HOW FOUR DANGEROUS CRIMINALS BECAME INFORMANTS 

AND GOT AWAY WITH MURDER

Larry Rae Wingate and Keith Michael Chee-A-Tow were two violent drug dealers well-known to police, convicted felons, partners, who admitted their knowledge and involvement in the drug store robbery and shooting of security guard Steve Bluffstone in the early morning hours of February 17, 1975.
Wingate and Chee-A-tow were given “immunity from prosecution for first degree murder” in exchange for their false testimony that Charlie Norman told them he had shot someone. 

Only the guilty are given immunity -- the innocent don't need it.
Larry Wingate closely matched the eyewitness description of a white male, 5 feet, 8 inches tall, 150 pounds, blond hair and mustache, wearing a white meat-cutter's coat, with a white apron wrapped around the lower part of his face. Less than 30 minutes after fleeing the scene in a stolen car, a panicked Wingate tried to give a pistol wrapped in a white apron to Debbie Wadsworth in front of a north Tampa bar. She refused to take it. Later on, Wingate bragged that his wealthy father had paid off officials to keep him from being charged with the crime. 
Wingate's testimony changed several times in the five years between 1975 and 1980, when he testified at Charlie Norman's trial, contradicting several previous sworn statements. He never spent a day in jail for causing the death of Steve Bluffstone.
Keith Chee-A-Tow planned the drugstore robbery that resulted in the death of Steve Bluffstone. A Guyana native of Chinese extraction, holding a British passport, he used his student visa as a cover for selling drugs at the University of South Florida. His girlfriend, Carol Soriano, worked as a cocktail waitress at “The Pad Lounge,” owned by infamous Tampa gangster, Pat Matassini. 
The Pad Lounge is situated not fifty yards from the front door of the Pantry Pride drugstore/grocery where Steve Bluffstone was shot, and shares a parking lot. Carol Soriano told investigators that she had seen Larry Wingate in the bar sometime around 5:30 or 6:00 PM, Sunday, February 16, 1975, shortly before the Pantry Pride closing time. Wingate left The Pad Lounge, walked over to the drug store/grocery, concealed himself somewhere in the rear meat department, and waited until the store closed. 
Hours later he accosted the store janitor, Albert McKinley. Keith Chee-A-Tow waited for Wingate at The Pad Lounge. He tried to use Carol Soriano as an alibi, saying she had the night off, and they went to the movies, going so far as convincing detectives, after viewing movie listings in the Tampa Tribune's newspaper archives, that they'd seen “Pardon My Blooper.” 
Soriano contradicted his alibi, admitting she'd worked until midnight. Testifying under oath at Charlie's trial, Chee-A-Tow finally admitted that entire story was fabricated, and he had perjured himself. He was never charged with perjury. Prosecutors did not call Soriano to testify, protecting Chee-A-Tow.
Chee-A-Tow used Carol Soriano and several other young women to obtain fraudulent prescriptions for powerful drugs which he sold. Soriano had become addicted to painkillers after an accident, and Chee-A-Tow was her drug supplier. Chee-A-Tow was arrested by Hillsborough County Sheriff's deputies not long after the Bluffstone murder, and pleaded guilty to a drug-related burglary of a pimp's apartment, during which he fired shots at several pimps who were pursuing him and an unidentified white male accomplice. He was later deported to the Bahamas as an undesirable alien. Over the objections of the U.S. State Department, the Hillsborough state attorney's office made a deal with Chee-A-Tow in which he was given legal U.S. residency and immunity for all crimes he'd committed in exchange for his admittedly false, contradictory court testimony.
Rudolph Harris, Jr., son of a respected black Tampa civil rights activist, drug dealer, pimp, robber and notorious convicted rapist, along with his partner, career criminal and professional informant/perjurer James Grayes, were two more convicted felons groomed to testify against Charlie Norman by crooked cops and prosecutors.
Police and prosecutors struck deals with Harris and Grayes in 1977, while they were in prison for other crimes, to obtain their releases from prison in exchange for their perjured testimony against Charlie Norman. Officials from Tampa convinced the Florida Parole Commission to release both Harris and Grayes because their testimony was needed in a homicide case.
After his trial testimony, Rudolph Harris, Jr., embarked on a new career as a serial rapist. He was convicted in 1981 of eight brutal sexual assaults in Tampa, and remains in prison to this day. Hillsborough State Attorney Mark Ober refuses to accept any responsibility for the eight innocent women traumatized by his pet witness' crimes. Had not Mark Ober obtained Harris' early parole from prison, putting him back into an unsuspecting society, those eight victims would never have suffered horrendous rapes at the hands of Rudolph Harris. 
At the time of Harris' trial, Mark Ober's role in releasing him from prison was kept secret. He quickly disavowed his previous promise to help Harris later on if he ever got in trouble, telling him, “I can't touch this with a ten-foot pole.” 

After returning to prison, Harris made sworn depositions recanting his testimony against Charlie Norman, admitting he and James Grayes had fabricated their entire testimonies, that Mark Ober had coerced him to lie, threatening to send him back to prison, telling him, “You're on parole.” Harris admitted that Grayes told him Wingate and Chee-A-Tow had committed the crime, that Charlie had nothing to do with it.
The Most Implausible Perjurer

James Edward Grayes is quite possibly the biggest liar in Hillsborough County courthouse history, and considering the massive lies that have reverberated off those walls over the past several decades, he stands on the pinnacle of perjury. After examining his history, it is stupefying that any police detective or prosecutor could put forth James Grayes as a truthful witness. In March, 1975, after his arrest, Grayes made a sworn deposition in front of Tampa Homicide Detective George W. Griffith, prosecutor Sonny Palomino, and Attorney Horace Knowlton, III. Betty Bird, a certified court reporter, recorded the stenotype transcription. Grayes wove a disjointed tale of five men, Larry, Keith, Eric, J.P., and Charlie, shooting someone in the parking lot of Tampa General Hospital. His friend, Keith, confided this account to him. Each one supposedly took turns shooting the person, so they would all be equally guilty, and couldn't tell on each other. Telling on people was also Grayes defense strategy. 

Grayes and Lorenzo Farragut, the only convicted felon state witness who actually told the truth, were arrested for breaking into and stealing a gun from a 1969 Ford station wagon that had been parked across from Tampa police vice detective Charles Wolever's apartment in North Tampa for two weeks. The station wagon belonged to Albert McKinley, the janitor at the Pantry Pride grocery/pharmacy on Gandy Boulevard in South Tampa, and had been stolen by the man who shot Steve Bluffstone  and used as a getaway car.
Since the police were investigating a shooting at the Pantry Pride store in South Tampa, James Grayes' account of five men executing someone in the Tampa General Hospital on Davis Islands, near downtown, left them confused, since no shooting occurred there.
Detective Griffith repeatedly asked Grayes if he was certain the shooting occurred at TGH. “Positive.” Grayes said. Then the police found out that the “Charlie” Grayes was referring to was Charlie Norman, and everything changed. The 28 other suspects they were investigating were put on the back shelf, and all the attention turned to Charlie Norman.
Being the feral street criminal and survivor that he was, James Grayes immediately picked up on the change in tone that came over his interrogators when he mentioned Charlie Norman, and he segued his fabricated tale into one that told the police what they wanted to hear. One wonders how such experienced people were sucked in and conned so completely by an uneducated but cunning liar as Grayes. He used and outsmarted police and prosecutors for years, but the officials had such a vested interest in his fantasy that they not only ignored Grayes' incredible contradictory statements, but worked to polish and clean them up, becoming, in effect, partners in perjury with him.
Suddenly, Charlie became Grayes’ friend, associate, and confidante. Grayes told police and prosecutors that Charlie was a deadly guy whose men had killed “hundreds of people” and dumped scores of bodies in the Hillsborough River, along with burying scores of other victims in a personal graveyard in a wooded area. In James Grayes’ twisted imagination, the bigger the whopper he told, the greater his value became to the police, and the more they lapped up his lies. 

How could so-called professionals listen to Grayes’ outlandish sworn statements under oath and not immediately arrest him for perjury and false crime reports? According to Grayes, the Hillsborough River dam would have become clogged with bloated corpses in a macabre scene direct from dictator Idi Amin’s Uganda genocides.

So what did police do? They went digging in a wooded area Grayes pointed out as a body dumping ground, and eventually discovered a skeleton – of a dog!

The truth about why James Grayes made such bizarre accusations is far simpler. Why the police and Hillsborough state attorney would have anything to do with him is more complicated.

The fact is that Charlie Norman was never Grayes’ friend, associate or confidante, but instead was a victim of one of Grayes’ myriad crimes, and had been pursuing Grayes for weeks. Charlie had never even laid eyes on James Grayes before Christmas Eve, 1974.

Debbie Wadsworth and her friend, Fran, were GTE long distance telephone operators and party girls who shared an apartment in Temple Terrace, Florida, off 56th Street, a short distance from the GTE facilities. Jan Kukuk (pronounced, “koo-koo”) was their girlfriend who frequently stayed overnight in their apartment.

Charlie Norman and his business partner, Nyle Clay, operated Tampa’s first escort service, “Rent-A-Chick,” modeled after the Las Vegas business that offered attractive young women as convention hostesses and nightclub tours. The young women who worked at Rent-A-Chick were comprised mostly of college students, models, legal secretaries, and single mothers who underwent background checks conducted by the Tampa police vice unit before being hired. The business was not a front for prostitution, as was the case with other such businesses in later years, but it was advertised in the newspaper, hotels, and nightlife magazines. No one with an arrest record was employed, and no one was ever accused of being involved in any illegal activities, despite innuendoes that certain enemies of Charlie tried to spread, to discredit him.

In late November, 1974, the three friends went to work for Rent-A-Chick part-time, figuring they could get paid for going out to nightclubs, dancing and drinking instead of paying themselves, or cadging drinks off numerous unattached men. At the same time, Charlie began staying overnight in their apartment two or three times a week.

The girls wanted to have a Christmas party, but didn’t have the money to fund it. Charlie paid for the food, drinks, and Christmas tree. He also gave the girls a color TV to replace their old black and white one. Christmas Eve came and the apartment filled with people they knew from the Tampa club scene.

Debbie went to the Winn Dixie to pick up more food. She came back with a nineteen – year old male with a large Afro, who she introduced as a friend from high school, James, who’d just gotten out of jail, who she met at the store and who was looking for a ride. In the Christmas spirit she offered him a drink at the party, and then a ride somewhere.

Charlie’s experienced eyes saw, instead of some harmless high school friend, a smooth-talking con man who constantly scanned the apartment and evaluated the guests’ possessions. Someone asked him why he’d been in jail. He bragged (falsely) that he had been in a redneck bar in Brandon, a couple of honkies tried to throw him out, and since he was a master of the martial arts, he’d had to hurt the two men, resulting in his arrest for battery.

Unbeknownst to James, Charlie Norman had been involved in taekwondo and kickboxing for years, had met Chuck Norris at Joe Corley’s “Battle of Atlanta’ the previous year, and had brought the former world karate champion and future movie star to Tampa in November, as the guest star of a karate show he promoted at Fort Homer Hesterly Armory. Charlie was the treasurer and on the board of directors of Martial Arts Institute, Inc., and became irritated at James’ claims of being a martial arts master.

Charlie challenged James to show him the techniques James had used on those rednecks, which resulted in James ending up on the floor flat on his back. Charlie told him to get out and not to come back.

Two weeks later, Debbie Wadsworth contacted Charlie on his pager & told him she’d come home to find the apartment front door broken and the place burglarized. The $600 color TV was stolen. Temple Terrace police came and made a report.

Early Saturday morning Charlie was looking out into the apartment complex parking lot through the sliding glass doors when he saw a pickup truck cruise slowly past, the driver looking in his direction. When the pickup came around a second time, Charlie walked outside and stopped the driver, asking him what he was doing, since he knew the man didn’t live there. Charlie thought it could be the burglar returning.

The man told him he ran the Sunoco gas station at Hillsborough Avenue and 34th Street, and sold marijuana on the side. A couple of nights before, a young black man named James came to him wanting to trade a color TV for a pound of marijuana. He told him he’d stolen the TV from a guy named Charlie who lived in this apartment complex. He refused to trade his pot for the TV, and told James he’d have to sell it and bring him the money. James left. The man closed up and went home.

The next morning, he came back to the gas station only to discover it had been burglarized, and three pounds of marijuana had been stolen. He immediately suspected James, and since he and the guy, Charlie, had a common interest in finding James, he came looking for him. Charlie told him he’d found him, got in the truck, and joined the man in searching for James Grayes. Prior to that moment it had not occurred to him that James had been the one who’d burglarized the girls’ apartment, but immediately upon hearing the pot dealer’s story, it made perfect sense.

The man had been doing drug business with Grayes for some time, and knew some of the places he frequented. They located one of James’ associates at Brother Jack’s Bar, a dive in Sulphur Springs, and Charlie pressured him for information on James’ whereabouts, which he freely gave. Charlie told him James had a week to return his TV, undamaged, or else it would go very bad for him. The word quickly went out that Charlie was looking for James, who disappeared.

James feared Charlie, and two months later, when he was questioned by police, not only did he name his drug associates, Larry and Keith, in a shooting, but threw in the names Eric, J.P., and Charlie Norman for good measure. No one ever knew what Eric and J.P. had done to draw James’ giving their names to police, but such actions are common tactics of professional informants who will implicate their enemies or people they’ve wronged or owe money to, in hopes that the sudden police scrutiny will distract them, get them in trouble and away from him,  and him out of trouble. Police are frequently unwilling tools of criminal informants who have credibility  for having provided truthful information in the past, and sometimes act wittingly, helping their snitches get out of trouble with people they have crossed in exchange for setting up others.

The fact is that Charlie Norman never had any further contact with James Grayes, except for seeing him at a distance a couple of times. The instant James saw Charlie he would take off as fast as he could. They never spoke, they were not associates, but adversaries, and the little James knew about Charlie he learned from the police who coached him.

James Grayes did have contact with Larry Wingate and Keith Chee-A-Tow, buying and selling drugs. It was suspected that Keith Chee-A-Tow would point out rival drug dealers to Grayes, and he and Rudolph Harris, Jr., would burglarize their houses, steal their drugs, and give part of their haul to Chee-A-Tow.

CHARLES WOLEVER

Let us pause a moment in the saga of Mr. Perjury, James Grayes, and introduce another important player in the story, Charles Lewis Wolever.

Charlie Wolever joined the TPD as a rookie in 1972, and was assigned to the same Uniform District I squad as Charlie Norman. He was immediately adopted and taken under the wing of Mike Gullo, an older veteran and former motorcycle cop. The police department was filled with cliques and factions of cops who subdivided themselves into small and large groups of similar interests. They would go out drinking together after work, hang out together, and help each other with better job assignments and other things. In February, 1975, Charlie Wolever and his partner, Joe Griffin, rode Harley motorcycles and shared an apartment at Centennial Place Apartments, south of 131st Avenue in North Tampa, near the University of South Florida. With both being cops, they lived rent-free in exchange for providing security for the complex of mostly college students.

Prince Manor Apartments shared a wooden fence to the east of Centennial. Keith Chee-A-Tow and his girlfriend, Carol Soriano, lived in a Prince Manor townhouse adjacent to the wooden fence, and overlooked Wolever’s and Griffin’s apartment next door, about thirty yards to the west. A convenient hole in the fence near Chee-A-Tow’s back door allowed easy access to the other apartment complex. USF medical student and future doctor, Cheryl Bowman, lived nearly adjacent to Wolever.

Charlie Wolever testified that in the early morning hours of Monday, February 17, 1975, around 2:30 A.M. or so, he was looking out the sliding glass door of his second floor bedroom balcony when he saw a 1969 Ford station wagon back into a parking space across from his apartment. Two men in their twenties, one blond, got out of the car, walked under a street light that illuminated them, crossed the parking lot to the wooden fence separating Prince Manor Apartments, and disappeared through the hole in the fence. He did not recognize the men.

Wolever claimed he was up late watching the parking lot because his Harley Davidson motorcycle had been stolen earlier, and he was observing the parking lot in case the thieves returned. He had borrowed his roommates’ motorcycle for several hours earlier, riding around looking for his stolen bike.

Curiously, no one ever checked Wolever’s story. Had they done so, they would have found that Charlie Wolever never reported a stolen motorcycle to either the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office or the Tampa police. There’s no explanation why he would lie, or what really happened that night.

Another curiosity – Charlie Wolever was in charge of security at the apartment complex, yet when he saw a strange car parked across from his apartment by two strangers who didn’t live there, he never confronted them, asked them what they were doing, or checked out the car.

For over two weeks, every time Charlie Wolever entered or exited his apartment, he saw the mysterious car gathering dust, backed into a parking space so that its license tag wasn’t readily visible. This wasn’t just any car, but the most wanted car in Hillsborough County, the getaway car used by the shooter of the security guard, Steve Bluffstone, at the Pantry Pride store on Gandy, parked in front of Wolever’s apartment scarcely two hours after the shooting.

Not only did the police and sheriffs distribute the getaway car’s description and tag number every day to every squad coming on duty, but state and national BOLO’s – be on the lookout – were issued to police agencies nationwide. The TPD crime report lists inquiries across Florida and other states, while Albert McKinley’s stolen station wagon sat unmolested at Centennial Apartments, security provided by Charles Wolever.

Lorenzo Farragut, another local criminal, testified that he was putting gasoline in his girlfriend’s old Cadillac at a gas station at North 22nd Street and Interstate 4 when a black male who introduced himself as James approached him on foot and asked him for a ride in exchange for a couple dollars of gas. Farragut had nothing to do, and agreed.

James directed Farragut to drive north on Interstate 75 toward the university. James told him he knew where a pistol was hidden in a car, and if Farragut would help him steal it, they’d sell it and split the money. Farragut agreed.

Around Noon, Grayes and Farragut parked near the stolen 1969 station wagon and attempted to break into the driver’s door. Cheryl Bowman looked out from her apartment, saw two strange black men trying to break into the car, and called the sheriff’s office.

Unable to open the door, one of the men walked east across the parking lot, disappeared through the hole in the fence toward Prince Manor, and returned moments later with a metal clothes hangar wire. That was James Grayes, who’d gone next door to Chee-A-Tow’s for the hangar. Meanwhile, Lorenzo Farragut had punched in the vent window and opened the door. Grayes reached under the seat and pulled out a revolver. They jumped in Farragut’s girlfriend’s Cadillac and drove off before the deputies arrived, but not before the alert Cheryl Bowman wrote down the tag number.

Deputies arrived and Ms. Bowman told them the story. They ran the station wagon’s tag number, and were notified that it was the most wanted car in the county, used in the getaway from a homicide. As more deputies arrived, Charlie Wolever showed up, flashed his TPD badge, and identified himself as in charge of apartment complex security. The deputies filled him in, as an interested fellow law enforcement officer. Wolever told them he’d also seen the two black males breaking into the car, but hadn’t reported it or intervened. He claimed he’d seen someone else break into the car sometime in the past two weeks, and told the deputies about the two unidentified white men who’d parked the car. Apparently none of this seemed strange to the deputies, or rang any alarm bells.

Farragut stated that he drove Grayes to an area south of Busch Boulevard, where they approached some other black males on Eskimo Street. Two of them were identified as Rudolph Harris, Jr., and Marcus Harris. James was flashing the handgun, but none of the men wanted to buy it. Farragut began getting bad vibes from the men, got scared, and decided to take off. He told Grayes he didn’t want his share from the sale of the gun, and left. He never got the two dollars’ worth of gas he’d been promised, either.

Lorenzo Farragut testified that he’d never met Charlie Norman, didn’t know who he was, and James never mentioned his name. That was the truth.

Grayes, on the other hand, after several contradictory versions, claimed he was staying in a hotel when a man identifying himself as working for Charlie (Lorenzo Farragut) came to his room with a note from Charlie, telling him to accompany the man to a car he would show him and steal a gun, which he was to sell. He’d never seen the man before, but he was a “friend,” since he’d never done Grayes wrong.

Grayes and Harris later claimed that they sold the gun to one of several people, unknown to them.

The gun in question was supposedly the .38 caliber revolver taken from the security guard, Steve Bluffstone, by the shooter, Larry Wingate. Grayes claimed the gun held six expended shell casings, indicating that Bluffstone had fired six shots. A couple of years later, the gun actually registered to the owner of Eagle Security, was recovered from another person after a traffic stop, who claimed he’d gotten it from someone else.

GRAYES’ THREE VERSIONS OF PERJURY

Let’s go back and visit with James Grayes again, and examine how his false testimony morphed, developed, and grew from 1975 until Charlie’s trial for murder in 1980. The first version, March, 1975, completely implausible Tampa General Hospital parking lot murder scenario was tossed out with police and prosecutors working on new versions that somehow might fit in with the skimpy facts of the case. Since there was absolutely no physical or forensic evidence linking Charlie to the crime they had to make up new, purely circumstantial testimony that Grayes and Harris could repeat in court.

Version A – Sometime between September, 1974, and June, 1975, James claimed that he and Rudolph Harris were standing in the parking lot of Gatsby’s Lounge one night talking to some girls. Two men rode up on a motorcycle. One got off and went into the bar. The group of unidentified girls went over to the bike and spoke with the driver. The other rider came back, and they rode off. James asked the girls who that was, and they told him it was their friend, Charlie, who might be in trouble, who might have shot someone.

Version A did not work. Strictly hearsay, James simply recounted what he claimed someone said, a third party had said. Prosecutors couldn’t use that version. It had to be tweaked and improved.

Version B started the same as “A,” but this time, James and Rudolph Harris walked over with the girls who approached Charlie on the motorcycle, and they overheard him telling the girls about being in trouble, that he may have shot someone, then he and the other rider, possibly Larry, drove off.

Version B was still legally deficient, however, since it was too general, and was still inadmissible hearsay, supposedly an overheard conversation among several other people.

By the time Grayes and Harris appeared to testify at Charlie’s trial, they had been prepped and rehearsed so many times, their new version polished and improved by Charlie Wolever and Detective Gerald Rauft to the point that it was hardly recognizable to their original stories. Pathological liars that they were, though, they couldn’t resist changing and embellishing their stories even more.

Version C started out similarly, a bar parking lot on North Dale Mabry, James’ good friend and associate, Charlie Norman, on a motorcycle, James,  Rudolph, and the girls surrounding him, Charlie spontaneously confessing to a crowd of people that he had murdered someone, then riding off. Harris added that he was nervous and jittery, as if on drugs.

Even though that ludicrous testimony was also hearsay, under some legal exception, Mark Ober was able to get it in. Charlie’s public defender moved for a mistrial, which Judge J. Rogers Padgett denied.

By this time, James had discarded all references to the five men taking turns shooting the hapless victim in the Tampa General Hospital parking lot, or the “hundreds of peoples” that Charlie and his nonexistent gang of cutthroats had dumped in the river or buried in his personal Arlington cemetery, or any of numerous other directly contradictory facts he’d sworn to over the past five years. When Charlie’s public defender embarked on a frustrating cross-examination of Grayes and asked him about each and every one of the false statements, Grayes dummied up and continued to repeat the mantra, “I can’t recall,” a record number of times.

The exasperated public defender asked Grayes if he had suffered any brain injuries or had amnesia. He couldn’t recall.

For anyone who actually knew Charlie Norman, James’ fictional ramblings were especially puzzling, particularly the details of the motorcycle. How he ever came up with that, everyone wondered.

The fact was that Charlie Norman didn’t like motorcycles, did not know how to operate a motorcycle, and did not care to learn. He would not get on a motorcycle for any reason, let alone drive one. While at TPD, he’d had the opportunity of going to “motorcycle school,” a choice assignment where the students went through a complete training program on the police Harleys, enabling them to qualify for high-paying off-duty escort jobs. Charlie declined.

When Charlie was nine years old his sixteen year old cousin, Sonny, was killed on a motorcycle in Orlando. In 1969, Charlie’s fifteen year old brother, Danny, was almost killed in a motorcycle accident. After his cousin, Sonny’s, death, Charlie’s mother begged him to never get on a motorcycle that she couldn’t bear her son getting killed on one. He kept his promise to her to never get one or ride one, but his little brother had never made that promise, and talked his father into buying him a little Honda, over his mother’s vehement objections. When her middle son almost died, hospitalized for months, her fears were justified.

There is no good explanation for where Grayes came up with the motorcycle references, except to blame it on the random machinations of a pathological liar feeding an implausible story to detectives who readily accepted it as gospel ignoring all evidence to the contrary, unless somehow we can associate Charlie Wolever and his missing motorcycle somewhere into the scenario. As you will see later in this narrative, that is not so farfetched.

Next we are going to explore what Larry Wingate and Keith Chee-A-Tow said happened, then we will return to February, 1975, and discuss what actually happened, the truth which has been dealt with fast and loosely for thirty-three years.

PERJURY AT CHARLIE’S BOND HEARING

At Charlie Norman’s bond hearing in April, 1978, Larry Wingate was the star witness. He reluctantly admitted that his lawyers had made some sort of deal with assistant state attorney Norman Cannella in exchange for his testimony, but he wasn’t certain what it was. Mark Ober had not yet arrived on the scene.  The deal was “immunity from prosecution for first degree murder,” and as it turned out, a “get out of jail free” card and a free ride for any future crimes he would commit, in exchange for his testimony that Charlie shot someone.

Wingate claimed that around 5:30 PM or so on the afternoon of Sunday, February 16, 1975, Charlie showed up at Wingate’s parents’ home in Riverview and told him they were going for a ride. Charlie had telephoned him earlier to make sure he would be there, he claimed. 

That was a lie. Actually, at 5:30 PM, Charlie was at his family home in Thonotosassa close to thirty miles away and had been there since around Noon, eating Sunday dinner and spending the day with his parents, two brothers, his sister-in-law, Sandy, and his niece and nephew. He didn’t leave there until 7:00 PM.

Wingate said that Charlie drove him to the Pantry Pride store on Gandy Boulevard, a considerable distance from Riverview and told him he was going to rob the place, for Wingate to meet him later and pick him up at one of three bars, all widely separate in distance. Charlie didn’t tell him which bar, or how he would get there. Wingate claimed Charlie entered the store and he drove away in Charlie’s car. He did not confirm or deny Carol Soriano’s statement that she’d seen him inside “The Pad Lounge” around 5:30 or 6:00 PM, while she was working there as a cocktail waitress. He had no explanation for his whereabouts from 6 PM Sunday evening until 2 AM Monday morning, when he claimed he saw Charlie Prince Manor. He could not name a single witness who had seen him during those missing eight hours. He also conveniently forgot to mention that Debbie Wadsworth saw him in front of the other place at 1:15 AM, about 25 minutes after the shooting, trying to give her a pistol and admitting that he had been at the shooting scene

Wingate stated that sometime later that night, perhaps 2:00 AM, he was at Keith Chee-A-Tow’s apartment when Charlie showed up, shook up, saying that he had shot someone. Wingate denied any involvement in the shooting.

A few weeks later, after being named by James Grayes, Wingate was picked up and questioned by detectives. He denied any knowledge of the shooting at the Pantry Pride, or of any role that Charlie Norman might have played. He continued to deny any knowledge of the crime until three years later when he was granted immunity.

Under cross-examination, Wingate admitted that he had lied to the police in March, 1975, and had lied about ten times in the next three years, every time he was questioned by police. When asked why he had lied, he claimed he was afraid of Charlie, that he knew he was a killer, and that Charlie knew every time he’d talked to the cops, that he must have had inside connections to tell him what Wingate was saying, since over the next three years, every time he was questioned by the police, in the next day or so he’d see Charlie, run into him at a club or restaurant, and Charlie would ask him how he was doing. He knew it couldn’t be a coincidence, that Charlie was keeping tabs on him, implying that if Charlie heard he was cooperating with police he would be harmed.

Simson Unterberger asked him why he decided to come forward now. Wingate said after he’d learned of Charlie’s arrest, he knew he was safe, and good citizen that he was, he decided to come forward.

So you were afraid of Charlie, in fear of your life, Unterberger asked. Yes. Those ten times you lied to police, and afterward you just happened to run into Charlie, did he ever threaten you? No. Did he ever ask if you had talked to police? No. What did he say? Usually he’d just say hello, offer me a drink and leave. Okay.

During the three year period that you feared for your life, what did you do to protect yourself? What do you mean? Did you buy a gun? No. Did you move, leave town? No. Did you change your phone number? No. Why not?

“Charlie didn’t know my phone number or where I lived.”

Isn’t that unusual since just a few minutes before, Wingate had testified that Charlie had called him on the phone and came to his house in Riverview to pick him up.

What was the truth? Charlie did not know his telephone number, nor did he know where he lived. Charlie never called Larry on the phone, and never went to his house. It was all lies.

Larry Wingate admitted that he’d lied about the murder ten times, but he was now telling the truth, and we should believe him. False.

RUDOLPH HARRIS, JR.

We haven’t focused much attention on Rudolph Harris, Jr., or his brother, Marcus Harris, in the narrative so far, instead looking more closely at his partner, James Edward Grayes. He plays a crucial role in the frameup, wrongful conviction, and eventual exoneration of Charlie Norman, however.

The first mention of Harris comes from Lorenzo Farragut, who gave James Grayes the ride to Centennial Apartments in North Tampa, broke into Pantry Pride janitor, Albert McKinley’s stolen station wagon that was parked in front of Charles Wolever’s apartment, and drove Grayes and the stolen pistol to Eskimo Street, where they met the Harris brothers.

Rudolph and Marcus Harris were thieves, burglars, drug dealers, and aspiring pimps, opportunistic criminals who picked morsels from Tampa’s victim buffet as they found them, along with their partner, James Grayes, and anyone else who happened along with a score. Their crimes escalated from juvenile encounters with the police, up through robberies and rapes. They were constantly in contact with police, permanent suspects in local criminal activities, and became informants early on, balancing  their own criminal acts by snitching out and blaming crimes on others.

STRAW MEN

Harris’ initial role in this case was as a corroborating witness for James Grayes’ unbelievable statements. This prosecutorial tactic, the use of “straw men” goes back to Roman days. Outside the court in ancient Rome crowds would gather. Professional “witnesses’ would insert a straw in their sandals, identifying themselves as available for hire. Lawyers would survey the crowd and pick out “straw men,” who they would brief and rehearse testimony favorable to their side. If one side had eight witnesses swearing the truth, and the other side only had four, swearing the opposite, the side that could afford to hire the most straw men would win.

Grayes and the Harrises were only three of the crowd of straw men recruited to incriminate Charles Norman.

After he later recanted his perjured testimony, admitted that he had been coerced to testify by Mark Ober, who threatened to send him back to prison—“You’re on parole, you’re on parole” – unless he parroted the story agreed upon in the transcripts Ober presented the witnesses during rehearsal, Harris admitted that he was recruited and got involved simply to help get his friend, Grayes, out of trouble.

It was obvious that Grayes’ uncorroborated statements would never stand alone even before the most naïve and gullible jury, but by adding the Harris brothers to back up the final version of his tale, prosecutors hoped to pile it on and make it look like everyone knew Charlie did it, fool that he was, spontaneously confessing to complete strangers, and it was simply a “pro forma’ going through the motions for the jury to endorse his guilt.

Isn’t it curious, though, that of the many, many people who actually were close to Charlie Norman, who knew him well, some who’d known him their entire lives, who worked and lived and had relationships with Charlie, who he confided in, not one single person could say that Charlie had ever told them he’d shot anyone? Why was that? It was a simple reason: because Charlie Norman had not shot anyone, had not been inside the Pantry Pride store on the evening and morning of February 16-17, 1975, had not stolen the pistol and station wagon, had not parked  it across from Charles Wolever’s apartment at 2:30 AM, had not been riding a motorcycle with Larry Wingate at the Gatsby’s Lounge at the same time, had not ordered James Grayes to steal a gun two weeks later, had not confessed any crimes to anyone. So how in the world did this happen? How did a law-abiding young man, a university student, highly intelligent undercover police officer and businessman, in just a matter of months, become first a suspect and eventually convicted of murder? This is a complicated story with numerous side branches and sub plots with no easy answers to how all the points came together in a courtroom in Tampa, sending an innocent man to prison for life, while those who actually planned and committed  the crime never spent a night in jail. Larry Wingate and Keith Chee-A-Tow, who had nothing to lose and everything to gain, walk the streets as free men to this day.

INTRODUCTIONS OF OTHER CHARACTERS
ALBERT MCKINLEY is one of the most important and overlooked witnesses in this case. McKinley, the 38-year old night janitor at the Pantry Pride store on Gandy Boulevard, a hard-working black man and church deacon, was one of the few people in this case who was not a convicted felon, a police informant, or with anything to gain from his testimony. He is simply the only eyewitness, and his testimony has never been doubted. Albert McKinley testified in court that Charlie Norman 

was not the man who robbed the Pantry Pride store and shot security guard, Steve Bluffstone, on February 17, 1975, and his testimony remains the same to this day.

Why was the eyewitness testimony of Albert McKinley seemingly ignored, and the contradictory, fabricated tales of convicted felons and informants presented as gospel? Good question.

Albert McKinley parked his 1969 Ford station wagon in front of the Pantry Pride store on the evening of Sunday, February 16, 1975, and locked himself inside. The storefront consisted of large plate glass windows facing out to the strip mall parking lot, with plate glass automated doors, locked. A pay phone was mounted on the inside storefront.

McKinley testified that he connected his radio to the store P.A. system, listening to a gospel station, and proceeded to clean the store.

Around 11:00 PM or so, McKinley was surprised by a man with a pistol who appeared from the rear of the store. The man was wearing a white meat cutter’s coat, and had wrapped a white apron around the lower part of his face. McKinley could see his face from his mouth upward. McKinley saw a blond mustache. McKinley described the man as five feet, eight inches tall, and 150 pounds. McKinley described himself as five feet, ten inches tall and 170 pounds, and said the man was shorter and thinner than he was. The original police report, listing the descriptions of other witnesses outside the store, who saw the shooter flee, described the suspect as “five feet, five inches tall, 150 pounds, possibly Hispanic.” Neither description in any way matches Charlie Norman, a much bigger man than Albert McKinley.

The armed man accosted McKinley and directed him to the in-store pharmacy. He directed McKinley to put drugs in a large plastic garbage can.

At some point later, the man ordered McKinley to use a tool, perhaps a metal knife-sharpening file, to break into a locked pharmacy door. The man appeared to be surprised that the door had an alarm attached to it, and ordered McKinley to go to the front door of the store.

McKinley dragged the garbage can filled with prescription drugs to the front door. He then told his only lie – when asked by the man if he had the key to the front door, he said no, he’d been locked in. It didn’t matter. The man took McKinley’s car keys and ordered him to break out the lower half door glass with the metal tool.

McKinley bent down and crawled out the broken door to the outside front of the store. As the gunman bent down and crawled backwards out the door, a security guard appeared from somewhere, drew his pistol, and pointed it at the man whose back was to him.

“EVERYTHING’S COOL”

McKinley said he’d never forget what happened next. Standing scarcely six feet away, he was eyewitness to a shootout.

The security guard, Steve Bluffstone, ordered the man to freeze. The man raised his hands, and still with his back to Bluffstone stated, “Everything’s cool,” or “I’m cool,” as he turned, pulled out his pistol and aimed it at Bluffstone. McKinley didn’t know who fired first, but in an instant both men were shooting at each other from mere feet away.

The security guard fell wounded. The man picked up his pistol, jumped in McKinley’s station wagon, and drove away to the east. McKinley, terrified, ran back into the store and hid in the manager’s office cubicle until the police arrived and called him out.

At no time has anyone implied that Albert McKinley was complicit in this crime or knew the shooter. He was simply a victim and honest witness.

Today, Albert McKinley, retired, lives in Mississippi. Although recovering from a stroke, his mind and recollections are clear, and his testimony remains the same. When asked by Mark Ober at Charlie’s trial if he saw the man who shot the security guard in the courtroom at that time, McKinley answered, “I don’t.”

VINCENT LOPEZ

Vincent Lopez was a witness from a distance who became an up close and personal witness to an incredible set of blunders by the Keystone Kop-like policemen who happened on the scene.

Vincent Lopez lived in the neighborhood of the Pantry Pride store. About two hundred yards to the west, on the same strip mall parking area, Steve Bluffstone was a security guard hired to watch the building materials at a small bank construction site. Early on Monday, February 17, 1975, Lopez had stopped to talk to Steve Bluffstone when they heard the sound of breaking glass from the Pantry Pride store. He saw two men in the distance. Bluffstone drew his pistol and ran to the scene. Lopez stayed at the construction site, saw the confrontation between the two men heard the shots.

From the west, on Gandy Boulevard, traveling east, Lopez saw a police car approaching. He flagged down the two officers, D.J. Tank, the driver, and Wayne Eichholz, riding shotgun. He pointed toward the Pantry Pride, told them his friend had been shot, and got in the back of the police car. The police raced across the parking lot to where Steve Bluffstone lay on his back, bleeding. Three unknown people bent down over him. The police called on the radio for an ambulance and backup.

For years this is where Vincent Lopez’s story ended. Although what happened next was actually documented and recorded in the official police report, it was not revealed to the defense, and no mention of the ensuing facts was made during Charlie’s trial by either Vincent Lopez, Mark Ober, or D.J. Tank. Officer Wayne Eichholz was kept from testifying by prosecutor Mark Ober. Apparently, in the 1970’s, the prosecution was not required to provide the complete police investigation report to the defendant. Charlie only discovered these facts years later, when a public records request was made, and he was allowed to pay for copies of the documents from the police archives. A greater question is why did Mark Ober withhold these facts.

THE SECRET POLICE SHOOTING INCIDENT AND HIGH-SPEED CHASE

A short distance from the Pantry Pride store, a man was sleeping in his car, he said. Harold Leslie White had been kicked out of his trailer by his girlfriend and had driven to the strip mall to sleep. He was awakened by loud voices, looked up, witnessed the shootout, saw the gunman get into the station wagon and drive east, toward Clark Street. Moments later he saw the police car come skidding to a halt, red lights flashing. He decided it was time for him to go, started his car, hit the gas, squealing his tires, and followed the getaway car out of the parking lot. At this point he became a very lucky man.

As the police car skidded to a stop, Officer Wayne Eichholz jumped out and headed for the victim and the three unknown people bent over him. At that moment, the man in the car nearby squealed his tires and began leaving. From the backseat, Vincent Lopez pointed out and yelled out, “That’s the guy who shot the guard!”

Eichholz, a uniformed police officer, drew his pistol, ran toward the car, and shouted several times, “Police, stop!” The car kept going, accelerated, and Eichholz fired six shots from close range. It was later determined that five bullets hit the car, while at least two shots went through the windows and ricocheted off the pavement at a distance, barely missing three other witnesses who’d parked their car at a gas station, and were walking toward “The Pad Lounge” next door.

Driver D.J. Tank left Eichholz at the scene and with the civilian, Vincent Lopez, in the back seat, began a high-speed chase in pursuit of the bullet-riddled car. The report does not mention how long the pursuit continued, but at some point the driver stopped and got out of his car.

The police report states Lopez said, “That’s not the man.” Interestingly, the word “not” appeared to have been added to the hand-printed report later, in a different ink and handwriting.. No explanation was noted.

At this point the police moved into “C.Y.A.” mode, realizing that what was turning out to be a police shooting of a witness’s car, narrowly missing the driver and three other witnesses, would have serious career ramifications for the officers involved, not to mention a high-speed chase with a civilian in the back seat. It seems that Steve Bluffstone, left lying bleeding on the pavement, had been forgotten.

By the time D.J. Tank arrived back at the crime scene with Vincent Lopez and the sleeping witness in tow, the three people who’d been tending to Bluffstone disappeared. No one got their names or statements, although they must have been eyewitnesses, since they were seen next to the victim mere moments after the shooting. No one seems to know where they came from, where they went, or what they saw.

Best estimates are that the shooter entered the Pantry Pride store prior to the 7:00 PM Sunday closing time, hid himself in the meat cooler area, and revealed himself to Albert McKinley around 11:00 PM. McKinley based that on the radio show he listened to. The shooter discovered the inner pharmacy door had an alarm when McKinley opened it, and rushed McKinley to break out the front glass door. According to the police radio call, the shooting occurred moments before 12:50 AM. McKinley and the shooter had been together almost two hours.

Anthony Romano was on night duty in the Detective Division office inside Tampa police headquarters at 1710 North Tampa Street, north of the interstate and downtown. At 1:23 AM, February 17, 1975, he was called and advised to report to a robbery and shooting at the Pantry Pride. He and a police sergeant then drove to the scene, approximately ten miles away.

When Detective Romano arrived at the scene some time later, he saw the victim lying in a pool of blood, two ambulance attendants standing by, one policeman photographing the scene, and others waiting. He ordered the ambulance attendants to take the unconscious victim to the hospital immediately.

Although there was a private hospital with an emergency room a few blocks away on South Manhattan Avenue, and the full service Mac Dill Air Force Base hospital was not far to the south, the ambulance attendants drove the victim to Tampa General Hospital, on Davis Islands, miles farther.

Due to the great negligence of the police and ambulance attendants, who claimed the police would not let them pick up the victim, by the time he arrived at the emergency room almost an hour after being shot, it was too late. He underwent emergency surgery for what would have been two non-fatal bullet wounds to the jaw and hip, had he received aid in time, but instead he died nine hours later from blood loss.

These facts were never mentioned to the victim’s family or to the defendant, Charlie Norman, who went on trial for the death of Steve Bluffstone five years later. Detective Anthony Romano was not called by Mark Ober to testify at Charlie’s trial although he was the first detective on the scene, and had an integral role in the case. His report was withheld by the prosecutor, and it can only be surmised that Detective Romano was kept away from the jury to prevent them from discovering the truth of the police mishandling and cover up. 

D. J. TANK

D.J. Tank testified that he was driving down Gandy Boulevard when he was flagged down by Vincent Lopez. Lopez got in the police car, Tank drove across the parking lot, saw the victim and called for an ambulance and a supervisor. He secured the scene, later checked the building to see if there were any signs of other entry. Case closed. No mention of his partner, Wayne Eichholz, the shooting at the fleeing witness’ car, the high-speed chase, or leaving the victim lying bleeding for almost an hour. A most unremarkable incident and little police involvement if all you knew was what D.J. Tank said in court.

Why, you may ask? Good question. And what about Harold Leslie White, the so-called sleeping witness whose car Eichholz shot up. White had a criminal record and drug history. Was he a lookout for Wingate? That avenue, nor any other history of Mr. White was ever explored. We can’t ask Mr. White.  He is dead, as are many other people involved in this case.

WAYNE EICHHOLZ

Tank’s partner, we’ve discussed his actions on February 17, 1975. He was not called to testify. Why? Another good question. Perhaps it was because he was so hyped up about the shooting that he would not have been able to suppress the urge to tell the court of his big shootout, which would have complicated Tank’s abbreviated testimony.

There is another curious set of facts involving Eichholz. Wayne Eichholz and Charlie Norman were in the same grade, attending Franklin Junior High together for three years and three more years at King High School. They joined TPD at the same time and completed the academy together.

A few weeks after the Pantry Pride shooting, in March, 1975, Charlie was in “The Other Place,” a large club in North Tampa owned by his friend, Dave Williams. Wayne Eichholz came over to Charlie’s table, greeted him, and sat down. With different schedules and having worked different areas at TPD, Charlie hadn’t seen Eichholz in years. He did not frequent “The Other Place,” so Charlie was surprised to see him there.

Wayne began recounting the story of a shootout he’d been in several weeks before. He asked Charlie if he’d heard about it. Charlie had not. He continued to talk about a shooting on Gandy, kept asking Charlie if he’d heard about it. Charlie had no idea what Eichholz was talking about. Although Larry Wingate and Keith Chee-A-Tow had come to him and told him about the shooting, they hadn’t told him where it occurred, had not mentioned the Pantry Pride, and Charlie certainly had no idea what role Eichholz had played, since it was never revealed to the news media. Only years later, after gaining access to the withheld investigation reports did Charlie realize that Eichholz came to him after James Grayes and Larry Wingate had been initially picked up and questioned, when Grayes tossed Charlie’s name into the mix.

Most likely Eichholz was wired for recording, had been briefed and sent to talk to Charlie, since they’d known each other for years, in an attempt to obtain an incriminating admission from him. Charlie knew nothing.

For years both Tank and Eichholz have refused to discuss their actions with private investigators who contacted them, most recently in 2007.

JUDY ZIPKEN

Women were drawn to Charlie Norman. Still recovering emotionally from his failed marriage, Charlie refused to become involved in a serious relationship, but that did not prevent a number of women in the Tampa party and club scene from pursuing him. We’ve mentioned the three women, Debbie Wadsworth, Fran Clanton, and Jan Kukuk, who partied with Charlie regularly. There were also several other women, mostly USF students from Miami Beach, and local women who Charlie spent time with.

Judy Zipken and her twin sister, Joy, shared a large apartment north of 131st Avenue and south of Fletcher Avenue near the university, several blocks from Prince Manor and Centennial Apartments. Daughter of a wealthy lawyer, developer, and leader of the Miami Beach Jewish community, Judy Zipken was the unofficial leader of a large contingent of spoiled rich college students who came to USF in Tampa to get out from under the watchful eyes of their parents. Many were majoring in partying, dancing, and drinking in the many area nightclubs, rather than being concerned about their studies.

Judy Zipken was intrigued by Charlie Norman’s past, his aloofness, and his seeming disinterest in most of the readily available women. After they became involved, Charlie spent more time with the Miami Beach Jewish crowd, had a key to Judy’s apartment, and stayed there off and on. There was a rivalry between the local women, some who worked for Rent-A-Chick, the escort service, mostly tall model types who worked full-time jobs in the daytime, and the college women from wealthy families who lived off generous allowances.

When USF emptied out for the Christmas break in December, 1974, the Miami Beach crowd invited Charlie to join them there. After the Christmas Eve party at Debbie Wadsworth’s apartment, the fateful encounter with the perjurer, James Grayes, and spending Christmas Day with his family in Thonotosassa, Charlie went to Miami Beach, made the rounds of the private clubs with his friends for a week, and got an apartment in Coral Gables, near the University of Miami. After that, he split his time between Tampa and Miami, keeping much of those two lifestyles separate.

Along with Nancy Koplan, Laurie Ginsberg, and Frances Meyer, a Japanese-Swiss from Pompano Beach, Charlie became friends with prominent Jewish men, Sidney Goldberg, a Miami lawyer, Roy Alterman, of the wealthy trucking company family, Bayard Spector, of Spec’s Music, and many others. Through Judy Zipken, Charlie also became friends with several Israelis who made visits to Miami. This was a completely different lifestyle and social set from that in Tampa, but Charlie was accepted and blended right in. Having been involved in the martial arts business and tournaments the previous couple of years, Charlie already knew many of the leading karate people in South Florida, and spent time with them also, along with some soccer stars and other professional athletes.

Charlie had parties at his Coral Gables apartment in 1975 with baseball great Mickey Mantle, world pole vault champion, Bob Seagren, boxer Ken Norton, football stars, Dick Butkus and Paul Hornung, and others. In August, 1975, he fought a three-round exhibition match with Ken Norton, karate versus boxing, and knocked down the boxer who broke Muhammed Ali’s jaw. It was a high-flying life that would come crashing down two years later, when most of his fair weather friends would bail out and disappear.

The parking lot of the “Performing Arts Center” on Nebraska Avenue. At that point Charlie cut loose the out-of-control sisters and would have nothing to do with them.

Within the next four months, the sisters would be busted by now-undercover vice detective Charles Wolever, who they went to work for as informants, setting up drug busts of their friends.

Little did Charlie realize at the time, but the girls’ actions in setting up cocaine dealer, Doug Carlson, for a bust and drug rip-off by Charles Wolever and his partners would set into motion a chain of actions that would culminate in Charlie’s false arrest and wrongful conviction for the murder of Steve Bluffstone.

EILEEN FAVATA

Eileen Favata was another bad girl daughter of a wealthy family, this time a prominent doctor with a private clinic on Waters Avenue.

At eighteen years old, in an act of extreme defiance, seeking to hurt her controlling father, Eileen became a street prostitute working for a black pimp on “The Strip,” North Dale Mabry Avenue.

Eileen recounted that the only time she ever saw her father cry was one night when he came to her while she stood on a street corner hustling, and begged her to come home, he’d do anything she asked. She told him she wanted a Datsun 240Z sports car, and he agreed. She went home with him, he bought her the car, and she promptly went back to street prostitution.

Eileen was a friend of the three girlfriends, Debbie, Fran and Jan, and after she got beat up by a pimp, she sought sanctuary with them, where Charlie met her. She told him her story, the drug problems, the issues with the pimps, and her father, and he convinced her she should go into rehab. He called her father, took her home, and she was voluntarily committed to Charter Hospital. Later, when she had a relapse and escaped from the hospital, her father called Charlie to find her, which he did. This was a recurring theme.

At times, Eileen would defeat her demons, stay straight, live at home, and work as a nurse in her father’s clinic. Other times, she would revert to her old life on the streets, and disappear. That’s when Charlie would be called to try to convince her to come back.

On the night of February 16, 1975, after 9:30 PM, when Larry Wingate was locked inside and preparing to rob the Pantry Pride store close to twenty miles away, Charlie and his brother, Tom, entered “The Other Place” nightclub in North Tampa, met Eileen, had a drink and danced with her for awhile, before leaving with her in her new Jaguar convertible. Charlie and Eileen went for a ride, then to Judy Zipken’s apartment by 10:30 PM. Judy and her sister had returned to Miami Beach for a few days. His brother, Tom, returned home to Thonotosassa.

Eileen Favata was one of Charlie’s alibis that night, but three years later, when he gave her name to his public defender, the lawyer refused to even consider talking to her. Besides the prominence of her family, getting her involved in a murder trial, and her history of legal and drug problems, Eileen was now married to Leo Matassini, the major cocaine dealing son of Mafia lord, Pat Matassini, owner of “The Pad Lounge,” and some twenty-plus bars and clubs in Tampa, including most of the strip clubs. Pat Matassini had gone to prison after the feds found $900,000 in counterfeit money inside his living room wall, and his son, Leo, was acting as front man for all the liquor interests. Pat’s other son was a lawyer, and couldn’t be associated with the seedy side of the family businesses.

Leo hated Charlie, considered him competition, although Charlie’s relationship with Eileen was more a close friend and confidante, something Leo couldn’t relate to. Even after Leo and Eileen became engaged, Eileen would still see Charlie, which Leo didn’t like, but could do nothing about. No one could control Eileen, and Charlie had no fear of Leo’s organized crime connections.

A few years ago, long after Leo had left the scene, an investigator located Eileen and questioned her about that Sunday night and early Monday morning, when Wingate and Chee-A-Tow beat on Judy Zipken’s door, telling Charlie and Eileen that they had “shot a cop.” Since she had never been listed as a witness, her testimony would be new evidence.

The years had not been kind to poor Eileen. Her latest jail booking photo showed a burned out and haggard crone, with no trace of the beautiful young woman who wowed the crowds on the dance floor in the Seventies.

Eileen told the investigator that she remembered Charlie as a nice guy, and Wingate and Chee-A-Tow as bad people, and she had spent time with Charlie on several occasions, but so much had happened to her in those years, she’d gone through so much, done so much alcohol and drugs, that she had no recollection of events from that period, sorry. She wanted to help Charlie, but she had nothing left.

Cindy Gooden

According to the “Time Line Chart” of the crime, the period from Friday, February 14, 1975, through Monday, February 17, 1975, in Debbie Wadsworth’s and Fran Clanton’s view, Charlie went AWOL from Thursday night, February 13th, after he had a falling-out with them, until Monday. Actually, he was trying to get away from them for awhile, and needed some space. He was irritated with their behavior over the past month, and was trying to make a break.

Cindy Gooden was a local girl who liked to dance in the disco clubs. She was an attractive young woman with waist-length blonde hair, who was constantly hit on by the local wolves, whose offers she turned down nightly. On Friday night, out by himself, instead of what had become the ever-present threesome of Debbie, Fran and Jan, by ten PM, Charlie and Cindy Gooden were dancing and having a good time in Gatsby’s on North Dale Mabry. Debbie and Fran appeared, took in the scene, and left. They did not like Cindy Gooden.

To everyone’s surprise, Charlie left with Cindy, went to the Waffle House, then to her house on West Cypress Street. Charlie was an early riser, had things to do, and left by 6:00 AM. They made a date to go to the Florida State Fair on Saturday night, at the old fairgrounds off Cass Street near the University of Tampa. They rode virtually every ride over several hours, Charlie took her home by eleven PM on Saturday night, then went to the Zipken apartment and then to bed alone. Debbie, Fran and Jan had made the rounds of all the clubs, did not see Charlie anywhere, and assumed he was holed up somewhere with their competition. Cindy Gooden’s role continues later on Sunday, February 16th and Monday, February 17th.

Nyle Clay

In 1974, Nyle Clay was the 44 year old owner of Century Answering Service on North Florida Avenue, and the original owner of the Taekwondo school on Busch Boulevard, where Charlie practiced. He also had a number of other business interests, and was close to several TPD officers. He had become friendly with Charlie and his wife, Chrissy, in 1972 and in 1973 convinced them to buy into and invest in Martial Arts Institute when it was incorporated.

Charlie was his best man when Nyle Clay married one of the telephone operators he’d become enamored with, and when Clay’s elderly father underwent surgery, Charlie donated blood for him. With such a history, one wouldn’t think that Nyle Clay would later betray Charlie and try to set him up with the police.

Nyle Clay was also associated with Allen Carter, and had some business association with Carter’s detective agency, which comes into play later.

Ludy Will Dyal

Ludy Will Dyal was five feet eight inches tall, 150 pounds, 25 years old, with blond hair and a blond mustache. He was also Keith Chee-A-Tow’s drug-dealing  partner, and after Chee-A-Tow moved out of Carol Soriano’s Prince Manor apartment, he and Dyal shared a small house near 15th Street and 13th Avenue. He also plays a role in this case later.

Paul and Keila Tasanaprasert

Charlie and Paul had become friends in 1968, at USF, where the Bangkok, Thailand, native also attended and played soccer. Several years older than the other students, Paul had started late in his engineering degree, after being a world traveler. A former “Muay Thai” kick boxing champion in Thailand, the six feet, one inch tall, 195 pound Tasanaprasert was not only a star soccer player, but a hero and leader of the considerable population of Thais in the U.S.

Spurning aid from his wealthy family in Thailand, as a student Paul worked as a bellhop at the Hawaiian Village Hotel. His wife, Keila, a Puerto Rican frequently mistaken for Hawaiian, worked as a cocktail waitress. Charlie was close friends with them both, and was godfather to their children, Andy and Adrie, a boy and a girl.

Charlie spent a lot of time with the Tasanapraserts, and on the evening of February 16th, 1975, he and his brother, Tom, had stopped by their house near North 22nd Street for a short visit, while they were out driving around looking for Charlie’s car, which Larry Wingate had borrowed that morning at 8:00 AM and not returned.

Insisting that the jury would never believe the lies and incredible contradictions of Wingate, Chee-A-Tow, Harris and Grayes, saying it was better not to call any witnesses, but instead have the last shot at the jury in final argument, Charlie’s public defender refused to call Paul and Keila as witnesses. That strategy was a terrible mistake.

