
Chapter 3: Quiet Victories

While the Ramseys thrived in privilege and comfort, Sabrina Butler-Smith’s childhood 
unfolded in the struggling neighborhoods of Columbus, Mississippi, a stark contrast in 
every way. Columbus, a small city of just under 24,000 residents in 1990, nestled along 
the Tombigbee River, was predominantly Black — over 62 percent of the population. 
White residents made up roughly 36 percent. This demographic reality painted a 
picture of a town shaped by deep historical roots but burdened by the persistent 
inequities that often accompany poverty and racial disparity.

Sabrina entered a world where survival took precedence over security. Her mother’s 
battle with alcoholism meant Sabrina grew up without the stability or affection most 
children take for granted. This chaotic upbringing created a deep sense of isolation in 
her, an aching need for love, safety, and belonging. Without a supportive home, she 
was left vulnerable in a world that offered little refuge.

By fourteen, life had already demanded too much. Sabrina dropped out of high school, 
carrying a burden no teenager should bear. The hallways, meant to echo with laughter 
and learning, instead reminded her of everything she lacked. Seeking independence 
and escape from the chaos at home, she struck out on her own. The streets of 
Columbus — familiar yet unforgiving — became her shelter and her battleground.

At just fifteen, Sabrina became a mother to Danny. In his tiny hands, she found a 
reason to believe in something better, even as her circumstances remained harsh and 
uncertain. Two years later, she welcomed her second son, Walter. Cradling him in her 
arms, Sabrina felt a renewed sense of purpose, even as the challenges of daily survival 
never loosened their grip.

The apartment complex where she lived was modest and worn, its faded bricks and 
creaking staircases telling the story of generational struggle. Yet within its walls was a 
tight-knit community, neighbors who shared stories, burdens, and borrowed sugar 
when times were tight. The smell of home-cooked meals, mixed with the distant hum 
of freight trains, offered a quiet soundtrack to daily survival.

Just beyond those walls, life in Columbus moved at its own unhurried pace. Pickup 
trucks rumbled down cracked roads, and laundry fluttered on clotheslines like flags of 
resilience. Children played barefoot in the yards, chasing lightning bugs, scraping 



knees on gravel. The corner store down the block carried everything from canned 
goods to cheap diapers, its dusty shelves stocked with small necessities for families 
stretched thin by the demands of survival. Columbus, known as “The Friendly City,” 
bore that title with warmth and pride, a quiet testament to the resilience and spirit of 
its people.

Glass bottles of Barq’s Root Beer and Big “M” sodas sat in the cooler, priced at fifty 
cents, a rare indulgence on a hot Mississippi afternoon. Church bells rang faintly in the 
distance on Sunday mornings. In the evenings, porch lights flickered on one by one, 
casting a soft glow across narrow sidewalks. The air hung thick with humidity and the 
smell of cut grass, while thunderstorms rolled in fast and loud, soaking the city with 
sudden sheets of rain. This was Sabrina’s world, not glamorous but familiar. Not easy 
but hers.

Economic hardship was a shared reality. In 1990, Columbus’s median household 
income was just $17,400, far below the national average. Jobs were scarce, meaningful 
opportunities even rarer. Most families, like Sabrina’s, lived paycheck to paycheck or 
off government assistance, always one emergency away from crisis.

Education remained out of reach for many. Only about 10 percent of Columbus 
residents held a college degree. For Sabrina, who had left school in her teens, the road 
to stable employment felt permanently closed. Her early dreams of a better future 
dimmed under the weight of unrelenting adversity.

Sabrina’s world, socially, was confined to her immediate surroundings. There were no 
charity galas or holiday home tours in her orbit. Her support system consisted of fellow 
survivors—neighbors, single mothers, extended relatives—each facing their own uphill 
battle. The community found strength in shared resilience. Evenings spent on front 
porches, children playing in the courtyard, and knowing nods exchanged in the 
laundry room became the backdrop of her daily life.

And yet, Sabrina clung to hope. Her boys were not just her children, they were her 
lifeline, her reason to believe a better world might be possible. Every meal prepared, 
every lullaby sung, every ride to the clinic was an act of resistance against the poverty 
and trauma that threatened to define their future.

These became her quiet victories, the kind no one saw or celebrated but that mattered 



all the same: getting both boys bathed and fed before sundown; stretching a single box 
of pasta across three meals; walking miles in the heat just to make a clinic appointment.

When Danny counted to ten for the first time, or when Walter burst into laughter at a 
squeaky toy, it felt as if the world paused just long enough to let her breathe. Some 
nights, she sang lullabies while holding back tears, unsure whether the lights would still 
be on come morning—but she sang anyway.

A neighbor’s silent kindness, slipping a dollar into her hand or watching the boys for an 
hour, became a reminder that she wasn’t entirely alone. These small moments didn’t 
erase the struggle but reminded her that she was still standing—still fighting. That 
maybe, just maybe, she was enough.

The gap between Sabrina’s world and the Ramseys’ ran deeper than economics. It was a 
chasm between being seen and being overlooked, between protection and punishment. 
These parallel stories reflect the two Americas that exist side by side: one cushioned by 
privilege, the other shaped by hardship.

In the heart of Columbus, Sabrina found fleeting moments of joy: her children’s 
laughter, a neighbor’s kindness, the glow of a Mississippi sunset. These became her 
quiet victories.

There were setbacks. Days when the lights flickered off without warning. Nights when 
the hunger gnawed a little deeper. Moments when hope thinned almost to breaking. 
But still, Sabrina pushed forward. She dreamed of a life where struggle would not be 
the story her sons were destined to inherit. A life stitched together not by survival alone 
but by something stronger—possibility.

She carried those dreams with her, tucked between the obligations of everyday life. 
Each smile from Danny, each sleepy sigh from Walter, became a thread pulling her 
forward through the exhaustion, the fear, the uncertainty. Even when the weight of the 
world pressed hardest against her, she refused to let go of the belief that, somehow, 
something better was still waiting.

At least for now, the future was unwritten.

And Sabrina, against every odd, still dared to believe in it.



Chapter 10: Monster 

Sabrina had waited for this day. She had spent 335 days in jail, waiting to tell the truth 
about the night her baby died. No one had ever asked. No one had ever listened. This 
would be her first chance to speak. To finally be heard.

She sat at the long wooden table reserved for the defense, silence pressing down on her 
shoulders. In the courtroom, the lights felt too bright, the walls too clean—too quiet. 
But in her mind, she was still in her small cell, where the days blurred and time stood 
still.

The walls of her cell were stained with silence and suspicion. She slept on a sagging 
mattress that smelled of sweat and bleach. Her meals came cold, handed through the 
bars. Half the time, she couldn’t even tell what the food was. Breakfast looked like 
lunch, which looked exactly like dinner.

And no one cared. She’d been convicted long before the trial began—by strangers, by 
the media, by silence, by the system.

No one asked what happened. No one wanted to know. She wasn’t given the chance to 
grieve Walter or even understand what had gone wrong. Instead, she sat behind bars, 
labeled a baby killer before she had spoken a single word in her defense.

She wasn’t even allowed to bury her son. While Walter was laid to rest, Sabrina sat alone 
in her cell, mourning in silence. There was no funeral, no goodbye—just the cold 
isolation of a place where no one cared whether she was innocent or not.

Inside the jail, survival meant staying quiet. The other inmates had heard the 
accusations. To them, she wasn’t just another prisoner—she was the worst kind. Some 
spat at her. Others threatened her. One woman screamed through the bars, telling her 
she deserved to die.



The words stung, but Sabrina had no energy left to fight back. She kept her head down, 
avoiding eye contact, refusing to let anyone see her cry. But at night, when the walls 
closed in and the noise finally faded, the weight of it all came crashing down. She cried 
for Walter. She cried for Danny. She cried for the life she no longer recognized. She 
cried for everything that had been stolen from her.

She wished she had a mother to cry to. Someone who would hold her hand and tell her 
it would be okay. But she didn’t. Her own mother had been drunk more nights than 
sober, drifting in and out of Sabrina’s childhood like a shadow that never fully left, but 
never really stayed.

That was part of why she tried so hard with her boys. She wanted to be the kind of 
mother she had never had. The kind who was present. Gentle. Loving. The kind who 
made things better instead of worse.

She had been alone with the boys from the beginning. Walter’s father was already in 
prison when he was born, and Danny’s father had been in and out of the picture. By the 
time Sabrina turned seventeen, she had two sons and no support.

When she was arrested, Danny had been sent to live with his paternal grandparents. 
They never brought him to visit. She had already missed one of his birthdays. Each day 
that passed, his face blurred a little more in her memory. Sometimes she would try to 
hear his laugh in her head, just to keep it alive. But even that was beginning to slip away 
like a dream when you first wake up.

The world outside these walls kept moving without her—even her own children. She 
couldn’t even remember the sound of Walter’s baby noises. She closed her eyes and 
listened—but all she heard was silence. The coos. The giggle. They were fading from 
memory, and she couldn’t pull them back.

No one sat with her after Walter died. No family. No lawyer. No one to explain what was 
happening or what would come next. Just a steel door, a cot, and silence.

For months, she convinced herself that things would change at trial. It was her last 
hope, the last flicker of belief that the truth might still matter. The jail cell had become 



a tomb for her hopes, each passing day dragging her further from the world she once 
knew. But the trial—her chance to finally speak her truth—was just around the corner.

Two days before her trial began, she met her court-appointed lawyer for the first time. 
He shuffled into the room with a thin file under one arm and a suit that looked a size 
too big. His collar was rumpled, and his tie hung crooked. He looked exhausted, 
disengaged—and completely unprepared.

He didn’t sit across from her like someone trying to understand. He sat like someone 
waiting for the clock to run out. He didn’t ask her what happened. Didn’t ask about 
Walter. He didn’t even pronounce her name correctly. He kept calling her Sabrine, like 
he hadn’t bothered to learn who she was. He even called her baby Wallace at one point.

As he leafed through the papers, never making eye contact, Sabrina felt the hope she’d 
been clinging to start to slip. She had imagined someone who would stand up for her. 
Someone who would believe her. Instead, she was just another file to process.

When the trial began, her worst fears were confirmed. Her lawyer didn’t call a single 
witness. There were no medical experts. No family or friends to speak on her behalf. 
No character witnesses. No one to explain what kind of mother she had been, or to tell 
the jury about the life she had tried to build for her children.

The courtroom was filled with strangers, and no one stood for her.

The prosecution called Dr. Steven Hayne to the stand, the state’s longtime forensic 
pathologist. In Mississippi, Hayne had become a fixture in courtrooms, known for 
testifying in thousands of criminal cases, sometimes performing as many as 1,500 
autopsies a year. Though not officially certified in forensic pathology, Hayne was 
favored by prosecutors for his reliability on the stand and willingness to draw damning 
conclusions.

He walked with measured steps, wearing a crisp suit and a yellow bow tie that added an 
oddly cheerful touch to the gravity of the moment. Thick glasses magnified his eyes 
just enough to make his expression unreadable. He spoke slowly, with a thick Southern 
drawl. His voice was calm, steady, even when the details he delivered were anything 
but.



Dr. Hayne described injuries so severe they brought a kind of quiet horror to the room. 
You could read it on the jurors’ faces. He spoke of deep bruising to Walter’s abdomen, 
consistent with blunt force trauma. His pancreas had been torn. The lining of his 
stomach was ruptured. There was internal bleeding that, left untreated, would have 
become overwhelming. He explained that the trauma had caused peritonitis—an 
inflammation of the abdominal lining—that would have made breathing painful and 
movement nearly impossible. The injuries were not fresh. Hayne testified they had 
been inflicted hours before Sabrina ever called for help.

Every word echoed through the silence. Every phrase felt like a blade pressed to her 
skin.

Her mind screamed: What kind of monster could do this to a child? To a baby?

And then she looked up.

The jurors were all facing her now. Staring—like they’d already made up their minds.

Twelve strangers—mostly white men—sat in judgement. She didn’t know their names, 
but she imagined they were fathers, grandfathers. People who had bounced babies on 
their knees and tucked toddlers into bed. And now they were looking at her like she was 
something inhuman.

A MONSTER.

Then the prosecution presented autopsy photographs—graphic, clinical, and haunting. 
They showed the damage in undeniable detail: the swelling, the bruising, the torn 
tissue that told a story of unimaginable pain. It was the first time Sabrina had seen 
them. A wave of nausea crashed through her, sharp and sudden. Her chest tightened so 
fast it felt like her ribs might snap. She couldn’t see clearly. She couldn’t breathe. She 
couldn’t move.

This can’t be Walter, she thought. This isn’t my baby.

She wanted to stand up and scream. To tell them to turn it off. But her body refused to 



move. Her hands gripped the edge of the defense table until her knuckles turned white. 
Behind her eyes, memories flickered—Walter’s laugh, the way he curled into her neck 
when he was sleepy. The photos didn’t look like a baby. They looked like something 
broken. Something ruined. And they were showing them like evidence at a crime 
scene.

As the images were displayed, the room fell into silence. Several jurors shifted 
uncomfortably in their seats. One woman pressed a tissue to her lips. Another turned 
her face away, unwilling to look. A man at the end of the row stared at the floor, jaw 
clenched. No one looked at Sabrina.

Later, Sabrina would learn that even her silence had been used against her. The 
prosecution suggested she must have been guilty—because she didn’t cry.

“They said I didn’t look emotional enough,” she told *The Independent*. “I lost my son 
and I didn’t know how to feel. I didn’t know what was going on and why. I went several 
years without knowing what he died from. How can you tell me how to feel about my 
own child?”

In truth, she hadn’t cried in front of the jury not because she didn’t care, but because 
she was in shock. Because she was scared. Because she didn’t understand what was 
happening or how she had ended up in a courtroom being painted as a murderer. And 
no one—not the jury, not the judge, not even her own attorney—had asked her what 
she needed.

She repeatedly pressed him to take the stand. She wanted to explain what had 
happened in her own words. But each time she asked, her attorney told her no.

“You’ll just mess it up,” he scolded time and time again.

So she sat in silence as the prosecution painted her as violent, neglectful, cruel. Sabrina 
sat at the defense table, hands clenched in her lap, her heart thudding like a drumbeat 
of doom. She was only seventeen years old. Most girls her age were in school, at lunch 
with friends, worrying about prom or part-time jobs. She was sitting in a courtroom, 
fighting for her life.



The district attorney was only twenty-five years old—barely older than Sabrina—but he 
carried himself with the swagger of someone trying to prove he belonged. He wasn’t 
calm or composed. He was bold, aggressive, and eager to win. He didn’t seem 
interested in the truth—only the spotlight.

And during the trial, he crossed a line no one challenged.

On one afternoon, he arranged a picnic lunch for the sequestered jury.

Pimento cheese sandwiches on white bread wrapped in foil, bags of potato chips, and 
oatmeal raisin cookies stacked on paper napkins. Canned sodas chilled from a cooler. 
The jurors sat on benches in the pale March sunlight, jackets still buttoned, laughing 
and chatting casually with the man who was trying to have Sabrina put to death.

It wasn’t just inappropriate. It was a serious breach of ethics.

And no one—not the judge, not her lawyer—said a word.

The verdict came swiftly.

The sentence was handed down on March 13, 1990.

Guilty.

She barely registered the word before the next one stole the breath from her lungs.

Death.

The courtroom began to blur as the word sank in. Sabrina sat frozen in her chair. The 
noise around her faded into a low hum, her heartbeat loud in her ears. She could 
barely make out the judge’s face. Everything around her blurred. She wasn’t going to 
prison.

She was going to die.



Her execution date was already set: July 2, 1990.

111 days. Not months. Not years. Days.

The words of the coroner still echoed in her head, injuries too awful to forget, repeated 
in front of a silent room full of strangers. And all of them were looking at her. Not as a 
mother. Not as a grieving teenager. But as a monster—a living, breathing monster 
sitting in front of them. And no one in the room saw her as anything other than that.

She had come into that courtroom hoping someone might listen. That someone might 
believe her. But no one ever had. No one had even heard her side—or her voice. It 
wasn’t that they didn’t believe her. She never got the chance to speak.

It was confirmation that the truth didn’t matter.

The sentence wasn’t just death.

Not to the judge.

Not to the jury.

Not to a system that had sealed her fate before she’d even spoken a word.

She was seventeen years old.

And they had just sentenced her to die.

She had walked into that courtroom clinging to hope.

She left with nothing but silence and a sentence.

It was brutally, unmistakably unjust.



Chapter 16: The Autopsy of JonBenét Ramsey

Note: The information contained in this chapter may be disturbing to some readers, as it includes 
graphic language and details from the official autopsy report, including findings of sexual assault. 
Reader discretion is advised.

On the morning after Christmas, six-year-old JonBenét Ramsey was found dead in the 
basement of her home.

Her father carried her up the stairs and laid her on the living room floor. He covered 
her with a blanket. A Colorado Avalanche sweatshirt had also been placed over her face
—though no one could later say by whom.

The house remained open. Friends came and went. Officers moved from room to 
room. The basement—the actual scene of her death—wasn’t sealed until hours later.

By the time the coroner arrived, the damage had already been done.

Dr. John Meyer, the Boulder County Coroner, arrived at the house shortly after 8:00 
p.m. He wasn’t the first from his office. Patricia Dunn, a coroner’s investigator, had 
been at the scene since early afternoon. She had stayed with JonBenét’s body for nearly 
ten hours—documenting, observing, protecting the chain of custody in a scene that 
had already been compromised.

Dr. Meyer’s visit lasted less than ten minutes. His legal role was simple: pronounce 
death, authorize removal. But even in that brief window, he took note.

There was a deep ligature furrow around JonBenét’s neck. A cord was loosely tied 
around her right wrist. Abrasions marked her cheek and neck. Her body was cold and 
locked in full rigor.

He chose not to perform a rectal temperature or a vitreous potassium test—both 
standard procedures to help estimate time of death. Later, he explained that disturbing 
the body’s clothing could have compromised trace evidence. Some forensic experts 
disagreed with his decision. Still, in that moment, Meyer prioritized preservation.



JonBenét’s body was transported to the Boulder County Coroner’s Office at 1805 33rd 
Street. The white cord remained in place, loosely knotted at the back of her neck and 
connected to a broken wooden stick.

The stick was about 4.5 inches long, with glistening varnish and flecks of multi-colored 
paint. Near one end, a faint gold imprint read: “Korea.” Strands of JonBenét’s blonde 
hair were caught in the knot.

Hair was also visible in the knot on the posterior aspect of the neck and in the cord 
wrapped around the wooden stick. It appeared to be made of a white synthetic 
material. Also secured around the neck was a gold chain with a single charm in the 
form of a cross.

Another cord was wrapped around her right wrist in multiple loops. A faint mark on 
her left wrist suggested she had also been bound there at some point. The cords were 
photographed and preserved as evidence.

Her hands had been covered with brown paper evidence bags at the scene to preserve 
possible trace material. At the start of the autopsy, Dr. Meyer removed the bags. He 
then clipped and collected fingernail samples from each hand, placing them into 
labeled envelopes.

Detective Steve Thomas stood quietly in the corner of the autopsy suite. A notepad in 
one hand. A pen in the other. He didn’t write much. He was watching carefully. Intently. 
Committing the details to memory.

He observed as Dr. Meyer clipped JonBenét’s fingernails—each one collected into a 
small paper envelope. The same clippers were used for all ten fingers, both hands. 
Thomas jotted that down.

This wasn’t his first autopsy. But something about this one felt different. It felt wrong to 
be there—wrong to watch. As if what was happening should never have had to happen 
at all.

His job would come later: to help bring justice to the little girl lying on the table.



Others in the room moved carefully around the table—some assisting, others silent, 
their roles still to come.

JonBenét was dressed in a white knit long-sleeved shirt with an embroidered silver star 
decorated with silver sequins at the mid-anterior chest. She also wore white knit long 
underwear with an elastic waistband featuring red and blue stripes. No shoes were 
among the items received.

Beneath the long underwear were white panties with printed rosebuds and the word 
“Wednesday” on the elastic waistband. The underwear was urine-stained, and in the 
inner aspect of the crotch were several red areas of staining measuring up to 0.5 inch in 
maximum dimension.

She measured 47 inches tall and weighed 45 pounds.

There were no signs of struggle: no bruises on her arms, no cuts on her hands, no torn 
fingernails. But beneath the surface, the injuries were severe.

When the scalp was reflected, Meyer found a pronounced subgaleal hemorrhage on the 
right side of her head. It aligned with a linear skull fracture measuring 8.5 inches. There 
was no laceration. The skin was intact. But underneath, blood had pooled and the brain 
showed signs of swelling.

Her scalp was covered by long blonde hair, fixed in two ponytails: one on top of her 
head, secured with a cloth tie and blue elastic band; the other lower, near the nape of 
her neck, with a second blue elastic.

In his ten years as coroner, Meyer had performed thousands of autopsies. But never 
one like this.

He documented the fracture, the cerebral edema, the pooled blood. He believed this 
child had been struck in the head—hard enough to fracture her skull and cause 
massive internal bleeding. And then, while unconscious or dying, she had been 
strangled.



CAUSE OF DEATH: Asphyxia by strangulation associated with craniocerebral 
trauma

MANNER OF DEATH: Homicide

“What happened to this poor child?” he murmured—maybe just in his mind, maybe 
out loud. This was his job. So he continued.

“There is a deep ligature furrow encircling the entire neck, with a circumference of 
approximately 25.5 cm. The furrow is horizontal and well-defined, with associated 
petechial hemorrhages of the conjunctivae and facial skin. The hyoid bone and 
laryngeal cartilages are intact, and there is no hemorrhage in the strap muscles of the 
neck.”

The pinpoint bleeding in her eyes and face—petechial hemorrhaging—was consistent 
with asphyxia. The intact bones and lack of deep muscle bruising helped support the 
conclusion that she had been strangled with a ligature.

But the wounds hinted at a deeper story.

“Located on the left side of the neck, just below the angle of the jaw, are two small 
reddish-brown abrasions approximately one-eighth inch apart. A rectangular abrasion, 
3.5 by 0.5 centimeters, is also noted on the right lower back.”

These marks have been the subject of debate. Some have interpreted them as 
consistent with a stun gun, but the autopsy listed them as abrasions without drawing 
conclusions. Forensic experts have differing opinions on whether these injuries could 
have been caused by a stun gun.

Several petechial hemorrhages were observed on the face and in the conjunctiva of the 
eyes.

The autopsy documented trauma to JonBenét’s genital area—described in precise, 
clinical terms:



“The vaginal mucosa showed congestion and chronic inflammation. An erosion of the 
hymen was present at the 7 o’clock position. Microscopic examination showed 
polymorphonuclear infiltrates and vascular congestion.”

“On the anterior aspect of the perineum, along the edges of closure of the labia majora, 
is a small amount of dried blood. A similar small amount of dried and semifluid blood 
is present on the skin of the fourchette and in the vestibule. Inside the vestibule of the 
vagina and along the distal vaginal wall is reddish hyperemia.”

To a layperson, the language might seem sterile. But to trained forensic eyes, it told a 
deeper story.

Chronic inflammation meant the irritation wasn’t recent. The erosion of the hymen 
was not consistent with a single injury. It was consistent with repeated trauma. And the 
microscopic findings showed signs of healing, congestion, and recurring damage.

These weren’t injuries from that night. These were signs of something that had 
happened before.

In simpler terms, blood was observed both outside and just inside the vaginal opening. 
The reddish hyperemia—a medical term for increased blood flow—suggested recent 
irritation or trauma. Taken together, these findings pointed to contact or injury close to 
the time of death.

In the weeks that followed the autopsy, Boulder authorities brought in four 
independent specialists to review the evidence. Each was a nationally recognized 
expert in child abuse and forensic trauma. Though none had been present during the 
procedure itself, each reviewed the findings independently. And all four confirmed 
what Dr. Meyer’s report had quietly documented.

Dr. John McCann—one of the nation’s leading authorities on child sexual abuse—
concluded that the injuries were consistent with chronic trauma, not a one-time event.

Dr. Andrew Sirotnak, a pediatric abuse specialist, stated that the autopsy clearly showed 



prior vaginal trauma and emphasized that the injuries reflected repeated contact over 
time.

Dr. James Monteleone, former chair of the American Academy of Pediatrics 
Committee on Child Abuse, reviewed the evidence and concluded that the hymenal 
erosion and inflammation pointed to something more than acute injury. It indicated 
prior abuse.

Dr. Valerie Rao, a forensic pathologist, confirmed that the tissue inflammation and 
erosion were consistent with repeated external trauma. In her opinion, the injuries 
were not recent—and they were not accidental.

None of these experts worked for the Boulder Police Department. None were 
influenced by media speculation. They weren’t theorists. They were physicians—
experts in diagnosing sexual abuse, particularly in children.

And together, they reached the same conclusion:

JonBenét had been sexually abused—before the night she died.

Forensic pathologist Dr. Werner Spitz also reviewed the findings and agreed. In his 
words, “There is no question that sexual abuse had taken place, and that it had 
occurred prior to the day of her death.”

But that conclusion would remain largely hidden from the public. Disputed. 
Dismissed. Silenced not by science—but by discomfort.

And still, the examination went on.

“On the middle finger of the right hand is a yellow metal band. Around the right wrist 
is a gold-colored identification bracelet with the name ‘JonBenet’ on one side and the 
date ‘12/25/96’ on the other side.”

It was the same date that would later be etched into the stone above her name when she 
was laid to rest.



On the palm of her left hand was a small red ink drawing. A heart. Faint, but 
unmistakable.

Dr. Meyer stopped at the sight of it.

In the thousands of autopsies he had performed, this was one of the very few moments 
that truly choked him up. The faded red heart drawn on such a small hand was almost 
too much.

It said nothing about how she died—but everything about how she lived.

He took a minute. Breathed deeply. Then he moved on.

What came next wasn’t part of the trauma, but it was part of the mystery.

Partially digested fresh pineapple was found in her duodenum—the first part of the 
small intestine, just beyond the stomach. It had passed through the stomach but wasn’t 
yet broken down, suggesting it had been eaten shortly before death.

To Dr. Meyer, it was a routine observation. He had no way of knowing that, nearly three 
decades later, it would remain one of the most fiercely contested, debated, and 
mysterious aspects of the case.

But in that moment, none of that mattered. His focus was here—on the small girl on 
the steel table, with blonde ponytails and a faint red heart drawn in ink.

The report was nearly finished.

Dr. Meyer made his final notes. There was nothing else to say.

The silence that followed wasn’t clinical. It carried the weight of what had just been 
witnessed—and the knowing that it would never fully leave them.



The autopsy concluded at 10:45 a.m.

It was signed: Dr. John E. Meyer, M.D.

She was officially autopsy number 96A-1553.

Under the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights, Dr. Meyer removed his protective 
glasses. He peeled off his gloves and the paper gown and disposed of them in the 
stainless steel container in the corner. The room was quiet. Still.

He was tired. Very tired. And it showed in his eyes.

This one had taken more out of him than most.

What came next—the investigation, the accusations, the relentless scrutiny—was 
beyond anything he could determine.

The child was gone. And nothing could bring her back.

But maybe the work Dr. Meyer did that morning would help bring justice for JonBenét 
Patricia Ramsey.


