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For my son, Nick






1

Raymond

The courthouse in downtown Bahia Beach, Florida, seems a pale, cool place to hold the evidence of so much passion. Divorces. Rape. Murders. Arson. Assault. Abuse of all kinds, by all sorts of people, upon all sorts of people. Daily, it parades past these bland, blond walls of the Howard County Courthouse, in Florida’s Twenty-first Judicial Circuit. This is a place of stark contrasts and painful paradoxes, of quiet ironies and violent surprises. Outside the long narrow windows of the courthouse, the south Florida sun burns hot enough to scorch a tourist’s skin, but inside, it’s all shade and air-conditioning.

My fingertips feel dipped in ice water as I write these words.

They seem to promise a surprise or shock of some kind, although nobody in this courtroom is expecting one. We’re expecting the jury to deliver a guilty verdict today, and we’re all expecting to troop back in here in a couple of weeks to hear this same jury recommend the death penalty.

And yet, my own words seem to foreshadow something else.

Strange, but I don’t have any idea of what that could be.

For the ten days of the trial of Raymond Raintree for the kidnapping and murder of Natalie Mae McCullen, I have scribbled notes with stiff, cold fingers. Now, as we await the verdict, I press my fingers into my palms to warm them, before moving my pen again. I’m not using a laptop because the soft tapping of fingers on keyboards drives the judge crazy, and so she has forbidden computers.

Judge Edyth Flasschoen’s courtroom—number three, second floor—is especially chilly, because she keeps the thermostat turned down exceptionally low. It’s so cold in here I can smell the air-conditioning, a metallic aroma that gets up in my nose and stays there until I overpower it with garlic for lunch from one of the restaurants down on Bahia Boulevard. The judge takes good care of her jurors, though: no air-conditioning blows directly on them.

High on her bench, seated in her brown leather chair on rollers, the judge taps her microphone with a pink fingernail. She’s a tough old broad, sixty-two years old, with a beauty-shop hairdo and the metabolism of a Florida mosquito. When I interviewed her for the true crime book I’m writing about this case, she said, “It’s always too damned hot to suit me. I could go naked under my robes, and I’d still sweat like a pig in the brush.”

“Get this show going,” she commands her bailiff now.

Along with other spectators, I am seated on the back row behind the prosecutor’s table. Picking which side to sit on each day has felt like choosing sides of the aisle at a wedding where nobody wants to sit behind the groom. The benches behind the defendant are full, but the people seated there look uncomfortable to me. Nobody wants to be mistaken for being sympathetic to Ray Raintree.

Judge Flasschoen is glaring at the defense team.

“I’m warning you in the audience and you attorneys up front, there will be no outcry over this verdict, whatever it is. You understand me?” Leanne English, the lead defense counsel, is getting the brunt of this lecture, which doesn’t seem quite fair given that she hasn’t done much to prevent the flow of justice toward conviction. If the only obligation of a defense team is to force the prosecution to prove the charges, then Leanne has succeeded admirably. Nevertheless, the judge is wagging a manicured finger at her. “Contempt of court is no empty phrase in my court. You want your own trial? You want to experience what it’s like to be a defendant? We can arrange that, for anybody who doesn’t sit still and keep quiet.”

Leanne, a trim little redhead in a crisp black suit, nods.

The jury hasn’t liked her, but they’ve loved the state’s attorney, Franklin DeWeese. He is a tall, handsome black man with an ingratiating manner and a name that oozes political promise. The prosecutor has performed superbly in this trial. He focused the jury’s attention on the evidence that pins the defendant to the crime, and he distracted them from the two troubling questions that remain unanswered: No motive has ever been established, and nobody knows who the defendant really is.

Ray Raintree is a man without an identity.

In a country in which most people worry about how easily the facts of their lives can be accessed by strangers, Ray seems to have spontaneously generated out of thin air. Computerized criminal records haven’t identified him, nor have fingerprint matching or DNA testing, either. He has no past that anybody, including me, has been able to find. This is not good news for a true crime writer with a book due on her editor’s desk in two weeks.

In his closing arguments, Franklin emphasized, “It doesn’t matter who Ray was or where he came from prior to the murder of Natalie Mae. It doesn’t matter who Ray said he was after he killed her. The only thing that matters is where he was and what he was doing at the moment she died. At that moment, he could have been president of the United States in a former life, and it wouldn’t matter. He could have turned into a Nobel Prize winner the next day, and it wouldn’t matter. Ray can call himself anything he wants to, but if he is the one who murdered that child—and he is—we are all of us going to call him a killer. That’s who he is. Ms. English will try to convince you that you need to know his motive for killing her, but I promise you the law does not require you to know why he did it. You only need to know that he did it. And you do know that, because we have proved it beyond any reasonable doubt. He kidnapped that child, he killed her, and he mutilated her body. That’s all you need to know, in order to convict him.”

He convinced me, and probably the jury, too.

But that’s not going to fill the middle of my book with facts, and it makes me feel uneasy to think that my home state may execute a man with no identity. I don’t know exactly why this should worry me—beyond my personal concern about my book—but it does.

The jury foreman is rising to his feet, with a paper in his hands.

On this day of the verdict, the foreman is wearing a light blue suit, white shirt, navy blue tie. He has red cheeks, slicked back hair, and he looks like he just drove into the big city from a farm. He looks somber, nervous, aware of the importance of his role and this moment. The other jurors are looking at him, as if they’re afraid to look at anybody else for fear of giving their decision away, as if we don’t all know what it’s going to be.

I’ve attended a lot of trials, and I’ve seen a lot of jurors, and they almost all look scared and sincere at moments like this. Having served on a jury myself, I know just how they feel. Ray’s on his feet now, along with Leanne and her team. Franklin and his assistants have stood up, too. There’s a feeling in the room that we’re all holding our breath, even though the verdict is predictable.

My own heart is beating faster than I would have expected it to.

“Members of the jury, have you reached your verdict?”

“Your Honor, we have,” the foreman tells her in a strong, carrying voice. After a few phrases of official language, he finally says it: “We the jury find the defendant guilty as charged in indictment number six-seven-two. So say we all.”

I’m surprised how deeply relieved I feel to hear it.

So much for my foreshadowing of a shock or surprise: This is exactly how this trial was supposed to turn out, and now it has, and I can write the final chapter.

Obediently, we maintain decorum in the courtroom.

And then we jump in our seats at a sudden, single loud noise.

Natty’s father, Tony McCullen, has just slammed his beefy ex-boxer’s hand down on the wooden railing which separates him from the state’s attorneys in front of him. All by itself, that hand says it for all the rest of us: Yes!

My heart aches for Tony and for his wife, Susan. This verdict may be a necessary step in their healing, but it is also such small, small recompense for the loss of their sweet little girl.

Ray, himself, hasn’t moved a hair since the verdict was read.

Leanne has put her left arm around him and is whispering something into his right ear. Franklin DeWeese has turned in an equally quiet manner to shake hands with his assistants, and now he’s embracing Tony McCullen. The victim’s mother, Susan, was a witness, testifying to Natty’s whereabouts before the murder, so she has spent the other days of the trial seated on a bench outside this courtroom, surrounded by comforting friends and members of her family. Susan could have come in for this verdict, but when I saw her outside today, she told me she didn’t want to be here for it.

“I want to watch him die,” she told me, looking thin and haunted.

She doesn’t want to have to see him at all before that final day.

After the verdict, the members of the jury—

The members of the jury are staring at Ray Raintree with odd expressions on their faces. What’s going on up there? What’s he done now? Jurors number six and seven glance at each other. Juror number one in the front row frowns. The juror to his left looks downright sick. Some of the other jurors are turning their faces away, as if they want to look anywhere except at Ray.

The judge doesn’t seem to have noticed anything out of the ordinary. She’s up there on her bench, gathering papers in preparation for setting a date for the sentencing hearing.

But something’s up with the jury, even now.

I think I’ll stand up as discreetly as possible, pretend I’m just stretching my legs, and see if I can detect what’s happening up there. I have sympathized with the jury all through the trial, and not least because they had to face Raymond Raintree every day for ten days. From personal experience, I know he’s hard to look at. Anybody who has ever stared into his creepy eyes hates the fact that his was the last face that child ever saw.

I see that Leanne English is about to say something to Franklin.

Oh, my god! Ray has just shoved her violently, propelling her across the aisle toward the prosecutor. Franklin yells, “Ow!” as she falls against him. Leanne screams, and she’s clutching at Franklin’s arms. He attempts to grab her, but she slips from his hands, and falls to the floor.

She’s screaming again, and so are some other people.

The courtroom is erupting into pandemonium!

Ray has pushed his attorney out of the way, leapt across her legs, and he’s charging toward Judge Flasschoen’s bench.

“Kill me!” he’s yelling at her. “Kill me now! Do it! Kill me now!”

Judge Flasschoen stands up. With her right hand, she reaches into the long black sleeve that drapes her left arm, and she pulls out a small pistol.

She takes aim, and shoots Ray.

Ray charges forward a few more steps before falling.

Oh, my god, a judge just shot a defendant!

I hear my own voice shouting, along with a dozen others, “Is he dead? Did she kill him?”







The Little Mermaid

By Marie Lightfoot


CHAPTER ONE



South Florida is laced with saltwater canals, all leading inevitably to the great Intracoastal Canal, which runs from Texas to Boston and which connects with the Atlantic Ocean. In Bahia Beach, alone, there is enough access to water to make the parents of children feel nervous all of the time. It’s so frighteningly easy for a baby to wander only a few yards out of sight, and in the space of a telephone call, to tumble into the water. In Bahia Beach, there are 327 canals, most of them lined on both sides with residences. Many, many of those homes have children living in them, children who are warned from the time they can crawl, “Don’t go near the water!”

Driving in the city is a matter of crossing many bridges, some of them drawbridges that open to allow larger vessels to pass, holding up long lines of traffic as they go.

But the majority of Bahia’s bridges are small, pretty ones spanning narrow canals and made of concrete. An interesting way to see those bridges is to float under them in a small boat. Kids especially love that, unless it spooks them too much. Underneath a bridge it’s a different world—a dank, shadowy cave where you can see barnacles on the bottom, and you can smell fish and salt water. But you have to wait for the tide to be low enough to do that, or you won’t get under at all because the water that flows in and out daily from the Atlantic will be licking the underside of the bridge. As the tide retreats, the boaters who use the canals for fun and transportation can slide under by laying themselves flat in their little boats as the undersides of the bridges pass inches from their nose. But eventually the water level decreases enough to allow even a man as tall as six-foot-seven-inch Bradley Williams to pass under without ducking his head.

On the morning of June sixteenth Brad, fifty-seven years old and still sporting a thick crop of sandy hair, sat at the stern of his beloved seventeen-foot solid teak motorboat, Carousel. His wife, Jeannie, sixty-one and healthily attractive from all the tennis she plays, sat facing forward in front of him. She was knitting a vest for a grandchild as she and Brad leisurely puttered along on the reliable strength of Carousel’s eleven horsepower diesel engine. The little boat is a family heirloom that Brad himself meticulously maintains and which everybody on both sides of the family loves like a pet. Like an untiring pony, it carries them nearly everywhere, to Bahia Beach’s boat-accessible parks and picnic areas, to the homes of friends who live on the water, even out into the ocean where it bobs like a cheerful, unsinkable brown seal.

This particular Tuesday morning, Jeannie and Bradley were motoring over to Brad’s aged parents’ residence on a nearby canal. The elder Williamses prefer to live in their native Maine in summertime, leaving their son and daughter-in-law to look out for their property. Checking on it every day gives Brad and Jean a nice excuse to hop into Carousel and enjoy an early morning cruise.

Above them, the busy streets of Bahia Beach, a city of l00,000 people, hummed with rush hour traffic. But down on the water, all was serene. Their little motor is a thoughtfully quiet one, so they can putter past backyards and barely disturb the peace of the upper-middle-class neighborhood where they and Brad’s parents live.

To reach Brad’s parents’ place, they have to go under three bridges. At the first one, connecting Sunrise and Fourteenth Streets above them, Jeannie was so busy knitting and purling (to rush the wee vest into service for a Sunday christening) that Brad had to remind her to duck her head.

The tide wasn’t out very far yet. The Williams bent way over to get under, but they were used to this. After more than thirty years of living near the water, they duck under bridges as casually as other people duck under tree limbs. Besides, Brad is so tall he jokes that he’s spent most of his life ducking one thing or another.

So they took the first bridge easily. Jeannie never dropped a stitch. The vest she was making was all white, in honor of the occasion. The yarn was so delicate she worried that her fingers—roughened from years of sanding the teak on their boats—would catch the fibers and pull them out of line.

Even with her rush-job knitting, Jeannie didn’t ignore the beauty all around them. Perfect green lawns tilting down to boat docks and to well-maintained stone and cement seawalls. Lovely homes. Royal palm trees. The chattering of wild parakeets. Yards boasting their own orange, avocado, or grapefruit trees, most of them sagging with their heavy harvest at this time of year. Several great-beaked pelicans perching on dock posts. Gulls swooping over tall masts. And a clear, sunny Florida sky overhead. It seemed a perfect morning, like almost every one to which lucky south Floridians awoke each day. Granted, the temperature was already ninety degrees at seven o’clock in the morning, but down on the water, it was pleasant.

Jeannie never tired of such days.

Bradley never took their good fortune for granted.

Mornings like this, they felt especially blessed, and they told each other so. Married twenty-five years. Three wonderful daughters. And now a first grandchild, a chubby blond darling named Melanie. Brad was already making her a “big-girl bed” shaped like a boat. When finished, it would rock with a gentle motion, just as if she were sailing on the sea.

The second bridge on their route was easy to navigate, too.

Duck. Under. Through to the other side.

Visitors to the Williams love these excursions in Carousel, even though it scares landlubbers to pass into the shadows below the street. It’s a thrill, especially when they have to duck down really low, so low they’re afraid they’ll scrape their backs or knock themselves out on the concrete trusses. The Williams haven’t lost any tourists yet.

Now, Jeannie and Brad saw the third and last bridge coming up. Beyond it, they glimpsed his parents’ house.

“Hasn’t burned down,” Brad joked to Jeannie, in his laconic Maine accent, still pronounced even though he hasn’t lived there since he was twenty.

“Somebody left their fishing pole,” Jeannie remarked, traces of her Boston upbringing still as clear in her words as Maine is in his. “Looks like the cops caught him, too.”

Sure enough, as they neared the third bridge, they saw a fishing pole lodged firmly between two of the concrete posts on the upper side of the little bridge. Fishing there was illegal, the Williams knew, but people did it anyway. There is amazing affluence in Bahia, as there is in Pompano to the north and Fort Lauderdale to the south, but the homeless flock there, too, and people have to eat. Personally, Jeannie wouldn’t want to eat anything a person could catch from these canals. Maybe she’s being persnickety, she says, but she never can help thinking of all those big boats on the Intracoastal and all of the pollution they surely must leave behind them, regulations or no. Not to mention industrial effluents. No, what is in these canals can stay there, in Jeannie’s view. If she ever goes hungry, God forbid, she’d rather line up for soup at a shelter than to fish off these bridges.

As they slowly floated closer, they saw that the fiberglass pole was rigidly bowed and the line was very taut.

“Caught themselves an old inner tube,” was Jeannie’s guess.

“That dates you,” Brad teased her. “Don’t you know that tires don’t even have inner tubes anymore?”

“I said it was an old one, didn’t I?”

Bradley observed to himself that it looked like a substantial rig, like something his own fishing nut son-in-law might use to land a big, heavy swordfish, and not like a cheap old pole a tramp might use to snare a passing crab, or little sole. You wouldn’t think anybody would want to go off and leave it there. Even if it was snagged on something under the bridge, they could have cut the line and saved the pole.

He throttled back to slow down the boat even more.

Now they could see that an officer in the brown and tan uniform of the Bahia Beach Police Department was peering over the side of the bridge. He had on a short-sleeved shirt, and they could see the sun glint off the badge above his heart. Sunglasses dangled from his left hand. He looked at where the taut line disappeared into the dark water beneath the bridge, and then he looked at them in their boat. He yelled out to them, “Can you see what’s caught on the line down there?”

As Bradley eased Carousel as close as he could without running into the line, Jeannie slid over to starboard to try to get a look. At first, she couldn’t detect anything, because the water was so shadowed beneath the overpass. But then she caught a glimpse of something darker . . .

A fish?

No! She recoiled instinctively, because her second glimpse showed her something that looked like hair, and she immediately thought: canal rat. Getting herself in hand, she looked again. No, the hair was too light, too long for—

Jeannie brought her hands to her mouth in dismay.

She cried out, and Brad knew instantly that something was really wrong. It shook him up terribly when his wife screamed, “It’s a body! Oh, my God! It’s a child!”

Jeannie doesn’t remember saying that, or even screaming. What she remembers, what she can’t forget, is that she saw a clump of sodden hair floating in the water, and at the end of it, barely still hanging on, there was a pink plastic barrette, the kind that a little girl might wear.


As the tide inexorably lowered that morning, it revealed to the horrified observers a small human body, a girlchild, hung from the bridge by the fishing line wrapped around her broken neck.

The uniformed officer ran down the bank of the canal and plunged into the water without even stopping to remove his shoes. If there was any chance of reviving her, he wanted to get her out of there immediately. But even as he felt salt water fill his leather shoes, his common sense and experience told him she’d been dead for a while: Her neck looked broken, her skin was shriveled, and her little body hung limp and heavy in the water.

He determined that she was, in fact, irretrievably dead. Since that was the case, it became important for him to leave her exactly as they’d found her, in order to begin in an orderly way the investigation into her death.

Now sloshing wet, he clambered back out of the canal.


*    *    *


A small crowd of pedestrians began to gather.

It was awful, watching her body gradually appear above the water, as the level dropped, first her head, tilted heart-breakingly and unnaturally to one side, then her small shoulders clothed in a white T-shirt so wet that her skin showed through. In a terrible irony, the T-shirt bore a picture of the Little Mermaid, a favorite movie character of little girls a few years back. The people watching also saw pink shorts, bare legs and feet, but only when the little girl’s body was finally, gently, cautiously lowered into a police boat. Until then, it had to wait, hanging there for a much longer time than most of the spectators could bear, while police photographs were snapped, diagrams were drawn, notes were jotted down.

The child’s hair hung in stringy clumps almost to her shoulders. Because the hair was soaked, you couldn’t tell it was blond. Her hair looked the dark, nondescript color that blond hair looks when it gets very wet. The pink barrette still clung to its bit of hair at the end of one of the clumps.

Nobody wanted to leave her hanging there a second longer than necessary. But nobody wanted to make a mistake, either, which might prevent the person responsible for this crime from being apprehended and convicted. A certain deliberate speed was imperative, even if it did offend the civilians in the neighborhood. More than one person yelled at the officers down in the police boat on the water: “For God’s sake, cut her down! Can’t you at least cut her down?”

Down in the boat, there were two officers from the Bahia Beach Police Department marine unit, an invaluable branch of local law enforcement which was not “launched” until l965. Back then, one sergeant and two patrol officers made do with a single thirteen-foot dinghy to patrol l35 miles of interior coastline and five miles of beaches. An impossible task, of course. Now, decades later, the department boasts a dozen specially trained marine officers assigned to several different types of boats. The one down on the water on this day was a twenty-five-foot Boston Whaler. The officers in the marine unit are basically water traffic cops—handing out speeding tickets, arresting drunk boaters—but the unit is also called out when divers or water access to the scene of a crime are needed, like this one.

The officers in the boat cut her down as soon as they could, but that had to wait until the crime scene unit gave permission for it. The alternative to lowering her into the boat was to haul her up by the fishing line. It wasn’t that the officers on land were too squeamish or sensitive to do that, but if they did that, they ran the risk of mangling the neck wound, and causing posthumous injuries that might compromise the autopsy.

Everyone felt the relief of seeing the little body released from its noose, and the mercy of placing her into a black body bag. The marine unit removed her by water. In Bahia Beach, even the police department has boat docks—at Northeast Twelfth Street. It was faster and less public to take her that way.

Meanwhile, the bridge remained partially closed for a time, seriously annoying those motorists and boaters who didn’t know why. But this was Bahia Beach, and they should have been used to waiting for bridges to open.

The Williamses, Brad and Jeannie, gave their names and address to the police, and then they followed orders to get Carousel out of the way. They continued on, terribly shaken, to Brad’s parents’ place. They didn’t see the dead girl’s body removed from the canal. Jeannie was thankful for that, because just seeing what she did see was more than she wanted to have to remember for the rest of her life.

That next Sunday morning at St. Pious Cathedral, Jeannie and Brad held hands tightly, and they both shed quiet tears at Melanie’s christening. They thought of the other child and of the grandparents who grieved for her. By then they knew, as all of south Florida did, who she was, and who had loved her. “Life is very special,” Jeannie told her daughters that day. “I’m grateful for every day of it that you girls are allowed to share with us on this earth.” She thinks that for the rest of her life, she will mean that more than she ever did before, and she knows she will find it difficult to let her grandchildren out of her sight when she baby-sits.


The crime scene unit arrived at the bridge soon after 7:30 A.M.

The original uniformed officer at the scene, Sergeant Jimmy Clubman, accomplished a lot before they got there. Conscientiously, though uncomfortably, he labored away in his wet clothes and shoes. A young officer with only two years of experience on the force, Clubman has two small children himself. He felt shaken up by his macabre discovery.

“I was just driving my route.” The sergeant explains how he slowly cruised the residential streets each morning. “I spotted this fishing rod stuck on that bridge, but I didn’t see anybody with it. I figured they saw me coming, and ran away and hid, and they didn’t have time to get their pole loose. I got out to look for them, because I figured they wouldn’t go far, not with that nice pole stuck there.”

He attempted to dislodge the rod from between the cement supports, but it was snagged so firmly on something in the water that he couldn’t budge it.

“If those people in that little boat hadn’t come by, I probably would have got back in my car and just left it there,” he admits, “because when I saw how tight that line was caught, I figured that was a better lesson to a fisherman than any warning I’d give him. It’s real easy to get your line hung up on the crap that floats by those bridges.”

Before the Carousel showed up, he pulled hard on the line a couple of times, but with no luck. Afterward, he shivered, not from being cold, but at the thought of what it would have been like if he had managed to yank the line up far enough to see what was caught at the end of it. He was glad that didn’t happen. In his two years on the force, he’d seen awful things. He knew there were some things he didn’t want to stumble across when he was alone. Having company, even if it was only two scared civilians, helped a little.

He knew he had to get down to business.

He told the Williamses to stay in their boat until the crime scene officers got there. “I felt sorry for them,” he says. “I mean, what a thing to come across, when you just happen to be out for a morning boat ride.” But he didn’t have any time to waste on them. They’d have to comfort each other. He had to secure the scene as best he could by himself, using his own patrol car and orange cones he removed from his trunk, to block off the lane of traffic closest to the fishing pole.

He didn’t think he should close both lanes, because these streets are man-made peninsulas, surrounded on three sides by water. If he shut down the whole bridge, the residents in their houses would be trapped for the duration of the crime scene investigation. They would be unhappy, and the fire department wouldn’t like it either. When Clubman called in to his supervisor to report the body, and to request assistance, he asked her to call out the marine unit to help secure the area by using their boats to block access from the water.

Before anybody else arrived, Sergeant Clubman noted 7:12 A.M. as the time he found the body. He also recorded the temperature, ninety-two F., and reported the weather as being sunny, with a very slight breeze from the south-east, no clouds, ninety percent humidity.

He hoped that information—particularly the time, temperature, and humidity—could help the medical examiner determine time of death. The temperature of the water needed to be taken as well, but the officers in the crime scene unit could figure that out, as well as confirm the other data. He carefully wrote down a description of the body and the scene, including his observation that the victim’s face appeared “peaceful.” He expected the crime scene officers to make their own notes, but he hopes to make detective, himself, one day. He tries to train himself for the future, by thinking like a detective, noticing what they would consider important, and writing that down. He noted there was none of the eye-bulging, tongue-protruding awfulness of the face that would have been present if she had been strangled.

“Personally, I figured she didn’t die from hanging from the fishing line,” he says. “I figured she was dead before they hung her, and it seemed pretty obvious she was murdered. I mean, what else could it have been?”

Neither he nor anyone else investigating the death ever seriously considered the possibility that this was a suicide. For one thing, there was the extremely young age of the deceased. It wasn’t that kindergartners never killed themselves; sadly, it was known to happen. But there was also the manner in which she was hung, which seemed impossible for her to accomplish by herself. They did toy briefly with the idea of this being some kind of macabre accident. Early on that first day, somebody with a warped sense of human capabilities suggested that maybe some kids played “fisherman,” they used the child as “bait,” and then they ran away, terrified, when they saw the consequences. But generally, the scene, the victim, and the method all screamed “homicide” at the police.

Clubman judged the victim to be around six years old.

That educated guess was right on the money. Her last birthday was May first. The child was white. Later, she was measured precisely and found to be exactly two feet eleven inches tall. Forty pounds. She was a little slip of a girl, with dark blond hair that was blunt cut at shoulder length, worn with long bangs. As everyone learned eventually, she had liked her mom to pull the sides of her hair back off her pretty face and fasten them at the top of her scalp with one of her legion of plastic barrettes, one for nearly every color she could name. She had dark blue eyes. None of the crime scene personnel knew that until later, because when they first saw Natalie her eyes were closed. For the men who cut her loose and then lowered her tenderly into the police launch, that was a mercy. Even the most inured among them find it hard to look a dead child in the eyes.

The Bahia Beach police identified her quickly.

Surprisingly, there wasn’t a missing persons report out on her. But little Natalie carried in the right pocket of her pink shorts an identification card encased in protective plastic.

“My name is Natalie Mae McCullen. I live at 2533 Palm Sunrise, Bahia Beach, Florida. My phone number is 394-999-1232. My parents are Susan and Anthony McCullen. Please call them for me. Thank you.”

It may seem odd that she carried that card, because she appeared to be old enough to be able to remember her own address and phone number. Neatly typed in black on white, the ID card almost made it seem as if somebody expected Natalie McCullen to be identified by strangers. But the real explanation for the card was printed on it in bold black letters: I am deaf.


It took all of about ten seconds for Sergeant Clubman’s boss to realize that this was going to be a high-profile case conducted in the public eye. The killer almost seemed to have placed it there purposefully, in plain view. The victim, the method, and the neighborhood all added up to an important case as these things are measured. She expected the media to go crazy over it. Acting quickly, she shunted it down proper channels until two fine detectives, Paul Flanck and Robyn Anschutz, got assigned to the case.

Detective Paul Flanck looks Hispanic, but isn’t.

“It helps,” he says, “especially down here where it seems like every other person speaks Spanish.” At the time he was assigned to the case of the little girl found hanging from the bridge, he was thirty-two years old, and a self-described “fanatical runner, weight lifter, and good ol’ boy,” originally from Fort Meyers, Florida. He was divorced, with no children. His perpetual hobby was taking Spanish lessons. “I can see the future,” he says, wryly. It’s a future, he means, in which English is the second language in south Florida.

That isn’t an outlook that Detective Robyn Anschutz shares with him. At thirty-four and married to the son of a Cuban exile, she feels that Hispanics endure minority status, no matter what their population numbers. A pretty woman with short blond hair, a warm smile, and sober brown eyes, Robyn makes a striking physical match with her police partner. They are the same height, five foot ten, although Robyn’s hair, back-combed a bit on top, gives her an illusory inch on him, which she likes to tease him about.

The topic of the Hispanic population is only one of many subjects that the two detectives were known to bicker about, almost like an old married couple. They are both frank enough to admit that theirs was not a pairing made in heaven. “Far from it,” says Robyn, laughing, implying that it was a match made about as far from heaven as you can get—down on the first floor of police headquarters, in fact, where the top brass recognized each of them as top-rate detectives.

With her warm smile, Robyn gets felons to talk, and with his muscular, intense manner, Paul intimidates people without ever touching them. They were both known as dedicated cops. If any pair could produce quick, reliable results that wouldn’t end up embarrassing the department, it was felt that Flanck and Anschutz could do it. They were expected to put aside their personal differences.

One of the few things they have in common—besides being good cops—was that neither has kids, not even step-kids. Paul asked later if that was one reason they were assigned to the case. “Was that supposed to make us more objective?” he asked their boss, the captain of detectives. “Did you think that we’d get less emotionally involved because of that? Because if that’s what was supposed to happen, it didn’t work.”

He was told that hadn’t anything to do with it.

Such misgivings came later, when in hindsight, every case can be conducted better and every Monday-morning quarterback will tell you how. On the morning of July seventeenth, the only thing that Detectives Flanck and Anschutz knew was that they were commanded to get to the scene as soon as possible. The detectives would rely on the forensic unit, which is part of the C.I.D., or Criminal Investigations Department. As Paul explains, “They’re our crime scene unit, our specialists. They gather evidence at the scene, and they’re responsible for preserving it and presenting it in court.”

The organization of law enforcement bodies in the state of Florida is different from some other states. For one thing, there’s no state police in Florida. There’s a state highway patrol, of course, but their job is mostly what their name suggests: patrolling state highways. With no state police or state crime lab, a lot of authority devolves onto the sheriffs’ departments of each county. Each county runs its own crime lab, for instance, and in addition, the sheriffs’ deputies act as law enforcement for the smaller towns. But like Fort Lauderdale, Bahia Beach is large enough to support its own police department and to handle its own cases, from petty theft to mass murder.

The crime unit officers found important things at the scene.

But it was Paul who found the footprint on the Hatteras. And the ashes. And fingerprints on the fishing pole. And gouges in the ground where the perpetrator had dug in his toes to climb up and then dug in his heels coming back down. All of which would later be tied directly to the crime. And it was Robyn who sensed the truth, which would lead directly and with astonishing rapidity to the arrest of the suspect.

Knowledge of the murder of a child, and witnessing something like what the Williamses saw, tends to change people, sometimes dramatically. But as Paul says, “Hell of a way to learn it. I’d go back to being dumb ol’ me, if that brought Natty back.”


It’s bad enough, a parent’s worst nightmare, to be informed a child is dead when you know she’s been missing and you’ve been desperate for news of her. If any fate could possibly be worse than that, perhaps it was what Natalie McCullen’s parents faced that morning.

They didn’t even know she was gone.

Apparently, Natalie slipped out of the house on some private little adventure of her own. It must have been after her mom kissed her and put her to bed, which was around nine o’clock, on Monday night, June fifteenth.

She was a bold little soul, by all accounts. Unlike most children, Natalie was never afraid of the dark. Whenever she played outside at night, Susan or Anthony always had to “call” her many times by flashing the porch light on and off when the sun went down. “Natty would have stayed out and played all night, if we let her,” Susan says. “She always imagined she was born on a star.” The child was a little star to her family, a sparkler who lighted their days and nights, a child who never met a stranger, who was outgoing and daring as a puppy.

When the McCullens’ doorbell rang at 8:30 A.M. that dreadful Tuesday morning, Susan answered in her bathrobe, and found two detectives, a man and a woman, on her doorstep. They identified themselves, and then they asked her as gently as they knew how, “Are you the mother of Natalie Mae McCullen?”

“Yes, why, has she done something wrong? She’s only six!”

“Ma’am—we’re sorry to ask this, but do you know where your daughter is?”

“Of course, I do! She’s asleep in her room!”

“Would you please check, just to make sure?”

“Why?” Susan didn’t wait for their answer, however. Suddenly driven by the most overwhelming, sickening, soul-wrenching fear of her life, she fled from them, and ran down the hall to her daughter’s room.

They heard her scream, “Natty! Natty, where are you?”

On the front step, Robyn Anschutz took a shaky breath, and felt her eyes fill, and her mouth tremble. Her partner tightened his lips, and simply thought, Oh shit oh shit oh shit.

“Where’s my baby!”

Looking frantic and terrified, the mother ran back to face the police officers, who wished they could be anywhere but there, delivering any news but what they had to say next.

They told her that the body of a little girl had been found—they didn’t tell her how, not yet—and the child had a card in her pocket that identified her as Natalie Mae McCullen. They described her, and her clothing. They told her that they believed that her daughter—who she had thought was safely sleeping—was dead. They said her daughter’s body, if the child was Natty, was on its way to the morgue.

“It was,” Paul Flanck said later, “enough to make you want to quit police work, and start mowing lawns for a living.”

Making it even worse was the unavoidable fact that in the murder of a child the first suspects are always the parents. That meant interviewing Susan and Anthony McCullen during the first moments of the greatest shock and grief of their lives. It was very hard for either detective to believe that the beautiful, hysterical young woman standing in the doorway in front of them could so heinously have murdered her own child. “My baby, my baby,” Susan McCullen screamed, before she collapsed to the floor, moaning, crying, screaming, “no, no, no.” The muscular, good-looking young man who ran up behind her appeared so undone by the news of his child’s death that Detective Robyn Anschutz’s first impulse was not to interrogate him, but to hug him.
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Raymond

“This is my courtroom!” Judge Flasschoen has put down her pistol and picked up her gavel, and she’s pounding and pounding on the wooden surface of the bench. “Order! There will be order in my courtroom!”

Nobody pays any attention to her now.

We’re all still angling to see what happened to the man she shot.

She sits down so hard that her chair rolls back to the far wall and slams against it, jerking her head so hard that her neck bones crack audibly into the microphone attached to her robes. She rubs the back of her neck, and withdraws into a display of silent judicial dignity while chaos explodes around her.

I get a quick glimpse of Ray, motionless below her bench.

Through the crowd, I see Leanne pick herself up and hurry to his side, where she kneels, and screams, “For god’s sake, somebody do something! Call 911! We need a doctor!”

I flinch as the double doors at the back of the courtroom fly open and bang against the walls. Here come five Howard County deputy sheriffs surging in. Two of them, in the dark green short sleeve uniforms and gold badges of the department, take up posts at the back, not far from me, to keep people from leaving. Another one runs down the center aisle, and yells out, “Ladies and gentlemen, sit down and be quiet. Quiet! Take your seats. We’ll get you out of here as soon as we can, but we need your cooperation right now.”

Slowly, reluctantly, we spectators follow his orders, although within moments we’re popping back up to our feet again, and the noise level rises to its previous roar.

Word filters back through the crowd that Ray is alive, but unconscious. When I hear that, I start inching my way forward, hoping no deputy will stop me. I want to see for myself, for my book.

“Excuse me. I need to get through. Thank you.”

People are obliging, and move aside. A few do a double take, as if they’ve recognized me from my book jackets, or from magazine or television interviews. One of them even says, “Aren’t you—?” and I nod, smile, and keep moving.

I get almost up to the front, and there he is—

I stop in my tracks, feeling weak-kneed at the sight of Ray Raintree lying facedown on the courtroom floor. For all the times I have written about murders, this is the first time I’ve seen an actual shooting. Cold bodies in morgues are one thing—I have viewed enough of them to get almost used to it—but a wounded, bleeding person I know . . . this is scary. I don’t see any blood, so it must be soaking into his flesh and his clothes. His attorneys dressed him up in a white shirt, and dark trousers and a tie, trying to make him look normal. His black running shoes—they never talked him into dress shoes—lie still against the hardwood floor.

Maybe he’s dead, and not just wounded?

I glance to my right, looking for Tony McMullen, and I see him sitting down among all the frantic people who are standing up around him. Natty’s young father looks shell-shocked. As I watch, he leans over and puts his head between his legs, as if he’s on the verge of passing out.

“Marie! Come on up here!”

I jump at the sound of my own name.

It’s Leanne’s paralegal, Manny Meade, calling to me.

Besides the judge and a few jurors, Manny is the oldest person on the other side of the railing that separates the players from the spectators. Jowly, overweight, always disheveled in flamboyant baggy suits, Manny looks more like a Damon Runyon character than a paralegal. I haven’t yet figured out a tactful way to say that in my book, and I haven’t decided if I really need to divulge that he is an ex-con who served time for fixing sporting events. As a former felon, Manny can’t be admitted to the bar, but Florida law lets him get this close to it. He is sixty-three years old, a war veteran. “Oldest paralegal south of the panhandle,” he likes to brag, although I doubt that’s true.
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