarding school—there were always chores, structure, and routine. Living in another person’s home meant I never thought I could get away with anything.

			My father was a role model. Not only did he disprove the stereotype that black men abandon their families and do not take care of them, but he showed himself to be a real man who took responsibility. He worked hard at various jobs, such as being a waiter, to make sure my siblings and I were very comfortable, no matter what. Not a day went by that we did not see him in Mama Essie’s house—whether it was in the mornings for breakfast, in the afternoons, or before his midnight shift at the Orlando Police Department.

			Once a month, we drove to Jacksonville to visit Aunt Lucille and Beverly. Back in the day, there was no interstate, so the drive took a while. During those long three-hour trips through DeLand and St. Augustine, my father told us about life and his expectations of us.

			“Regardless of the circumstances you are dealt, it does not mean you lie down and not do,” he said emphatically. “People can take a lot of things away from you, but there are two things they can never take: those are your knowledge and dignity.”

			As an elementary school student, I did not yet understand what my father knew about the importance of success in a segregated world. His humble beginnings and the values he learned while raising us on his own transferred to us. My father dropped out of high school in the eleventh grade to work in celery fields because there was no other means to support himself and his mother.

			His father, Johnson Perry, was a mulatto who had three siblings named Ernest, James, and Ethel. A mulatto is a person of mixed, white-and-black ancestry. Johnson’s father was white, and he had a separate white family in a town near Albany, Georgia. Johnson’s mother, who was black, raised her children as a single parent. Johnson Perry passed away from kidney stones when my father was just a baby. Life moved on.

			During my formative years, I spent a lot of time at Shiloh Baptist Church. It was one of the largest churches in Orlando. I attended Sunday school every single week, and I had a lot of influential teachers there, such as Arthur Pappy Kennedy whom we called “Deacon Kennedy.” He was the first African American Orlando City Council member and was quite popular because he was elected by both white and black voters. Other teachers included Willie Bruton, a funeral home owner and active participant in the community, and Paul C. Perkins, Sr., an attorney and the superintendent of the church. Mr. Perkins once served as co-counsel with Thurgood Marshall representing four young African American men who would become known as the “Groveland Four.” Thurgood Marshall was the lead lawyer of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a civil rights organization formed in 1909 as an interracial endeavor to secure justice for African Americans.

			The Groveland Four tragedy unfolded in the summer of 1949, making headlines around the world. Near the small lake town of Groveland, Florida, a seventeen-year-old girl, Norma Lee Padgett, made an unfounded accusation that four black men (“the Groveland Four”) had raped her, despite there being no physical evidence. The girl’s allegation caused one of the Groveland Four to quickly be killed by an angry mob while the other three were put on trial. An all-white jury convicted two of them with a death sentence and the other was sentenced to life imprisonment. It was not until 2019 that Governor Ron DeSantis issued a posthumous pardon. Unfortunately, by the time the men were officially exonerated in 2021, none of them were alive to witness the occasion.

			These were the kind of influential people I was exposed to. In retrospect, I realize the impact they had in the central Florida community. One of the things I remember about Deacon Kennedy was that he gave me my first opportunity for public speaking, even though I did not consider it public speaking back then.

			“You’re going to summarize the Sunday school lesson before all of the classes when we go back for assembly,” Deacon Kennedy told me.

			I always looked forward to an opportunity to speak in front of the class because Deacon Kennedy would give me fifty cents if I did a good job. Do you know what fifty cents meant to a second grader during the mid-1950s? I could buy a soft drink and cookies. As time went on, my father taught me to understand the money was an incentive to do my best. It meant excellent work brought about rewards. He also made me save a portion of the fifty cents I earned.

			Being able to communicate is a skill, whether you are an attorney or whatever you decide to be in life. Deacon Kennedy made me feel comfortable with public speaking by looking at a lesson, learning the high points of that lesson, and summarizing those points to other people.

			The Baptists reinforced the same traits my father instilled in me: One, do not take yourself too seriously. Two, give back to the community. Three, we are all God’s children. Through the church, I realized I was just a part of this world. I was no better than anyone else, regardless of who I became, whether that was a lawyer, doctor, or a Sunday school teacher. Every human being had the opportunity to have dignity and grace.

			Throughout my early years, I had teachers and mentors who constantly taught lessons about what was right, what was wrong, and how to prepare for any outcome. Corporal punishment was a given with various family members and my teachers. I remember Mrs. Delores Williams, my teacher for third through fifth grade at Holden Street Elementary School.

			Holden Street Elementary School opened in 1935. Mrs. Williams kept moving up the grades with our class, so she knew us and we knew her. It was quite an experience. If Mrs. Williams had to go to the office or the teacher’s lounge, you were supposed to put your head on the desk. If you spoke to someone or got out of line in the restroom, she would lick you with a cut fan belt from an automobile. Worse, if you ever went home with a welt, you knew you were going to get another one. Once when I got home after being licked by Mrs. Williams, my father was waiting with the belt in his hands.

			“Drop your pants,” my father commanded. “I’m not wearing out your clothes.”

			I learned the hard way that there are consequences for every action. That kind of discipline stopped me from doing 60 percent of the things I knew were wrong.

			My father raised us as a single parent until he married a wonderful woman, Jesse Mae Rollins. I was in sixth grade at the time. Even though she passed away in 2023, I am proud to have called her my mother. We had been exceedingly blessed to have her because she always treated us like we were her biological children even after she had my brother, Donald.

			I attended Jones High School, which opened in 1895 as the first public school for African Americans in Orlando. From the summer of tenth grade until graduation, I was fortunate enough to participate in the Marching Tiger Band with Mr. James W. Wilson, affectionately called “Chief.” He had a lifetime effect on hundreds of students who passed through his class, especially me.

			Every year, Chief would take our class to see the Florida Symphony Orchestra and expose us to the classics. I enjoyed the sound of the New World Symphony. Swan Lake by Tchaikovsky and works by artists like Beethoven opened my eyes to how beautiful music could be. Everyone knew about rhythm and blues. We lived it. However, to have an appreciation of the classics is something very special.

			Working in law requires a lot of preparation, and being in the band taught me a lot of lessons. Chief always made us do it right, each and every time, until we were able to compete with any band, in the state or anywhere else.

			“Perfect practice makes perfect performance,” Chief stressed. “You are just as good or better than anyone else.”

			I played percussion, which were instruments such as chimes, snag drums, and kettle drums. Chief would make us memorize all the music notes we had to learn. He even had ratings for our marching band performances: superior, excellent, good, fair, and poor. We were always expected to be superior. Our annual spring concert was at the Bob Carr Theater in Orlando. The girls wore black gowns and the boys dressed in tuxedos. I enjoyed the challenge and experience, but when we only scored excellent, my and everybody else’s hearts broke.

			“You didn’t work hard enough,” Chief told us. “This is why it hurts so much. Remember, perfect practice makes perfect performance.”

			Chief reminded me of my father. Both were disciplinarians who pulled the best out of people. Chief made it clear that you had to take good care of your instruments. He did not tolerate trash or clutter. Going into his classroom was going into the Chief’s temple. You were quiet. You listened. You did not horse around.

			My siblings and I were children during a wrenching time of social change when the traditions of segregation were eroding slowly but surely. It goes without saying that not all folks take kindly to change, and that kind of monumental change was met with a resistance of equal force. A revolution seemed to be coming, ushering in the death of a way of life and the demise of a certain set of values, and that made the years of my childhood a dangerous time. We lived in the wake of Brown v. Board of Education, but Florida still resisted the idea of blacks intermingling with whites. It was what it was.

			Segregation was the norm. I did not know anything else. There were no talks at the dinner table about whether it was wrong or right. At that time, the world was very isolating. You sort of stayed within your own community. Black people went to the Carver Theatre, which was located at the corner of Church Street and Parramore Avenue, as well as the Washington Shores Drive-In. Another, the Lincoln Theatre, on Church Street, was known as a “rat trap” because the audience would see the rodents scampering on the stage. At the Florida Diner, a favorite spot, black people had to go to the back door to place an order and receive your food. Public drinking fountains and restrooms were clearly marked. There were a few downtown stores that had just opened their doors to black people, as it was deemed okay for white shopkeepers to sell us their wares, but it was still not okay for us to eat with them at the lunch counters.

			There was a Woolworth’s located downtown on Orange Avenue, near Central Avenue. I remember how sweet those hot dogs behind the lunch counter smelled. From the window, I would watch them expand slowly on a grill, juices dripping, while the white man behind the counter would butter and toast a soft, white hot dog bun.

			Before there was Heart of Atlanta Motel, Inc. v. United States, Loving v. Virginia, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, there was me, a fourth grader, living in Orlando but having to wait until junior high to taste those hot dogs because I was not allowed to eat at the lunch counter. There is something about deprivation, something about being told “you can’t have that,” which makes the object of your desire all the more special. In my childhood, that object was a hot dog at Woolworth’s.

			At age fourteen, I was finally allowed to open the doors to Woolworth’s and march straight to the lunch counter.

			“One hot dog, please,” I said to the man behind the counter.

			I hastily pulled money from my pocket and dropped it on the countertop while the man behind the counter slathered a bun with butter and placed it facedown onto the grill. The hot dogs rolled slowly beside it. When they turned a deep reddish-brown color, my stomach growled.

			The man popped the hot dog into the bun and piled it onto a plate, sliding it down toward me. It landed right beneath my nostrils. The smell of smoke and meat wafted through the air. I gathered the essentials—ketchup, mustard, and relish—and loaded the salty, savory vehicle with all the toppings I had dreamed about from afar. I took a bite, sinking my teeth into the toasted bun, the buttery crust melting in my mouth. The hot dog was scrumptious, so juicy, and exactly what I dreamed it to be. Flavors merged like a little taste of heaven on earth, burning in my mind’s eye. That fleeting moment was so special that I do not think I will ever forget it.

			As I ate that hot dog, thoughts about what it had taken to get to this point, about what this memorable bite symbolized for the nation, entered my mind. I thought about all the sacrifices people had made, the lives that were lost, and the families who had suffered so black kids like me were able to just sit at a lunch counter and be served with the other patrons—black and white together.

			In 1955, a fourteen year old black boy, Emmett Till, was tortured and shot for looking at a white woman at the checkout counter of a grocery store. He was beaten nearly to death, his eyes were gouged out, and he was tied to a seventy-five-pound cotton gin fan with barbed wire. Emmett was then shot and tossed into a river. At trial, the all-white jury deliberated for less than an hour before returning with a not guilty verdict. The jury claimed they would have reached their decision more quickly had they not taken a soda break.

			There was also the notorious Ku Klux Klan (KKK). There were people like Rosa Parks and the plaintiffs in Browder v. Gayle, who were arrested for not giving up their seats on a bus, and the masses of racial violence, from Bloody Sunday to riots all over the country and murders of innocent civil rights activists. For just a moment, as I thought about the deprivation from being told no, along with the fight for a people’s dignity and the struggle just to survive, that hot dog tasted bitter.

			As I took another bite and slowly chewed, I felt a renewed sense of worth about being able to eat in just about any place you could buy a meal. Despite the racial injustices, I was still living in an era when black people achieved more genuine progress toward racial equality in America than they had during the previous three hundred years combined. That hot dog was a symbol of equality and of racial barriers breaking down. Eating it felt pretty good. I will never forget that moment.

			While my childhood focus was on the window at Woolworth’s, my parents were focused on raising children and keeping us alive in the segregated south. 

			After enlisting during World War II and returning safely to Florida in 1945, my father settled in Orlando and opened a poolroom on Church Street, which was in the heart of the black business district at the time. My father also waited tables at the now-defunct Morrison’s Cafeteria. He was a returning veteran who worked both jobs.

			At the time, the nation seemed ready for a change, but those on the home front still had not realized many of the freedoms my father and so many other Americans fought for overseas. Prejudice still prevalently infected the South. Racism carried with it the highest caliber of hatred for the most minimal of reasons. Although the races were finally “equal” in the eyes of the written law, segregation was still practiced. It was that lukewarm acceptance of “separate but equal” that Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke of that seemed more bewildering than outright rejection.

			One day, the winds of change seemed to knock up against my father. While he was working at Morrison’s Cafeteria, a white customer named Rick Fletcher, who served on the Orlando Civil Service Board, approached him. Mr. Fletcher asked my father if he would like to join the Orlando Police Department (OPD).

			“Orlando needs black officers,” Mr. Fletcher said. “You’d be the first one on the force.”

			My father thought about it for a moment. A black man’s fight for equality was long and difficult in a white man’s world. He had always been brought up to believe that black people were not supposed to have power or authority. What Mr. Fletcher proposed was groundbreaking. He wanted a black man, empowered by the laws of the land to maintain public order, to serve and protect citizens and to arrest and detain anyone who was suspected of breaking the law. For my father, at thirty, it was the opportunity of a lifetime. It would be an oath to serve and protect that he would take very seriously.

			“All right,” my father said, recognizing his place in the ranks of social change.

			“Good,” Mr. Fletcher said, smiling. “Contact Richard Arthur Jones. You two could apply together and work together.”

			We lived in a small town. Just like everybody knew my father, my father knew Richard Jones. Richard was another black fellow whose previous application to the force was rejected.

			“Why was he rejected?” my father wanted to know.

			“Something to do with a heart condition,” Mr. Fletcher explained, with a shrug.

			Mr. Fletcher omitted the fact that the so-called heart condition had never existed. The next day, my father spoke to Richard. On January 3, 1951, Richard and my father became the first two black police officers in the City of Orlando, a run that lasted more than twenty-five years. My dad and Richard answered that clarion call because they knew their success would set the tone for others to follow, or not follow. To some people, it was an experiment, but to my father, it was an opportunity to make a statement that black people can make the community safe.

			My father took great pride in joining the police force because he could now be an example to his children. He laid the groundwork by showing us that we could have a good job, make a steady income, and be a good role model in this world if we were willing to work hard and suffer the indignities of social change in a strong and stoic manner. In my father’s world, there was no tolerance for laziness and disobedience. He worked day and night to pay for our college tuitions, believing that higher education was a must. He did not wait tables at Morrison’s Cafeteria then work the late shift at the OPD until the next morning to have us do nothing with our lives.

			My mother, Jesse, instilled many of the same values in us. She was a perfectionist who reinforced our father’s values of discipline, obedience, and cleanliness. With the birth of our brother, Donald, the family continued to grow. Every day, my parents made us strive for perfection and routine.

			Every morning, our beds had to be made, and the sheets had to be tightly tucked into place. We washed and dried our clothes and folded them carefully or hung them uncluttered in the closet. Our shoes had to be lined up at the door. We took turns keeping the kitchen spick-and-span: The breakfast bar had to be wiped; the countertops were left spotless. Dishes were washed, dried, and stacked neatly in the cupboard. Then came the sink inspections. Not only did the sink have to be free of any debris that could clog the drain, but the entire surface had to be rinsed and dried. An empty dish used for a snack had to be washed and wiped immediately. Everything had its place. If anything was out of order, we had to go back and do it all over again from scratch. Any resistance would run the risk of our father tanning our behinds.

			Those lessons taught me there were no shortcuts to perfection and required hard work, and those lessons were reinforced by the teachers I had in elementary through high school and Sunday school. Looking back, all those things made me who I am today.
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