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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida affirmed Ray Lamar Johnston’s conviction for first-degree murder and
sentence of death. The court held that statements concerning an alter ego named “Dwight” were
admissible as implied admissions and that evidence of Johnston’s prior murder conviction was
admissible under Florida’s Williams rule. The court also addressed the sufficiency of the
circumstantial evidence supporting Johnston’s identity as the perpetrator.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether statements concerning an alter ego named Dwight were admissible as implied admissions
rather than inadmissible propensity or bad-character evidence.

2. Whether evidence of Johnston's prior murder of Leanne Coryell was admissible under Florida's Williams
rule.

3. Whether the circumstantial evidence was sufficient to prove Johnston's identity as Nugent's murderer.

4. Whether the circumstantial evidence was sufficient to prove premeditation.

5. Whether Florida's capital sentencing scheme violated the United States Constitution under Ring v.
Arizona and Apprendi v. New Jersey.

6. Whether Johnston's death sentence was proportionate under mandatory proportionality review.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting Johnston's statements about Dwight as implied
admissions because, in context, the statements tended to show Johnston's involvement in Nugent's
murder and were relevant to a material issue beyond propensity or bad character.

2. The Coryell murder was admissible as Williams rule evidence because the two murders had pervasive,
unusual similarities and their dissimilarities were insubstantial or explained by Johnston's own
confession.

3. The evidence was legally sufficient for the jury to determine that Johnston was Nugent's murderer and to
reject every reasonable hypothesis of innocence.

4. The evidence was sufficient for the jury to find premeditation beyond a reasonable doubt.

5. Johnston was not entitled to relief under Ring or Apprendi because controlling Florida precedent
rejected the challenge and his prior violent-felony conviction independently satisfied the applicable
constitutional requirement.

6. Johnston's death sentence was proportionate when evaluated against the totality of the circumstances and
comparable capital cases.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In this case, there are unusual and pervasive similarities between the Coryell and Nugent murders. The
dissimilarities between the two murders are insubstantial and are partially explained by Johnston's own
confession in the Coryell case.” (283)

“Based upon the manner of Nugent's death and her antemortem injuries, we find that the State presented
sufficient evidence for a jury to conclude that the murder was premeditated.” (286)

“Comparing the circumstances in this case to the cases cited above and other capital cases, we conclude that
death is proportionate.” (286)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Janice Nugent was manually strangled in her Tampa home, and her body was submerged in a bathtub. Evidence
connecting Johnston to the crime included his fingerprints near the body, DNA on a sheet in the master bedroom,
shoe tracks consistent with his shoes, inconsistent statements to police, and statements concerning an alter ego
named Dwight. The State also introduced Williams rule evidence concerning Johnston's similar murder of
Leanne Coryell, including strangulation, patterned injuries to the buttocks, and postmortem submersion in water.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A jury convicted Johnston of first-degree murder and recommended death in a second penalty phase by an
eleven-to-one vote after the trial court granted a mistrial as to the first penalty phase. The trial court imposed
death after finding and weighing aggravating and mitigating circumstances. Johnston raised five issues on direct
appeal, and the Supreme Court of Florida also conducted mandatory proportionality review.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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