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For Cheryl and Joe Hamilla




There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.

—ZORA NEALE HURSTON,
Dust Tracks on a Road







PROLOGUE


I didn’t set out to write this story. It came to me slowly, then all at once, first as a name on a business card handed to me by a judge, then as a case file, and eventually as a visit to a Florida prison. Until now, much of my work has focused on the Jim Crow South—cases long settled, the violence folded into history, the outcomes fixed and final. This case was different. It refused to stay quiet. And the deeper I looked, the more it resembled the past I thought I’d left behind.

The criminal justice system that emerged from an era of racial terror and segregation—designed to punish, isolate, and control—is still intact. Once built, it didn’t stop at race. It deepened along lines of class, power, and disposability, ensnaring defendants who found themselves trapped in a process that prioritizes finality—the principle that once a conviction is reached, it should remain undisturbed—and resists correction even when the evidence demands it.

Leo Schofield, the man at the center of this case, had been convicted by a jury and sentenced to life for the 1987 murder of his eighteen-year-old wife. He filed appeal after appeal, all denied. Courts reviewed his claims and affirmed his guilt. No mistake, they said. No grounds for relief. But Leo never stopped insisting he was innocent. Seventeen years after the murder, newly identified forensic evidence placed someone else at the crime scene—a man named Jeremy Scott, who had a long record of violence in the same town and who had already been incarcerated for another murder.

At its core, this is the story of two young men from Lakeland, Florida, both connected to the murder of Michelle Schofield, both eventually arriving at the same version of the truth. And yet, the State of Florida refused to believe either man. In the eyes of the law, the matter had been settled. But rather than investigate and risk the possibility of having to lose a conviction, the State chose to preserve the outcome, not to test it.

This book is the investigation the State of Florida failed to do. It unfolded over six years and began with a podcast, Bone Valley, which I created alongside Kelsey Decker, whose integrity and unflinching sense of purpose shaped every part of the work. That podcast introduced the case to millions of listeners. It uncovered new evidence, unearthed forgotten voices, and revealed how far the State was willing to go to protect its conviction of Leo Schofield. But the podcast only opened the door; this narrative steps further inside. It mirrors our investigation and includes first-person reflections, moments that pull back the curtain on the process, and scenes drawn from trial transcripts, police reports, and defense records. Here on the page, I’ve been able to build what we couldn’t reconstruct on the podcast. What we could only gesture toward on audio—the unfinished threads, the questions we couldn’t yet answer—could finally be explored here, over more time and with more depth, more clarity.

Along the way, the work became more personal. It opened my eyes to the fragile, complicated space where truth and accountability sometimes converge—and sometimes fall apart. What shaped the reporting of this story more than anything was the access we had to the people who lived it. Over the course of years, I spoke with Leo and Jeremy again and again—across prison visits, in recorded interviews, in handwritten letters, and in long, complicated conversations by phone. That proximity changed the story. It changed me.

I’ve long been inspired by the work of Bryan Stevenson, author of Just Mercy, who has written about the importance of getting close—of being proximate—to the people most affected by injustice. This project was shaped by that proximity. It’s a story not just of error, but of empathy, redemption, and the quiet grace that can emerge from the idea that no one is beyond dignity and no story is beyond being heard.

What the podcast Bone Valley carried was a sense of urgency, humanity, and heart—qualities that resonated with so many listeners. That spirit remains here. But on the page, there’s more room to sit with the complications, to slow down, to stay with the parts that resist closure.

This isn’t simply a story about guilt or innocence. It’s about what happens when the legal system locks itself into a version of events and refuses to let go, even when the facts no longer support it. Sometimes an injustice isn’t the result of prosecutorial oversight, tunnel vision, or bias. Sometimes it’s something else—a calculated series of choices: quiet, deliberate, and capable of destroying a life. When the aim is not justice but victory, the truth can become collateral damage. And when finality is protected by both law and the courts, sometimes storytelling is the last remaining way to seek any form of justice.

Stories can’t reverse verdicts, but they can challenge the narrative those verdicts leave behind. They can surface what the record left out. They can remember what was erased. And sometimes, they can break through the certitude and make it harder for us to look away.
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1
JUST READ THE TRANSCRIPT



It was late morning in August 2018 when I arrived at the Naples Grande Beach Resort in Southwest Florida, only to find out my room wasn’t quite ready. The concierge offered to hold my luggage and briefcase and suggested I pass the time by taking a ride on a multi-passenger golf cart shuttle down to the beach, on the Gulf of Mexico. By the time I got back, he promised, I’d be able to check in to my room. I didn’t see any golf carts, so I began walking along the raised wooden boardwalk that meanders its way through a lush mangrove forest leading to the shoreline.

The temperature was already in the high eighties, but the mangrove canopy above provided shade as I made my way closer to the beach. Before I even glimpsed the water, the putrid stench of dead fish assaulted my senses. Breaking through the mangroves, I expected to see the usual clear, blue Gulf waters. Instead, I was met with a dull, reddish-brown coastline and a beach littered with the rotting carcasses of snook and mullet—a once-thriving population now lifeless and decaying.

In 2018, a “red tide” in the Gulf of Mexico, caused by the rapid growth of the toxic algae Karenia brevis, created a cascade of environmental devastation over miles and miles of Florida’s Gulf Coast. Hundreds of manatees and dolphins perished because of neurotoxins produced by one of the severest and longest-lasting algal blooms in recent history. The economic impact was equally devastating, as beach closings and health advisories led to a sharp decline in Florida’s tourism. The fishing and seafood industries were also deeply impacted by the prolonged bloom.

As I made my way back to the resort, I understood why I didn’t see any golf cart shuttles along the boardwalk and why the pool area was so full: Nobody wanted to be down at the beach.

I had come to the resort to give the keynote address at the Florida Conference of Circuit Judges. An hour after my walk to the beach, I threw on a sport jacket and found myself staring at hundreds of Florida’s circuit judges from the stage of the Royal Palm Ballroom. The crowd of mostly white men stared past me, focused on the two giant screens to my left and right, where photographs from an accompanying slideshow were being projected. From the lectern in the middle, I told the story of the Groveland Four, four young Black men who’d been wrongly accused of raping a white teenager in 1949. The accusations brought future US Supreme Court justice Thurgood Marshall to Central Florida to keep the defendants from being convicted and sentenced to die in the state’s infamous electric chair, known as Old Sparky. The case was the subject of my book Devil in the Grove.

This was a presentation I’d done countless times in Florida, and I’d gotten used to the rhythm of telling the stories visually, punctuating my points with a well-timed photograph. As I worked my way through this presentation, it felt a little more awkward than usual, especially in a ballroom filled with hundreds of circuit judges. When describing the racism and corruption that was so pervasive in Florida’s judicial system in the mid-twentieth century, I don’t temper my remarks. I’m always aware that the corrupt judges or racist prosecutors from my stories might once have been the colleagues or even mentors of some of the circuit judges in my audience, and there are moments when I’ve felt a cold stare or two. One time, after I had finished speaking at a university, a man told me he had seen the names of a few of his relatives in my book.

“Who were they?” I asked.

Sheepishly, he dropped his gaze and mumbled some names I was familiar with. He had relatives who had been very active in the Ku Klux Klan.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to soften the blow. “There were a lot of families that could say that back then.”

After my talk in Naples, the attending circuit judges broke for lunch, and I sat at a table in the lobby, signing copies of my books. I love meeting judges, especially the older ones in Florida, who often speak to me about their own encounters with or remembrances of the more notorious people from my stories—like Lake County sheriff Willis V. McCall, who liked to tell people that his middle name was “Vicious.” (It was “Virgil.”) Sheriff McCall’s violence in Lake County was well known, and I’ve met judges who told me stories from the early days of their legal careers when a case brought them into McCall’s domain. In hushed tones, they whispered the atrocities they grew up hearing about—and when these stories turned out to be true, I was rarely surprised. There are times when I’ve become so fully drenched in the history of injustice in Central Florida that it can feel a lot like standing on the shore of the rancid Gulf. The stories, and all the carnage, can be as inescapable as the red tide.

That day in Naples, at the lunchtime break, as I was chatting with some judges who had gathered around my table, a gray-haired man in a suit approached and handed me a business card. I could see there was something written on the back in blue ink, and I quickly read it:


LEO SCHOFIELD #115760 HARDEE C.I.

NOT JUST “WRONGFULLY CONVICTED,”

HE’S AN INNOCENT MAN.



When I glanced back up, the man, seeing I was busy signing books, put his hand to an ear and mouthed for me to call him. I nodded and tucked the card into my jacket pocket. It’s not unusual for me to get back to my hotel room after a talk like this one and pull a dozen business cards from my jacket.

After I left this conference, I needed to prepare a presentation I’d be doing the following night, for the Florida Public Defender Association’s annual conference in Orlando. First, though, I was having an early dinner with some public defenders who would be attending my talk later that evening. While my conversations with judges are often centered on Florida’s legal history, public defenders can be more animated, outraged, more rooted in current cases. They’re usually younger than the circuit judges I’ve just spent time with, and they like to talk about the injustices they’ve encountered, especially with defendants who don’t have the resources to aggressively fight the serious charges they’re facing. These PDs are typically passionate and frustrated.

It was at this dinner that I took out the business card, which I’d purposely brought with me. “Let me ask you guys something,” I said, pulling the card from my pocket. “Some judge handed me this yesterday at a conference for circuit judges. What do you think?”

One by one, the public defenders read the note on the back and passed the card along to the others at the table. Their remarks bordered on the incredulous.

“Wait, a judge gave you this?” one asked.

“Judge Scott Cupp in the Twentieth,” another said. “Is he a sitting judge or retired?”

I told them I had no idea, that everyone at the conference had seemed to be a sitting judge and that this one wanted me to call him.

A few of them laughed, staring at the card in disbelief.

One remarked that sitting judges were not supposed to make any public statements about active cases. “Is this case still pending?” he asked.

“I don’t know anything about it,” I said.

One lawyer said that it wouldn’t matter if the case were pending. “He’s a judge, and he’s emphatically stating there’s an innocent man in prison.”

In all honesty, I’d never had a conversation about judicial codes of conduct or ethics. All this was new to me. I listened closely as the lawyers hashed it out with one another, saying that sitting judges weren’t supposed to say anything that could undermine public confidence in the judicial system.

“This judge is saying that the State of Florida convicted an innocent man,” one lawyer said. “Don’t you think that undermines public confidence in the judicial system?”

The conversation went on like that until the business card finally made its way down to a lawyer at the end of the table. After reading it, he looked up at me. “I know this case,” he said, adding that it was from Polk County, in the Tenth Circuit, where he worked. “You should call him.”

I spend a lot of time in Florida, and many of the people I meet at legal conferences and bookstores are often surprised to learn that I don’t live there. A few days later, when I was back in my office in Brooklyn, I placed Judge Cupp’s card on my desk and googled the name “Leo Schofield.” I clicked on a few newspaper articles published in The Lakeland Ledger about a young white man who had been convicted in 1989 of killing his teenage wife. There was a picture of him in court. With long black hair and wearing a suit, he looked like someone you might run into, or away from, at a magicians’ convention.

The evidence against Schofield seemed to be overwhelming, according to the Ledger. The victim had been stabbed twenty-six times, and Schofield, with the help of his father, had apparently dumped the body in an abandoned phosphate pit. He’d been in prison for the past thirty years, all his appeals had failed, and he appeared to be out of legal options. At first glance, this wasn’t the kind of case I had much interest in. This Polk County case seemed more like a true crime story, and it didn’t appear to involve any racial or civil rights issues to motivate my research. Still, now that I knew this judge might have violated the Florida Code of Judicial Conduct, I was curious as to why he had handed me the card.

I googled “Judge Scott Cupp,” too. He was a sitting judge in the Twentieth Circuit, down near Fort Myers, on the southwestern coast of Florida. He was a former prosecutor who in 2012 had been appointed circuit judge by former Republican governor Rick Scott—which made me think he was probably a conservative and maybe less likely to be speaking out about the innocence of a convicted murderer. It was almost as if he had approached me as a whistleblower, willing to risk his career to talk to someone in the media about a wrongdoing he had observed. So I picked up my phone and called Judge Scott Cupp.

I seemed to have caught him off guard when I told him who I was. He brushed off my attempted small talk about the conference in Naples and said, “Leo Schofield did not kill his wife.” I sat up a little straighter in my chair and reached for the nearest notepad. “This guy was railroaded for a murder he did not commit,” the judge said, “and I can tell you exactly how they did it.”

He went on to tell me about the case and about how he’d gotten involved as Schofield’s defense lawyer a lifetime ago; about how there was no physical evidence against Leo and how the State’s main witness had clearly lied on the stand. It was obvious, listening to the judge, that he was still haunted by the case. As a former prosecutor, he said he was “shook to my core” by how the state had handled it.

The judge said that Schofield’s private defense lawyer had been a disaster and that Leo would have been better off with a public defender. What Judge Cupp said next caught my attention. He said that two decades after Leo’s conviction, some unidentified fingerprints found during the investigation had been run through a fingerprint identification database and matched to a serial killer who, it turned out, had been living in a trailer right down the street from Leo and his wife.

I asked more questions, mostly about how the state had reacted to a known murderer’s fingerprints being found in the Schofields’ car. That didn’t force the State Attorney’s Office to reopen the case?

“It’s worse than you think,” Cupp said. “The guy admitted to it. He confessed.”

I couldn’t understand what the judge was telling me. “So, why is Schofield still in prison?” I asked.

“This isn’t Miami,” Cupp said. “This isn’t Tampa. Polk County is different.”

I was intrigued by what the judge was telling me. But I had already begun research for a new book, and I told him that it was going to be a while before I could look into this case. I could feel Cupp’s deflation over the phone. He sounded dejected and even a little desperate.

He wanted to know when I might be able to get to it, and I was slow to answer.

“Look,” he said, abruptly. “Do me a favor. Just read the transcript.”

It was a big ask—transcripts from a murder case can often be thousands of pages long—but I agreed, mostly to get off the phone with him in a less depressing way. The judge thanked me and hung up. Not long after that, he sent me digital copies of the post-conviction briefs and excerpts from the trial transcript—hundreds of pages that I put aside for the time being, not certain when I’d get around to reading them.

To research my previous book, Beneath a Ruthless Sun, I’d spent some time at Columbia University’s Butler Library in New York City, where Kelsey Decker, a twenty-two-year-old recent graduate of Barnard College, was working. I’d been going to the Butler Library over the years to listen to interviews with various civil rights leaders and journalists while Kelsey was working her way through college there as an assistant to the oral history archivist. She told me she had majored in sociology and that she was interested in the research I’d been doing because she had been cataloging some of the same interviews with Black journalists I’d been listening to on the library’s sixth floor. At one point, she mentioned that her job at the library would be ending soon and that she was looking for work.

Kelsey’s timing couldn’t have been better. The publicity tour for my latest book had been winding down, and I had several projects I wanted to get back to. One was a multimedia civil rights project, and another was a proposal for a television series based on the book I was still in the process of researching. Kelsey seemed intrigued by all of them, asking pointed questions about the work involved. So, that fall, I asked her if she’d be interested in doing research for me on a freelance basis. I said she should come to my office in Brooklyn, where I could give her more specifics on the research I needed.

In October 2018, Kelsey arrived at my little glassed-in office in Dumbo, next to the Manhattan Bridge, looking every bit the academic Millennial, with round glasses and thick brown hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was wearing ripped jeans, a sweater, clean white sneakers, and a silver septum ring. I learned that she’d come to New York City from a small town in the mountains of western North Carolina, but before that, she’d lived on the Gulf Coast, in Southwest Florida, where she spent the first ten years of her life. It was clear she was bright, well read, and deeply interested in social justice, and there was no hiding her excitement as I went into more depth on the various projects I was working on. I mentioned that I’d been trying to figure out which work to prioritize, while at the same time trying to gauge which project she’d find most appealing. She picked up a manila folder that was sitting on my desk, which contained the transcripts and briefs I’d printed from the Leo Schofield case—documents Judge Cupp had sent me more than a month before.

“What’s this?” she asked.

I told her the story of meeting this judge down in Florida and showed her the business card he’d handed me. “I’m not sure what I can do with this story,” I said.

“What’s the case about?”

I explained to her what little I knew about the case from Judge Cupp. There was this young rock-and-roll guitarist named Leo, from Massachusetts, who’d moved to Florida in the eighties and married a local girl named Michelle. Six months after their wedding, her body was found in a phosphate pit. She’d been stabbed twenty-six times. Although Leo was ultimately convicted of her murder and sentenced to life in prison, he’d always maintained his innocence. And now there appeared to be a link to some serial killer who’d been living down the road from the young couple. And this is the weird part, I said. This serial killer was now in prison for a different murder, but he’d recently confessed to killing Leo’s wife.

As soon as I said it, I realized that my quick summary of the Schofield case might be the most fascinating “elevator pitch” I had ever done. I ended it by telling Kelsey that this new evidence hadn’t been enough to free Leo.

“So, there might be an innocent man sitting in prison right now?” she asked.

Leo had been locked up since before Kelsey was born, and I informed her that he was running out of legal options. As I was saying all this, Kelsey was already glancing at the briefs in the folder.

“Shouldn’t this one be the priority?” she asked. Her directness in that moment was clarifying, and I couldn’t disagree. I asked her to take the folder with her, and she said she’d start reading its contents right away.

Over the next few weeks, I continued to do research for my next book as Kelsey dove headfirst into the Schofield case. At times, she’d text me with little case details she found interesting. How there was a witness who had lived across the street from the Schofields who claimed to have seen Leo carrying a body from the trailer they lived in, but that, at the exact time this lady said she saw this, Leo was accounted for across town, at Michelle’s father’s house. And how crime scene technicians couldn’t find a drop of blood in the trailer where Leo had supposedly stabbed Michelle twenty-six times.

Judge Cupp continued to send me case files, which I forwarded to Kelsey. At one point, in fall 2018, I put aside the research for my book and tried to catch up to where Kelsey was on the Schofield case. She’d pointed me to specific documents and police reports, guiding me through what she had uncovered. But my ingrained skepticism lingered.

As a rule, when I’m first made aware of a case, I don’t trust anyone’s opinion—and a sitting circuit judge is no exception. I knew, from the years I’d spent working in Florida, that the Sunshine State had no shortage of questionable characters, and it was entirely possible that Judge Cupp was one of them. I still needed to find out for myself if Leo Schofield truly was, as Cupp claimed on his business card, an innocent man.







2
INSTANT LIGHTNING



At sixteen years old, Leo Schofield felt like an outcast. He’d grown up in the housing projects of Fall River, Massachusetts, and he had the working-class New England accent to prove it. But as he reached his formative teenage years, his parents made the move south to Lakeland, Florida, dragging Leo down there with them.

Leo’s father had been searching for a better life. He wanted to get his family out of the projects, and after a couple of failed business ventures, the promises of the Sunshine State called. Leo had an aunt and a cousin who had already relocated to Florida, paving the way for the Schofields to join them there. The family settled into their new Lakeland home, in the Lazy Dazy Retreat Mobile Home Park off Highway 98, a rural two-lane highway with stretches of commercial and residential development. Reluctantly, Leo enrolled at Lake Gibson Senior High School. Back in Massachusetts, he’d been just two years away from graduating with the friends and classmates he’d known his whole life. But now, in a new school and a new state, he felt like he was starting over.

Walking down the hallways of his new school wearing ripped-up jeans and a faded denim vest embellished with army pins, Leo found his rebellious personal aesthetic sneered at by the other students, in their cowboy boots and Florida Gators T-shirts. When his new classmates mockingly bellowed “Damn Yankee” in his direction, he wished his father had left him up north.

In Massachusetts, Leo had been an honor student. But the academics in Florida seemed to lag behind those in his home state, and he was left to sit through classes and lessons he’d already mastered the previous year. Bored and feeling like a social outsider, he chose to drop out of school a mere three months before graduation. The thought of donning a cap and gown to be lost in a sea of matching strangers hundreds of miles away from the classmates he’d spent his adolescence with held no appeal. Instead, Leo turned his attention to music. He’d been playing guitar since the age of seven, and his early love for the instrument had grown into an all-consuming ambition to become a rock star performing to sold-out arenas like his idols in the bands Mötley Crüe and Judas Priest. Leo’s cousin started introducing him to other kids around town, and before long, Leo found a group that shared his taste in music. Soon after, he auditioned to join a local band.

RYNO performed mostly at local house parties and small clubs and occasionally set up for shows in storage units or out in the woods. True to their name—an acronym for Rock Your Nuts Off—the band sometimes attracted the attention of police. The lineup included Dale Toy, the leader and front man; Danny Carter on drums; and David Collins on bass. Leo, hired as their lead guitarist, had the right look—rough around the edges, with long dark hair and tanned skin. In time, his bandmates would see that the angsty teenager from Massachusetts had the attitude to match.

“The girls liked Leo a lot,” bass player Dave Collins remembered. “Because he looked like a rock star, and he acted like that onstage and all.… But there’s a thing about guitarists in bands,” he observed. “Most of them are kind of hard to get along with.”

Dave was a little older, with a wife and two young kids. He had a laid-back sense of humor and a deep commitment to his family. Unlike Leo, he had no desire to make it big; he wasn’t interested in touring or playing outside Lakeland. For him, the band was a hobby, and his family came first. Of all the guys, Leo gravitated toward Dave, and while Dave admired the ambitious young guitarist, he couldn’t help but chuckle as he watched Leo transform into his rock star alter ego onstage.

Leo’s fiery reputation was cemented during one unforgettable performance. During band practice, a group of guys approached RYNO looking for a band to play at their party. They’d pulled a flatbed trailer into the woods to serve as a stage and promised the band payment in beer. The bandmates huddled together, quickly reaching a consensus: They were in.

Leo invited a girl he’d been casually seeing to watch the performance, but as he rocked out onstage, he glanced over the crowd to see her lifting her shirt, bare chest exposed. Furious that everyone else had seen this, Leo jumped down from the flatbed trailer, tossed his guitar into the bonfire, and stormed off into the woods. One of his bandmates quickly pulled the guitar from the flames while it was still salvageable, and Dave ran through the brush to find Leo and calm him down.

After that night, Leo continued to take the stage with the rescued guitar, now charred by flames and smoky with soot—a lasting testament to his fiery, impulsive nature.



“Instant lightning.”

That’s how Leo would later describe the moment his eyes locked with Michelle Saum’s. She was sitting on his friend’s bed gazing up at Leo with soft brown eyes framed by feathered hair and lit by a smile that radiated warmth. Leo had come to give his friend Manny Troccola a guitar lesson. Manny, another transplant from up north, had become one of Leo’s closest friends. Introducing Michelle as his girlfriend, Manny looked on as Leo was clearly captivated by her effortless beauty and charming smile—but Leo would never make a move on his best friend’s girl. His and Michelle’s conversation was brief, and soon Leo was pulled away to start the lesson.

Not long after, an incident involving a stolen pistol earned Manny a four-year sentence at the Okeechobee’s Eckerd Youth Development Center. At his age, four years felt like an eternity.

Leo, grieving his friend’s absence, was at home with his parents when the phone rang. His mom picked up, then turned to Leo, holding out the receiver. “It’s for you.”

Leo put the phone to his ear and heard a girl’s voice on the other end. He couldn’t immediately place it, but he didn’t want to give that away. He listened, searching for clues until she mentioned Manny. It must be Michelle, he realized. Unbelievable.

Leo had always assumed Michelle didn’t care for him—he was constantly stealing her boyfriend away to play guitar or ride motorcycles. Manny had even confirmed it. “Michelle said she doesn’t like you,” he had told Leo, “because I spend too much time with you.”

But now, here she was, on the other end of the phone. Michelle explained to Leo that she’d found his number scribbled in a book on Manny’s dresser. She was feeling sad and missed Manny, and she thought that Leo, as his closest friend, might understand and commiserate.

That night, RYNO was playing a show, and hoping to lift her spirits, Leo told Michelle that if she made it out to the venue, he’d give her a ride home afterward. She agreed.

As he performed, Leo spotted Michelle in the crowd—and then noticed another familiar face. And then another. Shit, he thought. Two girls he’d been casually dating had shown up to see him play. He hadn’t expected them both to accept his invitation, and now with Michelle there as well, he found himself in a predicament.

After the show, Leo approached Michelle. “You see those two girls?” he asked, gesturing in their direction.

Michelle followed his gaze and nodded.

“They’re both here to see me,” he explained. “And when they figure that out, they’re probably going to be really mad.”

Michelle giggled as Leo assured her everything would be fine.

“Just chill out,” he said, indicating that he needed a moment to sort things out. Predictably, both girls were furious and didn’t hang around, leaving Leo free to focus on Michelle.

From that night on, Leo and Michelle spent every spare moment together. In those early weeks, neither knew where things would lead, but they were careful to keep things from crossing the line between friendship and romance. What started as a distraction from Manny’s absence soon blossomed into a deep bond as Michelle and Leo spent hours talking, listening to music, and getting to know each other.

Leo opened up to her about his childhood and the friends he’d left behind in Massachusetts. He told her about his birth mother, Sandra, who’d given up custody of him while he was just a toddler; and about Cheryl, his father’s second wife, who had stepped in during his adolescence and raised him as her own. He spoke of his three younger half siblings—Tammy, Kristen, and Jason—who shared Cheryl’s blond hair and fair features, while he stood apart with black hair and a darker complexion, likely inherited from his birth mother. And, of course, he told her about his love for the guitar and the life he had envisioned for himself.

In return, Michelle shared her own story.



Michelle’s father, David Saum, worked as a dragline operator at a local phosphate mining operation, steering a massive metal bucket to scrape “white gold” from the earth. Phosphate was big business in Central Florida. Ancient geological processes had left the region’s soil rich in this valuable mineral for modern agriculture, and David had worked in the industry for as long as Michelle could remember. Each year, the mining site crept farther south as deposits dwindled, lengthening her father’s commute. When Michelle was younger, his work was close enough to home that he’d bring her and her siblings to the restricted mining site on his days off, to search for fossils. Woolly mammoth tusks, saber-toothed tiger skulls, and shark teeth the size of their heads were strewn about, cast aside by the mining operation. Once, he came home with stories about unearthing an entire petrified tree.

That was back before Michelle’s family fell apart, when her parents were still together. Her memories of that time were filled with road trips, often to Mexico to visit her maternal grandparents and great-grandparents. Because her father was afraid of flying, the family of five would pack themselves into the car instead. When they were at home, Michelle and her brother Jessie could often be found in the backyard, where their father had built a tree house nestled among a grove of old oaks. With enough practice, the siblings learned to cross the entire yard without touching the ground by climbing trunks and swinging between branches.

But within a few years, that house—and that life—would be gone. Things began to unravel when Michelle was around seven or eight, in the mid-1970s. Her parents were active participants in the party culture of the era, drinking and falling into increasingly frequent intense fights. They eventually decided to separate.

Not long after, Michelle’s mother was involved in a serious car accident that left her with brain damage and the need for long-term care. She was moved back to Texas to be cared for by family. When Michelle’s father’s house burned down, and an extended stay with her grandmother became untenable, the family collectively decided that the best option was to place her, Jessie, and their older brother Rickey in a Florida Baptist Children’s Home.

Originally established as an orphanage in Arcadia around the turn of the century, the children’s home had been relocated to a fifty-acre tract near Lakeland’s Lake Hunter that had been donated to support its expansion. By the mid-1970s, the Lakeland campus had been in operation for over two decades, serving hundreds of children between the ages of five and eighteen. It provided a stable environment, access to counseling, and temporary housing for children awaiting adoption, foster care placement, or respite from homes affected by alcoholism, divorce, or abuse.

The children were housed in co-ed cottages designed to mimic “home-style living,” each accommodating five girls, five boys, and their “cottage parents.” Michelle, Jessie, and Rickey were placed in cottage number nine.

Looking back, Jessie remembered his time at the children’s home fondly, describing it as akin to an extended stay at summer camp. The siblings were able to stay together, and when they weren’t at school, there were plenty of organized activities. Because the other kids at the home came from similarly troubled backgrounds, Jessie never felt the need to explain his situation—they could all just be kids together. The only downside, he recalled, was having to attend services at the Baptist church three times a week.

Michelle was still living at cottage number nine when she began fourth grade and met her classmate Michell McCluskey. The two girls giggled over their shared name, and a friendship quickly blossomed. Soon, with her daughter begging for sleepovers, Michell McCluskey’s mother made arrangements with the children’s home and coordinated with Michelle Saum’s father to become an approved guardian. Once the paperwork was complete, Michelle spent nearly every weekend with her new friend.

The girls filled their afternoons practicing somersaults and cartwheels, roller-skating, or swimming at the local pool. They’d play volleyball and basketball, and they occasionally joined the boys for a game of football. At sleepovers, they’d dress up and watch Grease, singing along and reenacting their favorite scenes. Michelle always chose to be Rizzo, the sharp-tongued, impulsive, rebellious leader of the Pink Ladies.

Michelle and her brothers lived at the children’s home for nearly four years, until, one day, their father, David Saum, arrived to take them home. Despite living just a few miles away, David had not visited his children a single time during their stay. But now he was there, newly sober and ready to reunite the family.

They settled into a mobile home where Rickey’s drum set took up half the living room and where a shortage of beds meant someone always slept on the couch. The trailer was only temporary, a place to stay while their father worked on rebuilding the house they’d lost to the fire.

Michelle transferred to a new school district and started sixth grade without her best friend, Michell McCluskey. Now at different schools, the two kept their friendship alive with weekly sleepovers and Friday and Saturday night meetups at the roller rink. As they grew older, their hangouts shifted to scoping out cute boys, talking about crushes, and listening to hard rock. Occasionally, they’d score tickets to see a favorite band perform in town.

In November 1974, the Lakeland Civic Center had opened, promising to “put Lakeland on the map.” The eight-thousand-seat arena did just that, drawing crowds from across the state with shows from every big name in music. Located between Tampa and Orlando near downtown Lakeland, within its first year the Civic Center was hosting acts like Earth, Wind and Fire; Johnny Cash; the Beach Boys; Black Sabbath; and Elvis Presley. By the mid-1980s, it had brought AC/DC, Kiss, the Grateful Dead, Bob Dylan, and Prince to Polk County.

When Michelle and her friends couldn’t get tickets, they’d hang out in the arena parking lot, sitting on tailgates and swaying to the muffled tunes coming from inside. For Lakeland teenagers, concert T-shirts were social currency. Jessie recalled that Michelle proudly wore a Def Leppard shirt and one from Quiet Riot, both of which he eyed with envy.

Back home with their dad, the Saum kids found that his long work hours gave them plenty of freedom. If they wanted to go out at night, there was no need to sneak—they could simply walk out the front door at any hour. Jessie recalled that during those years, his dad felt more like a roommate; sometimes, the only sign that he’d been home would be the food missing from the fridge. Jessie embraced his freedom, tagging graffiti, racing motocross bikes with friends, and eventually building a massive half-pipe ramp in the front yard to host skate competitions for kids from all over Lakeland.

With her newfound freedom, Michelle embraced parties and boys and ultimately rejected formal education. She dropped out of high school, first taking a job at Burger King before trying her hand at selling Fuller Brush products door-to-door. With her mom in Texas and her father at the phosphate mine, much of the housework fell to her. Michelle cleaned, did the laundry, and often cooked for her brothers, singing along to her favorite Pat Benatar tape as she worked.

After Michelle’s boyfriend, Manny, was sent to Okeechobee, Leo became a regular visitor at the Saum house. He’d ride over on his red-and-white Yamaha FJ1100 motorcycle, showing it off to Jessie before taking Michelle for a ride. Rickey wasn’t around much, and if Leo arrived to find David working on the house, he would pitch in, putting his construction skills to use. Once the foundation and exterior walls were up, he would sometimes stay the night, sleeping in the shell of the future home. Michelle would wander out in the dark to lie beside him, the two of them talking late into the night.

One night, as they lay on the concrete foundation, Michelle heard an unfamiliar noise. “It almost sounds like footsteps,” she told Leo.

He got up to investigate and returned a few moments later.

“What was it?” Michelle asked.

“You don’t have to worry about it. It’s just evil spirits,” Leo said. “If you don’t acknowledge them, they’ll leave you alone.”

The next day, Michelle called her friend Michell McCluskey to tell her about the incident.

“That’s a really weird thing for him to say,” McCluskey responded. “Do you think he was trying to scare you?”

“No,” Michelle replied. “He was dead serious.”

Michell McCluskey was unsettled by the comment. Her best friend had already told her about Leo, his band, and how much fun she’d had at his shows. “Well, he is in a rock band,” she pointed out. “You don’t think he’s into devil worship, do you? Or maybe he’s doing drugs?”

“No, there’s no drugs,” Michelle assured her.

The comment didn’t sit right with McCluskey, but she let it go. She knew that her friend had a crush, but when McCluskey finally met Leo, she couldn’t understand what Michelle saw in him. He wasn’t particularly tall, he had crooked teeth, and to her, his long hair looked more unkempt than glam rock. But his grungy appearance was almost always paired with a guitar or a motorcycle, and she knew Michelle was drawn to musicians and preferred boys who were a little older.

After three weeks of friendship, Leo and Michelle finally acknowledged their feelings for each other. Leo, however, wasn’t sure how to proceed. The weight of Manny’s four-year sentence hung over him. He knew that what he had with Michelle was special, and he felt that Manny hadn’t valued the relationship in the way he was prepared to. Manny, a good-looking, blond surfer type, got plenty of attention from girls, and Leo suspected he saw Michelle as just another girl in his lineup. But to Leo, Michelle was someone special, and he was willing to fight for her.

“I’d just never had a girlfriend like Michelle,” Leo recalled. “And she was absolutely everything.”

Yet what was expected to be a four-year sentence was reduced to only a few months, and when Manny returned home early, he found that his best friend and his girlfriend had grown close in his absence. He and Michelle briefly considered getting back together, but they quickly realized their relationship had fizzled and that she’d found something meaningful with Leo.

“He didn’t want to be back with her. She didn’t want to be back with him. And I didn’t want to be apart from her,” Leo remembered.

With Manny’s blessing, their friendship blossomed into a romance.



In the fall of 2018, Kelsey set up a desk in my small office and began covering the walls with sticky notes and index cards. It wasn’t like what you see on TV—a “murder board” in cork with maps and photographs of suspects and crime scene locations tacked up, with string connecting the elements. Kelsey’s notes and cards helped her keep track of the countless names she’d come across, and she was also building a master timeline of the case, documenting every moment mentioned in trial testimony and police reports. On occasion, I’d joke about true crime tropes and how we were the least likely pair to be trying to solve a murder. But Kelsey was acutely aware that we were investigating a heinous crime involving a young white girl and a possible serial killer—two of the most common tropes in true crime—and she often reminded me how important it was to treat the subject matter with care.

Day after day and side by side, we sifted through every legal document available through the Polk County Clerk’s online portal of the Leo Schofield case. As someone used to going it alone for the research and investigation necessary for my books, I found Kelsey’s curiosity infectious. Together, we were learning about the Florida Rules of Criminal Procedure, about 3.850 motions for post-conviction relief, and about presumptive tests for blood. Kelsey read every newspaper article and deposition on the case that she could find, and often I’d get a text from her about something she’d discovered.

“You won’t believe this,” she’d text, sending me a screenshot of something she’d just found. As the weeks passed, I noted Kelsey’s urgent investment in the case—not just in the legal complexities, but in the people caught in its web. Her curiosity, empathy, and commitment to seeking justice made it impossible not to be drawn in.

In February 2019, I traveled down to Clearwater, Florida, for another talk. Judge Cupp had been following me online and had seen an announcement of my appearance there. He texted me, saying he’d make the three-hour drive from his house in Hendry County if I had some time to meet with him. I agreed to have breakfast with him at my hotel.

As my eyes scanned the restaurant, I noticed a gray-haired man in a Muhammad Ali T-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. He was wearing a Pittsburgh Pirates baseball cap turned backward, and he walked straight toward me. It was Judge Cupp. I had barely recognized him from the last time we met. He sat down with me and ordered an orange juice and nothing else.

I informed Judge Cupp that my research assistant, Kelsey, and I had read pretty much everything we could find and that I was interested in learning more about Leo’s story. His expression suddenly changed, as if he’d been caught off guard and had been expecting to have to work hard to convince me to write about the case.

I told the judge I was thinking about writing a feature story on Leo’s case, maybe for The New York Times Magazine or a place like the Marshall Project. When I asked him where he thought I should go next, he gave me a broad smile.

“I think you should talk to Leo,” he said.







3
OKAY, THAT’S ENOUGH



Once Leo and Michelle got together, they didn’t want to spend a single night apart from each other, but they both still lived with their parents. Leo wasn’t particularly comfortable staying the night under Michelle’s father’s roof, and his parents objected to letting Michelle stay over in the already crowded family trailer. Sometimes the young couple would crash at a friend’s place together, and on nights without a better option, they resorted to sleeping in Leo Sr.’s truck. The arguments about these sleeping arrangements caused friction between Leo and his father, and Leo decided it was time to move out of his parents’ house to escape their gaze. Michelle agreed and vowed to make the move with him.

Through a friend of a friend, they were introduced to Ed Vashon and moved into a spare bedroom in the apartment behind the Vashon family business. It was April 1986.

Ed liked the two of them. They were kind and considerate roommates, and they always acted lovingly toward each other when they crossed paths with him in the kitchen and living room. Sometimes they would all hang out in the yard and share a few beers or a bottle of whiskey. But as the weeks passed, Ed began to notice a harsh tone in the hushed voices behind their bedroom door. At times, the urgent whispers would escalate, and it was clear that Leo and Michelle were arguing. Ed didn’t pry. This was just the nature of living with a couple, he thought. He was appreciative that at least his new roommates tried to suppress the volume of their spats and not involve him.

As the couple transitioned to life together, Leo traded in his 1962 Chevy clunker at a used-car lot in North Lakeland, at Michelle’s behest. The two drove off the lot in a 1981 Mazda GLC. The Mazda was a rusty orange color with a black racing stripe down each side. Leo stuck a bumper sticker onto the back, in support of his favorite local radio station, 95ynf. It was a small and maneuverable hatchback station wagon, easy to drive, with decent storage space in the back for moving band equipment or laundry baskets. Michelle was working part time at a Burger King in Lakeland, and on days when Leo couldn’t drive her to and from her job, she’d need transportation. They did their best to coordinate.

That year, as Leo continued to pursue his rock star ambitions, he’d picked up a few other gigs to help pay the bills. Still, money was tight. Michelle would occasionally ask her father for a small loan, and in return, Leo offered to mow the lawn at the Saum house and volunteered his painting skills. He also found work painting houses with a man named Bob Good, who was twenty years his senior. Bob was a churchgoing man, and he made this known, especially in the company of Leo, who found Bob’s religious devotion fascinating.

One day, Bob sat down to take a break, and Leo joined him, lighting a cigarette.

“You really need to quit that,” Bob said to him.

Leo chuckled and asked in jest, “Will I go to hell if I don’t?”

“No. No, it’s not a heaven-or-hell issue. But if you don’t quit,” Bob said with a straight face, “you’ll go to heaven and smell like smoke for all of eternity.”

Leo laughed, but the exchange stuck with him.

As time went on, the dynamic between Leo and Michelle and their roommate Ed began to shift. The couple seemed to be fighting more and more and not always within the privacy of their bedroom. Arguments would often stem from their shared use of the car. Michelle loved driving. She loved the freedom of having access to a vehicle, and sometimes after work, she’d swing by a friend’s house or run an errand. Leo would get worried and wonder where she was and whether something had happened to her. He begged her to pull over somewhere and find a pay phone if she was going to be late. He didn’t mind her taking the car, but he wanted to know where she was and what her plans were. He was especially concerned given that Michelle didn’t have a driver’s license, only a learner’s permit.

One night in the summer of 1986, the arguing behind the bedroom door rose to a volume Ed couldn’t ignore. Standing in the hallway debating whether to intervene, he finally tapped his knuckles against the door. There was a hush following the knock, but no reply. Ed slowly turned the knob and pushed the door open. There, he saw Leo standing in front of Michelle, his arm against her chest, pushing her against a wall. The two both turned to look at Ed and spoke, nearly in unison: “Get out.”

Ed retreated.

Not long after that, an argument between Leo and Michelle made its way beyond the closed bedroom door. In the living room, Ed witnessed Leo slap Michelle across the face. The remorse was immediate. Through a flurry of apologies, Leo turned and walked out the sliding glass door, near tears and unable to look Michelle in the eye.

Leo was devastated by what he’d done. Through his shame, he sought guidance from Bob Good, whose assurance in his faith seemed to offer Leo the sense of security in life he now craved. Bob graciously received Leo’s plea and invited him and Michelle over to his home for dinner. They met Bob’s family, and Bob told Leo and Michelle more about the church he attended. He suggested they attend a Sunday service, where he’d introduce them to a pastor who could help guide them through their troubles. Bob followed through, and so did Leo and Michelle.

The Southside Assembly of God was part of the Pentecostal denomination, a branch of evangelical Protestantism that views the Bible as the direct word of God, written without error, and embraces divine healings and speaking in tongues as manifestations of the Holy Spirit. Despite the backwoods mysticism often associated with healing rituals and glossolalia, the church occupied a modern-looking building with a dramatic mirrored-glass facade.

The couple started attending services on both Sunday mornings and evenings and attending Bible study on Wednesday afternoons. One Sunday morning, they took the step of walking to the front of the chapel, where Pastor Tommy Waldron laid hands on their shoulders to pray. They made their commitment to Christ before the congregation. They made other commitments, to themselves: Leo and Michelle stopped smoking. Michelle stopped cursing, and they both cut back on their alcohol consumption. It was the beginning of a new chapter for the young couple.

After the service, Pastor Waldron approached Leo and Michelle and invited them to meet with him privately so he could get to know his new congregants further, as he liked to do when new members made their commitment to God. During their conversation, Leo revealed that he and Michelle were living together. Pastor Waldron explained how, if they were truly dedicated to serving God, this arrangement would not be pleasing to Him. They were living in sin. He suggested they get married.

Leo already knew he wanted to spend his life with Michelle. But they’d been together only about six months. He had no idea how she felt about the suggestion. There were practical concerns, too. They didn’t have the money to rent a wedding venue or pay for catering. They didn’t know how they would even afford a dress and suit to wear for the ceremony. Still, Leo and Michelle discussed it, and they agreed. They would get married and commit to a life together.

The church congregants quickly stepped in to meet the needs of the young couple. The ceremony would take place in the chapel, and arrangements were made for a small reception to be held in the fellowship hall. A few congregants stepped forward to offer up a wedding gown and a suit for the special day, outfits that had been worn by another couple at a recent ceremony.

Leo set out to ask Michelle’s father, David Saum, for his daughter’s hand in marriage. He drove to the Saum house and saw that David was out working in the field behind the home, digging postholes for a new fence. Nervous and sweating in the summer heat, and resolved not to bother with small talk, he got straight to the point. “Can I marry your daughter?” Leo stuttered. “Can I have your daughter’s hand in marriage?”

David had his doubts, but he said yes and gave Leo his blessing. But in parting, he turned and said, “Leo, if you can’t get along with her, I don’t want you hitting on her. Just get her clothes and bring her back to the house.”

It was a short engagement of barely a week. The wedding took place on August 29, 1986. Michelle arrived at the church in her borrowed gown. The dress had a sweetheart neckline shrouded in a sheer lace overlay, with a high neck and long sleeves. Her feathered brown hair was left down, gently pinned back at the sides and adorned with white flowers. Leo wore a white tuxedo accessorized with a black cummerbund and bow tie. His dark shoulder-length hair rested above a corsage pinned to his chest, matching the flowers in Michelle’s hair.

Leo remembers standing beside Pastor Waldron in the chapel and turning to watch Michelle walk up the aisle. He stood in disbelief that it was happening, that Michelle was there in a white gown walking toward him, arm in arm with her father, prepared to commit her life to his. It was, he recalled, one of the happiest days of his life.

The ceremony was traditional. Love, honor, and obey in sickness and in health. After the vows were read and the rings presented, Pastor Waldron turned to Leo: “You may now kiss the bride.”

While Leo and Michelle had run through the events of the day and the contents of the ceremony in preparation, they hadn’t rehearsed the kiss in front of anyone. So Leo kissed her in the way he typically did. After a few moments, Pastor Waldron muttered, “Okay, that’s enough.”

Leo pulled away and smiled. Michelle giggled. They took each other’s hand and walked down the aisle together: Mr. and Mrs. Schofield.

The newlyweds moved into a single-wide trailer in North Lakeland. The trailer at 3548 Island Oaks North was already occupied by another young couple. Dean Fletcher and Melissa Phillips were settled into the back bedroom, and in late September, Leo and Michelle moved into the front bedroom. Melissa was a couple of years older than Michelle, but the two women had grown up in the same Lakeland neighborhood, and through that proximity, a childhood friendship had developed. But they spent the later years of their adolescence in different social circles. By the time they reconnected as roommates, Melissa was surprised to see the ring on Michelle’s left hand.

Just like Ed Vashon before her, Melissa began to hear arguments from behind the locked door of Leo and Michelle’s bedroom. The source of the bickering always seemed insignificant, and the fight always seemed to have been instigated by Leo. “Little things would set him off. Just little stupid things, childish things,” she remembers.

Sometimes when Leo and Michelle finally emerged from the bedroom, Dean and Melissa would peek in and see that the room had been trashed, with objects strewn about and clothes ripped from their hangers. Sometimes, Michelle would leave the room crying. Dean said he once heard Leo mutter about needing to quit arguing before he killed her.

After a few months of living with Dean and Melissa, Leo and Michelle arrived home one evening to find the other couple had gone. They’d packed up and left without a word to either of their roommates, and there was an eviction notice taped to the trailer door. In a panic, Leo called the landlord, who was surprised to learn that another couple had been living in the unit. Leo had been paying rent to Dean, who had apparently been pocketing the cash instead of passing it on to the landlord. After some back-and-forth, the landlord agreed that Leo and Michelle could take over the lease and stay.

Leo and Michelle invited another young couple, Mary Moorehouse and Bobby Leavens, to move into the back bedroom and split the rent. Before long, however, the new tenants were protesting the breakdown of costs. The two couples were splitting the rent fifty-fifty, but Bobby felt this was unfair. The front bedroom, shared by Leo and Michelle, was slightly larger. And, he pointed out, they’d claimed the waterbed that had been left when Dean and Melissa were evicted.

To add to his discontent, Bobby got used to finding things out of place or broken following some argument he wasn’t there to witness. “A lot of times I’d come home, and we’d find furniture that belonged in the kitchen upside down in the living room. Or sometimes we’d come home, and windows were busted out,” he would recall.

Like Ed Vashon and Melissa and Dean before them, Mary and Bobby became familiar with the muffled sounds of Leo and Michelle’s arguments. Mary never saw Leo hit Michelle, but she was sure she heard it. One day, there were the usual sounds of arguing behind the closed bedroom door and, then, the sound of a slap. Leo flung the door open and walked out of the trailer and down the street. Then Michelle emerged crying, with a red mark across her face.

Just two months after moving in, Mary and Bobby had had enough, and they were gone, leaving Leo and Michelle in the trailer alone.
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THIS IS THE STORY



When we arrived at Hardee Correctional Institution on March 13, 2019, the morning was already a hot one. We were there to see Leo Schofield, who was inside the high-security prison, past the layers of fencing and barbed wire and bulletproof glass. I’d spent the past month coordinating with the Florida Department of Corrections to gain permission for the visit. They needed copies of our driver’s licenses, personal information for background checks, and a letter verifying my professional background and the purpose of the visit. In accordance with FDOC guidelines, we were told we’d have one hour with Inmate Schofield.

With our index cards, a small tape recorder, and our driver’s licenses, we walked toward the Hardee CI Main Unit, having left our cell phones in the car. Once inside, we were greeted by corrections officers who requested that we drop our keys, belts, index cards, and tape recorder into a gray bowl. Then we were told to remove our shoes and pass through a metal detector. A female officer wanted to make sure we understood what objects would not be permitted beyond this checkpoint.

“Do you currently possess any contraband,” she asked, “such as cell phones, firearms, ammunition, explosive devices, knives, narcotics, cuff keys, anything resembling a cuff key, currency exceeding sixty dollars, any denomination higher than a twenty-dollar bill, or anything else considered contraband in accordance with procedure?”

Once through, Kelsey and I were patted down before being told to stand by a heavy door, where we slipped our driver’s licenses into a steel drawer that was withdrawn by a uniformed woman behind thick glass. Two black plastic devices resembling small TV remote controls were returned through the drawer, and we were told we should loop them through our belts. The buttons on them, we were told, were panic buttons: In the event of some kind of emergency, we could press them, and corrections officers would immediately come to our assistance.

At some point, a maintenance man passed through the metal detector and casually asked whom we were there to see. I told him Leo Schofield.

“I know Schofield,” he said. “He works for me.”

“Gives you a lot of trouble, I’m sure?” I asked, jokingly. We had heard from Judge Cupp that Leo had a great reputation at the prison and was liked and respected by the staff.

The maintenance man scoffed, said he’d known Leo since 1997, and pointed to a handwritten number on a bulletin board that reflected the total number of inmates at Hardee CI at that moment. “Fourteen hundred and four inmates,” he said. “If I had fourteen hundred and three more Leo Schofields,” he added, his voice trailing off into a joke about corrections officers not having jobs. I could tell he wanted to say more about Leo, but he was conscious about where he was and whom he might be speaking to.

Once we had our panic buttons in place, a prison official led us through waiting areas and down hallways, where inmates would press themselves against the walls as we passed. We were taken to an administrative area and brought into a small interview room that was used mostly for legal visits, where inmates met with their attorneys. We took seats at a small round table and waited for Leo to arrive. I saw Kelsey reach down to better position the panic button on her waist, and I wondered what I’d gotten myself into, bringing her here. She was twenty-three years old now, and I tried to imagine her conversations with her parents, telling them about this new job of hers, going into a prison in Florida to meet a man convicted of murdering a woman around her same age. But whatever nerves she had about walking into a high-security prison were outweighed by her desire to finally talk to Leo, the man she’d spent months reading about.

In truth, aside from a research trip to the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola, where I’d visited only the museum outside the main gate, I’d never been inside a prison, either. I figured the best way to help Kelsey feel comfortable was to act like my work brought me to places like this all the time, that there was nothing to worry about. But I was reassuring myself as much as I was her.

Outside the interview room, there was laughter and chatter in the hallway among the administrators, making it sound like any normal office space rather than a maximum-security prison. After a few minutes, we heard footsteps, the door opened, and a prison official led Leo Schofield into our room. He was standing before us in a blue two-piece uniform with loose-fitting pants that had white stripes down the side. Around his neck was a Florida Department of Corrections lanyard ID badge. He was a fit five foot eight, his freshly cut hair was slightly gray, and he was deeply tanned from decades in the Florida sun. When he spoke, a pronounced overbite was revealed.

We rose to shake hands, and I introduced myself and Kelsey.

“Let me thank both of you for your time,” Leo began.

I waved off his pleasantries as Kelsey shuffled through our index cards. Knowing that the DOC would allow us only one hour with Leo, I asked him to forgive us if it seemed like we were jumping around with questions, but there was still a lot we didn’t know, and he could help us fill in the blanks.

Leo was generous with the information he provided. We skirted around some of the more sensitive subject matter and focused instead on building a relationship with him. But he was open and seemed willing to address even the most painful moments from his story.

“Gilbert, I’m going to tell you something,” he said. “I’m never going to lie to you. You can tell this story seven ways to Sunday. We can start from the beginning and go forward, or we can start from the back … Either way you want to go, there’s not going to be any change in me.”

Leo was adamant that his story had never changed and would never change. He’d told the truth from the beginning, he said, and he had never deviated from it. “I may forget some specific detail or a specific time on a clock or something like that,” he told us. “But the fact is, you don’t forget the truth. I’m not going to trip up, and [you’ll] say, ‘Oh, there’s the big trip-up. That proves you’re lying.’ I don’t have to worry about that.”

Leo promised us total transparency and that no questions were off-limits—even if they were uncomfortable for him. “You want to dig me up, dig me up,” he said. “Do what you’ve got to do. I’ve been through worse.” When he spoke that last sentence, his voice was calm, but his eyes held the pain of over thirty years of incarceration.

Though media visits were supposed to be limited to an hour, we were given nearly three uninterrupted hours with Leo. It was, Leo told us, an indication of the respect the warden’s office had for him. As we said our goodbyes, Leo’s parting words resonated with me, and I’ve never forgotten them. “Listen,” he told us. “This is the story. It is what it is. You believe or don’t believe it. It’s up to you. It will not change the fact that I’m an innocent man. And that truth transcends people’s disbelief. I don’t need you to believe in me to make it true.”

As an official stood by, ready to lead Leo back to the dorms, we shook hands, with a promise to return. Kelsey and I were then escorted from the administration wing to the Main Unit, where we returned our panic buttons and retrieved our driver’s licenses. We walked back out under the hot sun, back to the rental car, energized by the new leads and eager to keep digging. I knew that Judge Cupp had sent Leo a copy of my book Devil in the Grove and had told him I was best known for doing deep research into cases like his, investigations that took me years. I wondered how Leo might have reacted to that. Did he wonder if it would take me years to tell the story of his case while he sat in prison just waiting?

“Your life is worth a pack of cookies in here,” Leo had lamented, without elaborating. But there was a hint of something beneath his experience.

That afternoon, I left Hardee CI really wanting to believe Leo and everything he’d told us. There was something steady—almost unwavering—when he locked eyes with me and swore his innocence. Still, there was so much I didn’t know. Leo had spoken with clarity and conviction, a storyteller in his own right. I had to remind myself to hold on to my skepticism. Yet the alternative was even more unsettling: What if he were truly innocent and had spent the past three decades of his life locked in a prison cell, pleading for someone to believe him? How could I ever begin to understand that kind of torment and anguish?
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SOMETHING IS WRONG



By February 1987, Leo and Michelle were in dire financial straits. As the sole tenants responsible for rent at 3548 Island Oaks North, the young couple had already fallen behind. Michelle’s food stamps covered groceries, and Leo was working a variety of odd jobs, but after a bounced check landed him in jail for a night, he decided it was finally time to sell his motorcycle. Michelle applied for a job at Tom’s Drive In and Restaurant, and was hired as a waitress.

At 1349 North Combee Road, Tom’s occupied a building that was formerly a Whataburger and still showcased the distinct A-frame roof and long awning emblematic of its previous occupant. The roof had been painted red, and the dining room housed a modest number of tables and booths. The long awning stretched out across the parking lot, where one could pull into the shade and order a burger and fries and milkshakes. The staff wore white shirts and red pants, and some of the waitresses opted for roller skates to take orders and deliver food for the drive-in diners.

Michelle was still settling into her new job on February 24, 1987. That morning, Leo told her to give him a call after she got off work. Her shift started at noon, but she wasn’t sure yet whether they’d keep her through the dinner rush, until closing, or let her off around 5 PM. RYNO had broken up recently, and he and Dave Collins were starting a new band, Viper, and they planned to be at drummer Buddy Anderson’s house that evening to practice. Leo told Michelle to call him there. He gave her a kiss and left for his job installing lines at Paramount Cable with Buddy’s father, Jim Anderson.

Michelle had the Mazda to herself that morning, and she decided to drive to her father’s house to do some laundry. Afterward, she put on a clean white top, her red work pants, and her favorite red jelly shoes and headed to work. On the way out the door, she grabbed her gray jacket. Even in Central Florida, there was a February chill in the air.

Leo didn’t speak to Michelle all day. He finished his shift with Jim Anderson, who brought him straight to band practice in the Andersons’ garage. But Leo was feeling a slight pang of concern about Michelle. By 9:30 PM, he knew she must be off work, but he still hadn’t heard from her. Then, at 9:45, the phone at the Andersons’ house rang, and Leo picked up. With a rush of relief, he heard Michelle’s voice on the other end of the line: “Hi, babe, it’s me.”

She told Leo she’d gotten off work at 8 PM and added, with excitement, that she’d made thirteen dollars in tips. She’d put three dollars’ worth of gas in the car at Sparky’s, the station across from Tom’s, and bought a Coke and then had raced home to feed their two dogs and fold the laundry she’d done that morning. Now she was calling from a pay phone to let him know she was about to head over to Buddy’s to pick him up.

Leo thanked her for calling to let him know the plan and why she’d been late, as he was always badgering her to do. “Now, was that so hard?” He smiled into the receiver. “Now we don’t have to have a fight. Everything’s good. I know you’re okay.”

Michelle said she was thinking about stopping at McDonald’s on the way.

Pick me up first, Leo said, and we can get food together. He told her he was walking down the street to his friend Vince Rahner’s house because Buddy wanted to see Vince’s new puppies. So she should go straight there.

She agreed and said she was on her way.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you, too. See you soon.”

Leo heard her end of the line click. He hung up the phone.

An hour later, Michelle still hadn’t arrived at Vince’s house. Leo’s mind was racing, as Vince and Buddy tried to reassure him she would be there soon.

Michelle actually called this time.

She was only fifteen minutes away.

She said she was on her way.

The time ticked by as Leo tried to quiet his anxiety. But by 11:30 PM, Michelle was an hour and a half late, and Leo was painfully aware of each passing minute. He called his dad and woke him up. Leo Sr. assured his son that there was no reason to worry. Michelle was probably out doing whatever and would walk through the door at any minute, he figured. Still, Leo asked his dad to come pick him up so he could go look for her. He feared his wife was stranded on the side of the road with a broken-down vehicle or, worse, that there’d been an accident.

“Leo,” his father replied, “I don’t feel good. It’s eleven thirty at night. I don’t need this.”

Leo pleaded with his father.

“If she’s not there in a little bit,” Leo Sr. gave in, “call me back.”

Leo waited. Ten minutes passed, then fifteen, twenty, thirty. The clanging of Vince’s grandfather clock alerted Leo to the time. It was midnight. He jumped up, grabbed the phone, and dialed his father again.

“Dad, she’s not here,” he said urgently. “You need to come get me. Something’s wrong.”

Leo Sr. picked him up at Vince’s house, and Leo directed him to drive the route Michelle most likely would’ve taken, back toward Sparky’s gas station and Tom’s Restaurant. They drove the eight and a half miles without spotting Michelle or the Mazda. Next, Leo wanted to swing by their trailer; maybe Michelle was at home. He held his breath as they rounded the corner onto Island Oaks North. But the car’s headlights illuminated an empty driveway. Leo didn’t see lights on in the trailer, either. No Mazda. No Michelle. They didn’t stop.

Leo then directed his dad to drive to a nearby house where a friend of Michelle’s lived. No Mazda, no lights on, no Michelle. They then tried Michelle’s preferred route, along North Combee Road, and then Old Combee Road. But no Mazda, no Michelle.

They went back to Vince’s house, where Leo called the Sheriff’s Office to find out if his wife had been locked up. It was 12:43 AM.

“Polk County Sheriff’s Office, Operator Fifty-Three. How can I help you?”

“Uh, yes, uh,” Leo stuttered. “I need to talk to somebody about, uh, finding my wife. She’s four and a half hours late coming home from work, and she only lives ten minutes away from her job, and I was wondering if, uh, maybe she got picked up or not. I’m really worried about her…”

“Okay. Well, I can switch you over to the jail if you think there’s a possibility maybe she got picked up for something,” the operator responded, “and if they tell you no, then we can take a missing person’s report on her. You can just have them transfer you back over here.”

“Okay. Thank you very much.”

Leo was transferred to the jail. While the line rang, his mind was reeling. None of the possible explanations he ran through in his head and aloud with his friends and his parents seemed to make sense. He wished he could feel anger in that moment, because anger would have meant she was okay. But he wasn’t angry. All he could feel was the disquiet of having no answers about Michelle’s whereabouts or her well-being.

“Hello, sir?” Leo heard through the phone. Michelle’s being in jail was the final plausible explanation he could imagine.

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry, we don’t have her.”

There was a flat pause. “Oh man,” Leo mumbled, sounding demoralized. “Uh, could you put me back to the Sheriff’s Department? I’d like to file a missing person.”

He was transferred back to the Sheriff’s Office operator.

“Can I help you?” It was a different operator this time.

Leo gave her his name and then ran through the events of the night.

“Okay, what’s your wife’s name?” the operator asked.

“Michelle Schofield.” Leo spelled the name and answered questions about their address. When prompted about Michelle’s date of birth, he hesitated. Her birthday was December 8, the day before his own, but he was trying to remember the year. He knew she had just turned eighteen, so the operator helped him calculate: December 8, 1968. Leo gave the operator Michelle’s height: five foot six. Her weight: 105 pounds. Her hair and eye color: brown and brown.

“Do you know what she had on?”

“Well, she was coming home from work, so most likely she had red pants with a red-and-white striped shirt.”

The operator asked about the car she’d been driving, and Leo gave her the year, make, model, color, and tag number.

“Okay, and where is she missing from? You said her workplace?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Where’s that?”

“Tom’s Restaurant on Combee Road.”

“Where was she gonna pick you up at?”

“Uh, she was gonna pick me up on, uh, Daughtery Road. Well, actually, at Angus Drive. It’s a side street off of Daughtery Road, at North Ninety-Eight.”

“Okay. Are you at home now?”

“No, ma’am.”

Leo said he was waiting at a friend’s place—Vince Rahner’s—a house Michelle had been to many times, and where she was supposed to meet him.

“My dad’s with me,” Leo said. “We drove around town and, uh, I went to my house and where she works and where she called me from and everything, and I haven’t been able to find her. I thought the best thing is stay here and wait.”

“Okay. We don’t send deputies out on missing people usually. What we do is take the information and give it to—BOLO it to the deputies on the radio and give a description and then her vehicle information. So that they can look for her, keep a watch out for her.”

“Right.”

“If they find her, they’ll tell her to get in touch with you right away.”

“Right. Thank you very much, ma’am.” Leo ended the call.

The dull ache he’d been feeling in the pit of his stomach grew. Where was she? If she wasn’t at home, hadn’t been in an accident or broken down, and hadn’t been pulled over and taken to the police station, what other explanation could there be? He didn’t want to verbalize what he feared, but he felt it in his gut nonetheless.



After his call to the Sheriff’s Office, Leo and his father retraced the routes they’d driven earlier, then went to Leo’s parents’ trailer, hoping Michelle might be there. But she wasn’t. It was 2 AM when Leo tried calling Michelle’s grandmother Agnes, but instead he reached her aunt Cathy, who hadn’t seen his wife. Frustrated, he called the Sheriff’s Office again, hoping they could do more. He got the same dispatcher from earlier in the night, and she remembered him.

“Mr. Schofield,” she said, “you’re going to have to relax. She’s eighteen years old. Even if we find her, all we can do is suggest that she gets in touch with you.”

After making the calls, Leo was back on the road, retracing Michelle’s probable steps once more, this time with his mom, Cheryl, behind the wheel, since Leo Sr. wasn’t feeling well. They decided to stop by Michelle’s father’s house. David Saum lived in a part of Lakeland called Eaton Park, about six miles south of Leo and Michelle’s neighborhood. When they pulled up to the dark house, there was no sign of the Mazda in the driveway. Leo hopped out of the car and knocked on the front door.

“David, hurry, open the door.”

After a minute or two with nothing but silence on the other side of the door, Leo walked around to the back of the house and found the window of the bedroom where David slept. Leo tapped on the window to wake his father-in-law.

David stirred and grabbed the shotgun by his bed. He glanced at a clock. It was 2:20 AM. Who could this be? Cautiously, he peered out the window and saw the outline of his son-in-law. David lowered the weapon and went to open the front door, noting the car in the driveway. Leo walked in and started to explain what was going on, pacing back and forth in the kitchen as he spoke.

“David, Michelle is missing,” Leo said.

“What do you mean missing?”

Leo explained what had happened that night—how he’d been waiting for Michelle to pick him up at band practice at his friend Buddy’s after work, how she had called at 9:45 PM, and how he hadn’t seen or heard from her since. “We didn’t have an argument or anything. She was supposed to come and pick me up, and she didn’t.”

The last time David had seen Michelle was the previous morning, when she’d been over to use his washing machine. Leo was hoping that David would mirror his own concern and sense of urgency and join him in the search, to bring new insight to where they might look next. But Leo left the Saum house alone and got back into the car with his mother.

Unbeknownst to Leo, David did go out looking for Michelle, on his own. He drove along Combee Road and down State Road 33, toward Plant City, looking for a place where Michelle’s car might’ve slid off the road in the rain. He didn’t see anything, and he returned home just before dawn.

It was a little before 3 AM when Leo and Cheryl pulled away from the Saum house and headed north along Combee Road. At a gas station, Leo spotted two police cruisers parked side by side. He prompted his mom to turn around and pull up beside them. He told the officers that his wife was missing, that he’d already filed a report, and that he wanted to know if they’d seen or heard anything. The officers said they didn’t know anything about a missing person.

Leo and his mom made one final stop at Leo and Michelle’s trailer. While there, Leo let the dogs outside one last time. With no phone at the trailer and no vehicle to use, he decided to stay at his parents’ place for the night.

It was approaching 4 AM.

“Ma, you don’t have to sit up with me,” Leo said.

Cheryl reassured him that it was okay, that she didn’t have to work the next day, and she stayed up with him for a bit before heading to bed. But Leo was distraught and anxious. He knew he couldn’t sleep, and he didn’t know what else to do. Alone in his parents’ living room, he looked out the window toward 98 North and saw flashing lights. There were drops of rain on the windowpane, and he couldn’t tell what the lights indicated, but he was holding on to anything that might provide momentary hope. Maybe, he thought, it’s a tow truck, and they have the Mazda. He decided to go investigate.

He walked into his sister Kristen’s room and shook her awake. He figured that, once he had walked across the street to check out the lights, he could call Buddy Anderson from the pay phone there and catch a ride. But he didn’t have any change. He asked Kristen if she had any. She reached into her pocket and pulled out some coins, not bothering to count them before dropping them into Leo’s open palm. Then Leo grabbed his dad’s jacket and walked out the door, heading toward the lights.

He crossed the street and found himself standing in a parking lot, looking at the blinking lights of a street sweeper. No tow truck, no Mazda, no Michelle. At that moment, standing in the rain, the enormity of the situation hit him, and he started to cry. He didn’t know where to go or what to do, and he felt—no, he knew—that something was terribly wrong. His wife was in danger, and there was nothing he could do to help her.

Leo tried Buddy’s number from a pay phone but there was no answer. He figured Buddy had silenced the ringer on the family landline, so he decided to walk there. The Anderson house was a mile and a half away. By the time he appeared at Buddy’s window, he’d been crying, and he was damp from the rain. He tapped on the pane, and Buddy got out of bed to let him in.

“Please, Buddy,” Leo begged. “Take me out to look for her. Something is wrong.” As he spoke, he glanced over Buddy’s shoulder at the digital clock on the VCR and saw the numbers flicker from 4:40 to 4:41 AM.

“Just wait till morning,” Buddy said, trying to console his friend. “Just wait. We can’t do nothing now. Just wait.”

Leo didn’t want to wait, but he had no choice. He couldn’t get far on foot. Resigned, he sat on Buddy’s living room couch, knowing the sun would be up in a few hours. As he lay back, sleep came fitfully, and he lingered somewhere between rest and awareness. Outside, the night stretched on, indifferent to his waiting.







6
I CAN DO IT



As Kelsey and I drove through south Polk County toward Lakeland, we reflected on how intelligent and articulate Leo was and how genuinely appalled he seemed to be by the life-destroying injustice he had endured. It was almost as if he felt embarrassed—not just for himself, but for the criminal justice system—that he had suffered loss after loss in court while trying to defend his innocence. Our conversation with him had been raw and emotional at times, and we left the prison convinced that Leo was no master manipulator. To maintain such a convincing façade, he would have to be a sociopath, and neither of us believed we’d just spent three hours in the presence of one. Energized by his story, we felt an even stronger drive to investigate.

When we arrived at our hotel in Lakeland, Kelsey set up a scanner in her room, ready to digitize the boxes of legal files we’d acquired with the help of Judge Cupp. She planned to spend the night and the next few days scanning them into her laptop. Meanwhile, I focused on meeting people who could provide insight into Leo’s case and the intricate dynamics of Polk County’s legal terrain. Kelsey also took my small recorder and uploaded the audio files from our interview with Leo.

Later, she played some of the audio for me. The sound quality wasn’t great, but Leo’s words were. His account—of his frantic search for Michelle—was heartbreaking and utterly gripping.

Hearing Leo’s voice shake as he recounted the desperation and agony of those distant days brought sharp clarity to the trial transcripts and police reports Kelsey and I had been poring over. Some emotions don’t translate fully on the page.

“Maybe it should be a podcast,” Kelsey suggested.

I had only recently started listening to narrative podcasts about possible wrongful convictions—shows like Serial, which explores the case of Adnan Syed, and In the Dark’s investigation into Curtis Flowers. Their storytelling power was undeniable. But as someone who had only ever told stories on the page, I wasn’t sure I could make the leap to audio.

The more we talked, though, the more I realized that the books I wrote were, at their core, deep investigations into old criminal cases. I’d done hundreds of interviews for those books—how different could a podcast really be?

What felt unfamiliar was the idea of working in audio. I knew the learning curve would be steep. And with all the elements of Leo’s case—a missing teenage girl, a husband proclaiming his innocence, a wrongful conviction—I worried the story risked falling into the well-worn tropes of true crime and everything that came with it.

Kelsey saw it differently. If Leo’s really innocent, she said, the story isn’t just true crime. “It’s social justice.”

That was what clinched it for me. I was in—drawn to the idea, and the challenge, of telling Leo Schofield’s story as a narrative podcast.

The story was there. Now we just had to figure out how to tell it.



In February 2019, I received a call from Salvatore Scibona, the director of the Dorothy and Lewis B. Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers, a prestigious fellowship offered by the New York Public Library. Scibona informed me that I’d been selected as one of fifteen writers to receive a private office at the center and a generous stipend to fund my research for a new book. The fellowship would run for nine months, from early September to May 2020.

Even though I’d applied months earlier, I wasn’t expecting Scibona’s call. The Cullman fellowship is highly competitive, sought after even by celebrated writers, and I had all but put it out of my mind. Turning down the offer wasn’t an option I seriously considered, but accepting it meant I’d face limits on my ability to travel or to work on Leo’s case. Cullman fellows were expected to work at the library five days a week.

After meeting Leo in March and diving into the thousands of pages in his case files, Kelsey and I were growing increasingly energized by what we were uncovering. For me, this story felt markedly different from the books I’d written over the past two decades—books focused on events from the 1940s and ’50s, where nearly everyone involved was long dead. My research for those projects had taken place mostly in libraries, archives, and courthouses, where I’d pored over trial transcripts, legal documents, and police reports.

Leo’s case offered those same resources, and Kelsey worked to organize a spreadsheet of names we’d come across. But because Michelle’s murder had occurred in 1987, when many of the key witnesses were teenagers, our initial searches revealed something different: a lot of the witnesses were not only still alive but still living in Polk County.

We’d begun reaching out to witnesses, and a few had already expressed a willingness to talk to us. As the weeks passed, it became clear that reporting in Florida would be essential. However, the looming start of my Cullman fellowship complicated things. Anchored to an office in New York beginning in early September, I realized that if I were going to seriously pursue this project, I’d need to complete as much of the reporting as possible by the end of the summer.

In addition to our research on Leo’s case, Kelsey and I began outlining and drafting a detailed proposal for a podcast. Leo’s case touched on a theme I’d explored in the past—systemic injustice in Florida. I began working on a pitch for production companies. We knew that if we were going to pursue this, we’d need help.

“We need to have some kind of working title for this story,” I told Kelsey. I explained that we didn’t have to have it right away and that some of my books didn’t have titles until after I’d finished writing them. “‘Untitled Leo Schofield Story’ is fine for now,” I said. “But when you’re digging into the research, write down any possible titles that jump out at you.”

Hours later that same day, Kelsey looked up from her laptop. “Here’s a possibility,” she said.

“Let’s hear it.”

“‘Bone Valley,’” she said. That was what the area was called.

“I’ve never heard that, and I’ve spent a lot of time in Central Florida.”

“It’s from the phosphate,” she said, turning her laptop around. On her screen was a homepage from some Florida water management district, with historic black-and-white photographs of men with shovels and wheelbarrows posing with mastodon skulls.

In 1881, Capt. J. Francis LeBaron, a government surveyor with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, was exploring Florida’s Peace River when he took note of the fossilized remains embedded in its banks—mammoth tusks, massive shark teeth, and the bones of other long-extinct creatures. But what caught his attention most was a thick layer of phosphatic rock exposed in the riverbed. Further testing confirmed that the mineral was rich in phosphate, a key ingredient in fertilizer.

What began as a discovery of prehistoric bones soon led to something far more transformative. By the 1890s, phosphate mining had become the backbone of the region’s economy, turning Central Florida into one of the world’s leading producers of fertilizer. And as miners dredged the earth, they continued to unearth remnants of the past—three-toed horses, saber-toothed cats, and giant ground sloths, their bones preserved in the ancient layers of earth. It was this unusual combination of mineral wealth and prehistoric remains that gave the region its evocative name: Bone Valley.

“Michelle’s body was found in a phosphate drainage ditch,” Kelsey said. “And her father was a dragline operator.”

“Bone Valley,” I said, testing the words out loud. It was perfect. I thought about how hard it was to name my books—how Devil in the Grove had sat as “Untitled Thurgood Marshall Book” for years as I researched and wrote. And now here was Kelsey, coming up with something great the very same day I asked her to start thinking about it.

The pitch process for the podcast was daunting. While there was some initial enthusiasm for the story, months passed without a firm commitment from anyone. By May, Kelsey and I were deeply entrenched in Leo’s case, still combing through depositions and transcripts. As my window of availability for reporting on the case grew smaller, I had a conversation with Kelsey.

“How do you feel about spending the summer in Florida, doing reporting down there?” I asked.

“I’m in,” she said.

There was no question that she knew Leo’s case inside and out. I could ask her any question, and she’d immediately respond with the name of a witness or a detail from the timeline. Her depth of knowledge allowed us to focus on specific investigative leads and people we needed to speak with.

I began thinking that the best way forward was to rent a house for a few months, which would allow us to work day and night on the story while based in Florida. A podcast production company had expressed interest in joining us to help report on the case, but we didn’t yet have a firm commitment. With time slipping away, I began to suspect that we might have to get started on our own, which presented a challenge. I didn’t know anything about audio storytelling, and the little digital recorder we’d taken into Hardee to interview Leo wasn’t going to be enough.

“How are we going to do this?” I asked.

“I can do it,” Kelsey said confidently. “But we’re gonna need some professional sound equipment.”

While I scoured Airbnb for rental houses, Kelsey threw herself into researching the digital recorders, shotgun microphones, headphones, and software programs we’d need. She spent hours watching YouTube tutorials and reaching out to podcast professionals to identify the easiest equipment to use. After days of digging, she finally made her selections.

Finding a rental house turned out to be easier than expected. There were plenty of options, reasonably priced, as many locals head north to escape Florida’s summer heat. Even though most of our investigative work would take place in Polk County, right in the middle of the state, I thought that if we were going to spend an entire summer working in the Florida heat, it might be better to be closer to a beach. Kelsey didn’t argue with that, and because I had friends in the Tampa Bay area, I eventually found a place in St. Petersburg. It was big enough to accommodate the podcast producers we expected to join us at some point, with four bedrooms and a backyard pool. Most important, it was pet-friendly, so I could bring my two-year-old rescue dog, Maisy, a black border heeler, to join us.

I had to have a conversation with my wife, Lorna, about my plans for the summer. She was used to my traveling to Florida for weeks at a time to do research for my books. But this trip was going to be much longer, By then, Lorna had heard me talk endlessly about Leo’s case. She also understood that my books took years to complete and that, with my fellowship beginning in the fall, I’d have to finish my research on a much tighter timeline. The Florida trip made sense to her. As it turned out, Lorna had a full slate of summer travel for her own job, and with our two grown daughters out of the house, my taking Maisy along solved the issue of arranging dog boarding.

At the end of May, I rented a gray Ford Explorer and packed it with boxes of case files, a printer, a scanner, my clothes, a bicycle, and Maisy. Then I began the twelve-hundred-mile drive to Florida. Kelsey, who had been staying with her parents in North Carolina, planned to drive down separately and meet me at the house in St. Petersburg. We were both optimistic about the possibilities for this story and the investigation ahead. Still, without a firm commitment from the podcast producers, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that I should have waited for a signed contract before uprooting my life for the summer. I suspected that Kelsey and I might be on our own for at least the early part of the project.

When I arrived in St. Petersburg, the spacious two-story home with an upstairs office I’d secured us seemed perfect for our headquarters. I texted Kelsey photos of the interior rooms and the backyard pool while she was still on the road. The next day, as Maisy and I sat in the living room, I heard the rumble of Kelsey’s green 1997 Ford Ranger pulling into the driveway. The truck bed was loaded with luggage and some case files. I helped Kelsey unload the truck and carry everything into the house.

The tailgate of her pickup was plastered with bumper stickers: a Pride flag, a warning that she braked for possums, and a faded COEXIST sticker with a peace sign replacing the o. Above the license plate, a green alligator with pink lettering read EAT RACISTS.

Privately, I decided we’d probably feel safer driving my rental car into Polk County.

We set up the office upstairs where we’d be working for the next few months. The space had clean, white built-in bookshelves, which we used to store trial transcript binders, police records, appellate motions, briefs, and the files we’d acquired. I preferred working with paper over digital files, so we tried to print every document Kelsey had scanned. There was even a large corkboard in the room, which I repurposed with the index cards she had created, organizing the names of the people we hoped to interview.

In those first days, we mostly gravitated to the living room. I would stretch out on the couch, combing through the new files we’d acquired through a records request to the State Attorney’s Office. Kelsey preferred sitting on the floor, where Maisy frequently dropped tennis balls at her feet, expecting her to join in a game of fetch. Between us, we had thousands of pages to read, reread, and annotate. We traded documents marked with sticky notes, interrupting each other with new insights or revelations.

As someone used to working alone on his books, I was thrilled by this collaborative process. Those first two weeks felt like a blur as Kelsey and I worked through the case files and mapped out our reporting plan. I continued to marvel at her total recall—she could hold every detail in her mind with precision. While she continued revising her meticulously organized master timeline of the case, I began reaching out to people we’d been able to locate.

At night, we’d wind down by watching crime documentaries and drama series, but inevitably, our conversations would circle back to Leo’s case. We’d brainstorm how to tackle the various elements.

Still, as the days passed, there was no word from the producers who had planned to join us in Florida. I decided to order the recording equipment Kelsey had picked out. When it arrived, she dove into the technical manuals and YouTube tutorials, determined to master the tools. Her favorite was a shotgun microphone fitted with a furry, gray windscreen designed to block wind noise in outdoor recordings.

Over the next few days, Kelsey focused on familiarizing herself with the equipment. She’d follow me around the house with headphones on, prompting me to talk in different rooms and even in the backyard, testing the audio in a variety of environments to prepare for real-world conditions. Once she was satisfied with a recording, she’d upload the sound files to her laptop, and we’d listen to them together. The difference was staggering—the audio sounded infinitely richer and clearer than anything we’d captured with the small Zoom recorder we’d brought along on our visit with Leo.

Confident in her progress, Kelsey announced that she was ready. With that, we scheduled our first interview at the house—with Judge Scott Cupp.







7
LOOK FOR ME



Leo opened his eyes to the light of the rising sun. There was one disorienting moment before the recognition of where he was, and the weight of his reality, settled upon him. This was not his own bed. He couldn’t drowsily reach out his arm and feel Michelle’s warmth. Michelle was missing. He ran through what he knew: Michelle had called him at 9:45 PM, saying she was on her way. She only had three dollars’ worth of gas in the car, and she was probably still wearing her work uniform. The couple hadn’t had an argument. No one had seen or heard from her.

Leo picked up the phone on the table beside the Andersons’ couch and dialed his father.

They decided to go to the Lakeland Police Department to file another report. The two men approached the police department’s walk-up window, and Leo Sr. took the lead. He needed to file a missing persons report, he said. His daughter-in-law had been missing for over twelve hours.

On the other side of the window, jotting down notes, was Officer Richard Kachadurian, who was still relatively new to the police force and eager to get this right. The lobby of the police department was noisy, and Kachadurian didn’t want to miss anything, so he stepped out from behind the glass divide and motioned for the father and son to follow him into the hallway, where he could hear more clearly. Kachadurian asked the relevant questions but was also taking note of the body language of the two men. He scrutinized their behavior, their facial expressions and interactions. In a report he would later type up, he noted the emotion in Leo Sr.’s voice, while the younger of the two men stood back and seemed distant:


This writer recalls Mr. Schofield being extremely upset, and very emotional in giving this writer the facts needed in completing a missing persons report. Writer recalls that Mr. Schofield’s son was unable to give this writer pertinent, and common physical information on his own wife. At first this writer thought this was a little strange, but later felt that this was only due to the shock of Michelle being missing. This writer recalls Mr. Schofield doing most of the talking for his son, while his son just stood in the hallway of the police department, having the appearance of being lost.



Leo Sr. gave Kachadurian the information he needed for his report. He gave him a physical description of Michelle, information about the car and where she was last seen, and her date of birth. But Leo’s lack of participation in answering these questions—especially the question about Michelle’s date of birth—started to weigh on Kachadurian. He turned to Leo and attempted to engage him in the discussion. But the younger man was distant and avoided eye contact, as Kachadurian remembers it.

“Can you look at me?” Kachadurian prompted. “Are you having any marital discord?”

“No,” Leo Sr. answered for his son.

“Has there been domestic violence of any kind?” Kachadurian again directed the question at the younger Schofield. “Did you hit her?”

“No,” Leo Sr. answered again.

“Son, did you have anything to do with the disappearance of your wife?”

At this, Leo jumped in and assured Kachadurian that he had had nothing to do with Michelle’s disappearance. They had not had a fight.

Leo Sr. was becoming annoyed by this line of questioning, and Kachadurian decided to back off.

As the officer was gathering the finishing touches for his report, a mention of Combee Road caught his attention. At that time, there were two Tom’s Restaurants in Lakeland. One, at 2120 Harden Boulevard, was within city limits and the Lakeland Police Department’s jurisdiction. But the other, the one on Combee Road where Michelle worked, was just outside city limits. Kachadurian realized that given this was the last place Michelle had been seen, this wasn’t an LPD case. He had to hand it over to the Polk County Sheriff’s Office.

Kachadurian explained the confusion to the two men. He instructed them to head home, go find a good photograph of Michelle, and wait. He was going upstairs to call the Sheriff’s Office in Polk County to request that a deputy respond to the residence.

Leo and his father returned to the trailer on Island Oaks North. Leo didn’t hesitate. He pulled a drawer out from the bedroom dresser and dumped its contents onto the waterbed. It was Leo and Michelle’s junk drawer, and he sorted through the mess until he found a decent picture of his wife. It was one of those 1980s glamour shots, taken at an Olan Mills portrait studio in a Texas shopping mall during a 1985 trip to visit her mother. It included a three-quarter profile view of Michelle looking over her right shoulder and another, superimposed shot of her from the waist up, wearing a white button-up blouse and standing posed with one hand in the pocket of her slacks.

At 10:16 AM, Deputy J. D. Maney from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office was dispatched to 3548 Island Oaks North. Deputy Maney arrived at the residence, and Leo invited him inside. They stood in the living room of the trailer, and Maney glanced around. The space seemed fairly clean; nothing appeared out of place. Leo, once again, relayed the pertinent information, and he answered Maney’s questions. The deputy promised to put out a BOLO across the radio channels and left.



On the twenty-fifth of February 1987, in the early afternoon, Michell McCluskey was working her shift as a cashier at Food World, a Lakeland supermarket, when she looked up from her register and saw Leo walking toward her.

“I can’t find Michelle,” he told her.

“What do you mean you can’t find her?”

“She was supposed to pick me up at Vince’s last night, and she never showed up, and I haven’t seen her since. I can’t find her.” Leo was frantic, out of breath. “Have you seen her? Or talked to her?”

She finally left him, McCluskey thought. “No, I haven’t heard from her,” she said, confirming Leo’s fears. “Did you guys have a fight? Were you arguing?” she asked. She figured Leo had said something or done something that had really scared Michelle. She probably left and is hiding out somewhere, McCluskey thought.

But Leo shook his head. “No. Nothing like that,” he said.

McCluskey paused. If Michelle’s left him, she thought, she would’ve gotten in touch with me. Plus, Leo seemed genuinely concerned. He didn’t seem angry, but afraid. Something wasn’t adding up.

McCluskey told her boss she needed to leave work early, and she left with Leo and his father, to join the search. The three of them returned to Leo’s parents’ trailer and began to strategize.

Leo turned to his wife’s friend. “Can you get in touch with her other friends from school?” he asked. He wanted to know who else McCluskey could think of to call or visit to try to find his wife.

McCluskey grabbed the phone book and stationed herself beside the phone. She began dialing anyone she could think of who might’ve been in recent contact with her friend. Many of them were her friends, too, but she and Michelle had attended different high schools, so she relied on some of her contacts to provide names and numbers for those she was less familiar with. Before long, she’d exhausted her leads, and it became clear that nobody had heard from Michelle.

In the meantime, Leo and his father sat down and began making notes of their movements from the previous night. McCluskey looked over from her place beside the telephone while the two men scribbled into notebooks. “They were keeping track of what day, what time, where they were, who they talked to,” she remembered. “I mean, every detail of the day, everything that they did.”

“What is that?” she said, looking over at their notes.

“Well, in case the police question us,” one of them explained, “we want to have detailed information about what we’ve been doing.” Even then, with no answers about Michelle’s whereabouts, there seemed to be an understanding that any suspicions would first be directed at the husband.

Leo Sr. took the copy of Michelle’s photograph and, with McCluskey’s help, started drawing up a flyer to hang around town. The flyer, with MISSING at the top in big bubble letters, included the phone number for Leo’s parents and for Detective Dennis Russell, the PCSO detective who was assigned to missing persons cases. On either side of Michelle’s portrait were the pleas “Look for me!” and “Help me!” Words beneath the photo read, “Please help us to find Michelle. Last seen at 10.00 PM on the 24th at Combee Rd. Exon [sic] Station—Lakeland. Last seen wearing red slacks–white blouse.” The flyer also included physical identifying information—Michelle’s age, weight, height, eye and hair color—and a description of the Mazda.

Once the stack of flyers was gathered, the search team took the copies and drove around town, hanging them in local businesses and on the sides of gas pumps. They took special care to cover the block of Tom’s Restaurant and Sparky’s gas station, where Michelle had last been seen.

That was the most they could do that day.



The next day, the search party reconvened. As on the previous day, there was no clear direction for what to do or where to go. There was talk of hanging up more flyers and driving down the rural side streets of North Lakeland, looking for any sign of Michelle or the Mazda. The morning and afternoon passed in a haze of dead-end streets and anxious silences, and no one wanted to voice their fears. One hour faded into the next with no answers and no leads.

Earlier that evening, Chris Peck, a local guitar player Leo was friendly with, had been driving along I-4, coming home from his Disney World job in Kissimmee. Speeding west, toward Lakeland, he passed a familiar vehicle. He’d seen it that morning on his way to work, too. It was the little orange Mazda Leo Schofield drove. Leo always seemed to have car troubles, so Chris figured the car had broken down. Seeing it again, hours after the first sighting, he chuckled to himself about Leo’s misfortune and considered pulling over to leave a lighthearted note on the windshield. It wasn’t until he turned off the interstate and stopped at Sparky’s gas station that he realized the significance of the sighting. There, on a flyer by the gas pump, was a picture of Leo’s wife beneath MISSING in big bubble lettering. Chris scanned the flyer and saw the information about the Mazda. He made note of the phone numbers at the top, and as soon as he had the chance, he dialed the one for “Det. Russell” from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office and the number for Leo’s parents.

Chris eventually reached the Schofields later that night and told them exactly where he’d seen the Mazda—it was along I-4, just beside the exit ramp for Polk City and State Road 559. Leo Sr. relayed this info to his son and quickly dialed the Sheriff’s Office to report the find. Then the search party raced out to the scene. It was around 11 PM.

They found the Mazda parked on the shoulder of I-4, the driver’s side of the vehicle on the road and the tires on the passenger side sunken into the grass. The car was about three hundred feet from the steep embankment of the exit ramp.

Once they arrived at the scene, the search party stood around the Mazda, trying to peer into its windows while being careful not to touch the chassis. There was a Styrofoam cup on the front passenger side floorboard, and the keys didn’t seem to be inside the vehicle. The stereo looked slightly out of place, like someone had tampered with it. And through the hatchback, they saw that the speakers were missing. Also in the back, they saw the Downy fabric softener bottle that Michelle must’ve used when she did laundry before work on Tuesday. There was a stain on the bottle.

“Looks like blood in the back,” someone said.

Leo Sr. couldn’t remember who spoke the words, but he knew they were all thinking it. They stood in silence for a moment, trying to understand what this meant, to have found the car but not Michelle.

Headlights flashed across the back of the Mazda. They turned around, expecting the police, but it was David Saum. Someone must’ve alerted him. Leo decided to climb the embankment and look for a pay phone from which he could call the police. At the top of the hill, behind a tree line, was a little gas station market. It was closed, but he found a phone beside the building. He called the Sheriff’s Department, gave them his name and location, and said they’d found the Mazda.

“Does it run?” someone asked.

Leo didn’t understand. “No. I—I don’t know,” he stuttered.

“Are you going to take it home?”

Now Leo was growing frustrated. “You’re apparently not understanding who I am. My wife is still missing. I found her car. I did not find her. I need some help.”

The person on the other end of the line began to connect the dots and promised to send someone out. Leo hadn’t been sure about the exit number, but he gave the operator the name of the store and was told a deputy would meet him there. He waited beside the store for fifteen or twenty minutes before he saw a police car turn in to the parking lot. Leo approached the car. The officer got out and followed him to the edge of the embankment. Leo pointed at the Mazda down below. “That’s the car.”

The officer called it in, and the Sheriff’s Office dispatched the crime scene unit.

It was getting close to midnight and Leo and the others waited a good half hour or more before the detectives and crime scene investigators arrived. In the meantime, the searchers walked up and down the shoulder of the interstate, looking for anything that might shed some light on what had happened to Michelle. Once the detectives arrived, Leo and his father volunteered to walk along the median and continue the search, but they were told to hold off. The Sheriff’s Office was planning to fly a helicopter over the area at daybreak.

After the scene was photographed and processed, the Mazda was towed to a crime lab in Orlando, where it was processed for fingerprints. Two sets of prints were lifted from inside the vehicle.

Once the car had been found, the search became a process of elimination. There was only one direct route to get from Combee Road, where Michelle had last been seen, to I-4, where the car had been found. North on Combee, turn right onto State Road 33, take the entrance ramp to I-4.

As the Sheriff’s Office helicopter zoomed overhead, the search party started to backtrack, first following I-4 from the location of the Mazda and back toward Lakeland. There were more than five miles of interstate to search, and they wanted to be thorough, covering both sides of the highway and the median. They drove slowly along the shoulder, jumping out to investigate on foot every few hundred feet or whenever something caught the eye. Once the search party made it to the intersection of I-4 and SR 33, Leo and Michell McCluskey split off, wanting to investigate a nearby construction site. Leo Sr. parked his truck and began his search along SR 33 on foot.

Not long into their search, a police car sped by. Then another, with its lights flashing. Leo and Michell McCluskey decided to follow it. Up around the curve, the road straightened, and the scene stretched out before them. Ahead, they saw police cars pulled up in front of an eighteen-wheeler that was jackknifed across the road. At first, Leo thought it was just another car crash.

They saw the Sheriff’s Office helicopter parked on the side of the road, and Leo caught a glimpse of his father walking from the woods, his head in his hands.

Leo didn’t wait for Michell McCluskey to stop the truck and park. As soon as she’d slowed down enough, his door was open and he was running across the pavement, screaming for his father. They collided, each of their arms locked around the other. Leo already knew, he was already crying.

“She’s gone,” his father consoled. “She’s gone.”







8
THE HILL I HAVE TO CLIMB



We waited for Judge Cupp to arrive. When his white SUV pulled into the driveway, we went outside to greet him. True to form, he was decked out in Pittsburgh Pirates regalia, wearing flip-flops and his black baseball cap with the yellow Gothic P turned backward.

“Morning, dude,” Cupp said, extending a hand.

I introduced him to Kelsey, and we went inside. Cupp and I sat down on opposite sides of the dining room table. Kelsey had set up a microphone on my side, and she sat between us, pushing the furry mic close to the judge’s face, causing him to flinch.

“Sorry,” she said, laughing.

We asked Judge Cupp to start from the beginning, and we learned he’d grown up in Pittsburgh playing hockey before studying English and theology at Duquesne University, then getting his law degree in 1986 from Western New England University School of Law. He ended up spending the next seventeen years of his life as an assistant state attorney in three different circuits in Florida, mostly prosecuting child abuse and child homicide cases. After those stints, he bounced around South Florida as both a defense attorney and a prosecutor again until Gov. Rick Scott appointed him county judge in Hendry County in 2014 and circuit judge in the Twentieth Circuit in 2018.

What struck us most, though, was that Judge Cupp was not supposed to be talking to us about Leo’s case. Once sworn onto the bench, he was expected to adhere to the Florida Code of Judicial Conduct, ethical standards and guidelines to ensure the integrity of the judiciary. The code states that “a judge shall not make any public comment that might reasonably be expected to affect the outcome or impair the fairness of a matter pending or impending in any court or make any nonpublic comment that might substantially interfere with a fair trial or hearing.”

“I’m probably way over my skis right now,” Cupp said. “As a prosecutor, as a defense lawyer, and as a judge, God help us if we can’t get this right. I don’t know if I could live with myself if I didn’t do this. And if what I’m doing falls astray of some of the judicial canons, I’m willing to accept that. If I don’t do it, who the fuck’s going to do it? They want to come after me, fuck ’em. I’ll take my pension.”

Cupp then began to describe to us how he’d gotten involved in the Leo Schofield case—how, back in 2002, when he was working as a defense attorney, he’d gone into the Hendry County Jail to meet with a client from the Seminole Tribe of Florida who’d been jailed in a DUI manslaughter case. Also present was a social worker who was doing substance abuse counseling at the time. She had come to the jail to visit the same client as Cupp. He introduced himself. That night, he told his wife, Synda, a detective with the Hendry County Sheriff’s Office, about meeting a social worker at the jail.

“What’s her name?” Synda wanted to know.

“Crissie Carter,” Cupp said.

Synda was stunned. “That’s my friend Crissie,” she told Cupp, then went on to explain that the two of them used to work child abuse cases together, years before. Synda told her husband that she and Crissie had drifted apart because Crissie had married an incarcerated man, convicted of murdering his first wife, and that she hadn’t wanted her career tainted by their friendship.

Cupp threw his hands up. “Oh, my God,” he said. “I had no idea she was a whack job.”



When we met with Leo, one of the first things we asked him about—as an icebreaker, but also to show we weren’t there to focus only on his most painful moments—was the story of how he’d met his second wife.

“That’s one of my favorite stories,” he said with a big smile, leaning back in his chair.

Once Leo arrived at Baker CI, some older inmates took him under their wing, advising him to take advantage of as many programs as possible. As a high school dropout, Leo immediately pursued a high school diploma, which he received in October 1989. That same year, a prison riot broke out at Hendry CI. To prevent further violence, the Department of Corrections made a population adjustment, and Leo was transferred there in 1990. At Hendry, Leo thrived. He graduated from a life skills program for inmates, became a tutor for other inmates, and after the teacher left, he kept the class going by teaching the course himself—until the Branell Institute, which ran the program, got wind that an inmate was teaching and put a stop to it.

One day in August 1991, Leo’s supervisor, Mr. Baretta, told him that a new teacher would be arriving the following morning, and he asked Leo to be there to meet her. Leo arrived at Mr. Baretta’s office as late as he could, and that was when he laid eyes on Crissie Carter for the very first time. Standing in the office was a tall blond woman who had been assigned to the class.

“She was absolutely stunning,” Leo recalled. “I was not expecting that.”

“This is my aide, Leo Schofield,” Mr. Baretta said to Crissie. “I’m going to assign him to you.”

Baretta then turned to the young inmate. “Leo,” he said, “this is Miss Carter. I want you to help her out.”

Leo, instantly smitten, was quick to reply. “No problem,” he said with a smile.

He wasn’t late for their next meeting.

Crissie had grown up in Key West and graduated from the University of Florida. She was thirty years old and doing social work at the Seminole Tribe of Florida before she accepted the life skills teaching job at Hendry.

At twenty-five, and locked behind bars for the past three years, Leo was dumbstruck as he shook her hand. “I’m thinking, This can’t be real,” he said. “It’s got to be some kind of joke.”

As Crissie oriented herself in the role, she relied on Leo’s guidance. Soon, their conversations began to drift away from the course material, and within days, Crissie realized she enjoyed talking to Leo. She started looking forward to her days working beside him.

Crissie never asked Leo what had landed him in prison, but he told her anyway. Having already endured the loss of Michelle, he recognized that the spark he felt with Crissie was rare, special, and nearly miraculous given his circumstances. He chose to be honest with her about what he’d been convicted of and the uphill battle he faced to prove his innocence. He gave her all the information and left it up to her to decide how to proceed.

“In the chain gang, inmates will play games with girls, and they’ll say they’re getting out at such and such a time,” Leo told us. “When that time comes up, and they’re not getting out, they’ll make up some story. I was not going to do that with her. I’d already lost my wife and wasn’t in the mood for a game. I was very broken. So, I just laid it all on the line for her, everything that was happening. I told her, ‘This is the hill I have to climb. It’s going to be a long and arduous climb,’ and I let her make the decision.”

There were other concerns. Florida strictly prohibits inmates and staff from forming personal relationships. Any hint of a budding relationship between Leo and Crissie could put Leo in danger, jeopardize Crissie’s position, and lead to lasting repercussions for them both. And Leo wasn’t one to break the rules.

He applied for an immediate transfer from Hendry to DeSoto CI, just over an hour’s drive to the north. Within two weeks, Leo was on his way to a new institution—one where no policies would prevent him from pursuing a relationship with Crissie. In 1995, after years of weekend visits, the two were married in a prison chapel.



Synda was moved by her husband’s mention of Crissie and decided to reach out to her. Crissie, who had been hurt when her old friend cut her out of her life, welcomed the chance to reconnect, and the two became friendly again. Cupp recalled Crissie coming over for dinner from time to time. She would ask questions about the appellate process and mention details of Leo’s case, but Cupp didn’t want to hear it. Eventually, with Synda’s encouragement, he agreed to talk to Crissie about Leo.

“I’m not proud of this,” Cupp recalled. “But kind of coldly, I said, ‘Okay here’s the deal.’” He told Crissie he would familiarize himself with Leo’s case, but that he was going to charge her a fee. “I’m not representing your husband,” he told her. “I’m not going into the prison to talk to him.”

Despite having only a “social worker’s salary,” Crissie agreed to Cupp’s terms, and she told the lawyer she would stop by his office with a check and the trial transcript.

Cupp was skeptical. As a former prosecutor, he’d seen countless defendants profess their innocence before and after their convictions, even when the evidence against them was overwhelming. Cupp thought Crissie’s husband was just a typical conniving inmate who’d convinced someone to marry him, whether for money or for help with his legal case.

“I wanted no part of that,” Cupp said. He was expecting to go through the transcript in just a few hours, and like most homicide cases he’d seen, the reason for Leo’s conviction would be right there on the page. “Then I will explain to her why her husband was in prison … for murder,” he recalled. “And I thought that would be the end of it. I just wanted this to stop and for her to leave me alone.”

The following day, Crissie drove to Cupp’s office on West Cowboy Way in Hendry County, a little shingled one-story house in Labelle. To spruce up the place, Cupp had it painted yellow, with black shutters (the colors of the Pittsburgh Pirates). It shared a cement parking lot with a Mexican general store, Azteca, that made, Cupp said, “the best food I ever had in my life.”

The location, he said, was well suited for defense work, sitting on the edge of two low-income sections of town, where many defendants, recently released on bail, were in need of a lawyer. As a prosecutor turned defense attorney, Cupp had seen his name get around Labelle quickly. In the beginning, he was taking on a lot of drug cases, “because I knew how to get the stops and searches suppressed.”

His office had an enclosed porch in the rear of the house that he had turned into a library, with an old conference table and walls lined from floor to ceiling with law books that had been about to be discarded by the nearby Lee County Courthouse. Cupp would park his car behind the house and use the front bedroom as his office, “so I could see the cars when they pulled in and decide whether I was in or not.” He didn’t have a secretary, so when Crissie pulled in and knocked on the door, it was Cupp who invited her in. She carried with her the 1989 trial transcript for her husband’s case—six thick binders with more than two thousand pages—which she set down on the conference table. Cupp told her he’d look when he had some time, but after Crissie left and because he wasn’t that busy, he sat down at the table immediately and began to read.

He skipped the voir dire—French for “to speak the truth”—section, where the attorneys from both the prosecution and the defense questioned potential jurors—and went straight to opening statements. But the hours passed quickly, as Cupp couldn’t stop reading. The sun had set and the sky had turned dark when he picked up the fourth binder, the last he would read that evening—and he remembers the moment that washed over him. “I closed the binder and just sat there,” Cupp recalled, “and I think I maybe even said out loud, ‘Holy shit. This guy didn’t do it.’ He couldn’t have done it.”

Cupp had read up to only where the State rested its case. He hadn’t even cracked into the defense’s presentation. He didn’t need to. “The State’s case didn’t make any sense,” he said. “It didn’t hold together logically or physically.”

Cupp zeroed in on Assistant State Attorney John Aguero’s tactics. “As a former prosecutor, it became abundantly clear to me that he had no evidence, and he knew it,” Cupp said. “It was all smoke and mirrors.”



Cupp had been expecting to have a difficult conversation with Crissie, one where he would explain that all the evidence pointed squarely at her husband and that the State had proven, beyond a reasonable doubt, that Leo Schofield was guilty of first-degree murder. Instead, when Crissie showed up at his office on West Cowboy Way, Cupp explained that the years she had spent studying the transcripts and police reports were justified. They were both in agreement that the State’s theory of the case had major, inexplicable holes in it. But Cupp also learned that Crissie was obsessed with one piece of evidence that was a mystery to her—something she couldn’t let go of, something she needed an answer to, but she had no idea where to turn to get it.

“Always, always, it was the fingerprints,” Crissie recalled.

Two sets of unidentified fingerprints had been lifted from inside the car Michelle Schofield was driving the night she disappeared. Manual comparisons had ruled out both Leo and Michelle, the two people likeliest to have left their prints in the car—but without the present-day statewide database and without an alternative suspect for comparison, the prints had been filed away and forgotten. But there were notations marking their existence within the case file—something Crissie had spotted and hadn’t let go of.

“Whose fingerprints are they?” she would ask. “Nobody can answer. Somebody was in that car. Was it the tow truck driver, or was it a mechanic or a random person? Because whoever they are, they might know something. Let’s find out about the fingerprints! It was aggravating to me.”

By the time of Michelle’s murder, the Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS) had been implemented and been in use for nearly a decade at the state level, but local law enforcement didn’t have direct access until the early 1990s. The database stores prints from various sources, like criminal investigations and government background checks across the state, and automatically compares them with existing prints in the system. Prints submitted through AFIS could generate a list of potential matches or even a direct hit within just a few days.

Cupp agreed that the fingerprints should be tested. The next day, he made a phone call to the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, in Tallahassee, the agency responsible for managing and maintaining Florida’s state-level AFIS database. He had a record number for the prints that Crissie had given to him, and Cupp wanted to see if, by chance, the FDLE still had the prints on file.

“Lo and behold, in one phone call, I was told they did,” Cupp said. “I faxed up a public records request, and the lab tech I spoke to stuck them in the mail.”

A few days later, Cupp received a copy of the AFIS “Latent Entry Form,” the card with the unidentified prints lifted from inside the Mazda seventeen years before. “At that point, I really didn’t know what I wanted to do,” he recalled. “I like to ruminate on things and try to figure out the best way to go forward. But I knew I wanted those prints to be run.”

Days turned to weeks, and Crissie was growing impatient. To get the testing done by going through the courts could take months, if not years. There’d be hours devoted to drafting motions and then who knew how long before a judge would rule on it. But Crissie had another idea. She took the fingerprint card and went to see a person she knew who had access to AFIS—her friend, and Cupp’s wife, Synda.

“Please, please, please figure out a way,” she begged, showing Synda the card.

“What are you doing with this?” Synda asked.

“Could you just see if this print comes back to anyone?” Crissie asked.

Synda looked at the card and thought, Well, apparently it doesn’t, because nobody’s pursued this. She couldn’t imagine a scenario where police had overlooked something so obvious, but she also didn’t know Leo’s case as well as Crissie did.

“All right, give it to me,” Synda said, taking the card. She knew how persistent her friend could be, and she later admitted she wanted Crissie to stop bugging her about it. She went back to her office, thinking, This is gonna finally make her shut up.

Back in the Sheriff’s Office, Synda pulled one of her crime scene detectives aside and handed him the card. “Is there any way that you can find out by running this through the database if this comes back to anyone?” she asked.

“Sure,” he said. Card in hand, the detective slumped away.

“If you want me to be perfectly honest,” Synda recalled, “I thought it was going to come back as nothing. Not that I wanted it to. But I thought that it would be something that was already done, and this was just another dead end. I thought she was grasping at straws.”

Synda had forgotten about the fingerprints and went about her business at the Hendry County Sheriff’s Office. Three days later, in December 2004, the crime scene detective approached her with an AFIS update on the prints she’d given him.

“There’s a hit,” he said. “Some guy named Jeremy Scott.”

Synda quickly entered the name into the state database, pulling up a young man with an extensive criminal record of violent offenses in 1980s Polk County. She stared at her screen in disbelief.

“Holy shit,” she said.







[image: Part Two: The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it. - Flannery O'Connor]
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HE WAS JUST DIFFERENT



As the summer progressed, Kelsey and I were still waiting to hear when the podcast producers would be joining us in Florida to assist with the reporting and sound recording. We were not waiting idly, however. We spent those weeks tracking down documents and investigation notes, learning what we could about the phosphate industry and its impact on the region, and immersing ourselves in every place tied to Leo and Michelle’s life together: the church where they were married, the house where Michelle grew up, and the trailer where the young couple lived. Finally, we visited the crime scene where Michelle’s body was found. I was staring at the greenish, watery surface of an abandoned phosphate pit.

“Just a horrible place to end up,” I said.

Leaving the crime scene, we hopped onto I-4, heading east for about seven miles until we reached the spot on the highway—the exit ramp to State Road 559, where Michelle’s Mazda had been found. Up the hill, we located the gas station where Leo had called the Sheriff’s Office that evening. Though it’s now the Polk City Travel Center, with an accompanying Shell station, an old fluorescent sign from its past remained: DIXIE BOY FUEL CENTER. Kelsey stepped out of the car with her recorder in hand. I stared out toward the highway, hyperaware of the shotgun mic she’d aimed at me, as if waiting for me to fill the silence.

“I’m standing here on the hill, at the gas station where Leo came to call police after Michelle’s Mazda was discovered by the exit ramp along I-4,” I announced.

Kelsey dropped the mic to her side and yanked off the headphones in frustration. “You sound like a TV news reporter,” she said.

“Well, I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing,” I shot back.

It was tedious work, capturing as much audio as we could until the professional podcasters got their corporate approval and joined us. There were steep learning curves for both of us. The interviews we’d done so far were manageable once I figured out that I needed to shut up and nod instead of blurting out “yeah” or “really?” while the subjects were still speaking. But this fieldwork was wearing me down. I was supposed to be a “host” or “reporter” for a true crime podcast, but I had no idea what I was doing, and everything I said felt forced and performative.

“You have to be the producer,” I told Kelsey. “Can you just direct me or something?”

It was a lot to ask of a recent college graduate whom I’d brought to Florida as a researcher with no experience in this work. I’d watched her teach herself to handle audio equipment, and now I was asking her to step into the role of producer, a job neither of us knew anything about. We were both agitated, stuck down here on our own without professional guidance. At times, I felt like I was winging it, and I feared the material would end up unusable and amateurish.

Even in our most frustrated moments, though, the story kept driving us forward. It was the one thing we could believe in, the thread holding us together when everything else felt like it was falling apart.

After we’d taken a few deep breaths on the hill by the gas station, Kelsey offered some guidance. “Just be natural and forget about having to say something,” she said, explaining that she’d keep recording everything, no matter where we went. We might end up with nothing but small talk and ambient sounds, she told me. “But at least it will be real.”

Her words lifted the pressure I’d been carrying. I trusted her, and over the course of this project, her instincts became a compass I relied on time and again.



The fingerprints lifted from Michelle Schofield’s car belonged to someone named Jeremy Scott. This mysterious figure loomed over Leo’s story for the entire summer that Kelsey and I spent in St. Petersburg, as we worked to uncover everything we could about Scott. Going through our small but growing collection of relevant legal documents, Kelsey mapped out a timeline of Jeremy’s early life—the homes he’d bounced between, the relatives who had taken him in. Even at a glance, the pattern was unmistakable: Instability had defined his early years.

Jeremy Scott was born in Michigan on April 29, 1969. According to family testimony, his mother, Linda, rejected him almost immediately. Just fifteen years old and using drugs, she brought him home from the hospital but wanted nothing to do with him, leaving him in the care of her parents.

In the first years of his life, Jeremy was raised mostly by his maternal grandparents, Earline and Stacey Scott, whom he called Mom and Dad. They nicknamed him “Bam Bam”—apparently because “he liked to hit stuff.”

Earline worked, and Stacey struggled with alcoholism, so Jeremy spent much of his early childhood with Linda’s younger sister, Debbie, who was only fourteen at the time. Once, when Jeremy was a toddler, he was left unsupervised in the driveway, and his grandfather, drinking and unaware of the boy’s presence, accidentally backed over him with his truck.

“His psych reports say there was significant injury to the right frontal area of his skull,” I tell Kelsey. “Looks like the incident may have left him with some form of brain damage.”

Reading through Jeremy’s file reveals the contours of a traumatic childhood, one marked by instability, neglect, and violence. After the accident, Earline saw it as the final straw. She divorced Stacey and moved out. Jeremy’s uncle Tom moved into the house and, according to Aunt Debbie, became verbally and physically abusive toward the boy, who was already showing signs of having fallen behind, developmentally and emotionally. His difficulties became more apparent in the classroom, where he repeated kindergarten and was later assigned to special education.

In the mid- to late 1970s, the family relocated to Florida—first to the Panhandle, then to Central Florida, moving through Lakeland, Kissimmee, Davenport, and Mulberry. Flipping through the reports, I found it difficult to piece together exactly where Jeremy was—and with whom—during his early years. “He was passed between different caregivers and family members,” I said. “But he never seems to stay anywhere for long.”

At some point, he ended up back with his mother, Linda, but that didn’t last, either. Jeremy would show up at school with visible bruises and marks on his body—enough to raise concern among school officials. His aunt Debbie would later testify that Linda was beating him with belts and sticks. The school reported the suspected abuse, and Jeremy was placed in foster care. But the situation was murky. Years later, his brother Royal Dean claimed that Jeremy had lied to school officials, accusing Linda to get himself removed from her care.

Psychologists’ interviews reveal that after fourth grade, Jeremy stopped attending school regularly. By eighth grade, he had dropped out entirely.

“Somewhere in that time,” I tell Kelsey, “he starts getting in trouble with the law.”

The first arrest on his record came in August 1980. At just eleven years old, he was charged with petty theft, burglary, criminal mischief, dealing in stolen property, and unauthorized use of a motor vehicle. All were misdemeanors, but they marked the beginning of a long criminal history. “My oldest cousin—he’s the one that got me into crime,” Jeremy later said. “First time I ever did a crime was with him. We stole a truck. I think I might have been nine or ten.”

By this time, Jeremy was already living on the streets. In January 1982, at the age of twelve, he was arrested for grand theft and burglary. The felony charges sent him to Okeechobee, a juvenile detention facility in South Florida—a place he was in and out of between the ages of thirteen and fifteen.

Then, in February 1985, Jeremy made his way back from Okeechobee to Polk County. He claimed he tried to reunite with his mother, but she avoided him. Stung by the rejection, he numbed the pain by smoking dope and drinking. He found work at the Florida Citrus Festival, a ten-day fair in Winter Haven, operating an amusement ride called the Sea Dragon.

At the fair, he met thirteen-year-old Nancy Tillman, who welcomed him into her circle of friends. Those ten days and nights gave Jeremy a glimpse of a life he’d rarely known. He loved his job and had friends, food to eat, and, for the first time in a while, someone looking out for him.

Nancy found Jeremy quiet and not very outgoing; she noticed that he seemed to be a little “slow.” “I don’t know if it was a disability,” she said. “He was just different.”

Those ten days felt like a break from the life he’d always known, a rare stretch of stability, maybe even happiness. But the fair would leave town, the lights would go dark, and soon, Jeremy Scott’s world would change forever.



Kelsey arranged for us to visit the evidence room beneath the Polk County Courthouse. While I spoke with a deputy clerk in the Records Division, she headed down to the basement, where she met Shane Kent, a certified evidence specialist who had been overseeing the storage and preservation of trial evidence since 2003. Shane, in his early forties, had tattoos covering his forearms and gauge piercings in his earlobes.

“I like your septum ring,” he told Kelsey.

Shane set up a viewing table for us, and as we sat down, he explained how the process worked. “Here’s how it’s gonna go down,” he said. “I’m gonna try to keep control of the evidence. I’ll be the only one handling it. If I set something down, you can look at it, examine it, whatever you need.”

I’d brought my little digital Leica camera, the one I like to use for photographing documents and evidence, and had it ready on the table.

Whenever someone requests to view homicide evidence, the State Attorney’s Office, located upstairs, is notified. They can send someone down to observe, and today was no exception. An armed officer stood silently off to the side watching as Shane began to bring out the items: first, a four-foot-long piece of plywood that had been resting on top of Michelle’s body when she was found; then the bloodstained plastic bottle of Downy fabric softener that had been inside her Mazda.

We saw Michelle’s time card from her final shift at Tom’s Restaurant, some maps mounted on foam core boards that the State had presented at trial, and notes Leo had written meticulously documenting his movements and the places he’d searched in the days and nights after Michelle went missing. Then Shane brought out clear plastic bags containing the clothes Michelle had been wearing—a gray Members Only jacket and a white top, both shredded by slashes. He showed us her bra and underwear and the red pants she’d worn to work that day. All the items were stained with blood.

A solemn quiet had settled over me by this point. I glanced subtly at Kelsey to see how she was holding up. She was still recording, but her headphones were draped around her neck as she focused intently on the evidence.

Shane returned from the vault with a stack of photographs. He flipped through them slowly, presenting each to us deliberately, one by one. There were images of Leo, shirtless and in jeans, walking along State Road 33 moments after he arrived at the scene and learned Michelle had been found dead in the water; pictures of the Mazda, now in a garage, as it was being processed for evidence and fingerprints; a cassette tape of Leo’s call to the Polk County Sheriff’s Office; the missing persons flyer Leo’s friends and family had posted around town; aerial photographs of the area where Michelle’s body had been discovered; shots of bloodstains on the dirt road near the water.

Then came the photos of Michelle herself—as she was found, face down in the watery phosphate drainage pit, the plywood resting on top of her. Then others, without the board, revealing the holes in the back of her top, stark and unmistakable. Every image pulled us deeper into the weight of the crime. Slowly, Shane turned each photograph over while I leaned in, snapping pictures with the Leica. I could tell the autopsy photos were next, and I braced myself, uncertain how graphic they might be.

The first photo Shane revealed was of Michelle on a stainless-steel autopsy table, and it was jarring. The close-up showed her shoulders and the right side of her face, with multiple gashes in her lower neck. Her eyes were closed, and faint bloodstains marked the areas around her eyes and ears. The next images were of her bare back, scarred by stab wounds. One of the injuries near the center of her back, close to her shoulder, was visibly enlarged. Unlike the other wounds, which looked like punctures from a knife, this one had experienced skin slippage—a maceration effect where the outer layer of skin had separated, creating a much larger hole and exposing dark red muscle tissue beneath the subcutaneous layer. This type of tissue damage, I later learned, can result from prolonged submersion in water.

Kelsey and I sat in silence as Shane flipped over the final photograph and stacked the shots together with a sharp bang on the table. “That’s everything,” he said.

“That was not so pleasant,” I muttered.

“Not many cases are,” Shane answered.

We thanked him for his time, packed up our equipment, and made our way out of the courthouse and to the parking lot. We planned to debrief in the car, capturing our thoughts and observations on tape while everything was still fresh in our minds. The afternoon heat was relentless, and once we got in the car, I cranked up the air-conditioning. For a moment, we sat in silence, letting the cool air begin to fill the space, both of us still processing the visit to the evidence room. After the months spent poring over documents and reports, I had felt the crime take on a sense of abstraction, with Michelle referred to only as “the victim.” But by now, we’d gotten to know Leo and many of Michelle’s friends and family. We had learned so much about her brief life, and seeing the photos of her made her more than just a name in a case file or a victim on an autopsy table.

Sitting in the passenger seat, Kelsey began to cry. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Whether she was apologizing for her tears or for the pause in our debriefing, it didn’t matter to me. In that moment, she had nothing to be sorry for.

“Take your time,” I whispered.



Back in St. Petersburg, we settled into our nightly routine of combing through the latest documents and reports we’d gathered. I was poring over the trial transcript yet again, comparing witnesses’ testimony with their initial statements to detectives. Meanwhile, Kelsey was focused on a deposition given in November 2005 by Jami Allen Nelams, who had been dating Jeremy Scott around the time of Michelle’s murder. The deposition came after Scott’s fingerprints were identified in two places inside the Mazda that Michelle had been driving the night she was killed.

With Maisy lying next to her on the rug, Kelsey suddenly blurted out, “Jami says Jeremy told her he killed a taxicab driver and got away with it.”

“What?” I said, snapping my head up.

“Yeah,” Kelsey answered. “She said it was a few months before he was arrested for the Moorhead murder.” She was referring to the 1988 killing of Donald Moorhead, for which Jeremy was ultimately convicted the following year.

“Let me see that,” I said, getting up from the couch.

Kelsey handed me the pages. I sat down at the dining room table and began to read.

“Oh, boy,” she said with a sigh. “Here we go.” She knew that these little throwaway lines buried in depositions and testimony that she was great at finding never failed to send me spiraling down rabbit holes for days, unable to think or talk about anything else.

It was a 144-page transcript of an interview Jami had given to Leo’s appellate attorney, Richard Bartmon, several months after cold case detectives from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office had visited her. The visit came after Jeremy Scott’s fingerprints were identified in the Mazda. I flipped straight to page 79, marked with one of Kelsey’s sticky notes. Bartmon was focused on unraveling Jeremy’s past.

“Did he ever tell you anything during the course of your relationship about the crimes he did?” Bartmon had asked. “Criminal acts, or any sort of criminal activities he was involved with?”

Jami didn’t miss a beat. “He told me he had killed a taxicab driver,” she said. “I guess it was in Haines City or something. But he was sixteen, seventeen at the time, and that he had gotten away with it.”

I must have read the passage five times. “She’s so casual about it,” I said to Kelsey. “Like it didn’t even register as something shocking—her boyfriend spontaneously confessing to murder.”

“I know,” Kelsey said. “Keep reading. There’s more.” She joined me at the table, pointing to more places marked with her sticky notes.

I straightened the pages, ready to start reading the deposition from the beginning. But Kelsey stopped me, pointing to another passage—one that still lingers in my mind, haunting me to this day. It was from a 2005 interview during which Jami told Bartmon she’d started dating Jeremy Scott in mid-April 1987. When Jeremy’s prints were identified in Michelle Schofield’s Mazda, a detective from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office began an investigation and knocked on Jami’s door. “He wanted me to take him to places Jeremy hung out that I knew of,” Jami told Bartmon. “He asked me where we had ever gone to be alone, and I told him about this make-out place off of 33 by I-4. And I did that.”

“How many times would you say you and Jeremy went to that pit area?” Bartmon asked her.

“Twice,” Jami answered. “And the only reason I remember it is because he stranded me there the second time.” Jami admitted that Jeremy had taken her there for a specific reason. “He had this thing about being outside,” she said. “He liked to be outside. When we had sex.”

We later interviewed Bartmon, who said he felt “a chill” as he ran the dates through his mind. If what Jami was saying was true—that she and Jeremy met in April 1987—it meant that if Jeremy was indeed Michelle Schofield’s killer, he was returning to the scene of his crime, just weeks later, to have sex with his new girlfriend.

Jami said she was driving her silver 1973 Cutlass Supreme, a stylish Oldsmobile that was fourteen years old in 1987. Jeremy was in the passenger seat, giving directions. “He knew exactly where it was at,” Jami said. “At that time you couldn’t find it unless you knew where it was at.”

She went on to describe the place in detail to Bartmon—how she and Jeremy went there for the first time just a few weeks after meeting and how a dirt path off 33 led back to the water. “It was dirty and cold, and I didn’t like it,” she said. “It was dark. I remember being nervous because there was nobody around.”

The second time Jeremy took her there, Jami’s Oldsmobile got stuck in the mud. Frustrated, Jeremy made her walk to a gas station to call her stepfather for help getting the car out. By the time she made it back, Jeremy was gone.

Bartmon wanted to know if Jami was aware of the reputation of the pit area off State Road 33 that Jeremy had taken her to. Jami said she found out later. “People had gone there to make out,” she said, adding that they stopped going there “because apparently they had started finding dead girls … is what I heard.”



Deeper into the summer of 2019, I began to settle into a routine in St. Petersburg. Mornings started early. Maisy would hop into the back of my Ford Explorer, and we’d head to nearby Lake Maggiore Park. With a big mug of coffee in one hand and temperatures already climbing into the eighties, I’d hurl a Frisbee across an empty field while Maisy darted after it, leaping into the air to snatch it mid-flight. Ospreys nested atop power poles, and sometimes I’d catch sight of one returning with a fish clasped tightly in its talons. After half an hour of play, Maisy would be exhausted, claiming her usual spot on the living room floor beneath the ceiling fan, where she’d nap for most of the day.

By 8:30 AM, Kelsey and I would be on the road, driving over the Sunshine Skyway Bridge toward Polk County. Kelsey, in the passenger seat, would jot down notes and draft questions for the interviews we’d scheduled. Some days, we’d stop at law offices in Lakeland to meet with attorneys, or at the courthouse in Bartow to speak with public defenders and investigators. But most often, our base of operations was the Lakeland Public Library, on Lake Morton. The staff kindly let us set up in a rarely used conference room, where we scheduled interviews. That summer, the room became a hub for conversations with judges, journalists, witnesses, and friends of Leo and Michelle Schofield who had agreed to share their stories.

Kelsey would transform the conference room into our makeshift recording studio, setting up microphones on the table. One wall was lined with windows, allowing passersby to glance inside. To avoid distractions, we positioned our interviewees with their backs to the glass, mindful that some of them might become emotional during our conversations.

In the downtime between interviews, we’d often wander into the Lakeland History Room to explore the digital collections of historic photographs and the Lakeland Ledger archives. We were particularly drawn to the school yearbooks from the 1980s, hunting for class pictures of people connected to the case.

Other times, we stayed in the conference room, poring over new documents and transcripts. Kelsey had the voir dire section of the trial, where potential jurors in the Schofield case were questioned by the State and the defense about their hobbies, potential relationships to witnesses, and any crimes or trials they’d experienced. She was finding that most of the jurors in the Schofield trial were older and retired at the time, which would make them around ninety years old now, if they hadn’t passed away. Online searches were indeed turning up obituaries and death notices, and her list of potential living jurors was growing smaller each day.

I remained focused on Jami Allen Nelams’s mention of Jeremy’s comment that he’d once killed a taxicab driver and gotten away with it. I searched through the Lakeland Ledger archives, as well as other newspapers in Central Florida, hoping to find any mention of a cabdriver slaying that hadn’t led to an arrest. But my search was slow going based on what little information we knew. I started looking in the years that Jami believed the killing took place—when Jeremy was just sixteen or seventeen years old, which narrowed the window down to 1986 and 1987. It was also possible that the cabdriver had been off duty when he was killed and that his occupation was not mentioned in the news story. Realizing this was going to require a lot of time, I put my search on hold. We still had so much work to do in Florida, and the days were ticking by before I’d have to return to New York and begin my residency at the New York Public Library.

When I mentioned the cabdriver murder to Judge Scott Cupp at his family’s Fourth of July barbecue on Sanibel Island, he said, “Feel free to put Scotty on it.” Scotty was Cupp’s son. In his early twenties, he told us he enjoyed doing internet sleuthing like this, and he had free time this summer. I was grateful for the help.

Two weeks later, I followed up with Judge Cupp to ask for Scotty’s email address. I typed out everything I knew about what Jami had told Leo’s appellate lawyer, Richard Bartmon, regarding the cabdriver. If such a crime had occurred, I wrote, it was likely in Central Florida—Polk or Osceola County, or possibly in Taylor County, in the Panhandle, where Jeremy had spent time. Because Jami believed Jeremy was sixteen or seventeen years old at the time, I suggested Scotty start with 1986–1988. I also shared my passwords for The Lakeland Ledger, Newspapers.com, and NewspaperArchives.com and told Scotty to reach out if he had any questions.

“Good luck!” I wrote, not expecting much.

The next day, Judge Cupp sent me a text. “Scotty thinks he found something,” he wrote.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” Cupp replied. “He’s going to send.”

That evening, an email from Scotty landed in my inbox. “Here’s what I found on the cab driver,” he wrote. “It looks like a man was falsely accused.” He included screenshots from an April 12, 1987, story in the Orlando Sentinel about a cabdriver named Joseph B. Lavair who had been shot and killed in Osceola County. Another screenshot, from an October 21, 1987, article, detailed the acquittal of a young man named Daniel T. Otte, who had been charged with first-degree murder in Lavair’s death. With Otte’s acquittal, the case technically remained unsolved.

The deeper into the stories I read, the more intrigued I became. The murder had taken place just outside Intercession City. Jeremy Scott would have been seventeen years old at the time, and from some of the records we already had, we knew he’d once lived there with family. We could connect Jeremy to this small town just over the Polk County line. In my initial searches, I had overlooked the Lavair murder because I had been focused on unsolved homicides. It hadn’t occurred to me that someone might have been accused, tried, and acquitted.

What were the chances, I wondered, that Jeremy Scott had nearly created another Leo Schofield—this time in Daniel T. Otte—just six weeks after Michelle was killed?

I couldn’t stop thinking about this cabdriver murder. On the evening of April 10, 1987, Lavair had taken one last fare at 10:45 PM, picking up a passenger at the Kmart in Kissimmee. Sometime just before midnight, a resident near Intercession City heard gunshots and called the police. Lavair was found dead alongside Old Tampa Highway. Minutes later, the taxicab he’d been driving was presumably stolen by the killer. It crashed into a power pole in Intercession City, where witnesses claimed they saw a man exiting the cab and fleeing across railroad tracks.

A week after the murder, detectives from the Osceola County Sheriff’s Office arrested nineteen-year-old Daniel T. Otte in Polk County, just across the Osceola County line. A photograph in the Orlando Sentinel showed Det. Buddy Shephard, shotgun in hand, standing over a shirtless Otte, who was splayed out on the street, his hands cuffed behind his back.

Four months later, Otte stood trial, facing the death penalty. His family hired a well-known defense attorney named Jack Edmund, who produced a parade of alibi witnesses who testified that Otte had been at a party in Polk County all night.

The trial ended with a hung jury, and two months later, the State tried Otte again. This time, the prosecution’s case unraveled when their main witness, Debra Murphy, recanted her testimony from the first trial. Murphy claimed she had never seen Dan Otte in Intercession City that night. Instead, she testified that Detective Shephard had threatened to have her children taken away if she didn’t place Otte at the scene of the crash.

Her shocking testimony led to Otte’s acquittal in October 1987, and no one else had been charged with Lavair’s murder. The Florida Department of Law Enforcement launched an investigation into the accusations against Detective Shephard, but he was cleared within a week.

There was so much more I wanted to know—records to obtain, people to interview, and questions to ask. At the very top of that list was Jami Allen Nelams, Jeremy Scott’s former girlfriend.



Kelsey and I set out to find her, and luckily for us, she seemed to be in Polk County. I found her on Facebook, where she had been posting sporadically, and I sent her a message, including a link to my website, my email address, and my cell phone number.

“I believe you can help me with something that no one else has any knowledge about,” I wrote.

A few hours later, she sent me a text and said I could call her on Saturday after 10 AM.

Kelsey scrambled to prepare our questions. We hoped to explain in greater detail that we were interested in talking to her about Jeremy Scott and his criminal activities during the time she knew him. Specifically, we wanted to ask about his claim that he’d killed a taxicab driver and gotten away with it. We also wanted her to know she could ask us any questions she had, and if she felt comfortable, we hoped to sit down with her for an interview.

But when I called her two days later, on Saturday, she didn’t answer. I sent a few more texts over the following days but received no response. I suspected Jami might be having second thoughts about talking to me. It was clear she’d been deeply traumatized by her time with Jeremy, and I recognized that what I was asking— to open up to a writer about such painful experiences, knowing they would ultimately become public—was understandably difficult.

Days turned into weeks, and I still didn’t hear back from Jami. I continued checking in, framing my request in a way that felt less personal and more fact-based. I didn’t want her to think I’d be focusing on questions that might feel invasive. Instead, I emphasized that she could help me with something specific, something only she might know.

Eventually, she replied to one of my texts, and I suggested that we meet for lunch first, just to see if she felt comfortable with us. I mentioned a restaurant in Winter Haven, close to where she was living, and she agreed it was convenient. She asked if she could bring her husband along, and I told her that would be fine.

Kelsey and I arrived early at Harborside, a waterfront restaurant on Lake Shipp. We got a booth with a view and waited for Jami … and waited … and waited—for more than an hour. The texts I sent went unanswered.

“Oh, well,” Kelsey said, “I don’t think she’s coming.”

“Yeah. Might as well eat.”

It was a quiet ride back to Lakeland, my head still spinning—not from missing out on talking to Jami, but from contemplating the bigger picture. The more we dug into Leo’s case, the more we realized how much of it was draped in darkness. The truth felt buried beneath layers of doubt, missteps, and blind certainty. But to uncover it, I knew we had to step deeper into that darkness, into the place where Jeremy Scott has been standing all along.

To understand the story, we had to understand Jeremy—not just as a shadow lurking at the edges, but as a man shaped by a lifetime of violence, neglect, and loss. His presence in this case wasn’t just a detail; it was a thing that had gone unseen for too long.

Unraveling Leo’s case wasn’t just about exposing the failures of the system. It was about pulling the truth from the shadows and confronting the man the State refused to see. The closer we got to Jeremy, the more we realized he wasn’t just a piece of this story; he was the story. But he remained a shadow we could never fully grasp, existing in the gaps between evidence, memory, and time.



The disappointment of being stood up by Jami didn’t weaken our resolve to keep investigating the murder of Joseph Lavair. One afternoon in the Lakeland Public Library, as Kelsey pored over Jami Allen Nelams’s deposition, she noticed something—something that underscored how crucial Jami could be to our investigation.

“Jami said that when she first met Jeremy Scott, he had blond hair,” Kelsey said.

“Blond?” I repeated, uncertain where she was going with this. In the mug shots we’d seen from the 1980s, Jeremy’s hair was always brown.

“Yeah,” Kelsey said. “She says he never had blond hair after that, and she noticed dark roots, so she knew it had been bleached.”

I shrugged, not grasping the relevance. Then Kelsey began laying out the timeline. Jeremy and Jami met in Lakeland in mid-April 1987, just before Jeremy’s eighteenth birthday on April 29. Joseph Lavair, the taxicab driver, was killed on the evening of April 10.

“I wonder if Jeremy, knowing there were witnesses who had seen him getting out of the cab, tried to change his appearance,” Kelsey said.

“Oh, shit,” I said, the pieces clicking into place. “So, he dyed his hair?”

“That’s what I think,” Kelsey said. “And when Jami met him a week or two after the Lavair murder, his roots were already starting to show.”

Something wasn’t right. I stood up from the conference table and began pacing the room, frustration mounting over our inability to locate any records from the Joseph Lavair case. “We have to get over to Osceola County and get our hands on the case files,” I said.

Because Dan Otte had been charged and tried twice, the trial transcripts and files should be with the clerk. I could see in Kelsey’s expression that she thought this was something of a detour, pulling us away from our focus on Michelle Schofield’s murder. But I wasn’t going to let the Lavair case wait any longer.

A few days later, we headed east on I-4, passing the exit for State Road 33, where Michelle’s body had been discovered, and hit the inevitable traffic bottleneck near Disney World. Eventually, we reached the Osceola County Courthouse in Kissimmee. With Kelsey recording, we entered the county clerk’s office and filled out a form requesting trial transcripts and documents for case number 87–393, State of Florida v. Daniel Otte. Then we took seats at a table and waited for the files to be brought down.

What usually happens in these situations is that a clerk rolls in a cart stacked with boxes of files. They’ll explain that you must open only one file at a time, to prevent records from being misfiled. We’d be allowed to make copies or take pictures of anything we found interesting.

I’d learned over the years to photograph everything—every scrap of paper, no matter how mundane or irrelevant it seemed. Better to have it all than to return later to search for something you’ve overlooked. With two trials in the case, I expected a mountain of documents and prepared myself for the possibility of spending days sifting through them.

More than an hour had passed with us seated at the table, waiting, when three clerks approached together. After quick introductions, one of the clerks, holding a slim manila folder containing what appeared to be fewer than a hundred pages, spoke up. “So, you’re interested in the Daniel Otte file,” she said, showing us the folder. “It’s a partial file. What’s here, you’re entitled to view.”

I found it unusual that three clerks had come to us after such a long wait, and I couldn’t help but wonder if there had been a discussion—or even hesitation—about what they felt they could share.

“I’d like to look through this first,” I said, leafing through the folder. “But there were two homicide trials in this case. I’m also looking for trial transcripts and any documents that detail the physical evidence.”

The clerk who had spoken gave me a look of quiet apology. “Since he was found not guilty,” she said, “the physical evidence would no longer be available.”

Her response left me confused. My understanding of the Florida Government in the Sunshine Law, codified in 1967 to promote transparency and accountability, was clear: Once a criminal case was resolved, regardless of the verdict, the trial transcripts and case documents become public records. I’d called several clerk’s offices across Florida to confirm this before Kelsey and I arrived in Osceola County to request the records.

Something wasn’t adding up.

Because there had been no appeal in the Daniel Otte case, it was possible the clerk’s office hadn’t retained the trial transcripts. Even so, there should have been far more than the hundred or so pages the clerk had brought to us.

“We think we know who did the crime,” I told the clerk, struggling to keep my frustration in check. “It would be really helpful to have some records to look at.”

The clerk explained that we could view the documents she’d brought, but someone would have to sit with us while we did, a condition I’d never encountered at a clerk’s office before. Alternatively, she said, we could pay a dollar a page to have the documents copied.

We opted for the copies. Sitting under watchful eyes to read the file felt like an unnecessary and aggravating hurdle. Kelsey and I waited at the table as the three clerks disappeared with the folder.

“It’s such a thin file,” Kelsey whispered.

I was seething, barely keeping it together. Kelsey glanced at me, and I could tell she’d never seen me this angry before.

The records they turned over to us included an unusual mix of documents from the case—most notably, the transcript of a lengthy statement from the witness, Debra Murphy. During the first trial, Murphy testified that she had seen Dan Otte around 3 AM on the railroad tracks in Intercession City. According to her testimony, Otte admitted to shooting taxicab driver Joseph Lavair.

However, just days after the mistrial, Murphy had a change of heart. She contacted Otte’s defense attorney, Jack Edmund, and gave a new statement in the presence of investigators and a court reporter. Murphy claimed that Det. Buddy Shephard had coerced her into testifying against Otte. She alleged that Shephard had threatened to have her children taken away if she did not identify Otte as being on the railroad tracks the night of Lavair’s murder. Additionally, she said that Shephard had promised to assist her with a custody dispute involving one of her two young sons.

Murphy admitted that she had been afraid of Shephard and had gone along with his demands, but with the retrial approaching, she could no longer continue the lie. She asserted that she had not seen Otte in years, let alone on the railroad tracks that night, and she vowed not to lie on the witness stand again.

Murphy’s statement painted a picture of a case fraught with coercion and lies. She described conversations with other young mothers in Intercession City who had confided in her, claiming that they, too, had been coerced into lying about seeing Dan Otte at the scene of the crash. Like Murphy, they feared losing custody of their young children if they refused to comply.

The more I read, the more convinced I became that the case against Daniel T. Otte was built on a false narrative tying him to the murder of Joseph Lavair. Also, it felt like the case files were being withheld from us, something I hadn’t encountered before in Florida. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the more we uncovered about this case, the more we might learn about Jeremy Scott. And the more we understood Jeremy, the closer we’d get to the truth about Leo.

When we returned to St. Pete, I filed records requests with the Florida Department of Law Enforcement and the Ninth Circuit State Attorney’s Office, determined to track the files down. I knew they existed, and I wasn’t going to stop until I had them.







10
YOU GOTTA FIRE THIS LAWYER



Several days later, Kelsey and I drove to the Osceola County Sheriff’s Office in Kissimmee. I knew that filing a formal records request for a cold case would almost certainly get us the standard response: The case was “still under investigation,” and our request would be denied. So, instead, I figured we’d try something a little less official and maybe even a little ridiculous.

Armed with newspaper clippings, a few deposition transcripts, and evidence linking Jeremy Scott to Intercession City, the site of Joseph Lavair’s murder, we walked in unannounced, like two amateur detectives who’d cracked a decades-old case. I knew that walking in off the street and talking about a murder meant they couldn’t just turn us away. They’d have to at least hear us out, even if just to humor us.

“Good afternoon,” I said, leaning toward the perforated holes in the glass. “We believe we have information and evidence related to a 1987 cold case murder here in Osceola County. Is there someone we can talk to about it?”

It was a long shot. But maybe, just maybe, it would put us face-to-face with someone willing to take us seriously.

The woman behind the glass gave me a look that said, This doesn’t happen every day, before disappearing into the back. After a short wait in the lobby, two young detectives came down and escorted us to a conference room. We introduced ourselves, explaining who we were and why we had brought along audio equipment. They were polite, but they firmly requested that we not record. Sitting at the table, I laid out the evidence we’d brought, carefully walking them through our reasons for believing Jeremy Scott deserved a closer look.

The detectives seemed engaged, asking questions and taking notes as I spoke. Their interest felt genuine, and I allowed myself to hope—perhaps naïvely—that they might take the leads we were offering and pursue them with renewed energy. Before we left, we exchanged cards and agreed to keep each other updated.

Weeks passed after our meeting with the detectives, and the enthusiasm I’d sensed during that conversation evaporated. The detectives didn’t call back, and my follow-up messages went unanswered. It felt eerily similar to our experience at the clerk’s office. Something seemed off—like the case had been flagged. I couldn’t shake the suspicion that this case had deeper layers they didn’t want uncovered and that they weren’t interested in cooperating with a writer from New York.

Back in St. Pete, I found it nearly impossible to focus on anything but the murder of Joseph Lavair. I filed a records request, but as expected, the response came back that it was still considered an active case, and nothing could be released.

“An active case,” I muttered, shutting the laptop in disgust. “We need to track down Dan Otte.”

“Think he’d talk to us?” Kelsey asked.

“Worth a try,” I said.



We managed to find a few phone numbers for Dan Otte, but some were disconnected, and others went straight to voicemail. The address we found seemed promising, though, so Kelsey and I decided to take a road trip to see if we could knock on Otte’s door to tell him we were investigating the murder he had been charged with, and acquitted of, more than three decades before.

We drove for over an hour and a half into east Polk County, passing vast stretches of flat green pastures dotted with cattle and acres of produce farms. It’s the kind of landscape that makes you forget you’re in Florida—more reminiscent of Texas than the Sunshine State. As we approached what we believed was Dan Otte’s house, we turned onto a dirt road and followed it until we reached the address. The house was surrounded by a four-foot-high chain-link fence, and in the yard, a tall pole flew a large Confederate flag. Several barking dogs rushed to the fence as our car pulled up, alert to sudden activity.

Neither of us wanted to risk opening the gate, not with those dogs pacing the yard. The sky was darkening, and the first drops of rain tapped against the windshield. We circled past the house and drove back toward the main road, watching the signal bars on our phones flicker to life again. I wanted to retry the numbers.

Kelsey and I pulled into a nearby clearing. I dialed the first number. No answer. The second number connected, and a woman answered. I introduced myself and explained why I was looking for Dan. She told me the first number I’d tried was Dan’s and that he was home. “Call that one again,” she said, “and you can talk to him.”

This time, he picked up. I introduced myself once more, explaining that I was investigating a wrongful conviction in Polk County where Jack Edmund had been the defense attorney. I told him I’d noticed Edmund had also represented him in a similar case—an innocent man facing the death penalty. Dan’s voice was flat, reluctant, but I pressed on, telling him I was nearby and just wanted to talk.

“Could I stop by and see you in about ten minutes?” I asked.

Dan sighed. “Yeah, but you’ll have to call when you get here. I’ve got an automatic gate.”

I thanked him and hung up. “You believe this?” I said to Kelsey.

“All right,” she said, keeping her focus.

“We’re gonna get out in the pouring rain, but we’re gonna have a fucking interview.”

Kelsey shuffled through our index cards, and we quickly reviewed the questions we’d prepared. We agreed to keep things conversational—there was still so much we didn’t know about the case, and we wanted to see how much Dan could fill in, what details he might have remembered.

When we pulled up to Dan’s gate, he opened it remotely, and we drove onto the property. Dan was already outside, corralling his dogs. “Piglet, go lay down,” he said to one of them.

Dan was enormous—broad-shouldered and well over six feet tall, with the build of a lineman in the National Football League. His wife greeted us and invited us inside. We took seats on a couch across from a twenty-gallon aquarium.

Dan wore a dark baseball cap emblazoned with a Confederate flag. I caught Kelsey’s glance and knew she was thinking the same thing I was. The black cap left behind in the taxi Joseph Lavair was driving, the key piece of evidence linking someone to Lavair’s murder, had also had a Confederate flag on it.

Kelsey would later admit that the moment she saw Dan’s hat, her mind began to race. Do we have the right idea about this case? she recalled thinking. Are we sure this guy didn’t do it? Do we have this wrong?

She sat next to Dan, aiming her furry mic in his direction. Despite his imposing frame, I could tell right away that Dan fit the mold of a gentle giant. His demeanor was warm and inviting, and I was struck by his willingness to let strangers into his home to discuss what must have been some of the darkest moments of his life—locked in a cell, wondering if he’d end up strapped to Old Sparky.

“Yeah.” Dan sighed, his expression shifting as he recalled his father, Cleve Otte. “My daddy had a junkyard, and he had a crusher come out there and sold all the cars he had—junked them just to get me a lawyer. My daddy said, ‘Son, don’t worry. I know, because I didn’t raise you this way.’ He said, ‘This is bullshit. I’ll spend every dollar I got. You’re not going down for this.’”

Cleve Otte’s determination secured one of Central Florida’s best-known defense attorneys, Jack Edmund. But Dan recalled having a hard time reaching the renowned lawyer. “I never thought much of Jack because I always tried to call him from jail,” he said. “I was scared. And he’d say, ‘Don’t worry about it,’ and hang up. So, I called my mom. I said, ‘Mom, you gotta fire this lawyer. I’m gonna die if you don’t.’”

When Dan finally met Edmund, he was struck by the lawyer’s apparent lack of preparation. “When he first seen me,” Dan recalled, “he said, ‘I want you to look me in the eye. I’m gonna ask you—did you or did you not do it?’”

“I did not do it,” Dan replied.

“I’m a pretty good judge of character,” Edmund told him. “That’s why I’m taking your case right now.”

It wasn’t long before Edmund admitted to Dan that his case was “one of the most botched cases he’d ever seen in his life.”

Dan explained that the State had no physical evidence linking him to the crime, something we hadn’t been able to confirm until talking to him. We later learned that his fingerprints weren’t found in or on the cab and that hairs pulled from the black cap didn’t match his.

“Debbie Murphy was their main witness,” Dan said.

In the first trial, Murphy claimed she’d seen Dan hours after the murder, walking the railroad tracks in Intercession City, and that he had confessed to killing Lavair. “In the second trial,” Dan said, Murphy broke down and told the court, “Look … I was threatened with my kids if I didn’t say this against Daniel Otte.”

Murphy admitted she had known Dan from school and that Det. Buddy Shephard had pressured her into lying. “She says, ‘I never seen Dan on the railroad tracks that night,’” Dan recalled her testifying.

Three decades after he was charged with Lavair’s murder, Dan Otte looked and sounded disgusted as he recounted what he had endured. “Buddy Shephard,” he said, “was bound and determined to frame me. He wasn’t gonna let it go.”

Dan described the frustration of being accused of murder and having to defend himself with his life on the line. “I damned sure would never kill nobody,” he said. “I was brought up by good parents all my life, knew right from wrong, learned respect. I had all that.”

As he spoke about his ordeal and his rural upbringing in Polk County, a thought struck me. “How many times have you ever taken a cab, anyway?” I asked.

Dan paused, considering. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in a cab in my life,” he said. “I’m a country boy, from … out in the woods. If I was to ever kill somebody,” he added with a laugh, “they would have never found the body. Straight up. I know where the gator holes are at. And I told them that in court, right on the stand. I had nothing to hide. But that Buddy Shephard … he just wasn’t letting go.”

Dan said that after he was acquitted, he saw Debbie Murphy outside the courthouse, and she apologized to him. “I told her, ‘I understand,’” he said. “‘I’m just glad you finally came forward because I was fixing to go to the electric chair for something I didn’t do.’ But she finally came forward and told the truth.”

Still, it was clear that Dan lamented this chapter of his life. Despite the acquittal, the case had left lasting scars on him and his family. “My mom had three strokes when I was in there,” he said, referring to his time in the Osceola County Jail. This bear of a man became choked up, his voice breaking as he recalled his late mother’s reaction to the verdict. “She broke down and cried, and you could just see the weight lifted off of her. Because I was her baby. Out of all my brothers, I was her baby.”

Dan avoids Osceola County whenever possible these days. Occasionally, he’ll run into someone from the 1980s, and while the greetings are polite, they’re often guarded. “You know they’re thinking, Did you do it?” he said.

We told Dan how difficult it had been to get our hands on the trial transcripts and case files and that we’d learned that his defense lawyer had lost all his files and records in a fire at his home office.

“I sure wish I wouldn’t have thrown all them transcripts away right now,” Dan said. “I kept them for like twenty years. I was angry at a lot of people. Then I said, you know what? It’s over. It’s done. I’m out. I’m carrying on with my life now.”

We thanked Dan for taking time out of his weekend to talk to us and told him we planned to keep investigating his case and would share what we uncovered. He assured us of his support for our work.

“I want to see the physical evidence,” Kelsey told him.

“I do, too,” Dan said. “Oh, my God, I would love for y’all to do the DNA and find out who really did it.”

“We’re trying to,” I assured him, adding that while I couldn’t prove it yet, I believed I had a strong idea who had killed the taxi driver Joseph Lavair.

“I would love to just show everybody—no matter what you think—this is really who did it,” Dan said. “Now y’all can rest your thoughts about me, because I’m not that way. Never been.”

We left Dan, his wife, Michelle, and their dog, Piglet, as the rain tapered off and sunlight began to break through the clouds. Driving west toward Lakeland, Kelsey and I couldn’t stop talking about how much Dan and Leo had in common. Both had been fully transparent with us, encouraging us to dig as deeply as we wanted to into their cases. Neither had any fear of what we might uncover.

Then a solemn silence fell over us both as the green pastures swept by in the soft light. What both men shared was more than circumstance or injustice—it was the long, unshakable shadow that Jeremy Scott seemed to have cast over their lives since 1987—a darkness that time alone could never erase and that neither man had ever fully escaped.



While we weren’t having much luck obtaining case files and transcripts in Osceola County, the Polk County Clerk’s Office proved to be a gold mine. They seemed to have everything we needed. I decided to take a much closer look at the 1985 murder of Jewel Johnson, a seventy-five-year-old grandmother Jeremy Scott had been accused of killing, a crime for which he’d been acquitted the following year. I remained convinced that by unraveling Jeremy’s past, I could bring more clarity to Leo’s case.

In 1985, while working as a carnie at the Florida Citrus Festival in Winter Haven, Jeremy hitched rides back and forth to Lakeland to visit his grandmother. One day, a man in a van pulled over to pick him up. His name was Frank Johnson, but everyone called him Smokey—and that’s how he introduced himself to the fifteen-year-old boy who climbed into his passenger seat.

Frank “Smokey” Johnson was a forty-six-year-old bachelor and a nineteen-year veteran of the Winter Haven Fire Department. In 1982, he was arrested and convicted of selling ten pounds of marijuana to an undercover investigator from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office. Smokey was already serving ten years’ probation on a 1976 charge of possessing and manufacturing marijuana, so he hired renowned defense attorney Jack Edmund, who was able to work out a plea deal. Smokey was sentenced to five years in prison. By early 1985, he had been released and was living with his mother on Eagle Lake Loop Road, not far from the abandoned house Jeremy was staying in while he worked at the festival.

Nancy Tillman, seeing her new friend driving around with this older man from the neighborhood, was suspicious. Even at the young age of thirteen, she knew something wasn’t right. “I don’t know what they were doing,” she recalled. “Honestly, it’s really weird that someone that much older would be hanging out with him. It’s not normal.”

Jeremy made himself at home in the house shared by Smokey and his mother, Jewel Johnson. On the morning of April 11, Smokey drove to his job site in Bartow, where he would be with a small crew installing doors and windows all day.

A few hours later, just before noon, Jeremy showed up at the Johnsons’ one-story cinder block home looking for Smokey, who was at work. Jewel invited the boy in and reluctantly made him a sandwich. She didn’t care much for the teenager who’d been spending time with her son. She told Jeremy that she was going next door to her sister’s and that she wanted him gone by the time she returned; otherwise she’d call the Sheriff’s Office.

Smokey arrived home a little before 7 PM and went out to feed the dogs in their backyard pen. He thought it was strange that he didn’t see his mother anywhere, so he went back inside to make a phone call, figuring she might be over at his aunt Leona’s house. “The phone was gone,” Smokey noticed. It had been torn from the wall and later found under the mattress in his bedroom. He walked next door to his aunt’s house to look for his mother, but Leona told him that she hadn’t seen Jewel since noon.

“That boy, Scott, had been down there,” Leona told Smokey.

He thought it unusual that his mom would leave Jeremy in the house by himself, something she never did. As far as he knew, Jeremy had never been alone with her before. When he returned, he noticed that the greenhouse in the backyard was padlocked. It had never been padlocked before.

“I just knew then that Mom was in there,” Smokey said.

He made a call to the Sheriff’s Office, and when a deputy arrived, Smokey, too afraid to look, let him open the greenhouse door.

“I’m sorry,” the deputy said. “She’s in there. I’m pretty sure she’s dead.”



It was dark when Det. Richard Lane Putnel arrived at the Johnson home at 8:45 PM. Putnel was a forty-one-year-old veteran of law enforcement, having worked at various local police departments in Polk County since the age of nineteen, and he’d been an investigator with the Polk County Sheriff’s Office since 1976.

“He was the typical chain-smoking, rumpled suit, tall, lanky detective,” said Suzie Schottelkotte, the longtime criminal justice reporter for The Lakeland Ledger. “He was just what you would imagine. An old, crusty, smelled-like-smoke-all-the-time detective. But his instincts were really good. They called him Dr. Death because he was always at a crime scene.”

By the time Putnel arrived, the scene was already buzzing with other law enforcement officers, crime scene technicians, and an investigator from the Tenth Circuit State Attorney’s Office.

“[Jewel Johnson] was in a kneeling type position,” Putnel observed, with her legs crossed at her ankles. “Slacks and panties were pulled down around the lower part of the legs, around the ankles,” and her blouse was pulled up, “with the arms kind of in a folded position up around the top of the head.”

Putnel concluded that the disturbed soil outside the greenhouse explained Johnson’s disheveled clothing, and he determined that she had been dragged rather than sexually assaulted—an assessment later confirmed by the medical examiner. Nearby, a deputy pointed to a pair of broken eyeglasses lying in a wooded area of the yard.

While Putnel continued to evaluate the crime scene, he sent Det. Robert Wood out to speak to the victim’s distraught son. Smokey accompanied Wood to another neighbor’s house, where they sat down at a table for an interview. By this time, Smokey was withdrawn, and his demeanor was one the detective could best describe as “the world caved in on him.” Slowly, however, he began to open up to Wood, telling him that he “didn’t understand why somebody would kill his mother.”

He then informed the detective about a teen by the name of Jeremy Scott whom he’d picked up hitchhiking a few weeks back. The boy, Smokey told him, “was a loner” and was having problems with his mother somewhere in the Kissimmee area. There were a few times Smokey had let him stay overnight at the house, he said, but he hadn’t seen him in a few days.

At around 11 PM, while Wood was finishing his interview with Smokey, there was a knock on the door and a voice asking for Smokey. The neighbor let the person in as Smokey rose from the table.

“There he is,” Smokey said to the detective.

It was Jeremy Scott.

“What’s going on?” Jeremy asked, before being led outside by the detective and placed in a cruiser for questioning.

It was close to midnight, and law enforcement was still scrambling to secure the scene as a light mist began to fall. Smokey told them that the only thing he knew to be missing from the home was about forty-two dollars in coins that his mother had rolled a few weeks earlier.

After learning that the forty-six-year-old had recently let this fifteen-year-old boy stay with him and his mother, Detective Putnel arrived in Bartow at 12:30 AM and read Jeremy his Miranda rights so he could be questioned about the murder of Jewel Johnson. With Detective Wood joining Putnel in the interrogation, Jeremy became upset, loudly protesting, thinking that he was being accused of the homicide. Assessing that Jeremy might be of low intelligence, Wood offered to use “smaller words” to help him understand his rights.

“I know what my rights are,” Jeremy huffed. “I’ve been to Okeechobee.”

Putnel read from a Miranda card, and Jeremy began to calm down.

“I don’t need an attorney,” he said.

With Jeremy in custody, Putnel attended the autopsy of Jewel Johnson the following day, where he learned that, in addition to the blunt force trauma head wound, Johnson had also been shot once in the rib cage. The lab confirmed that it was a .22-caliber projectile, which would later be matched with one of Smokey Johnson’s rifles—a Winchester that was found in his bedroom with a spent hull that had not ejected. No fingerprints were found on the weapon.

The broken eyeglasses were sent to the Florida Department of Law Enforcement crime laboratory in Sanford, along with two drinking glasses found in the kitchen and some paper coin wrappers found in an Easter basket inside the home. Fingerprints on the drinking glasses and coin wrappers, along with a palm print on Jewel Johnson’s eyeglasses, all matched Jeremy Scott.

In the days that followed, Detective Putnel interviewed a few of the young girls Jeremy had been spending time with while working at the Citrus Festival. One told Putnel she’d seen Jeremy riding his bike toward Smokey’s place that day and that later that afternoon, he was wearing all new clothes. To explain the new purchases, Jeremy said his grandfather had just died and left him fifty dollars. Another girl said she ran into Jeremy that afternoon, and he had a lot of change rattling around in his pockets. He was also carrying a red duffel bag with a big knife inside it, he told her.

Detective Putnel considered the evidence and witness statements, and all of it, he thought, was pointing to Jeremy Scott. “He shot her,” Putnel said later in a deposition, “and after he shot her, he put her in the storage compartment, or the shed, and locked the shed.”

Deputies arrested Jeremy on May 7, and he was charged with first-degree murder in the bludgeoning and shooting death of Jewel Johnson. The grand jury ruled that he should be tried as an adult, and circuit judge William A. Norris Jr. ordered him held without bail in the Polk County Jail. Like many judges who had seen the boy in and out of the Polk County Courthouse, Judge Norris was aware of Jeremy Scott’s life on the streets and the escalating nature of his offenses.

“Nobody was surprised to find out when he was arrested and charged with a crime of violence,” Norris said. “This was just one of those situations in which there was nothing the system could do.”



When it came to violent crimes in Polk County, the State Attorney’s Office was routinely charging minors as adults, which meant that instead of housing young boys at the Polk Regional Juvenile Detention Center, they’d be sent to the Polk County Jail to await trial. That’s how Jeremy Scott, who’d just turned sixteen, found himself crammed into a cell with teenagers and adult men who were facing violent charges ranging from rape and assault to murder.

The dire conditions in county lockup had been taking a toll on Jeremy. The months he endured while awaiting trial in the murder of Jewel Johnson had caused extreme emotional disturbance, according to his defense attorney, Austin Maslanik, from the Office of the Public Defender. Maslanik observed that his client had had “numerous problems adjusting to the stress of the Polk County Jail,” and Jeremy showed the evidence on his wrists and forearms, which were covered in recent self-inflicted cut marks. An internal investigation characterized the actions as attention-seeking behavior—“actions by the defendant to gain attention of the jail authorities, his lawyers and his family”—not suicide attempts.

A month before his trial began, Jeremy was observed by jail staff “standing in his cell with a wet rag over his mouth and a burning mattress.” The jailhouse mattress and some of his clothing were blazing in a heap in the center of the cell. The smoke from the fire was so thick that one inmate with severe emphysema had to be transported to a hospital for medical attention. When authorities questioned him about the fire, Jeremy said he’d started it because “jail personnel had refused to let him talk to the jail captain.”

Rather than ask questions about the case, which might anger the impulsive teen, one of Maslanik’s colleagues, investigator Toni Maloney, brought him some paper and a pen. “One thing he liked to do was draw, so I encouraged him to draw and relax a little bit so that it wasn’t always a confrontation,” Maloney recalled. “I remember coming back from the jail one time, and I asked him to draw anything he wanted to draw, and he drew this big black spider.”

To prepare for trial, Maslanik hired a neuropsychologist from Gainesville, Dr. Harry D. Krop, to evaluate Jeremy and identify any mitigating factors that might help spare him from the death penalty. If Jeremy were convicted, Krop would testify during the penalty phase, offering his professional opinion as to whether he should face the electric chair. Dr. Krop spent a full day at the jail conducting an extensive evaluation. When he finished, he met with Maslanik in his office.

“I really can’t help you that much with mitigation,” Krop told him, “because he said he didn’t do it.” The neuropsychologist relayed everything Jeremy had told him, leaving Maslanik surprised.

“I went back and talked to Jeremy after that,” Maslanik said. “And sure enough, Jeremy had a very good story about what happened.”

That “very good story” was, in fact, a starkly different version of events from the one around which prosecutors had built their case.



On September 9, 1985, Jeremy Scott was led into the courtroom of Judge Susan Roberts. In his opening statement, Assistant State Attorney Hardy Pickard spoke of stolen coins and prints lifted from eyeglasses and a crime of obscene violence while gesturing toward the boy seated at the defense table.

Austin Maslanik then rose to address the jury. Choosing his words carefully, he gestured toward the victim’s adult son and spoke with disapproval of arguments fueled by beer and marijuana and the influence they had had in corrupting a teenage boy. “Frank Johnson in anger, in a rage, shot his mother,” Maslanik asserted. “Jeremy was pretty much in shock at what happened.”

It was a tough trial, and Maslanik grew frustrated, then desperate. With the state seeking the death penalty, he decided on a drastic move: putting Jeremy on the stand. On September 12, 1985, Jeremy Scott was called to testify. “Wearing a borrowed suit coat several sizes too big, and speaking in broken English,” The Tampa Tribune reported, he “mesmerized” the jury with a story that not only placed him at the house when Jewel Johnson was murdered, but also dramatically contradicted the State’s entire theory of the crime.

Standing by a defense diagram of the layout of Jewel Johnson’s home, Jeremy said he was drinking beer in the backyard with Frank “Smokey” Johnson, who was shooting a .22-caliber rifle. That’s when Jewel confronted her son about giving beer and marijuana to “a little kid,” Jeremy said.

“It was so quiet, I thought she left,” Jeremy told the jury. “I turned. I heard. And I seen Frank pull the trigger.”

The bullet to her abdomen didn’t knock down the elderly woman, Jeremy said, and she tried to run back into the house. “That’s when Frank came, hit her with the gun in the back of the head.” She fell to the ground, and Jeremy froze. “I didn’t do nothing,” he explained. “I was more like in shock.”

Maslanik’s co-counsel, Dwight Wells, approached the defendant and, using the victim’s affectionate nickname, asked, “Jeremy, did you shoot Granny?”

“No, sir.”

“Did you hit Granny over the head?” Wells asked.

“No, sir.”

When it came time for closing arguments, Maslanik reminded the jury that law enforcement had settled immediately on Jeremy Scott as the main suspect, to the exclusion of Smokey Johnson, who, Maslanik said, had “directed the investigation” by accusing Jeremy of murdering his mother.

After more than four hours of deliberations, the jury returned with their verdict. “Not guilty,” the foreperson read. Jeremy Scott had been acquitted of the murder of Jewel Johnson.

On Monday, September 16, 1985, at 5:20 PM, he was released into the custody of his grandmother Earline. Lee Underwood, Jeremy’s cellmate in the Polk County Jail, reflected on the verdict, saying, “I don’t know how he got off of it. He had bragged to everyone in the cell about doing it.”

Stung by the acquittal, Assistant State Attorney Hardy Pickard complained that the case became a question of “who did it?” and that he had been forced to act as a defense attorney for Smokey Johnson all week. In a move that Maslanik felt was vindictive, Pickard decided to charge Jeremy Scott with arson for the fire in his cell, in what Maslanik believed amounted to the prosecutor’s revenge for losing the homicide case. Days before, Pickard had told the court that the arson charge would be dropped if Jeremy were convicted of murder. “I thought it was unfair, unethical,” Maslanik said. “Young kid gets acquitted of a crime. He shouldn’t have been in jail in the first place. That was bullshit.”

Jeremy would end up pleading no contest to the arson charge, and he was sentenced to eighteen months in state prison. With a credit of 298 days for time served, he was transferred to Lancaster Correctional Institution, an adult correctional facility where he was incarcerated for nearly seven months, until his release in December 1986. Out of prison, Jeremy traveled north to Perry, Florida, to spend the holiday with family. But by February 1987, he had slowly made his way back down to his familiar haunts in Lakeland.
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I JUST GOT CHILLS



Something unexpected happened after the Osceola County Sheriff’s Office denied my request to access the investigative files on the murder of cabdriver Joseph Lavair. As a matter of routine, I submitted a Freedom of Information Act appeal to the records custodian, challenging their use of the “active case” exemption. I didn’t expect much to come of it. But the next day, I received an email from a records technician who told me my appeal had been forwarded to both a detective and the agency’s general counsel. “We were advised that although it is still an active case,” the email read, “there are some things that can be released. I will need to receive the file from our Violent Crimes Unit. Once I have it, I can begin to work on your request and provide you with an estimate.”

Not long after I received that email, I made an electronic payment of $140, and my inbox was flooded with PDF files. Ping after ping, dozens of documents arrived: witness interviews, crime scene sketches, investigative logs, mug shots, and “Cleared by Arrest” reports. I immediately forwarded everything to Kelsey, who was sitting across from me at the dining room table. As her laptop pinged with the flood of incoming emails, I caught the look in her eyes. She didn’t have to say it—I knew exactly what she was thinking: Gilbert’s about to disappear into this for a few days.

And I did. I immersed myself in the Otte case, reading through all the witness statements and saturating myself in the details. I compiled a list of witnesses—many of them teenagers at the time of Joseph Lavair’s murder—and left messages for a few I’d located in Central Florida.

Most of my messages went unanswered, but one woman, Tanya Dean, got back to me almost immediately. “I was the teenager in the paper,” she wrote. “I was in the trial and know the man who was falsely accused.”

Tanya turned out to be a gold mine of information about Intercession City. Over Facebook Messenger, I asked her a ton of questions, and she had all the answers: This one passed away … That one is my ex and the father of my children … This one is in jail …

I told Tanya I’d love to sit down and talk with her sometime.

“I would be more than happy to assist if I can,” she replied.

She mentioned she’d be passing through Lakeland on her way to work later that day, and we agreed to meet at a Smokey Bones barbecue just off I-4.

Inside, the restaurant was alive with chatter and clinking dishes, making it impossible to get good audio. I suggested we move to my car, where the sound would be closer to studio quality. But it was blisteringly hot outside, and to get clean audio, I’d have to keep the windows up and the air-conditioning off. When Tanya arrived in the parking lot, I greeted her and explained the plan: a quick interview in the car, then lunch if she had time. She was all in.

We settled into the car. Tanya flinched slightly at the sight of the microphone.

“You’ll forget about this really quick, I promise you,” I said as she laughed.

Then we got started.

“I got pregnant at a very young age,” she began. “And I was actually pregnant at that time, with my second child.”

OCSO deputies were canvassing the neighborhood, and Tanya remembered a detective showing up at her door. “I can one hundred percent recall walking out with my child on my hip,” she said, “and the detective saying, ‘We know you seen him. You seen Daniel Otte. You seen Dan do it.’”

Tanya told him, “No … I didn’t see anything,” but the detective was unrelenting.

“You’re going to tell us that you seen Daniel Otte,” she recounted him saying, “or that baby on your hip and the one in your stomach is going to be gone.”

Her words sat heavy in the air, like the oppressive heat slowly overtaking the car. Tanya leaned back, shifting uncomfortably against the sticky seat. Sweat gathered on my forehead, but this wasn’t the moment to pause the interview and reach for the air-conditioning. Tanya’s story mirrored Debra Murphy’s testimony at trial on the day she recanted her earlier statement. Murphy’s reversal had brought the proceedings to a halt and ultimately led to Dan Otte’s acquittal.

“Do you remember that?” I asked Tanya, hoping she’d elaborate on the detective who, she said, had threatened her.

“One hundred percent,” she replied forcefully. “I will never forget that day. His name was … Buddy Shephard. I will never … I just got chills. I’ll never forget that.”

Tanya explained that Shephard had wanted her to come to the station to make a recorded statement. Because she was a minor, she had to be accompanied by a parent.

“I remember telling my dad they’re making me lie in there,” she recalled. “They’re telling me what I have to say or they’re going to take my babies.”

“Sissy, they can’t do that,” her father told her. “They can’t take your children because you tell the truth. All you have to do is what I’ve taught you, is tell the truth.”

Tanya was brought into a small room alone with Buddy Shephard and another detective, her father watching from behind a window. She remembered Shephard saying, “‘So, tell us, tell us it was Dan, wasn’t it?… Remember? It was Dan!’ And he would point to my stomach,” she said. At one point, Tanya recalled Shephard turning off the recorder and slamming his fist down onto the table when she refused to go along with the story.

Later, she was called as a witness in Dan Otte’s second trial by his defense attorney, Jack Edmund. “I think they wanted my story to show the coercion of the detective,” she said. “It was terrifying.”



Now, after getting to know all the key locations in Lakeland tied to the Schofield case, Kelsey and I found ourselves doing the same in Osceola County for the Joseph B. Lavair case. The GPS guided us toward Intercession City—and before I even realized it, we had already passed through.

“That was Intercession City,” Kelsey said, as I looked for a place to turn around.

It wasn’t much more than a stoplight and a neighborhood just a few blocks wide in either direction. As I drove, Kelsey studied maps and crime scene reports, pointing out streets and railroad crossings mentioned in the case files.

“Where did he crash the cab?” I asked.

“I think it’s one of these off streets,” Kelsey said, directing us back toward the railroad tracks. We stopped near a new power pole and a utility substation, still there after all these years. Seeing these places for ourselves made the details feel more tangible, sharpening everything we had only read about on paper.

Later that night, I ran through the list of witnesses. One of them was John Namee, one of three teenage boys who had rushed to the crashed taxi to check on the driver. Other witnesses at the scene described a man struggling to get out of the cab as a transformer, knocked loose in the crash, sent sparks flying into the air.

“Get away, it’s gonna blow!” the man had screamed, scattering the onlookers.

John was approached by a detective and said he had seen the man climb out of the cab. He described him as being between five foot ten and six feet tall, slim, and weighing about 160 pounds. He also said he didn’t recognize the man as being from Intercession City, though he’d been standing about fifty feet away and believed he could identify him if he saw him again.

According to records we’d pulled from Jeremy Scott’s arrests around the same time in 1987, he was booked into the Polk County Jail at six feet tall and 160 pounds.

A week after his initial statement, John Namee spoke again—this time to Buddy Shephard—and made a new claim. Now he said he was certain it was Dan Otte who had climbed out of the cab.

I reviewed the interviews with the other two teenage boys who had been with Namee that night. Their statements closely mirrored his: Both described the driver as a slim man somewhere between five foot eight and six foot two and said they had never seen him before. Still, like Namee, they believed they could identify him if they saw him again.

A week after the crash, Buddy Shephard brought Namee to the station for another interview. After that meeting, all three boys changed their accounts, now insisting with certainty that it was Dan Otte who had climbed out of the cab.

I really wanted to talk to John Namee. After some digging, I found a phone number for him and decided to call. But I couldn’t ignore the risk: If John had been coerced into naming Dan Otte as the suspect and had lied on the stand, he could still be charged with perjury. In Florida, the law doesn’t impose a statute of limitations on perjury in a capital case, meaning his testimony could still come back to haunt him. Admitting to coercion by Buddy Shephard could leave him vulnerable to prosecution. I knew I had to tread carefully.

Surprisingly, a man answered and confirmed that he was John Namee. I introduced myself, explained what I was working on, and said I wanted to ask him some questions about a murder in Intercession City. John was warm and friendly, casually recounting how he’d seen the taxi after it crashed into the power pole.

When I asked if he knew who Jeremy Scott was, John said he remembered growing up with both Jeremy and his brother, Royal Dean. He mentioned that they had lived down the road, with an uncle.

I knew I was cutting straight to the point, but I had to know his reaction. “Jeremy confessed to his girlfriend that he was the one who killed the taxi driver that night in 1987,” I told him.

The tone of the conversation shifted instantly. John mumbled something I couldn’t make out and fell silent for a moment. “I gotta go,” he said abruptly, before hanging up the phone.

His reaction hung in the silence, letting the implication sink in for me. He didn’t say, What are you talking about? I saw Dan Otte get out of that cab! That’s what I testified to in court.

Tanya’s chilling story of coercion and John’s abrupt response lingered in my mind, both circling back to Dan Otte’s insistence that Buddy Shephard had framed him. The more I uncovered, the more restless I became. Jeremy Scott’s shadow loomed over everything. I couldn’t stop until I understood how he fit into it all—and more of the pieces began to fall into place when Jami Allen Nelams finally agreed to meet with me and Kelsey in a hotel room not far from her home in Winter Haven.

We set up chairs around a small table while Kelsey adjusted the microphones, running a quick sound check. “How are you feeling about this?” she asked Jami, slipping on her headphones.

Jami exhaled. “I’m a little more okay with it now than I was,” she admitted. “When y’all wanted to talk to me before, I tried. I couldn’t do it.” She spoke about the fear of revisiting her past. “I’m not gonna lie, I was terrified,” she said, thinking back to the day she never showed up at the restaurant.

In her fifties now, Jami spoke with the slight southern twang common in Central Florida. She hesitated for a moment before continuing. “I spent so many years trying not to think about it and not to talk about it. It was really rough there for a while. I went through years of nightmares and paranoia, so I just did not want to deal with that again. But I think I’m working past that.”

She took a long sip from the water bottle we’d placed in front of her and then looked at us firmly. “There’s still some things I can’t talk about,” she said. “And if you ask me about them, I will let you know.”

We assured her we understood, then asked her to start from the beginning—wherever she felt most comfortable.



“I remember him kicking my chair and saying, ‘You wanna dance?’” Jami said.

It was mid-April 1987, and she could just make out the question over the pounding music. She was sitting in one of the chairs bordering the dance floor of Secrets, an alcohol-free nightclub in downtown Lakeland where the city’s teenagers could gather to dance, mingle, and escape the monotony of suburban life. Secrets served sodas and had a room filled with arcade games and a wall of vending machines packed with snacks. The club was opened with support from the local chapter of Mothers Against Drunk Driving, offering a safe alternative for kids drawn to the loud music and flashing lights of traditional venues. Bouncers at the door still checked IDs, but only to keep out anyone over eighteen. This was a space strictly for underage teens.

Jami’s chair jolted.

She turned to the boy, dressed in all black, seated to the side. He was seventeen years old, and he said his name was Scott. His striking blue eyes locked onto her. “When I first met him, he had those piercing eyes,” she said. “He had the most beautiful eyes. And he was just staring at me.”

His unrelenting gaze made Jami uneasy.

She was seventeen, too, shy and somewhat sheltered. She’d grown up under the watchful eye of a controlling stepfather who had forbidden sleepovers and dating. But the previous year, her mother had divorced him and moved Jami and her two younger sisters into a town house on Kilmer Drive. For the first time, Jami was beginning to experience freedom.

She did want to dance, and at the end of the night, “Scott” asked if she’d meet him the following Friday at the Lakeland Mall—or, rather, behind the Lakeland Mall.

Jami hesitated. She knew the kids who hung out behind the mall weren’t like the ones at Secrets. They were the smokers, the drinkers, and the ones the cops knew by name. But something about the proposition felt thrilling. Against her better judgment, she agreed.

“It wasn’t until three months later that I found out his name was Jeremy.”

And the following week, she had a date.

At the mall, Jami got a better look at Jeremy. He was tall and slender with broad shoulders and bleached hair. The dye job wasn’t great—his hair had started to turn brassy orange, with dark roots showing at the crown. It reminded her of a rushed Halloween costume, though it was the middle of April. Maybe it was some kind of April Fool’s prank? She didn’t ask.

She noticed the tattoos on his knuckles, too: H-A-T-E spelled out across his left hand, and L-O-V-E across his right. The ink was a murky green, the kind Jami recognized from her uncle’s jail tattoos. On his forearms, silvery scars marked places where it looked like he had cut himself—a detail Jami was too shy to ask about.

Jeremy struck her as cute but rough around the edges. He seemed dangerous in a way that was both intimidating and intriguing. There was something electrifying about a boy like that being interested in her, and Jami found herself drawn in.

After their time together at the mall, Jami offered to give Jeremy a ride home. He told her he was staying downtown and directed her to a house off East Main Street. When she pulled up, she eyed the building nervously. It was in significant disrepair, and except for a single light glowing from an upstairs window, it looked abandoned.

Jeremy didn’t invite her inside that day, but he would a week or two later. That was when Jami learned the truth: The house was abandoned. There was no running water, and electricity was being siphoned from a neighboring apartment building through a tangle of extension cords. The house was crowded with otherwise-homeless teenagers and young adults. Jami estimated about twenty people were living there.

Jeremy introduced her to some of them. There was a Mike, Mike’s girlfriend—Jami didn’t catch her name—and a guy called Rambo, which Jami assumed was a nickname. When Jeremy left the room and returned to find Jami sitting on the couch making small talk with Rambo, anger flickered behind his piercing blue eyes. Without warning, Jeremy told Jami, forcefully, that she shouldn’t talk to his friends.

Then he raised his clenched fist and punched her across the face. Jami was stunned, but no one else in the room seemed to react.

A few days later, when Jeremy saw Jami talking to one of the girls who lived in the house, he hit her again. That was when Jami understood the rules. She didn’t talk to his friends anymore. From then on, she began to study Jeremy’s moods carefully, treading with caution to avoid triggering his ready fists.

Jami didn’t tell her mother about Jeremy’s violent side, but Kathleen Transue sensed it anyway. It didn’t take long for her to make up her mind about her daughter’s new boyfriend. The first time she met Jeremy, “it was instant,” Jami said. “She hated him. She hated him so bad.”

Her mom warned Jami that Jeremy was bad news.

Yet Jami started spending more nights out with Jeremy. She’d accompany him as he scoped out abandoned buildings, crawling through broken windows to find places to sleep. She always made sure to sneak back into the comfort of her mother’s town house before Kathleen returned home from work. On the rare occasion she missed her window, she’d creep in quietly, hoping her mom had already gone to bed.

“If I want to be honest,” Jami later reflected, “it was kind of exciting.”

One night that spring, Jami and Jeremy were driving around with some friends in her Cutlass. After dropping everyone else off, Jeremy started giving her directions to a place she didn’t recognize. She was behind the wheel, but Jeremy was in control. They ended up in North Lakeland, heading down a dark, desolate stretch of State Road 33. It was past midnight. No other cars were on the road, and the stretch was unlit, swallowed by darkness.

“Slow down,” Jeremy said.

Jami did as he instructed, confused. They were driving past a dense wall of woods, and there was no intersection in sight. Then her car’s headlights caught a narrow opening in the trees, revealing the sandy mouth of a dirt road. If she’d been driving the speed limit, she would have missed it entirely. Jeremy motioned for her to turn in.

Jami hesitated. The road looked uneven, and she worried about getting stuck. But at Jeremy’s insistence, she eased the Cutlass into the clearing. The car’s headlights illuminated a dirt patch scattered with torn-up grass, evidence that others had been there before. But now she and Jeremy were utterly alone, deeper behind the tree line, closer to an abandoned phosphate ditch now filled with water.

“There was nothing out there,” Jami said, adding that Jeremy and his friends referred to the place as “the Cut.”

With the car turned off, the darkness was absolute. Jami could barely see her hand in front of her face, and the only sound was the relentless chirping of crickets. Her unease turned to fear, and she realized that if anything happened out there, she might never be found.

Jeremy had brought her there to have sex. It was their first time, and Jami was violently introduced to his preferences. She would later come to understand that Jeremy always preferred to be outdoors when they had sex. And there was something else he insisted on. “I could not look at him,” she said. “You did not look at him. I either had to have my eyes closed or my head turned.” He would put his hand over her face and was rough and indifferent to her comfort. He liked to wrap his hands around her throat. Sometimes the pressure on her windpipe was so strong that her vision would go black. That night, the ground beneath them was dirty and cold, and Jami didn’t like it.

A few weeks later, Jeremy brought her back to the Cut. She didn’t want to go—it was a school night, and she had a strict 10 PM curfew. Jeremy had already shown complete disregard for her mother’s rules, and Jami knew that breaking curfew again would land her in serious trouble. But she was just as afraid to say no to him. She had also picked up on the offhand remarks made by Jeremy’s friends when they were all together—comments about his treatment of other girls that reminded her of her own experiences with him.

“I did wonder about him raping people,” Jami said. “I remember that thought crossing my mind because of other girls making comments. And I can remember looking at him and thinking, Nah, he wouldn’t do that.”

On one summer day, Jeremy suggested an impromptu road trip to North Florida to visit his mother. He wanted Jami to meet her. Armed with her mother’s credit card for gas, the pair traveled the two hundred miles of highway to Perry, Florida. They eventually pulled into the Hess gas station where Linda Glover worked.

When Linda saw Jeremy, the first words out of her mouth were “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Jami couldn’t believe it. She was shocked that any mother could be so cold to her own son. Jeremy didn’t respond. Instead, he turned, walked back to the car, and got behind the wheel. He and Jami drove in silence for several minutes before he pulled off onto the shoulder and put the car in park.

Jami hesitated, then gently asked, “Are you okay?”

Without a word, Jeremy turned and punched her as hard as he could. The force of it knocked the breath out of her. Then he leaned over her, opened the door, kicked her out of the car, and sped off, leaving her stranded in a place she didn’t recognize.

In both directions, all she could see were endless stretches of pine trees and saw palmettos. She didn’t dare walk back toward the gas station. If Linda could speak to her own son that way, Jami didn’t want to find out what she might say to her.

Ten minutes later, Jeremy reappeared. Without a word, Jami climbed back into the car. Neither of them spoke about what had happened as they drove back to Perry, where there were other family members he wanted to see.

Despite the punch, Jami found herself feeling sorry for Jeremy. She could still see glimpses of his capacity for kindness and love. “Jeremy had his good parts. That’s how I got sucked in,” she said. “Jeremy had that good side, and he had that funny side. And he could be sweet and caring. He had that good in him. I saw it. I think there was a part of me that thought I could help him. That I could make it better, make him feel loved, and he’d be okay. And maybe he wouldn’t do the things that he was doing.”

By the end of 1987, Jeremy’s long rap sheet began to catch up with him. His list of misdemeanors, punctuated by a string of felonies, finally coalesced into an eighteen-month prison sentence. Convictions for burglary, contempt, and assault on a law enforcement officer were bundled into one term, and Jeremy was sent to Brevard Correctional Institution in Cocoa, Florida. But his time there was short-lived. In May 1988, after serving just four months of his sentence, he was released and returned to Lakeland.

When Jami saw him again, she noticed the change immediately. “There was nothing in his eyes. Nothing. When I first met him, he was intense,” she said. But when he finally left prison, “there was nothing. He was empty. He would look at you, and you would just feel like ice water.”

Jami noticed a change in Jeremy’s hits, too. “He was really, really angry,” she said. She no longer saw his good side—no more jokes, no flickers of kindness or care. All that remained was his rage. “I can remember looking at him and not even really recognizing him, not even knowing who he was.”

Their sex became increasingly violent. By the time Jeremy got out of prison, it was never consensual. He would hit her and restrain her to have sex, choking her with greater force each time. Once, he used a belt to choke her until she passed out. On another occasion, he choked her and started laughing.

By then, Jami had no doubt: He was capable of killing her.
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FRIEND WAS IN TROUBLE



Sitting in the hotel room with me and Kelsey, Jami told us one more story about Jeremy Scott that is key to understanding the shadow he cast over Leo Schofield’s story. It was a story we were able to confirm after getting our hands on the case files and transcripts.

It was Halloween night in 1988, and Jeremy was drinking Thunderbird wine and already feeling drunk by the time it got dark. His friend Brian Hall was working at a Burger King on Florida Avenue South and told Jeremy he’d connect with him after his shift ended at 1:30 AM. They agreed to meet at Lake Morton, near Mister Fish, a popular local restaurant with fried food and outdoor picnic tables overlooking the lake.

Once there, Jeremy spotted Brian at one of the tables along the lake. Brian had grown up in Lakeland, but following frequent family conflict, he had recently spent a year at the Florida Sheriffs Boys Ranch, a care facility for at-risk boys struggling with behavioral issues or juvenile delinquency. Back in Lakeland, Brian dropped out of school in the tenth grade, instead taking service jobs at various restaurants where he never stayed long.

That night at Mister Fish, Brian was dressed in costume for the Burger King Halloween party. Evoking rocker Alice Cooper, he wore bleached jeans and a gray T-shirt with a Japanese flag emblem across the chest. He had a black star painted around his eye.

Jeremy called Brian over, and Brian waited outside while Jeremy walked into the neighboring Circle K to purchase a pack of Marlboro Reds. Jeremy was already drunk, Brian observed, and still angry about a beer someone had thrown on him earlier in the evening. Because Brian had accidentally locked himself out of the apartment where he was staying, the two boys were looking for a place to crash. They walked toward Florida Southern College and found a pay phone.

It was nearly 3 AM, and Jeremy figured they could sleep at this guy Donald Moorhead’s place. Jeremy had met Don, a thirty-seven-year-old bachelor, a few weeks prior, at Fantasy 2000, a gay bar in downtown Lakeland. He had approached Don looking to buy drugs. Instead, Don gifted him a few joints and invited Jeremy back to his place. Aside from marijuana, Don had also been giving Jeremy work remodeling and painting his trailer, and Jeremy told Brian that Don still owed him $150. So, that night, Jeremy wanted Brian to make the call. He handed Brian the pay phone receiver.

“Tell him you’re by yourself,” Jeremy instructed him.

It was close to 3:30 AM when they spotted Don’s beige 1988 Chevy Beretta approach. Don was surprised to see Jeremy there, but he let the two teens climb inside the sedan and drove them to his single-wide in the Citrus Center Colony mobile home park. The trailer was clean and thoughtfully furnished. Sitting in the living room, Don broke out some weed and cocaine while Brian grabbed a can of Miller Lite from the refrigerator.

“You’re fucked up,” Don said to Jeremy.

“I’m drunk but not fucked up,” Jeremy growled.

“You want to smoke a joint?” Don offered.

Jeremy didn’t really like drinking beer, so he pulled out what he thought was a bottle of wine or champagne that was lying on its side next to a loaf of bread in the refrigerator. It was a heavy green bottle of Esprit de Vie, a non-alcoholic sparkling white grape juice, which Jeremy set down on the table but never opened.

After smoking some weed, Jeremy said he was tired and went back into Don’s bedroom to sleep, while Brian sat on the couch, drinking beer. At one point, Don removed his shirt and pants, laid them on the dining room table, and went into his bedroom, where Jeremy was. He was there for only a few minutes before returning to the living room naked. Don then attempted to convince Brian to have sex with him.

“He kept running his gator,” Brian said, recounting the older man’s persistence. But Brian made it clear, telling him that sex with men “didn’t float my boat.”

Eventually, after Brian told him to “find somebody else,” Don gave up, sat down in an easy chair, and fell asleep, fully naked and snoring. After washing the Alice Cooper star from his face, Brian fell asleep on the couch.

At sunrise, not more than an hour or two later, Brian woke to Jeremy standing over him, “shaking me, waking me up,” Brian said.

Don was still sleeping in the chair, and Jeremy had been scouring the trailer for money. Hungover, he was checking Don’s pants, his dresser drawers, and even inside the floor vents. Jeremy had been with Don the day before and seen him withdraw $300 from Barnett Bank, so he knew there should be some cash somewhere. Don had recently come into some money from a workmen’s compensation case in California, and he’d had a balance of approximately $23,000 at the bank.

“Couldn’t find his wallet,” Jeremy said later. “And I know every place in that house. Couldn’t find his coke, either.”

Jeremy had fallen behind on his probation payments of $30 a month, and he knew that if he didn’t stay current, his probation office could file a violation with the court—and he’d likely end up back in jail. He grabbed Don’s car keys off the table, telling Brian he wanted to pick up Jami; they planned to spend a few days with his mom in Davenport. Jeremy became more flustered at coming up empty in his search for cash and coke, and Brian noticed his friend’s anger become directed toward Don, who was still asleep in the chair.

Jeremy picked up the grape juice bottle from the table. “He got to be taken out,” he said. If they stole the car, Don would know who did it, he told Brian. And Don “had connections” and would see to it that Jeremy did a lot of time.

As Jeremy paced the living room floor, bottle in hand, Brian thought he had seen Jeremy angry before, but never like this. Jeremy told him he was “tired of all the homosexuals and having to hustle the street. He’d had enough,” he said.

Brian watched as Jeremy became increasingly more agitated. “Like he was psyching his own self up to be able to do it.”

Suddenly, Jeremy raised the bottle into the air and brought it crashing down onto the top of Don’s head with a dull thud, without shattering the bottle. He then smashed him twice more.

The blows caused Don to slump out of the chair and onto the floor, where he lay on his side, unconscious, seizing, and making gurgling noises. Blood began to seep from his head into a thick red puddle, saturating the blue-gray patterned carpet beneath him.

“I stood there in fear,” Brian said, adding that he was “just in shock. I couldn’t do nothing but stand there and look.”

“Don’t just stand there,” Jeremy said. “You gotta do something. If this guy lives, we’re going to the chair.” He handed Brian the bottle. “Hit him,” he said.

The two stood looking down at Don, his hair “soaked with blood and brain matter.”

“You gotta at least hit him to prove to me that you’re not gonna say anything,” Jeremy told Brian. “’Cause at least if you hit him, I’ll know that we’ll both go to prison if somehow we get caught.”

“And so, I did,” Brian admitted. “There was no way I could get out of it.”

The gurgling, twitching, and “snore sound” from Don continued for nearly half an hour, as Jeremy and Brian made one last frantic search of the trailer.

“He had a strong will to live,” Brian said, surmising that Don would become “a vegetable” if he survived.

“If he does,” Jeremy said, “he probably is too messed up to remember anything ’cause he was asleep.”

Jeremy reached for Don’s wrist and a pulse. “You could feel his nerves shaking,” he later said.

Finally, Jeremy couldn’t take the noises anymore. He ripped the cord from a telephone, wrapped it around Don’s neck, secured one end of the cord by stepping on it, and pulled hard on the other end until it finally snapped in two.

But Donald Moorhead had made his last ragged gasp.

Jeremy grabbed some towels from the bathroom and tossed one to Brian. “Make sure you don’t leave no fingerprints and clean up what you can,” he said.

The two began wiping the counters, door handles, dresser drawers, the telephone, and even the TV knob. After wiping down the grape juice bottle, Brian put it back into the refrigerator. Because Jeremy couldn’t read or write too well, he told Brian to compose a note they could leave on the trailer door.

On the back of a medical letter to Don, Brian wrote:

Friend was in trouble in Orlando Went to help him Be back in a few days

Don

Jeremy went back into Don’s bedroom and grabbed a People’s Bank duffel bag with some extra clothes Jeremy had kept in a little drawer by the bed. Brian tucked the note into the side door that he hoped the wind wouldn’t blow away. Jeremy thought the note would buy them a few extra days to skip town with Don’s car.

“Jeremy thought it was the perfect crime, and he just laughed about it,” Brian said. “Nobody saw us get picked up by [Don,] and nobody knew who was the last to be with him. He thought it was all gonna be easy.”

They threw the towels, one of the lengths of telephone cord, and the bag of clothes into the trunk of Don’s Chevy Beretta, and Jeremy drove it to a 7-Eleven around the corner from Jami’s grandmother’s house, a few miles away. They’d found a bunch of change in Don’s car, about eight dollars’ worth, and Jeremy called Jami from a pay phone. Jami had gotten pregnant with Jeremy’s baby, and after her mother threw her out of the house, she went to live with her grandmother.

“It was early,” Jami told us. “I had just gotten up. He said that he needs to talk to me, that it was real important, and he wanted me to walk down to the 7-Eleven that was right down the street.”

She could tell that Jeremy was scared and paranoid. “Can’t talk on the phone,” he told her, adding that he didn’t want to be “out on the streets.”

Jeremy knew that Jami’s grandmother didn’t like him, and he didn’t want to make a scene by pulling up to her house. A few minutes later, as Jami was walking down North Crystal Lake Drive, Jeremy raced up to her in the Beretta and told her to get in. Brian was sitting in the back seat. He looked worried, too, Jami thought. “His face was all broke out,” she said. “It was really pale. Jeremy just had some kind of control over him.”

They drove around the block a few times. Jami, now nearly six months pregnant, could sense something was wrong. She could see that Jeremy’s clothes had dark red stains on them. He’d told her they’d just gotten into a fight with Don, that they’d walked into his trailer and “found him molesting a little boy.”

“He said he’d hit him over the head with a bottle, and that’s when Brian jumped in,” Jami said.

They continued to drive around the neighborhood. In the back seat, Brian could see that Jami was upset. Jeremy was telling her this story, everything except “hurting this guy, ’cause he knew it would shake her up.”

Don had let them use the car, Jeremy said, “because things were hot, and they went to cool off.” That didn’t make much sense to Jami, either. Jeremy had never had a driver’s license, and she didn’t think Don would let him borrow his car.

Jeremy told her they were going to Kissimmee for a few days to see his grandmother. Then he dropped Jami off on the same street where they’d picked her up.



After leaving Jami, the two teens made their way to northeastern Polk County to lie low with Jeremy’s family. But first, they had a stop to make. They drove to Intercession City, where they dumped the towels and the broken telephone cord in the woods, then doubled back along Old Tampa Highway to the Spring Lake mobile home park in Davenport. There, they smoked weed and drank beer with Jeremy’s brother, Royal Dean; their mother, Linda; and her boyfriend, Tom.

Later that night, Jeremy began to miss Jami, and he called her, saying he was going to swing by with Royal Dean and take her to Davenport for a few days.

“Well, I need to ask,” Jami told him.

But Jeremy wasn’t taking no for an answer. “You’re eighteen,” he said. “You can go.”

Jami knew by now she would never say no to Jeremy. She went out back and smoked a cigarette. “It was like I was trying to think of a way to get out of it,” she recalled.

By the time she got back inside, it was nearly midnight, and Jeremy was already at the front door, telling her grandmother he was there to pick up Jami.

Jami took another look at the stains on Jeremy’s pants, then went back into her room to pack. But first, she called her childhood friend, eighteen-year-old Jennifer Stone, who lived in a house a few doors down. “Something’s happened,” she told her. “Jeremy’s here.”

Jami told Jennifer about the fight with Don and the bloodstains on Jeremy’s pants. “Jennifer, I think he killed somebody,” she said quietly. “If I’m not here in the morning, I’m with him. Call the cops.”

“I knew I wasn’t coming back,” Jami reflected. “I knew if they didn’t catch him, I was gonna die. I would have been dead.”

Jami left her grandmother’s house and hopped into the Beretta with Jeremy. Royal Dean was with him, and they drove straight to Davenport, where Linda had recently moved. When they arrived at trailer number ten, Jami remembered going right to sleep while Jeremy stayed up talking with his brother. She woke up starving the next morning, but there was nothing in the trailer to eat. Royal Dean and his teenage wife, Anna, had a baby nearly a year old who was walking around in a diaper, crying and dirty.

“I knew she was hungry,” Jami recalled. “And I’m six months’ pregnant. I didn’t care what they said. I was going to get something to eat.”

She grabbed the keys to Don’s Beretta.

“Where are you going?” Jeremy asked.

“I’m going to get me and this baby something to eat,” she said forcefully and walked out the door. Jeremy did not follow.



Jennifer Stone had gotten up early on Wednesday, November 2, still thinking about her friend Jami and what she said to her on the phone the night before. She saw that morning’s edition of The Lakeland Ledger on the kitchen table and had started flipping through the pages when a headline caught her attention: NEIGHBORS AND INVESTIGATORS MYSTIFIED BY LAKELAND MAN FOUND DEAD IN HOME. Beside the story was a photograph of two men wheeling a gurney to a vehicle with a sheet-covered body strapped to it.

Jennifer recalled what Jami had told her, and she feared a connection between Jeremy and this murder in Lakeland she’d just read about. She also believed that Jami was in danger, and she immediately called her father at work and told him what she suspected. Jennifer’s father called the police at 12:35 PM and rushed home to his daughter.

Detectives arrived minutes later to take a statement from the girl, and while they were there, at about 1:20 PM, one detective’s pager beeped. When he returned the call, he’d learned that a citizen had spotted Donald Moorhead’s vehicle at a mobile home in Davenport and that police had it under surveillance. Detectives were told to rush back to the station, so they quickly ended the interview with Jennifer Stone. While en route, they heard over the radio that a white female had just been apprehended, and they raced toward the Spring Lake mobile home park.



Jami had made it only a block from the trailer in the Chevy Beretta. “All of a sudden all these cops came flying from nowhere,” she recalled. “They all had their guns pointed at me.”

She put her hands up. “I’m pregnant,” she screamed. “Please don’t shoot! I’m pregnant! I’m pregnant!”

One cop approached, grabbed her by the arm, opened the car door, yanked her out, and splayed her, belly first, across the hood of the Beretta.

“All I kept thinking about was the baby, so I grabbed my stomach,” Jami said. “They got really mad because I’m grabbing my stomach, and I kept hollering, ‘I’m pregnant!’”

“If you care about your baby, where’s Jeremy Scott?” one cop shouted.

“I’ll tell you where they’re at!” Jami cried. “I’ll tell you where they’re at! Just let me get off my baby!”

The police let Jami stand up straight, and she pointed to the trailer and gave them a description of everyone inside it—how many people there were, what they were wearing. She told them everything. “There’s a baby in the house,” she added. “Please take some food for that baby.”

Jeremy had been out front, helping Royal Dean with his truck. “I seen cops from over across the street,” Royal Dean recalled. There was a warrant out for his arrest in Osceola County. “I’m wanted at the time, and I seen another cop and another cop, and then I started hearing helicopters.”

“We gotta go,” Jeremy said.

The brothers took off for the woods and ran to a creek. They’d seen the sheriff’s K-9 unit there, too, and they thought the dogs couldn’t follow their scent in the water. They backtracked under a bridge, to the other side of the road where police were gathered.

“We sat down on a log,” Royal Dean said. Jeremy, he could tell, had something to say. “He told me what he had done to the guy.”

A police dog howled and bayed in the distance, as the thumping rotors of the helicopter echoed beneath the bridge.

“He decided to turn himself in,” Royal Dean said. “He gave me enough time to get away.”

Det. Joseph Louden from the Lakeland Police Department arrived in Davenport to see Jami sitting in a cruiser from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office and a deputy standing beside Moorhead’s Chevy Beretta.

Jeremy’s mother, Linda, was standing outside the trailer as police approached. She acknowledged that her son was in trouble. “I’ll bring him out,” she told police and disappeared into the woods.

A moment later a boy emerged. Louden thought he looked disheveled, “like he was in dire need of a bath and a change of clothes.” He was still wearing the same bloodstained clothes from the day before—a ripped pair of Levi’s jeans, blue-and-white sneakers, and a white Bud Light Spuds MacKenzie T-shirt—when he approached the detectives, walking his very last steps in freedom.

“Are you guys looking for me?” the boy asked.



With the dog from the PCSO’s K-9 unit howling nearby and the sheriff’s helicopter circling overhead, Jami Allen was placed in the back seat of a cruiser for questioning. She saw Jeremy emerge from the woods, and when the deputy closed the car door, the barking, the pulsating thrum of the helicopter’s rotor blades—all of it became muted. Police had Jeremy in custody now.

“I could breathe,” she recalled. “It was like the whole time I couldn’t breathe, like I was underwater … I think that’s when it finally hit me, that I was finally free, that I was finally going to get away.”

By the time she was taken to the Lakeland Police Department’s downtown station, where detectives had a chance to compare the statements of both Jeremy and Brian, it was clear to them that Jami had not been involved in the murder of Donald Moorhead. “She was very cooperative,” Detective William R. Harrison observed, adding that she was also “very pregnant.”

“I told them everything,” Jami said, and after her questioning, the detectives informed her they weren’t going to charge her with anything and that she was free to leave.

After Jeremy surrendered to police, he led them to Brian, who was sleeping in a nearby trailer. Both boys initially admitted to attacking Donald Moorhead, but they attempted to justify their actions by claiming they had caught him sexually assaulting a young boy, which, they said, had led to a fight. However, their stories quickly unraveled under interrogation.

“Is it true that you caught Don molesting a child and beat him up?” a detective asked Jeremy.

“No, but I didn’t know what else to tell Jami,” he confessed.

Brian Hall fared no better under questioning.

“What we found there at the scene,” another detective said to him, “indicated to us that there wasn’t a fight in the kitchen.”

Brian slumped back in his seat, clearly defeated. “Well, I didn’t really think y’all would go for that anyway,” he admitted. “I guess it would be better if I just told the truth.”

The Tampa Tribune covered the murder of Donald Moorhead with the headline MURDER SUSPECT ACQUITTED IN 1985 DEATH, highlighting Jeremy Scott’s prior involvement in another Polk County homicide, where he had stood trial for the murder of Jewel Johnson. He and Brian Hall were both charged with first-degree murder and grand theft and were ordered held without bail in the Polk County Jail. As co-defendants pleading not guilty, they were placed in separate jail blocks to prevent collusion or any attempt to coordinate their stories and testimony.

Brian Hall had been in the Polk County Jail for only a few days when the harsh reality of incarceration began to weigh heavily on him. The fear, stress, and anxiety of being locked behind bars were already taking a toll on the teenager. Struggling to adjust, he requested to meet with a psychiatrist. In response, he was moved to a wing that housed a few single-inmate cells reserved for those awaiting medical or psychological care.

In a nearby cell was another young man from Lakeland, also awaiting trial on a charge of first-degree murder. It was here, on this block of the Polk County Jail in November 1988, that Brian Hall met Leo Schofield.







13
I DON’T LIKE MURDERERS



It’s not uncommon for public defenders in Florida to represent people more than once. So when Austin Maslanik was assigned to Jeremy Scott’s defense in the murder of Donald Moorhead, he was not surprised. He had been spending much of the summer of 1989 trying to assess Jeremy’s mental state. At the time, Maslanik believed Jeremy was holding up reasonably well and deemed him competent to stand trial. However, by early August, after returning from his vacation, the attorney noticed a troubling shift. During a visit to the jail, he observed that Jeremy’s mental condition had started to deteriorate. “He started to slice his arms and wrists open,” Maslanik told the court during an August 9 pretrial hearing, “which required him to be taken to the hospital and receive stitches for these injuries.” Deeply concerned for his client’s well-being, Maslanik began visiting Jeremy daily at the jail. “I asked him why he did that, and he had no rational explanation for it,” he explained to the court. “I told him not to do anything else like that.”

But Jeremy didn’t heed this attorney’s plea. The next day, Maslanik discovered that Jeremy had ripped out some of his stitches, requiring further medical attention. The day after that, he did it again. “He is very depressed at this time,” Maslanik reported. A psychiatric expert evaluated the defendant and concluded that Jeremy appeared to be “decompensated,” a term used to describe the breakdown of coping mechanisms or mental stability.

“I believe that he is being somewhat self-destructive,” Maslanik said, adding that Jeremy was taking a daily 200 mg dose of Mellaril, a powerful antipsychotic medication with strong sedative effects. Concerned that Jeremy’s condition could affect the upcoming trial, Maslanik requested a hearing to have his client reevaluated for competency.

“I think the court can see Mr. Scott as he’s sitting in the courtroom today, with both of his arms bandaged, his hands handcuffed, and his legs shackled,” Maslanik said, informing the court of Jeremy’s unusual request for restraints. “He asked for them himself, so he doesn’t hurt himself.” Maslanik continued, voicing his concerns to the judge: “There is a reasonable basis to believe that his behavior at this time indicates that he cannot manifest appropriate courtroom behavior, and that he may not be able to testify relevantly.”

Presiding over the case was circuit judge J. Dale Durrance, notorious in the Polk County Courthouse as “Jail Dale” for his severe sentencing tendencies. Known to occasionally carry a pistol beneath his black robe, Durrance once remarked, “I carry a gun when I feel the necessity arises.” He was infamous for overriding jury recommendations of life imprisonment, imposing death sentences instead—often at the urging of prosecutors. Appellate courts frequently reversed Durrance’s decisions; between 1987 and 1989, the Second District Court of Appeal issued nearly fifty opinions on Durrance’s cases, overturning more than a third of them.

This case posed a far greater challenge for Austin Maslanik than Jeremy Scott’s previous trial for the murder of Jewel Johnson, for which Jeremy was acquitted. In the Moorhead case, Jeremy’s own statements were damning. On the day of his arrest, he waived his Miranda rights and agreed to speak with detectives without an attorney present. During the taped interview, he placed himself squarely at the scene and confessed to hitting Moorhead over the head with a grape juice bottle, strangling him with a telephone cord, and stealing his car.

Further complicating matters for Maslanik was Brian Hall’s legal representation. Unlike Jeremy, who relied on a public defender, Brian benefited from the counsel of private attorney Glen Brock, whom his father, an employee of the U.S. Postal Service, had hired. As the trial date approached, Maslanik suspected the State might offer Brian a deal in exchange for testifying against Jeremy.

Assistant State Attorney John Aguero, an ambitious young prosecutor with a zeal for death penalty cases, assigned himself the prosecution of both Jeremy Scott and Brian Hall. The two defendants were on the docket for separate trials, but in mid-August, just as his trial was beginning, Brian Hall accepted the State’s offer and pleaded guilty to first-degree murder in exchange for a sentence of life in prison.

Despite their strong case against Jeremy, the State had come to Maslanik with an offer. If his client pleaded guilty to first-degree murder, the State would take the death penalty off the table, offering consecutive life sentences. After discussing the State’s offer with Jeremy, Maslanik countered with a plea of second-degree murder, which meant that Jeremy would have a chance of being released on parole after serving what would likely be a lengthy prison sentence. Maslanik’s counteroffer was rejected, and on August 17, 1989, the State of Florida put Jeremy Scott on trial for first-degree murder—the second time Maslanik would be fighting to keep his troubled client out of the electric chair.

In State of Florida v. Jeremy Lynn Scott, neither the prosecution nor the defense anticipated anything but a guilty verdict. Assistant State Attorney John Aguero delivered a concise opening statement, confident that, unlike in the Jewel Johnson case, the overwhelming evidence against Jeremy, including his taped confession, would leave little room for doubt.

Maslanik, meanwhile, tailored his strategy to avoid a first-degree murder conviction and the death sentence that could follow. He aimed to convince the jury that the evidence fell short of proving premeditation or an intent to kill Donald Moorhead.

In his final remarks, Maslanik urged the jury to focus solely on the facts of the case and not to be swayed by theatrics or what he described as the prosecutor’s emotional appeals.

When Aguero rose to deliver his closing argument, it was clear that Maslanik’s words had struck a nerve. “I am emotional!” Aguero thundered, pointing directly at Jeremy Scott. “I don’t like murderers!”

“I object, Your Honor,” Maslanik interrupted.

“That’s why I’m emotional!” Aguero shouted back. “That’s my job!”

“I object,” Maslanik repeated, his frustration mounting. “That’s improper argument on behalf of Mr. Aguero. It serves his personal feelings in this case, and I ask to approach the bench.”

At the bench, Maslanik, visibly angry, leaned in toward Judge Durrance. “Your Honor, this is the most outrageous display of improper prosecutorial misconduct that I have ever seen in a closing argument,” he said. “Mr. Aguero has inserted his personal feelings, raised his voice, and continued his argument even after my objections. He is intentionally trying to inflame and prejudice this jury in an unacceptable manner.”

Durrance, exasperated, addressed both lawyers. “You all just calm down,” he said. “Let’s get the arguments over with. Both of you know better.”

After a break for lunch, Judge Durrance reviewed the jury instructions. He reminded the jurors that to find Jeremy Scott guilty of first-degree murder, the State had to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the killing of Donald Moorhead had been premeditated.

“You may now retire to deliberate your verdict,” Judge Durrance said.

By the end of the afternoon, after deliberating for three and a half hours, the jury got word to Judge Durrance through the bailiff that they had reached their verdicts. They were brought back into court, and the bailiff collected the verdicts and handed them to the clerk, who read them to the court.

Jeremy Scott was found guilty of first-degree murder and guilty of robbery with a deadly weapon. As the clerk read the verdicts, Jeremy “swayed backward and began to sob,” The Lakeland Ledger reported. Judge Durrance thanked the jury for their time and told them that they would reconvene the following morning, “to take up the penalty phase of the trial.”

Jeremy had heard that his mother, Linda, came to the courthouse to support him during the jury’s verdict, but as he scanned the courtroom, she was nowhere to be found.



Court resumed on August 25 for the penalty phase following Jeremy Scott’s conviction in the murder of Donald Moorhead. In this phase of the trial, where the death penalty was a possible sentence, Aguero’s job was to convince the jury that the aggravating factors, like the heinousness of Donald Moorhead’s murder, outweighed the mitigating factors, such as the difficult upbringing and mental disabilities that might warrant mercy for Jeremy Scott. Aguero’s strategy in his closing argument was to highlight the cruelty of Jeremy’s crime, his prior felony convictions, and the fact that the murder had been committed in the commission of another felony, stealing the victim’s car. All these represented aggravating factors, and Aguero had to prove them beyond a reasonable doubt.

Maslanik’s co-counsel, Dwight Wells, had brought several members of the Scott family to court that morning to testify on Jeremy’s behalf, and before the defense made its argument, Maslanik had another issue to raise with the court.

“Some of the witnesses I’m going to be calling have knowledge of other criminal activity of the defendant which is not relevant to this part of the penalty phase,” Maslanik said. He wanted to ensure that any inadvertent mention by family members of Jeremy’s prior criminal acts would not open the door for Aguero, leading to potentially prejudicial testimony coming before the jury.

“I have no problem with that,” Aguero told the judge.

With that matter settled, Aguero said that the State would be calling no witnesses, adding only that he was submitting two exhibits for the penalty phase. The first was a judgment document showing that Jeremy had been found guilty of attempted arson, and another indicated that he was guilty of battery on law enforcement, a charge he had picked up in December 1987 during a stint in the Polk County Jail. These prior felonies were admissible as evidence in Jeremy’s sentencing.

The majority of the defense witnesses were all members of Jeremy’s family, most of whom had traveled down to Bartow from Perry. Prior to their coming to court, Wells emphasized the critical role their testimony would play in Jeremy’s avoiding a death sentence. Though painful for many, Wells explained, their honesty would be necessary. The defense strategy aimed to portray Jeremy’s life as doomed from the start. His father was absent, and his mother, Linda, had rejected him from birth. The lack of maternal love became a central theme in Jeremy’s defense, and notably, Linda would not testify to spare her son from the electric chair.

Earline Sandage, Jeremy’s grandmother, was called to testify about Jeremy’s early life. Her daughter Linda was just fourteen when she became pregnant, and at fifteen, she was still living at home with Earline when she gave birth to Jeremy in 1969.

“She brought him home and just left him,” Earline said. “I raised Jeremy.”

Earline testified about the stark contrast in how Linda treated her sons. “Dean always got all the love,” she said. “She never left Dean nowhere with nobody, but she always pitched Jeremy off to here and there. And right to this day, he’ll do anything in the world for his mother because all he’s asking and begging her is just a little bit of love that she’s given Dean. But she won’t give it to him. She wasn’t even in the courtroom yesterday when they give the verdict on him. She was downstairs having coffee.”

Wells next called Jeremy’s aunt Debbie to the stand. She was fourteen years old when Jeremy was born, the first of three children Linda had as a teenager. “As he grew up, we found out that he had a little mental problem,” Debbie said. “He was slow. Very slow. And we had trouble potty training him. And then when he started speaking, he had trouble with his speech.”

Another aunt, Shirley, described a boy shaped by the violence he experienced as a child, longing for affection from a parent that he would never receive. “All he ever knew was a belt or a fist,” she said. “If you give Jeremy love and attention, he could be so loving. He’s just reaching out for it. But he wanted the love from his mother, not from any of us. All he ever wanted was his mother.”

Next, Wells called nineteen-year-old Jami Allen to the stand, hoping the mother of Jeremy’s son might create sympathy, saving him from the electric chair.

“Did Jeremy come to like you?” Wells asked.

“Yes,” Jami said.

“How much?”

“A lot. We fell in love. We were in love with each other.”

Jami went on to describe her relationship with Jeremy. She was neither asked for nor did she volunteer any details about the physical abuse she suffered at Jeremy’s hands.

“Jami, what are your feelings about Jeremy right now?” Wells asked.

“I love him very much,” she said.

“What do you think his feelings are about you?”

“I know he loves me,” Jami said. “But I know that he’s never been loved before.”

With the family testimony complete, Dwight Wells called psychologist Virgil Carr to the stand. Carr was the director of adolescent services at Tri-County Addictions Rehabilitative Services in Polk County, and he evaluated Jeremy in 1985, after his arrest for the murder of Jewel Johnson. Carr told Wells that he had considered Jeremy’s relationship with his family in his evaluation. He’d attempted to evaluate Jeremy’s intelligence, but because Jeremy could read at only a second-grade level, the psychologist had had to conduct the questioning verbally.

“My estimation of Jeremy’s intelligence range was in between mildly retarded and below normal,” Carr said.

He went on to describe Jeremy’s exposure to drugs and alcohol at an early age, which included huffing gasoline, a form of inhalant abuse, prevalent in the 1980s, that can lead to permanent brain damage.

Austin Maslanik then called to the stand clinical psychologist Dr. Henry Dee, who testified that he believed Jeremy suffered from “some sort of brain dysfunction or brain injury.” He speculated on a variety of occurrences, from “birth trauma” to “head injury” to substances in the environment, such as certain gases like carbon monoxide and other intoxicants that can cause “irreversible brain damage.”

Aguero approached Dr. Dee on cross-examination. “Does his brain damage in any way interfere with his ability to know right from wrong, Dr. Dee?”

“I don’t believe so,” Dee said.

“That’s all the questions I have,” Aguero told the court.

The prosecutor was first to present his closing argument, and early into it, he addressed Jeremy’s family coming into court to testify on his behalf. Aguero argued to the jury that the family testimony had been presented so they’d “feel sympathy for this poor defendant.” The prosecutor then had an ask of the jury. “If you find yourself weighing that sympathy,” he said, “think about the victim and see if it weighs anything. Because it won’t weigh anything, and that mitigation is canceled.”

Aguero continued with his argument, attempting to reduce sympathy for Jeremy Scott, and he set his sights on Jeremy’s girlfriend. “Jami Allen is in here for one purpose, and don’t let them fool you, and that’s to put this child in front of you,” Aguero said. “That’s to put that child in front of you to somehow make you get some kind of gut feeling about there’s a baby involved in all of this. That’s bull, ladies and gentlemen.”

Aguero raised his voice and pointed to Jeremy Scott. “That man wasn’t thinking about that baby when he turned around and struck that man, Mr. Moorhead, over the head! And you shouldn’t think of that baby, or the love he had for Jami Allen when you go back there to deliberate your verdict.”

He then addressed Jeremy himself, the young man he surely believed had brutally murdered Jewel Johnson and gotten away with it, even if he would not be permitted to mention that earlier case. “Mr. Scott is a person unlike any other individual,” he began, adding that Jeremy “has a violent history … This guy has shown that he’s going to commit crime after crime, even different crimes; battery on a cop, then he attempts arson, and now he commits murder and robbery … This is a young man with a record. A twenty-year-old man with that record. So this has been done in a fairly short amount of time, all these serious crimes.”

Aguero pressed on, his voice rising with intensity. “I submit to you that a person who is willing to violate the law that quickly by the time they’re twenty and now be here for first degree murder, doesn’t deserve you to consider his age in the least. He has shown you that he knows how to act as an adult, and he knows how to kill people.”

Aguero closed by addressing Jeremy’s intellectual maturity. “This guy isn’t bright. He couldn’t even tell the cops a straight story … There’s only one appropriate sentence, and it is a difficult decision, but I beseech you to go back there in the jury room and vote the law. And that’s to put this man to death. Thank you.”

Arguing for the defense, Dwight Wells began his closing by focusing on the mitigating factors that the State wanted the jury to dismiss. He mocked Aguero for waving the murder weapon at jurors. “Mr. Aguero gets up here, of course, with his bottle, which he’s walked all over the courtroom with for the last three days,” he said, bringing his argument back to Jeremy Scott.

“I would hope that you would give mercy its full weight as a mitigating factor in this case. Mercy is something that’s within each of us. And I would ask you to consider that and apply that to Jeremy. I would ask you to think about Jeremy’s total life. Don’t just think about Halloween of 1988. Think about this total life. Where has he gotten a break? When was the last time Jeremy Scott got a break from anybody? You will be the conscience of this community,” he told them. “Speak to Jeremy and speak to this community and return a life recommendation. Thank you very much.”

Judge Durrance read the jury instructions and sent them out to deliberate on Jeremy’s sentence. They were not out long. The same twelve jurors who had found Jeremy Scott guilty of first-degree murder and robbery the day before had now deliberated his sentence, and the bailiff informed Judge Durrance that they had reached their verdict. Durrance had the jury brought back into the courtroom.

“The defendant will rise,” Durrance said, and Jeremy stood beside Maslanik and Wells, awaiting his fate.

The clerk took the jury’s verdict from the bailiff and read it to the court. “State of Florida versus Jeremy L. Scott,” she announced. “The jury advises and recommends to the court that it impose a sentence of life imprisonment upon Jeremy L. Scott without possibility of parole for twenty-five years as to his crime of first-degree murder.”

“When Scott heard the recommendation, he trembled,” The Lakeland Ledger reported, “then put his face in his hands and sobbed.”

Five weeks later, on October 4, Jeremy Scott was back in court with his defense team for sentencing.

“Mr. Scott, do you have anything you wish to say?” Judge Durrance asked.

“No, sir,” Jeremy answered.

Durrance then recapped the trial for the record, stating that Jeremy Scott had been convicted by a jury of murder in the first-degree and robbery with a deadly weapon and how, after both sides presented evidence in the penalty phase, the jury had returned with a recommendation of a life sentence.

“A jury recommendation under our death penalty statute should be given great and considered weight,” Durrance said. “I have given great and due weight to our jury’s recommendation.”

The judge turned his gaze to Jeremy Scott. “The crime for which you are to be sentenced was especially heinous, wicked, evil, atrocious or cruel,” he said, adding that the victim “was completely defenseless and posed no threat to you … but you used a full glass wine bottle to bash and crush the skull of the victim, Donald Moorhead.”

Durrance cited Jeremy’s “lengthy and significant criminal history,” which, he noted, began with felony charges in 1980, when he was just eleven years old.

“Therefore, this Court, having considered all those circumstances, imposes the following sentences on you, Jeremy Lynn Scott,” Durrance said. “I adjudicate you guilty of first-degree murder. I sentence you to death by electrocution. Your fine and your court cost is $255.00.”

Durrance also sentenced Jeremy to life imprisonment for robbery with a deadly weapon. “The reasons for exceeding the sentencing guidelines,” the judge said, “are good and sufficient … You, Jeremy Lynn Scott, have exhibited an escalating pattern of criminal conduct.” Durrance looked to Maslanik. “Do you have a public defender’s fee?” he asked.

“Fifteen hundred dollars, Your Honor,” Maslanik replied.

“Mr. Scott,” Durrance asked. “Do you think that’s a fair and reasonable attorney’s fee?”

“What’s that?” Jeremy mumbled.

“Fifteen hundred dollars,” Durrance said.

“I guess.” Jeremy shrugged.

Handcuffed and wearing leg shackles, Jeremy, The Tampa Tribune reported, bowed his head in silence. “He looked to his weeping grandmother in the courtroom audience and cried silently as he was led by bailiffs back to the Polk County Jail.”

Also present in court was Frank “Smokey” Johnson, whose mother, Jewel Johnson, Jeremy had been accused of killing. Smokey told the press that he had attended the hearing “for satisfaction.”

“What goes around comes around,” he said.



Upon his arrival on death row at Florida State Prison, in Raiford, Florida, Jeremy was placed in N Wing, confined to a seven-by-nine-foot cell with a thin thirty-inch-wide mattress resting on a cot welded to one wall and a stainless-steel sink and toilet welded to another. The cell door featured black bars three inches in diameter and spaced three inches apart. Above a stainless-steel mirror, a fluorescent light, shielded by unbreakable plastic, cast a stark glow. Ted Bundy had been executed earlier that year, and Jeremy noticed the serial killer’s name carved into the concrete wall.

“I took his old cell,” Jeremy later recalled.	

Some members of Jeremy’s family in Perry lived just two hours west of Raiford, but visits were infrequent. His grandmother Earline was aging and lived several hours away in Polk County, which left letters as Jeremy’s primary connection to loved ones. Even though Jami had testified on his behalf at his sentencing hearing, she had come to terms with the reality that the father of her son, Justin, would not be part of either of their lives. But Jeremy, despite being nearly illiterate, was determined to write to her with the help of a nearby death row inmate. Letters became one of the few threads connecting him to the outside world, a fragile link to a life that felt increasingly distant.

“He would write, like almost every day,” Jami recalled. “I can remember him begging to meet the baby. But I wouldn’t respond. I kept thinking, if I don’t answer him, he’ll quit writing. He’s gone. Don’t answer him.”

But Jeremy persisted, and the letters kept coming.

“I can remember being so mad,” Jami recalled, adding that Jeremy had initially denied being the father. “You said he wasn’t yours! Now you want to meet him?”

Jami finally “broke down” and agreed to bring Justin to Raiford, knowing that Jeremy would have no physical contact with his infant son or with her. Thick glass separated him from his visitors as they spoke in an area specifically designed for death row inmates.

“I took Justin up there, and I let Jeremy see him for a while,” Jami recalled. “It wasn’t very long. And I remember he started crying, and I told him, ‘This is the only time you’ll ever see your son.’”

Jami left the prison with Justin and walked toward the parking lot.

“I think me being able to finally tell him no, without the fear, was what I needed,” Jami recalled. “Knowing that I’d never have to see him again. I can remember going out and sitting in the car. I sat there for probably an hour, and I just cried. And part of me felt guilty, because Justin was going to grow up without a dad.”

Jami and Justin made the long drive back to Polk County.

“The letters stopped not long after that,” Jami said. “They got less and less, and he finally just gave up and stopped writing.”



Back in Polk County, Jeremy’s public defender, Austin Maslanik, filed an appeal with the Supreme Court of Florida. He argued that Assistant State Attorney John Aguero had made several improper comments during closing arguments that Maslanik claimed warranted a new trial. Maslanik also contended that Judge Dale Durrance had improperly overridden the jury’s recommendation of life imprisonment.

In an August 27, 1992, decision, the court acknowledged that while some of Aguero’s comments were improper, “they were not so offensive that a mistrial was required.” The court further ruled that the mitigating evidence Maslanik presented provided “a reasonable basis to support the jury’s life recommendation, and the trial court’s decision to override the jury’s recommendation was improper.”

While Jeremy Scott’s conviction remained intact, the Florida Supreme Court reduced his death sentence to life imprisonment. Over the next decade, he was transferred to different prisons half a dozen times due to violations such as possession of narcotics, disorderly conduct, and assault, which frequently landed him in and out of “close management,” a housing status for inmates requiring heightened security and supervision.

With no more appeals in sight, Jeremy settled into his life sentence. His only regular visitors were his aunts Debbie and Judy, along with the occasional visit from his grandmother Earline. But long stints in South Florida, hundreds of miles from the Panhandle, made family visits increasingly rare.

Legally, Jeremy Scott’s life was unremarkable—until January 2005, when he was back in the Panhandle, serving time at Washington Correctional Institution. A detective from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office Cold Case Homicide Unit came to see him—his visit prompted by a discovery that raised new questions. Jeremy’s fingerprints had surfaced in a car tied to the brutal 1987 stabbing murder of a young woman whose body was found at his old hangout the Cut, less than two miles from his grandmother’s trailer on Combee Road in Lakeland.







[image: Part Three: The prosecutor's interest...is not that it shall win a case, but that justice shall be done. - Berger v. United Stes, 295 U.S. 78 (1935)]
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WHAT WOUNDS?



Our summer in St. Petersburg was quickly approaching its end. In just a few weeks, I’d have to be back in New York to begin the Cullman Fellowship at the New York Public Library, and it felt like Kelsey and I still had so much more work to do. We’d already been putting in long days and nights, but now we were scrambling to schedule as many interviews as possible before I left. And yet the future of this project loomed like the elephant in the room I did not want to acknowledge.

The podcast idea seemed to stall out as the agents and lawyers went back and forth with one another. Kelsey and I had resigned ourselves to the fact that my original plan wasn’t coming together the way I’d hoped. In truth, I’d settled into a reporting routine so comfortable and productive that the idea of collaborating with a new team—and the effort it would take to bring them up to speed—had become less and less appealing to me. By August 2019, I’d pretty much put those plans out of my mind, and Kelsey and I had continued to do the work on our own. But the conversation I’d been postponing—the one about the future of the project—was becoming harder to ignore.

One evening, after working at the Lakeland Public Library all day, we drove back to St. Pete and had dinner at the house. As we sat at the table, I decided it was time to address the thing I’d been avoiding. “How would you feel about staying down here in Florida?” I asked. By now, Kelsey had taken the lead on most of the interviews and understood the story as well as I did—maybe better. I knew she could keep going without me.

“What would that look like?” she asked.

I explained that I’d have to be in New York during the weekdays, for the Cullman Fellowship, but that I could fly down on weekends as needed.

I wasn’t sure how she’d respond to the idea. The lack of a signed contract, the uncertainty over where this story would land—those were things I could push to the back of my mind, but Kelsey didn’t have that luxury. Staying in Florida meant taking on the full cost of living there. The fellowship would allow me to keep supporting the work, to keep paying her, but it would still put her in a tough spot.

“I’ve never been more confident in a story in my life,” I told her, hoping my certainty might ease her doubts. “I’m not worried about that. It will all work out once I get back to New York.”

I knew I needed Kelsey. She’d been guiding this project with her deep understanding of the case and the people at its center. More than that, she was committed to telling a story with integrity. But I could see from the look on her face that my reassurance hadn’t landed. She paused, thinking instead of Leo and his family and everything they’d endured. She knew how much our work could mean to them.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll stay.”



With summer winding down, our focus shifted from gathering information to figuring out how to tell the story. We’d been talking through the case constantly—prepping for interviews; debriefing afterward, on long drives, at the dinner table; testing ideas; pulling threads; trying to make sense of everything we’d found. By then, those back-and-forths had become as important as the reporting itself.

We weren’t sitting down to write yet—not in any formal way—but every time we talked, it felt like we were getting closer to the shape of the story. Kelsey caught things I was missing, and pointed out small moments that deserved more attention. In the end, that ongoing dialogue became the framework for everything that followed.

Understanding Leo’s story meant going back to the beginning—to the initial investigation of Michelle’s murder and everything that followed. The more we studied, the clearer it became: This case was over before Leo ever had the chance to defend himself. The failures weren’t just missteps; they were baked into the process from the start.



In August 1986, Pastor Tommy Waldron had married the couple at the Southside Assembly of God in Lakeland. Now, just six months later, Pastor Waldron would be presiding over Michelle’s funeral. Leo struggled to meaningfully participate in the preparations.

“My dad took over everything,” he recalled. “I could not make a solid decision for anything. I couldn’t decide what clothes for her to wear. I couldn’t decide what casket—you know, thinking about what color the casket should be, what kind of casket it should be. I think my dad knew I was totally off, and he took control of everything, and I didn’t even care.”

The night before the funeral, the Gentry-Morrison Funeral Home held two separate wakes. One was a closed-casket service, honoring the wishes of Michelle’s father, David Saum. The other, a private open-casket viewing, was held at Leo’s request. “Her dad wanted it closed,” Leo remembered. “And I wanted to see her. I could not let her go. I wish I could have been more mature for her dad.”

In their discussion of the open casket, the funeral director told Leo they would do something to cover the wounds on Michelle’s neck. “What wounds?” Leo asked. This was the first time he’d heard anything about wounds to Michelle’s body.

“When Michelle was murdered,” Leo recalled, “I was originally under the impression, all the way up until the wake, that she was drowned. No one told me different.”

It was then that Leo’s father informed his son that Michelle had been stabbed to death. In that instant, the weight of her loss deepened—what Leo had always known was a murder suddenly became something far more brutal, and the grief he carried transformed into something sharper, more unbearable. “It was like she died all over again,” he recalled.

At his private viewing, Leo approached the open casket. “I had told myself that I wanted to see her because I wanted to kiss her one more time,” he recalled. “She was so cold that I couldn’t do it immediately. I felt her hand, and she was ice cold. And she didn’t even look like her. I mean, Michelle without life was not Michelle.”

Leo gave his wife a final kiss. But there was no sense of closure, no relief in the chance to say goodbye. Instead, Leo spiraled. “I think that’s when the drinking really started … I left out of there and started drinking Yukon Jack.”

On March 3, 1987, Leo attended Michelle’s funeral in a daze. He hardly remembers the service. The chapel was packed with young people who had known Michelle from school or who had met her at parties. The months that followed were a tailspin of drinking, couch surfing, and self-destruction. Leo finally hit rock bottom after a car crash, in which he was a passenger, left him with a broken neck, forcing him to wear a halo brace. That spring, facing an injury, dwindling support in Florida, and no stable housing, he decided to return to Massachusetts, where his family had relocated, to recover at his parents’ home.



The moment Assistant State Attorney John Aguero, newly appointed chief of the Homicide Division, assigned himself to Leo’s case, he struck a fatal blow before the trial even began. His boss, State Attorney Jerry Hill, had once called Aguero a “master at arguing cases based on circumstantial evidence.” Hill knew Aguero was the one prosecutor who could take a case like this all the way to the electric chair.

John Kah Aguero was born in 1952 and grew up in Key West, Florida. After finishing high school, he enlisted in the U.S. Army, where he served at the Pentagon for four years. He received his law degree from American University in Washington, DC, and then returned to Florida to work as a prosecutor in Santa Rosa County, in the Florida Panhandle. In 1985, Aguero transferred to the State Attorney’s Office in Polk County, and in 1988, just a few months before he secured the indictment of Leo Schofield, he was appointed director of the Special Prosecutions Division by State Attorney Jerry Hill.

By the time Aguero got the file it was clear the investigation into Michelle Schofield’s murder had already stalled.

In the days immediately following the discovery of Michelle’s body, the investigation was handled by Detectives Robert Weeks and Richard Putnel from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office. Walking door-to-door, Weeks and Putnel sought any leads from Leo and Michelle’s neighbors, prompting the Island Oaks community with questions about the young couple and any unusual activity that could be related to the crime.

Two doors over, one neighbor told the detectives that she “was aware of domestic problems at the victim’s trailer but had no details.” She did, however, remember seeing an ambulance at their trailer one night.

Another neighbor also remembered the ambulance. He told the detectives that the victim and her husband were “always having problems.” He’d heard other neighbors say they had seen “the man hit the girl.”

And across the street, neighbors Robert and Linda Sells noted that “there was a lot of fighting going on over at the victim’s house and that deputies have been out there before.” Linda remembered one instance where she had seen “the man pull the girl up the front stairs by the hair of her head.” They recognized Leo by his long black hair and his motorcycle.

Finally, they spoke to Alice Scott, thirty-four, who lived across the street from Leo and Michelle and next door to Linda Sells, her husband’s sister. Alice liked to keep an eye on her neighbors and occasionally gossip. She had a reputation as a neighborhood busybody. Her account to the detectives of what she’d witnessed between Leo and Michelle was more detailed, and more violent, than anything they’d heard so far.

Alice said that one time, she saw Leo run out of the trailer to grab Michelle when she got home from work. Alice watched him beat Michelle as he dragged her into the trailer by her hair, she said. Another time, she saw Michelle outside, her mouth bleeding. “Leo would beat Michelle day and night,” she told them. Just the week before last, she “would see Leo drop Michelle off at the trailer around midnight … leave, come back, and beat Michelle.”

On the night of Michelle’s disappearance, Alice happened to be up, unable to sleep, and on alert for any activity outside her window. Crouched on her bathroom counter, she peered out across the street. Weeks recorded what she claimed to observe:


Scott stated that on the morning of 25 Feb. 87, between 0130–0200 hours, she heard a noise, looked out her bathroom window and saw Leo letting Michelle out of their little orange station wagon. Scott said Michelle went inside the trailer and Leo drove off in their car. Scott said that approximately 20 to 30 minutes later Leo came back in the orange station wagon. Scott said Leo went inside the trailer then she heard Michelle screaming and knew Leo was beating her. Scott said at approximately 0230 to 0300 hours, she saw Leo come outside carrying a large object in both arms, place the object into the back of the station wagon then drive off in the station wagon. Scott said she never saw Michelle again …



Alice then listed several vehicles she’d seen at the residence and added that, before Weeks and Putnel showed up that day, “Leo drove up, ran in the house, and threw something in the garbage that looked like it was wrapped in newspaper.”

As he combed through the PCSO reports, Aguero’s focus landed squarely on Alice Scott. In spite of her initial statement to Detective Weeks, in which she described hearing the tortured screams of a woman being stabbed to death, no other neighbors reported hearing anything that night.



The investigation had hit a wall because there were no corroborating witnesses to support Alice Scott’s account. This was Aguero’s biggest hurdle. Alice initially told police she saw Leo carrying “something heavy” to the Mazda between 2:30 and 3:00 AM. But David Saum, Michelle’s father, reported that Leo arrived at his house across town between 2:20 and 2:30 AM, searching for his wife. Three PCSO deputies also documented in their reports that Leo approached them at a gas station near Saum’s house shortly before 3:00 AM, asking if they had any updates on the missing persons report he had filed. All these accounts—coming from the State’s own witnesses—directly supported Leo’s version of events.

Even if the witness statements didn’t line up, the lack of physical evidence was impossible to overlook. Crime scene technicians found no trace of blood inside the Schofield trailer—no smears, drops, or anything else to suggest that Michelle had been stabbed twenty-six times there.

Aguero had to realize that Leo’s alibi for that crucial time window was airtight. It flatly contradicted Alice Scott’s timeline—it was impossible for Leo to have carried Michelle’s body out of their trailer between 2:30 and 3:00 AM when, at that exact time, he was five miles away, first with Saum and then speaking to three deputies from the PCSO.

Worse still for Aguero was Alice Scott’s claim of hearing a struggle and screams from the trailer before seeing Leo carry the bundle. That account forced Aguero into accepting the trailer as the murder scene. Yet, without any blood evidence—no sign of a struggle, no forensic trace of the brutal stabbing—it was a theory built on sand. To move forward with the case, Aguero would need to explain both the airtight alibi and the glaring absence of physical evidence.

On May 18, 1988—fifteen months after the murder—Aguero brought Alice Scott into his office for another interview. This time, without detectives present or a tape recorder running, she suddenly remembered something new: seeing Leo bring a carpet cleaner into the trailer. None of her previous statements had mentioned a carpet cleaner, and there is no mention of one in any police reports, evidentiary logs, or search warrants.

Yet now, alone in Aguero’s office, Alice conveniently provided this detail, which offered a neat explanation for the missing blood evidence that had eluded investigators for over a year.

That wasn’t Aguero’s only break that day. Alice also pointed him toward two new witnesses: Mary and Randy Laffoon, a middle-aged couple who lived around the corner in the same mobile home park. Their place was about ten lots away from the Schofields’ trailer—far enough that they had no clear view of the home.

“At first they say they didn’t see or hear anything on the night Michelle was murdered,” Kelsey said, flipping through the police reports. “And suddenly, they say they remember seeing the Mazda or Leo Sr.’s pickup truck near where Michelle’s body was found.”

According to Alice, the Laffoons had seen something suspicious—not near the Schofield trailer, but outside the neighborhood. She told Aguero the couple had spotted both the Mazda and Leo Sr.’s pickup truck “sitting alongside the road, possibly SR 559, during the early morning hours of February 25, 1987.” The sighting was vague, but for Aguero, it was another thread to pull—another chance to prop up a narrative that was starting to unravel.

This new lead came with its own issues. The Schofields’ Mazda had already been found on I-4, just off the exit for SR 559, nearly seven miles from where Michelle’s body was discovered. Its location had been well documented in newspaper reports, making the Laffoons’ supposed sighting near SR 559 neither helpful nor new. Still, Aguero subpoenaed the couple for questioning.

And that’s when Aguero got his second big break. On the same day he re-interviewed Alice Scott, the Laffoons’ memories suddenly shifted. Now, instead of seeing the vehicles near SR 559, they claimed to remember them parked at the exact spot where Michelle’s body was found—off SR 33.

“Fifteen months later, Aguero talks to them at the suggestion of Alice Scott,” Kelsey said. “And now they say they remember seeing the Mazda or Leo Sr.’s pickup truck near where Michelle’s body was found.”

“How is it that fifteen months after the murder, they now remember all these details that they didn’t remember until Aguero spoke to them?” I wondered.

Even more convenient, fifteen months after the murder, sitting in John Aguero’s office, the Laffoons were suddenly able to pinpoint the exact night of their sighting: February 25, 1987, the morning after Michelle disappeared.

Like Alice Scott, Randy Laffoon had spoken with detectives during the PCSO’s initial investigation. But apart from repeating neighborhood gossip about Leo, he told investigators he hadn’t seen anything unusual or memorable that night. Now, under Aguero’s guidance, his recollection suddenly aligned with a narrative that seemed to be falling neatly into place.

Armed with this damning new evidence—details that detectives had failed to uncover over the previous year and a half—Aguero, with the help of his star witness Alice Scott, believed he finally had a case. Within two weeks, Randy Laffoon, Mary Laffoon, and Alice Scott were testifying before a grand jury. Aguero secured an indictment, and a warrant was issued for Leo Schofield’s arrest. The nearly cold case of Michelle Schofield’s murder had been resurrected. All it took was a little patience, a few conveniently recovered memories, and John Aguero’s uncanny ability to connect dots that no one else could or had.
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DIDN’T HAVE A NOTE ON IT



In late June 1988, Leo took a break from work. He and his dad were doing repairs at a building around the corner from where they lived in Fall River, Massachusetts. Around lunchtime, Leo walked to the store for cigarettes and a snack. When he returned, his father was standing in the street beside Leo’s younger brother, Jason, who sat on his bike looking concerned. Jason had just ridden over from their house to deliver the news: Officers were there with a warrant for Leo’s arrest. He had until 5 PM to turn himself in.

In a panic, Leo climbed to the top of the building where he and his father had been working. From the roof, he looked out over the neighborhood where he’d grown up, but the familiar view brought no comfort—only confusion and despair. After sixteen months, the detectives were no closer to uncovering the truth of what had happened to Michelle. He had cooperated, told them everything, been completely honest. And yet they still couldn’t—or wouldn’t—see his innocence.

Why couldn’t they believe him? How had it come to this?

He edged closer to the roof’s edge, staring down at the street several stories below. The familiar thoughts returned. “I honestly stood there thinking I should just drop off of it and be done,” Leo recalled. “I’m not gonna let these people take me through hell. You know, you’re not listening to the truth, don’t care about the truth.”

As Leo wrestled with his thoughts, his father appeared behind him. His words cut deeper than anything Leo had heard so far: “If you did it, jump.”

Leo froze, stunned by the betrayal in his father’s voice. All the doubts, all the suspicion he had faced since Michelle’s death, but this? This hurt the most. “You, too?” Leo asked quietly.

Upon reflection, he realized it wasn’t a coherent thought that kept him from jumping; it was a feeling, deep and instinctive. In the years that followed, he would come to understand what that feeling meant. Someone had killed his wife. And Leo knew, with every fiber of his being, that it wasn’t him.

Now, as he faced charges for Michelle’s murder, it seemed as though he was the only one left who cared about what had really happened to her, the only one who still wanted justice for Michelle. Some quiet, unspoken part of him knew he couldn’t give up—not just for himself, but for her. If the roles had been reversed, if Leo had been the one murdered, and Michelle stood accused, he wouldn’t have wanted her to break under the pressure of false accusations. And he certainly wouldn’t have wanted her to end her own life because of him.

His mind turned to her final moments—the terror she must have felt, the violence she endured. “I realized that whatever it is I’m going to face … is far less than what my wife faced.” That thought became a vow. He would face the charges. He would stand up—for Michelle.

With his father, Leo drove to the office of Ed Boyer, his family’s attorney. Boyer ushered him into his office to discuss the charges and potential next steps. As they strategized, Leo’s eyes drifted toward the window—and his stomach dropped. A SWAT team had surrounded the building, rifles drawn.

“They’re outside your window,” Leo said quietly.

The words had barely left his mouth when the door burst inward. His arms were yanked behind his back; cold handcuffs bit into his wrists. As Leo looked up, his heart sank. Detective Weeks stood over him, flanked by another man Leo didn’t recognize at first—Assistant State Attorney John Aguero.

“You’re making a mistake,” Leo pleaded as they dragged him to his feet. “You are making a mistake!”

Waiving the formal extradition process, Leo was placed on a flight back to Florida, seated between Aguero and Weeks. He turned to the detective he’d known now for nearly a year and a half. “Please, do not stop looking,” Leo pleaded.

“Why would I do that?” Weeks said.

“Because I’m not guilty of killing Michelle.”

Weeks shrugged. “Well, if I believed that, you wouldn’t be here.”

Leo then turned toward the other man seated beside him, the less familiar one. He caught a glimpse of something reflective. Craning his neck for a better look, he saw the small icon emblazoned on the prosecutor’s tie clip—an old wooden chair with straps dangling at its sides. It was Old Sparky, Florida’s electric chair.



“I can’t imagine how terrified Leo must’ve been at that point,” Kelsey said, shaking her head. “He’d spent one night in jail for a bounced check, and that’s the extent of his criminal record. From that, to being tossed in jail on first-degree murder charges? I’m sure he had no idea what to expect, or how long he’d be there. His family is hundreds of miles away. No wonder he started relying on the older guys locked up with him for advice.”

“And he was facing the death penalty, too,” I pointed out. “His life was being threatened. I imagine you’d look for help anywhere in those circumstances.”

After a long night of travel on the evening of June 24, 1988, and with his hands still cuffed behind his back, Leo was taken into the newly built Polk County Jail in Bartow, where he was strip-searched, fingerprinted, and backed against a wall for a mug shot. He was sporting a thin goatee, and his thick black hair reached the top of his shoulders. His dark, brooding eyes stared straight into the camera’s lens, in an unsuccessful attempt to mask the fear and exhaustion he was feeling from being transported back to Florida, charged with the murder of his wife.

Some of the inmates he shared a cell with warned him not to trust an overworked “public pretender,” not when he was being charged with a capital crime—never mind that Leo’s family could not afford bail, much less a pricey defense lawyer. His cellmates insisted he get Jack Edmund, a legendary defense lawyer well known in Polk County. Fortunately, Leo had a fifty-thousand-dollar insurance settlement coming from the car accident of the previous summer that had left him with a broken neck. A meeting was set up with one of Edmund’s investigators. All Leo had to do was sign a letter of protection ensuring that Edmund would receive his legal fee from the settlement. With that signature, Leo had just retained Polk County’s most famous defense attorney.

But months passed in jail, and Leo still hadn’t spoken with his lawyer.

One night, jail staff told him he had an attorney call. He was led from his cell to an interview room, sure he was finally about to meet Jack Edmund. Instead, when the door opened, it was his prosecutor, John Aguero—the same man who had flown with him back to Florida after his arrest in Massachusetts. The man with the electric chair tie clip.

Aguero sat across from Leo at the square table and looked him in the eye. “Look,” he said, “we know you didn’t do it.”

Leo was stunned. His first instinct was to ask why he was still sitting in jail if that were true, but instead, he stayed quiet and let Aguero continue.

“But we believe your father did it.”

Aguero then laid out his theory, built on what he believed the investigation had uncovered. He focused on Leo Sr.’s claim that God had helped him find Michelle’s body. Aguero said he thought Leo lived in “mortal fear” of his father due to past physical abuse.

Leo was confused. While he acknowledged that his father had been “free with his belt and didn’t mind giving me a beating when he thought it was necessary,” those days had ended long ago. Leo Sr. wasn’t the man Aguero was describing.

At that moment, Leo knew he had to respond. “If I believed my father was guilty, we wouldn’t be sitting here,” he said. “I would not protect my father from murdering my wife.”

Aguero laid out his theory: Leo knew his father had killed Michelle, and he had helped cover it up by disposing of the body.

To Leo, it was “all kinds of crazy stuff that wasn’t true,” but he listened as Aguero presented what he thought was a way out. “He offered me immunity to prosecute my father,” Leo recalled. If he testified against his father, Aguero promised, the papers could be drawn up the next day, and Leo could walk out of jail a free man.

Leo sat with the offer, troubled not just by the idea of turning on his father, but by the fact that Aguero was asking him to swear under oath to something that wasn’t true.

Lies.

When Aguero finished speaking, Leo asked the question that cut to the heart of the matter. “What happens five years from now when you execute my dad, and we find out who really did it?” he asked. “Then what happens to me and my family?”

In the days and weeks following Michelle’s murder, every time Leo was questioned by detectives—sitting in an interrogation room while others watched from behind a two-way mirror—he’d been terrified. “Intimidated and docile,” as he recalled. But after months locked in the Polk County Jail, harassed and worn down by the system, he was beginning to understand the harsh reality of what he was up against.

His frustration boiled over as their exchange grew heated, and when Leo wouldn’t cooperate, Aguero slammed his hand down on the table. “I’m gonna put you in the electric chair!” he snapped.

“Well, that’s what you’re going to have to do,” Leo shot back.

Aguero leaned in, challenging him. “You think you’re tough?”

Leo met his gaze without flinching. “I’m terrified,” he admitted. “I don’t want to lose my life. But I didn’t do this, and my father didn’t do it.”

That was the end of it. Aguero, disgusted by Leo’s refusal to cooperate, left the interview room without another word. Leo was escorted back to his cell, more certain than ever that the truth wasn’t what the prosecutor was after.

“Every step of the way, I opened myself to them,” he recalled. “No matter who it was, no matter who came to talk to me, I was willing to talk.”



Weeks passed without Leo hearing from his defense lawyer. Then, on the night of March 6, 1989—the evening before his trial was set to begin—Leo was brought back to an interview room. After six months of waiting, he finally met his attorney, the legendary Polk County defense lawyer Jack Edmund.

“It’s eight o’clock at night. He looks just like Colonel Sanders,” Leo recalled, referring to Harland Sanders, the white-haired founder of Kentucky Fried Chicken. “He had a cowboy hat, ripped jeans, buttoned-up shirt, a pack of Camel non-filters, a yellow legal pad, and a pen.”

Leo shook Edmund’s hand but quickly noticed something ominous. “The pad was empty,” Leo remembered. “He didn’t have a note on it.”

Edmund apologized for not visiting sooner and thanked Leo for his patience. He assured Leo that he had been working diligently behind the scenes, researching the case and preparing the defense. And then came the news: Assistant State Attorney John Aguero had contacted Edmund with a plea deal.

The offer was for second-degree murder. If Leo admitted guilt in Michelle’s death, the death penalty would be taken off the table. Because Leo had no prior felony convictions, his sentence would likely fall between twelve and seventeen years, with the potential for early release due to good behavior and time served in the Polk County Jail. With a clean record, Leo was told, he could be out in as little as three or four years.

The price? Plead guilty to a crime he swore he hadn’t committed.

Edmund told his client that he had taken the liberty of turning the deal down.

“I just sat there, terrified,” Leo recalled, even though he had no intention of accepting any plea deal. Still, with his limited understanding of the legal system, he was confused—and not just by his defense attorney’s empty yellow legal pad. “I thought, It was kind of bold that you just speak for me without even talking to me about it,” Leo later told us.

Edmund’s unilateral decision to reject Aguero’s plea offer without consulting Leo first could be seen as a serious breach of his ethical duty and legal responsibility under the Sixth Amendment, which guarantees a defendant’s right to effective counsel. Despite that, Leo was relieved to finally meet his attorney and took the opportunity to walk Edmund through the entire story of Michelle’s disappearance and death.

“I think Jack Edmund thought this was a really weak, circumstantial case, and there’s no way you’re gonna hang first-degree murder on this kid,” Leo recalled. “So, he didn’t put much into it. And unfortunately, he underestimated the power of John Aguero.”



With no audio or video recordings available, Kelsey and I tried to picture the trial as best we could—drawing from the transcript, newspaper accounts, and interviews with people who were there.

“It must’ve been so intimidating walking into the courtroom on that first day of trial. I’m sure everyone’s eyes were on him,” Kelsey imagined. “The jurors, the attorneys, the reporters. Everyone. Scrutinizing every facial expression, every aspect of your appearance, every glance and every reaction.”

“And Leo was already feeling insecure,” I added. “He had to borrow a suit from a friend, which was several sizes too big. And he had a haircut done in the jail.”

“Right.” Kelsey nodded. “Leo said the jury was looking at him like he’d ‘just crawled out of a dumpster.’ He must’ve felt so exposed.”

Seated beside him was his defense attorney, Jack Edmund. Modest in stature, Edmund was nonetheless a towering figure in Polk County legal circles, known for his folksy courtroom charm and signature western-cut suits. Born on a tobacco farm in North Carolina in 1925, he had served as a fighter pilot in both World War II and the Korean War. His silver hair was neatly combed back, his goatee immaculately groomed.

As a young lawyer in the 1960s, Edmund had been a formidable presence in the courtroom—by his own account, drinking two fifths of Canadian whiskey a day. Back then, the story goes, a man whose son was in trouble walked into the Polk County Courthouse and asked the court clerk, Bud Dixon, for the name of the best lawyer in the county.

“Jack Edmund when he’s sober,” Dixon told him.

Concerned by the answer, the father asked who the next best lawyer was.

“Jack Edmund when he’s drunk,” Dixon replied.

Edmund had quit drinking more than two decades before taking Leo Schofield’s case. With practiced ease, the country lawyer reassured Leo by sliding a pack of Life Savers across the table, his unmistakable trademark.

After thirty-three years of arguing cases, Edmund had earned a reputation as a legal maverick less for rigorous legal scholarship than for his ability to captivate jurors with animated performances and a smooth southern drawl. “When I need research,” Edmund once said in an interview, “I call somebody who’s gifted and bright, and I’m neither.”

Yet his unorthodox style had led to numerous acquittals, including Dan Otte’s in the murder of cabdriver Joseph Lavair.

While Leo was in the Polk County Jail awaiting trial, some of the older inmates, the repeat offenders, schooled him on what to expect in court. “There was some education that took place while I was in there,” Leo recalled. “Every trial has what they call its ‘black day.’ Everybody knows, you go to trial, there’s a black day where something doesn’t go right.”

Sitting at the defense table, Leo found his dread growing heavier each day. He felt disconnected from the trial’s proceedings—except for the unshakable knowledge that he was being accused of something he hadn’t done. He wanted to believe justice would prevail, that innocent people didn’t get convicted. But day by day, that hope slipped further away.

“For me,” Leo recalled, “every one of those days was a black day.”
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PAY ATTENTION TO THE NEIGHBORS



“You should look at the Andrew Golden case,” Kelsey told me one summer day in St. Pete.

She’d been researching Assistant State Attorney John Aguero, compiling a summary of the cases he had prosecuted in Polk County. What emerged was a picture of a confident, aggressive, and highly effective prosecutor—so effective that he was winning convictions in cases where the evidence simply wasn’t there.

One of the most striking examples was the case of Andrew Golden. Despite a lack of proof that Golden’s wife’s 1989 drowning death was anything but an accident, Aguero convinced a jury to convict Golden of murder, and he was sentenced to death. What happened next was extraordinary—years later, the Florida Supreme Court overturned the conviction, ruling that there had never been enough evidence to find Golden guilty in the first place.

Reversals based on insufficient evidence are extremely rare. Appellate courts generally do not reweigh evidence or second-guess a jury’s verdict; their role is to correct legal errors, not to decide whether a jury got it wrong. For the Florida Supreme Court to step in and say no reasonable jury could have lawfully convicted Golden was a stunning rebuke of the prosecution’s case.

But by the time that ruling came down, Golden had already spent years on death row, awaiting execution. That, more than anything, was proof of Aguero’s power—his ability to secure convictions even when the case didn’t support them. The Florida Supreme Court had humiliated him. “They paid absolutely no attention to the FACTS,” Aguero wrote. “If they had, Mr. Golden would still be on death row where he belongs.”

Aguero was also not above misleading juries to secure his convictions. Kelsey pointed me to another case of his, where Margaret Barber, a foster care worker, was convicted of child abuse by culpable negligence after helping reunite a two-year-old Lakeland boy with his biological parents, who later murdered him. On appeal, the Second District Court of Appeal found that there was insufficient evidence to support Barber’s conviction and strongly criticized Aguero for repeatedly misleading the jury—at least nine times during his opening and closing arguments—about the legal standard for culpable negligence. Because the case was so close, the court found that Aguero’s misstatements may have unfairly influenced the jury’s decision and overturned Barber’s conviction.

With no physical evidence linking Leo Schofield to his wife Michelle’s murder—and his key witness, Alice Scott, who might prove to be a risky and unreliable presence at trial—Aguero would have to rely on every prosecutorial tactic he had mastered. Indeed, he had already begun meeting with Leo, where he offered him immunity in exchange for testifying against his father, which was a blatant violation of legal principles. A prosecutor questioning or offering a plea deal to a represented defendant without their attorney present may violate the Sixth Amendment’s guarantee of legal counsel at critical stages of the judicial process. Ignoring this fundamental right wasn’t just an ethical breach; it jeopardized the integrity of the entire legal process.



Circuit judge Charles A. Davis Jr. was assigned to preside over Leo’s trial. Born in Polk County in 1948, he graduated from the University of Florida Law School in 1975 and then returned to Winter Haven to begin his law practice. He was elected to the City Commission the following year, but Davis had his sights set on a judgeship. At the time, his legal experience was limited mostly to transactional work, with a little divorce law on the side.

In 1980, Davis turned to his longtime friend Jerry Hill, who had just been elected public defender in the Tenth Circuit, and asked for a job—one he wanted for just two years, long enough to gain trial experience and strengthen his résumé for a judicial run. It worked. Davis won a county judge seat in 1982, and by 1984, he had been elected to the circuit court. That same year, Hill became state attorney for the same circuit, a position he would hold for three decades.

“I have a real loyalty to Jerry, and we’ve been good friends ever since,” Davis later said.

Once the jury was seated, Judge Davis opened the trial of Leo Schofield, and John Aguero rose to deliver his opening argument. The prosecutor wanted the jurors to focus on what he saw as the heart of the case: the relationship between Leo and Michelle Schofield.

“What kind of relationship did they have?” Aguero asked. “What kind of person is Leo Schofield? Is he a docile, mild-mannered young man as he sits there looking at you today? You’re going to find out that that’s the farthest thing from the truth. Leo Schofield is a very violent young man.”

Aguero argued that Leo had killed Michelle within the narrow window between the 12:43 AM phone call and his 2:20 AM visit to his father-in-law. The only people who could vouch for Leo’s whereabouts during that time, Aguero pointed out, were his parents.

“Ladies and gentlemen, at some point during that time, Michelle Schofield is murdered. Sometime while Leo’s alibi is his mom and his dad … I submit to you that at some point during that time, they found Michelle. And here’s why: Somebody saw them.”

Coyly, Aguero let the statement hang in the air, teasing the jury with the promise of revealing this “somebody”—his star witness—later in the trial.

Until then, Aguero had suggested that Leo’s uncontested visit to his father-in-law’s house, along with his later interactions with three police officers at a gas station, weren’t genuine attempts to find Michelle. Instead, Aguero framed them as calculated moves to cover his tracks. “I submit to you what Leo and his mother are doing at this point is setting up an alibi,” Aguero said. “Just that. Let’s give the police something to work against. We were at David Saum’s house. We were at the Gate Station…”



As Kelsey and I went through the trial transcript together, the story Aguero wanted the jury to believe came into focus.

“He suggests that, within minutes of stabbing his wife, Leo somehow recruits his parents into a conspiracy to cover up Michelle’s murder,” I told Kelsey.

“So, we’re supposed to believe his parents would leap out of bed and immediately agree to dispose of a body and fake an alibi for their son?” Kelsey asked, her skepticism clear.

“Supposedly,” I said. “Because by two twenty AM, Leo is with his mother, arriving at Michelle’s father’s house. In Aguero’s version of events, Michelle is already dead by this time. So, when Leo bangs on David Saum’s window, he’s only faking concern for his missing wife. Leo’s real reason for being there, and dragging his mother there, is to build an alibi to cover up his crimes. According to Aguero, that is.”

“But the timeline is so tight,” Kelsey said. “In order to believe that, you have to also believe that Leo had stabbed Michelle maybe thirty minutes before showing up to talk to her father? That’s so dark. He would’ve been washing her blood off his hands just minutes before their conversation.”

“That just seems like the last place anyone would want to go after committing such a violent act,” I said, adding that minutes after that, Leo approached three deputies at a gas station to ask for any news about Michelle.

We were trying—and failing—to make sense of Aguero’s theory.

“There’s no evidence Leo changed his clothes that night,” Kelsey pointed out.

“What if David Saum or the police had seen blood on him?” I wondered.

As I read Aguero’s opening argument, the supposed conspiracy struck me as far-fetched. In one of my “rabbit hole” moments, I began researching the behavior of husbands when their wives go missing and are later found dead. Innocent husbands are often the first to report their spouse missing, stay in regular contact with investigators, organize search efforts, and fully cooperate with law enforcement. Their concern and behavior typically remain consistent—before, during, and after their spouse’s presumed time of death—with no sudden changes in urgency, intent, or emotional response.

And in the days after Michelle’s body was found, Leo’s actions reflected each of these patterns. “Leo was already panicking as soon as Michelle didn’t show up for band practice,” I said to Kelsey. “They couldn’t even start because he was so worried about her.”

That same level of concern never wavered. His worry and determination to find her remained consistent—not just before and after her presumed time of death, but through two more days and nights of relentless searching until her body was found.

“But according to Aguero’s theory,” I said, “Leo and his father somehow cross paths with Michelle between around one and two AM. Aguero has no explanation for how this happens—there are no witnesses.”

Presumably, they find her not long after Leo makes the 12:43 AM call to the sheriff. Leo jumps out of his father’s pickup, gets into the Mazda with Michelle, and drives her back to the trailer, where Alice Scott sees them. They fight, he stabs her to death, and then he carries her body to the car—all without leaving a single trace of evidence behind.

The scenario Aguero laid out demanded a level of coordination, cold-blooded calculation, and speed that seemed wildly inconsistent with any real evidence—or with how humans actually behave under such traumatic circumstances.

Leo and his mother arrived at David Saum’s house, presumably in her vehicle, leaving the Mazda—with the body in the back—behind somewhere? Perhaps Leo’s father was tasked with dealing with the disposal. But Aguero doesn’t offer an explanation. He doesn’t explain how or when Leo got ahold of his parents, either. Leo and Michelle had no phone in their trailer, so he would’ve had to find a pay phone to make the call for help.

Somehow, they would have had to arrange a meeting for the car swap with Leo’s dad, and get Leo’s mom out, too, given that she was back home at the Lazy Dazy mobile home park.

Kelsey and I had moments like this in our investigation all the time. The more you looked at the State’s timeline, the more it seemed to fall apart under even basic scrutiny. Every piece of Aguero’s theory required impossible levels of coordination, split-second timing, and near-telepathic communication between Leo and his parents—none of which was supported by evidence. Aguero had wanted to present this airtight narrative to the jury, but to us, it unraveled into a convoluted web of assumptions that simply didn’t hold up to the facts.

“How does a guy like Leo supposedly commit a brutal murder, cover up all the evidence, and then immediately pull himself together to stage an alibi—without cracking under pressure?” I wondered, then went down another rabbit hole.

Neuroscience research has shown that committing a violent act like stabbing a spouse typically triggers a surge of adrenaline and cortisol, a stress response that can drastically alter immediate behavior. In the aftermath, a perpetrator might experience an emotional crash, which can often lead to detachment, avoidance, or erratic behavior. Some perpetrators withdraw entirely, struggling to maintain the appearance of normalcy, while others display a calculated calm, attempting to manipulate the narrative around the crime.

But after Michelle’s murder, there was no sign of that with Leo—no adrenaline dump, no sudden shift in his behavior, no cold detachment in the hours after he had supposedly killed his wife. Instead, within hours of Michelle’s disappearance, Leo was standing in David Saum’s brightly lit kitchen determined to keep searching. He sought out and approached police, pressed officers for updates, stayed up all night, and walked through the rain before sunrise to ask a friend to help him look for Michelle. Over the next two days, his urgency only grew—he handed out flyers, organized search parties, shone lights into ditches, and refused to stop searching until Michelle’s body was found.

Rather than reflecting guilt, Leo’s behavior suggested a man driven by determination to find his missing wife. Rather than emotional detachment, he had exhibited relentless urgency. Rather than withdrawal, he had sought out help. Rather than waiting for Michelle to be found, he had actively looked for her, calling friends, retracing steps, begging anyone who would listen to help him search.

It was the kind of frantic, desperate behavior rarely seen in perpetrators of intimate partner homicide, who—according to studies cited by the National Institute of Justice—often avoid participating in searches or mislead investigators to distance themselves from the crime. But Leo did the opposite. He wasn’t trying to hide Michelle; he was trying to find her.



As he promised in his opening argument, John Aguero urged the jury to “pay attention to the neighbors,” he said. “Everybody, everybody on that end of the trailer park hears and sees the violence against Michelle by Leo.”

Aguero’s strategy was to introduce what’s known as bad-character evidence—testimony meant to suggest a defendant’s past behavior or violent tendencies. However, Florida courts are particularly cautious about allowing this kind of evidence, especially if it’s cumulative, as it can unfairly prejudice a jury and lead them to convict based on perceived character flaws rather than on facts.

Under Florida’s “Williams Rule,” the prosecution is required to file a “notice of intent” if they plan to introduce such evidence. This gives the defense time to prepare and allows the judge to determine whether the evidence is relevant and fair for the jury to hear. Skirting this procedure would undermine the safeguards meant to ensure a fair trial—and would place the defendant at a significant disadvantage even before any evidence was presented.

Aguero, however, failed to file a notice of intent with the court. Instead, he simply opened the State’s case by calling twenty-one consecutive witnesses, neighbors and acquaintances of the couple, who testified to Leo Schofield’s alleged bad character.

The State’s case was becoming clear—Aguero wanted to paint a picture of Leo as an explosive, violent husband prone to outbursts. The first several witnesses described heated arguments, shouting matches, and tension in the Schofield home, but none testified to seeing Leo physically harm Michelle.

Through a parade of former roommates and acquaintances, Aguero built his case with anecdotal testimony: Leo would “growl” when angry, and witnesses heard arguments behind closed doors, raised voices, and secondhand accounts of aggression. The jury heard about “things crashing around in the house,” “pushing and shoving,” and “partying and drinking”—details meant to establish a volatile and chaotic relationship.

Aguero pressed harder when Ed Vashon finally took the stand and described an unsettling moment when Leo allegedly “stuck himself in the leg a couple of times” with a knife after a fight with Michelle where Vashon saw Leo slap her. Vashon also said that at one point, Leo had a knife he kept in the car—later describing it as a carving knife with a blade that was a foot long and a few inches wide—a knife that Leo referred to as “the Equalizer.” Never mind that the medical examiner would later estimate that the knife used on Michelle had a blade about six inches long and less than an inch wide. Aguero had a way of putting everything in front of the jury in the worst possible light, shaping even the smallest details into something sinister.

Then came the most damning testimony yet. Dean Fletcher, a former roommate of the couple’s, claimed to have seen Leo punch Michelle in the stomach for not getting him a drink fast enough. It was a critical moment for the prosecution. If the jury believed Dean’s story, it might be easier to accept that Leo was capable of something far worse.

“How hard?” Aguero asked.

“Hard enough for her to fall to her knees,” Dean replied.

Aguero called Michell McCluskey, Michelle Schofield’s best friend, who testified about an incident after a Christmas shopping trip. She said that when she and Michelle returned to the trailer, Leo pulled Michelle into the bedroom, where they argued, and McCluskey heard Leo yell, “Shut up, I hate you, I’ll kill you, you bitch.”

After Leo left, McCluskey checked on her friend. When she asked Michelle if Leo had hit her, Michelle said, “No.” But McCluskey also testified that sometime after the murder, while drinking and in a somber mood, Leo had said, “I could have blacked out and killed her, and I wouldn’t even know it.”

This came at a time when Leo, his family, and his friends were drinking and speculating about who could possibly have killed Michelle in such a violent way—especially given that there had been news reports of a possible serial killer in bordering Hillsborough County around the same time, and the fear in Tampa had seeped eastward into Lakeland, just a half hour drive away along Interstate 4.

Liz Collins, the wife of RYNO bassist Dave Collins, remembered that when she got the call about Michelle’s death, her mind immediately jumped to the recent headlines about serial killings in Tampa. “At the same time that this happened,” she recalled, “there was like five girls in the area that had been killed … So my first reaction was, oh my God, it’s got to be that same guy. He’s come over here! A lot of those girls were stabbed. So, that was my first reaction. It was that serial killer that had been running around the I-4 corridor.”

There was no witness testimony or police record suggesting that Leo had been intoxicated at any point while searching for Michelle. In fact, during multiple interactions with law enforcement and State witnesses, no one had seen him take a sip of alcohol or smelled it on his breath. Still, Aguero let McCluskey’s words about a possible alcohol blackout linger—innuendo disguised as a cryptic confession.

The onslaught was relentless—twenty-one bad-character witnesses, each chipping away at Leo. To the jury, he was becoming less a defendant and more a villain, sitting there in his ill-fitting suit, his awkward haircut only sharpening the contrast. Not only did Edmund fail to object to Aguero’s omission of a notice of intent—which would have allowed the judge to evaluate the admissibility of the bad-character evidence—but he also failed to challenge testimony that should have been barred from the outset, leaving Leo defenseless against damaging accusations that were never properly vetted by the court.

Because Jack Edmund failed to object, he not only allowed the jury to hear prejudicial testimony that should have been scrutinized by the judge, but also failed to preserve Leo’s right to challenge the admission of this evidence on appeal, locking in the damage. Years later in court, Edmund would admit that at the time of Leo’s trial, he did not fully understand the rules of character evidence, an oversight that shaped the trial and, ultimately, its outcome.

The State continued its case with lead detective Robert Weeks taking the stand. Aguero guided Weeks through his investigation into Michelle’s murder, beginning with his initial dispatch to the location where her body was found. Weeks described it as a “lovers’ lane” and a fishing spot.

“Did you form any opinion, Detective, in the course of your investigation, concerning whether this homicide occurred at the site on 33 where you found this girl’s body?”

“I’m of the opinion that the murder site is not where we found the body. No, not on 33.”

“What evidence—or lack of evidence—led you to that conclusion as a homicide detective?”

“Strictly the scene itself,” Weeks explained. “There was no sign of any kind of struggle there. All we had was footprints, tire impressions, drag marks, and some blood markings. That was it. There was no blood splattering, no scuffed dirt, nothing to indicate there was a struggle there.”

On cross-examination, Edmund pressed the detective on why no effort had been made to document or create casts of the tire impressions or footprints at the scene. Weeks offered little justification beyond the time it would have taken. “Mr. Edmund, we’d still be there taking footprints right now,” he quipped.



One could see in the typed-up transcript how disastrous Leo’s father’s testimony was. I told Kelsey, “His ‘vision from God’ was a gift to John Aguero.”

Aguero called Leo Schofield Sr. to the stand as a State witness. The prosecutor was fully aware that in April 1987—two months after Michelle’s murder—Leo Sr. had been arrested and charged with sexually abusing a minor in Rhode Island. And it wasn’t an isolated incident. Years after serving time for that offense, he relocated to Idaho, where he was again charged and incarcerated for a similar crime.

This may be one reason Aguero had fixated on Leo Sr. Aguero had begun his legal career prosecuting child abuse cases in North Florida, and though Judge Davis barred him from bringing up Leo Sr.’s past before the jury, Aguero’s knowledge of it likely cemented his distaste for the defendant’s father. Perhaps, in his mind, Leo Sr. was so depraved that he had to have been involved in Michelle’s murder—even if there was no evidence to prove it.

Leo Sr.’s claim of a vision from God having led him to Michelle’s body was all Aguero needed. By highlighting this, the prosecutor could paint Leo Sr. as unreliable or even deceptive. If he was making this up, or embellishing one part of his story, why trust his alibi for Leo Jr.? Aguero needed not to disprove it, but just to plant enough doubt. And once that doubt was there, the alibi wouldn’t hold.

“Mr. Schofield,” Aguero began, “directing your attention to the day you found Michelle … how did you happen to get to the location where you could see her body?”

Leo Sr. launched into a meandering explanation. “I was looking for anything pertaining to Michelle … I had this tremendous headache, and I had this cast on my leg … I said I was going to continue looking until I found some clues to help me find Michelle … I looked at this spot here, this particular spot … There were a lot of prickers or thorny bushes—I don’t know what they call them down here … I happened to notice something on the ground which I thought was a pair of pants … and I looked down and I saw a body in the water, whom I recognized, with a piece of wood hanging over her body and I knew it was my little—”

Aguero cut him off sharply. “You recognized this person, Mr. Schofield?”

“Yes, sir,” Leo Sr. confirmed.

“Mr. Schofield,” Aguero continued, his tone measured, “did you ever tell Mr. Jim Anderson, sir, that the way you found this body was that you had some sort of calling from God, or that you heard Michelle’s voice calling out to you and it led you directly to that area?”

“Not in that fashion…” Leo Sr. replied, visibly unsettled. “Michelle meant a lot to me, and I so much wanted to find her alive, if anything. And like I said, I was not feeling good, and every place that I would search … I would call out to her, talk aloud … I wanted to think maybe, maybe God would let me hear her voice.”

When asked if he had told anyone else that God spoke to him or that Michelle’s voice called out to him, Leo Sr. hesitated, his voice faltering. “Being as upset as I was and not feeling good and wanting to find Michelle, I don’t know. I talked to so many people that day, I might have said anything. I don’t know what I said. I can’t recall it … If I had mentioned God—which I probably might have—and if I had mentioned voices … it was like I may have heard a voice because I wanted to feel something, any kind of help, whether it be from God or the spiritual world or whatever…”

By all accounts, Leo Sr. looked uncomfortable under Aguero’s aggressive questioning.

“John had a heyday with that,” said Lakeland Ledger reporter Suzie Schottelkotte, who was covering the trial. “I mean, how can you not?… It just seemed so totally incredulous [sic].”

Watching his father wither on the stand, even Leo felt his mood sink. He did not find out about his father’s claim of a “vision” leading him to Michelle’s body until he was in the Polk County Jail after his arrest. “I was like, what the hell is that?” Leo later recalled. “We were looking for three days. Who’s going to believe that? Why would you even say something like that? He wanted to believe God was helping him. And, you know, he knew something was wrong. We all knew something was wrong. We’re looking for my wife in ditches.”

Leo Sr. also said that his son had mentioned a carpet shampooer he and Michelle had borrowed from their landlord two weeks before her disappearance, to clean the carpeting their puppies had soiled, and that he needed to return it. He claimed he’d loaded it into his truck and taken it back.

This unsolicited detail, never mentioned in Leo Sr.’s numerous police interviews or depositions, immediately raised eyebrows. Under Aguero’s cross-examination, Leo Sr. admitted that his “sudden recall” of the shampooer may have been sparked by the local newspaper’s trial coverage. Articles had highlighted Alice Scott’s testimony about seeing Leo with a carpet cleaner the morning after Michelle’s disappearance and her sighting of the “heavy object.”

Leo Sr. explained that being in Leo’s trailer had jogged his memory. He said he had remembered loaning his son a vacuum cleaner, which had then brought the shampooer to mind.

Leo, seated at the defense table, shuddered. His father’s comment had unintentionally bolstered Alice Scott’s previously questionable account while simultaneously undermining his own. He knew, without a doubt, that neither he nor his father had touched a shampooer that day—it had been the farthest thing from his mind. Leo recalled that two weeks before Michelle’s death, he and Michelle had been invited to their landlord Bob Swann’s house for dinner. Over dinner, they discussed the puppies and the mess they were making in the trailer. Swann loaned them a shampooer, which they took home but never used—Leo couldn’t afford the detergent. The machine sat untouched in their trailer until he moved out a month after Michelle’s death, when he finally returned the machine to Swann. Leo had even told Jack Edmund that Swann could confirm this—but Edmund never called him as a witness.

Kelsey and I managed to track down Bob Swann and his wife in Lakeland. Both were in their nineties now. Bob remembered Leo and Michelle coming over for dinner and said he occasionally lent shampooers to his tenants, but he couldn’t recall specific details and hadn’t kept records. Still, he and his wife had fond memories of the young couple and had never heard complaints about fights or noise from neighbors. Bob also said that police never questioned him about the crime nor asked about a shampooer. He didn’t believe he had ever met Leo’s father. Most notably, he was certain that when he later tore out the carpeting in the Schofield trailer, he never saw any bloodstains.

Edmund tried his best to rehabilitate Leo Sr. before the jury in his cross-examination. “Mr. Schofield,” he asked, “do you have any shame for having implied or said to other people that God took you to Michelle’s body?”

“No, sir, and I’ll state that ’til the day I die,” Leo Sr. replied.

“Well, tell them,” Edmund said, gesturing toward the jury box.

Leo Sr. straightened in his seat. “God helped me to find Michelle’s body,” he said, his voice trailing off. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t find—”

“No further questions,” Edmund said.
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I’M NOT SAYING IT



“Even Aguero calls Alice Scott the ‘busybody neighbor,’” I told Kelsey.

I’d read it once, then again, and only then did I start to see it—the brilliance and the cunning legal mind of John Aguero at work. To me, Alice Scott’s testimony, coupled with the testimony from her sister-in-law and next-door neighbor Linda Sells, represents the crux of the State’s case against Leo Schofield and how it went off the rails for Leo. It also perfectly illustrates the unethical decisions and lies Aguero was willing to put before the court to win a conviction.

The first problem Aguero had to deal with was that Alice Scott had originally told detectives that Leo emerged from the trailer carrying something heavy, which she later called “the body,” between 2:30 and 3:00 AM on the night Michelle disappeared. She’d looked at the clock, and that’s how she’d known the time frame for this observation.

This was physically impossible, given that Leo was accounted for miles across town in that time frame. He was in the presence of David Saum and, then, of three PCSO deputies—all State witnesses. For Alice’s testimony to have any ring of truth to it, Aguero was going to have to chip away at the timeline and get her to concede that her initial statement to detectives was inaccurate. Under Aguero’s questioning, Alice now said she remembered that it was earlier—2:15 AM when she saw Leo drive off with “the body” in the back of the car.

This subtle change in Alice’s testimony enabled Aguero to argue with a little more plausibility that Leo now had had time to drive to David Saum’s house, given that Saum had testified that Leo arrived there between 2:20 and 2:30 AM. But there was one other problem for Aguero around this timeline. Leo had told detectives that at 2:00 AM he was in his parents’ trailer across town, making phone calls to the Sheriff’s Office and to Michelle’s grandmother, to see if she had seen his wife. The PCSO claimed they had no record of any call because the tapes were destroyed after thirty days. But when Detective Weeks attempted to corroborate Leo’s claim to have made a call to Michelle’s grandmother’s house, he found out from Michelle’s aunt Cathy Harris, who answered the phone, that Leo had indeed called there at 2 AM that day asking if she had any knowledge of Michelle’s whereabouts. Weeks put that into his report.

Because Leo and Michelle didn’t have a phone at the trailer, Aguero knew this was a problem for the State’s case. He had read all of Detective Weeks’s reports and had no intention of calling Aunt Cathy to the stand—her testimony aligned with Leo’s statements to police. His only hope was that Leo’s lawyer, Jack Edmund, wouldn’t call her, either. Perhaps the attorney who had famously avoided pretrial preparation, skipping depositions and investigative work, might also have overlooked Detective Weeks’s report.

True to form, Edmund had missed it. He never saw the interview where Aunt Cathy confirmed that Leo had called there at 2 AM, contradicting Alice Scott’s testimony that she’d looked at a clock and placed Leo in the trailer at 2 AM fighting with Michelle. But Edmund failed to call Aunt Cathy as a witness, leaving a crucial part of the State’s timeline unchallenged in court.

Thanks to Edmund’s inexcusable negligence, Aguero had dodged another bullet.

To his credit, Edmund, on cross-examination, got Alice Scott to admit that her initial statement to Weeks—saying she saw Leo carrying something to the car between 2:30 and 3 AM—was clearer in her mind just after the murder than it was now, two years later in court. When pressed again to pinpoint the exact time, Alice hesitated, struggling to give a definitive answer. “It’s been too long,” she admitted. “I don’t remember the exact times.”

As Edmund tried to make sense of the timeline Aguero had evoked from her, pointing out the discrepancies in her statements and testimony, Alice became upset. “You’re trying to get me confused,” she said.

Edmund then highlighted another issue: Alice’s claim about the carpet cleaner. He pointed out that it appeared nowhere in the police reports. How could she have forgotten to tell Detective Weeks this crucial observation that could possibly have explained why no blood was found in the trailer? Alice insisted that she had told Weeks but said he “might not have [written] it down.”

Edmund wasn’t buying it. Nearly a year and a half after Michelle’s murder, and suddenly Alice Scott remembered seeing Leo haul a carpet cleaner into the trailer the next morning—supposedly to remove blood evidence—with the front door wide open? Leo sat there, stunned, listening to the lies Aguero was pulling from his witnesses. Leo had done side work for Jim Anderson, Buddy’s father, installing lines for Paramount Cable at the time. Jim had just testified that Leo was at work with him the morning after Michelle’s disappearance. Now Alice Scott was claiming he was in the trailer scrubbing the carpets at the very same time? They were both State witnesses. Their stories contradicted each other. And neither one was true.

Leo knew exactly where he was that morning. It was documented: A PCSO deputy came to his trailer at 10:32 AM to take a missing persons report from him and his father, and by 12:30 PM, the two Schofields were at the Lakeland Police Department, filing yet another missing persons report with Officer Richard Kachadurian. Both had testified to this for the State.

Carrying something heavy to the Mazda, bringing a carpet cleaner into the trailer—Leo was convinced Alice had witnessed both events, but not when she claimed she had.

Jack Edmund homed in on Alice, pressing her for the truth. Why had it taken fifteen months for her to remember the carpet cleaner, the one thing that might explain why no blood was found in the trailer? “When is the first time you told them about the cleaning of the trailer, ma’am?” Edmund asked.

Alice hesitated before finally admitting, “If I recall correctly, it was in John Aguero’s office.”

On cross-examination, Edmund pressed Alice on the specifics of her timeline. She admitted her difficulty in recalling when things happened, conceding at one point, “I can’t remember dates, anyway,” and later, “I’m not good on dates.”

She also admitted that she had neglected to mention to police that she and her sister-in-law, Linda Sells, had a conversation right after they both saw Leo bringing something out to the Mazda. “I was very upset,” Alice told Edmund, because just before Linda came home from work, she heard a loud commotion coming from inside the Schofield trailer. “There was a lot of screaming,” she said, “and it sounded like he was pushing her up against the wall, and she screamed, ‘No, Leo, don’t, stop.’”

But it wasn’t until Aguero called Alice Scott’s sister-in-law, Linda Sells, to the stand that his subtle manipulation of the testimony, and the truth, should have destroyed Alice Scott’s credibility. Linda started by describing her job at Rountree Clean Care, where she cleaned banks after hours. She began cleaning at 4 PM, she said, and usually finished around two or three in the morning. She said she had observed Leo pull Michelle up the stairs by her hair once and that she could hear them fighting at times.

Throughout the trial, Aguero had been meticulous, pressing his witnesses for specific times and dates to ensure the State’s evidence appeared airtight before the jury. Yet when Linda Sells took the stand, that diligence vanished. Sells offered only the vague recollection of “one particular night when I got off work” for the story she told about when she and Alice saw Leo “carrying something in his hands.” She admitted, “I didn’t think nothing of it.”

And strangely, Aguero let it go. There was no push for a date, no effort to anchor this crucial piece of evidence in time. Sells described how, as she rounded the curve, her headlights lit up the Schofield trailer, and she saw Leo carrying something out to the car.

“Could you tell what he was carrying?” Aguero asked.

“No, I sure couldn’t.”

Aguero encouraged her to continue.

Linda testified that instead of reacting with alarm at the sight of Leo dumping something into the back of his car, the two women laughed and joked about it. “I got out, and my sister-in-law—she come out on her back porch—and I walked to the fence. And I says, ‘Alice,’ I said … ‘I just seen something weird.’ And we’re always joking around about things, you know, being scared and all that. But I said, ‘I wonder if, you know, Michelle’s up cleaning or something,’ I said, because the light was on, and I said, ‘I just seen him carry out something.’ And she says—she just started laughing, you know. She said she seen the same thing. And she said, ‘You better get in that house.’ She was just trying to scare me and stuff … I was laughing, I said, ‘I hope it ain’t nothing bad,’ you know, and I went on in.”

Just minutes earlier, Alice had claimed to have been “very upset” listening to a violent fight inside the trailer—Michelle screaming, begging Leo to stop. Yet, rather than calling the police, as she had done over something as minor as children riding bikes across her lawn, she had brushed it off with a joke.

Aguero didn’t keep Linda Sells on the stand for long. He had extracted exactly what he needed—a vague but dramatic account to reinforce the State’s theory without inviting scrutiny. It was as if he knew the timeline wouldn’t hold up under pressure and opted to keep it ambiguous, confident he could gloss over the gaps in closing arguments.



“The State’s case should have fallen apart after Linda Sells testified,” I said to Kelsey. “I can’t understand how her testimony didn’t land on the jury.”

But Aguero was up against Jack Edmund, who had already let damning character evidence go unchallenged. Edmund had also failed to impeach Alice Scott and was completely unaware of Detective Weeks’s report on his interview with Aunt Cathy—who, if called to the stand, could have corroborated a crucial part of Leo’s alibi. Aguero had to know the Schofield trial was unfolding better than he could have hoped.

Edmund probably had his best “trial by ambush” moment in his cross-examination of Linda Sells, recognizing right away why Aguero had tried to skirt around the date she observed Leo carrying something from his trailer. Detectives had interviewed Sells on February 28, the day after Michelle’s body was found.

“Do you know how much prior to the time the officers questioned you that this happened, ma’am?” Edmund asked.

“Like a week or two.”

Linda Sells’s response placed the date of Leo carrying something to his car somewhere between three and ten days before Michelle disappeared.

“You say it could have been as long as two weeks prior to the Saturday that they interviewed you?” Edmund clarified.

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“And you’re not saying to this jury that it’s the night Michelle disappeared that you saw Leo come out of that trailer, are you?”

“No, I’m not saying it,” Linda admitted.

If John Aguero’s heart sank upon hearing Linda Sells openly contradict his star witness Alice, who had already admitted she wasn’t “good with dates”—he gave no outward sign of it. Unlike Alice, Linda had a much firmer grasp of times and dates, and she was unequivocal: She and Alice had not seen Leo emerge from the trailer on the night Michelle disappeared. This contradiction was later reinforced when Edmund elicited testimony from Detective Weeks confirming that neither Linda nor Alice had ever mentioned being together that night, let alone joking about what they saw—which, according to the State, was Leo carrying Michelle’s butchered body to the Mazda.

Yet Edmund missed another crucial revelation from Weeks’s report, one the detective later confirmed in his testimony. The day after Michelle’s body was found, Weeks asked Linda if she had seen anything unusual at the Schofield trailer on the night Michelle disappeared. She told him the only thing she noticed was a four-door Caprice parked in front of the trailer at 8:30 PM. That detail proved she had not gone to work that night—a fact she later confirmed and a fact that completely dismantled Alice Scott’s entire account of the evening.

Still, Aguero must have felt a wave of relief as Jack Edmund’s questioning of Linda Sells failed to drive home the inconsistency to the jury. What could have been a pivotal crack in the State’s case faded like a faint ripple, unnoticed and quickly forgotten.



“So, based on Linda Sells’s testimony,” I said to Kelsey, “Michelle Schofield was still alive after [Sells] saw Leo load something heavy in the back of the car. Do I have that right?”

Kelsey didn’t even need to check the reports to confirm.

In one of our interviews at Hardee CI, Leo had said that watching Alice Scott testify, he’d had the thought that he did carry something heavy to the Mazda late one night—an amplifier for his guitar. “You might not have known what it was,” he told us, adding that the boxy amplifier was wrapped in a blanket, “but you knew what it was not. So, you’re telling a lie.”

Leo also recalled that he did not put anything into the Mazda on the night Michelle disappeared, because she had the car that night, and the amplifier move was at least a week before Michelle’s death—supporting Linda Sells’s testimony about when she and Alice saw him carrying something from the trailer.

Twenty years after Michelle’s murder, Meg Laughlin, a reporter with the St. Petersburg Times, reinvestigated Leo’s case for a feature story she spent months working on. Her reporting, which included interviews with several key witnesses from the case, included some intriguing revelations.

She tracked down Alice’s now-ex-husband, Ricky Scott. “I didn’t believe Alice,” he told Laughlin. “I knew how she twisted the truth. No way Alice could’ve seen and heard from that little bathroom window what she said she saw at the Schofields’ that night.”

Laughlin’s reporting also revealed that friends and family described Alice as having been “involuntarily committed and [having] spent time in mental institutions for being delusional.”

When Laughlin confronted Alice Scott about Ricky’s claims regarding her ability to see and hear from the bathroom window, she shifted her story. “When I couldn’t see and hear from the bathroom window,” she told the reporter, “I walked to the screen porch where I could.”

Alice had never mentioned this supposed move to the screened porch to either Detective Weeks or at trial. Yet now, nearly two decades after Michelle’s murder, she claimed to remember. “Maybe I didn’t say it right back then, but I am now,” she told the reporter.

When Laughlin informed Alice that the fingerprints of a man named Jeremy Scott had been found in Michelle’s car, she once again inserted herself into the case—this time with yet another stunning revelation: “I knew Jeremy Scott,” she said. “So did Michelle. I saw him over at Leo and Michelle’s trailer at parties before Michelle was killed.”

Alice, whose testimony at trial was riddled with inconsistencies, seemed irritated that it was being questioned again, drawing renewed attention from the media. But her latest comment left Laughlin speechless: “If Aguero had done what he was supposed to and executed Leo Schofield,” she said, “we wouldn’t have to be dealing with this mess now.”

It was a statement that raised more questions than answers. I spoke to Ricky Scott one afternoon. He didn’t want to be interviewed, but he agreed to answer a few questions as we stood on his front lawn. He confirmed that he and Alice were no longer married and that, at the time of Leo’s trial, he did not want her to get involved in the Schofield case—largely because of her tendency to “twist the truth.” He also told me that he didn’t want to get involved in any family disputes over this case, but that if I was looking for the truth about that night, his sister, Linda Sells, was a far more trustworthy witness than Alice.

Laughlin spoke with Linda Sells in 2007. Sells confirmed that she had not been at work on the evening Michelle disappeared, an admission that undercut her sister-in-law’s testimony. “Alice’s version of what happened that night is not completely reliable,” she told Laughlin, “because she’ll say anything to be the center of attention.”

Kelsey and I knocked on Linda Sells’s door, hoping to speak with her about the case. She politely declined an interview, but reaffirmed everything she had testified to in court and what she had told Laughlin in 2007.

One question had been nagging at me, one I had wanted to ask Linda directly. I believed that she, unlike Alice Scott, was truthful in all her statements, to police and on the stand. I also believed John Aguero knew exactly what he needed from her testimony and that he had tried, and failed, to persuade Linda to support Alice’s version of events under oath. Linda knew that version wasn’t true.

So Aguero was forced to strike a compromise. Linda would testify that she had seen Leo carrying something to the Mazda—because she had. But he let her keep the timing vague, allowing her to say only that it had happened “on one particular night.” Unlike every other witness he used to establish the timeline, Aguero never pressed Linda for a specific date. He didn’t need to. Instead, he counted on the jury to fill in the gaps for him, relying on their assumptions to do the work his evidence couldn’t.



As someone who writes primarily about criminal cases in the Deep South from the 1940s and ’50s, I don’t have much experience evaluating medical or scientific evidence at trial—mostly because there was so little of it back then. But in studying the trial transcript from Leo’s case, I saw that you didn’t need to be an expert in serology or forensics to see how far John Aguero was willing to go to distort the evidence and mislead the jury.

The State’s theory of the crime hinged on Alice Scott’s claim that she saw Leo carrying something heavy and placing it into the Mazda. This positioned the Schofield trailer as the alleged crime scene, and Aguero needed forensic evidence to support that theory. But he had a glaring problem: In the same trailer where he claimed Michelle had been viciously stabbed twenty-six times, the State’s own lab tests had failed to detect any trace of blood, even at the microscopic level. Detective Weeks had obtained a search warrant for Leo’s trailer on March 11. Nearly a dozen crime scene technicians spent hours combing through the single-wide, performing Luminol and phenolphthalein tests in search of possible traces of blood. Inside the trailer, they observed that the beige carpeting was dirty and stained, with newspaper laid down in places—evidence that supported Leo’s claim that the couple had puppies that were still being housebroken. Some stains, detectives noted, appeared to be from blood, so the crime scene technicians cut two small carpet samples for further laboratory testing.

The limited forensic effort was striking. Only two small swatches of carpeting were removed for testing, and few photographs were taken of what was supposed to have been the crime scene. It seemed obvious to me that the technicians themselves did not believe a young woman had been murdered there.

Rather than confront this devastating gap in evidence, Aguero built a misleading narrative, amplifying inconclusive tests while dismissing results that disproved his theory. He called Edward Guenther, a crime laboratory analyst with the Florida Department of Law Enforcement (FDLE), to the stand and began leading him through the presumptive testing conducted inside the trailer. Presumptive blood tests are quick first-step screenings that can suggest the presence of blood, but they aren’t foolproof, and they are known to produce false positives. To confirm whether a substance is human blood—and to link that blood to a specific individual—more advanced, confirmatory tests must be conducted in a laboratory.

“Now, Mr. Guenther, did you make any notes contemporaneously with or shortly after this examination of the trailer as to how many places you found tested positive for blood?” Aguero asked.

“Yes, I did,” Guenther replied.

“I want you to step down from your witness chair, if you would, and on this easel draw for me a diagram of where you found these positive areas.”

At this point, Jack Edmund rose to object. Aguero, through repeated questioning, had been hammering home a misleading phrase, insisting that the trailer had “tested positive” for blood, despite the lack of confirmatory results. “Your Honor, I’m going to object to the wording of the question on the grounds that it’s assuming a fact that has not been proven,” Edmund argued. “I don’t want a positive written there.”

Judge Davis agreed and instructed Aguero to rephrase his question. But Aguero persisted, continuing to frame his questions in a way that reinforced the false claim that the trailer had “tested positive for blood.”

Frustrated, Edmund worried the jury would be misled by Aguero’s presentation of the blood evidence.

Eventually, Aguero relented. “Both of these tests are presumptive. Neither one of them tells you blood’s there?” he asked Guenther.

“No, they do not,” Guenther admitted.

Aguero’s next witness was Nancy Stout, the FDLE forensic serologist from the Orlando Regional Crime Laboratory. Under questioning, Stout explained that she had conducted confirmatory testing on the stains identified during Guenther’s presumptive testing. She described using the Takayama test, a more precise methodology designed to identify hemoglobin. Stout detailed the locations where Michelle’s blood type could be identified: on the clothes she had been wearing when she was stabbed, on a Downy fabric softener bottle, and in “reddish-brown clumps intermixed with sand” found near where her body was discovered. The largest of the stains matched Michelle’s blood profile.

“Did you examine a T-shirt and a pair of jeans that were submitted and told to you to belong to the defendant?” Aguero asked.

“Yes, sir,” Stout replied, adding that her analysis had detected no blood on the clothing.

Stout also noted a stain on the cargo carpeting in the Mazda’s hatchback, which she confirmed was human blood but could not otherwise identify.

On cross-examination, Edmund asked Stout to clarify the limitations of presumptive tests. Stout admitted that they should be described only as indicating the “possible presence of blood,” as false positives could be caused by substances like vodka, tomato juice, horseradish, and “an infinite number of unknown substances.”

Edmund used his questioning to underscore a critical point: In a case reliant on circumstantial evidence, scientific certainty was essential. Forensic results needed to be crystal clear to the jury. Confirmatory tests, considered the gold standard for their specificity and reliability, had to support presumptive findings to have evidentiary value. Without a positive confirmatory result, forensic scientists could not ethically testify that a stain was blood.

In essence, Edmund argued, Stout’s confirmatory tests were the final arbiter of the evidence. The State’s case, however, lacked any positive confirmatory test results for blood in the trailer or on Leo’s clothing. This absence weakened the prosecution’s theory, which Edmund suggested was why Aguero was leaning so heavily on the presumptive tests. Ultimately, the FDLE’s laboratory tests failed to identify any evidence of blood in the Schofield trailer.

For a defense attorney who was not known for his ability to parse scientific evidence, Edmund’s cross-examination of the State’s serologist was one of his most effective moments in the trial.
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LET ME AT HIM



After seven grueling days of testimony—during which dozens of witnesses spoke about slaps and punches, visions, carpet cleaners, and carefully constructed alibis—Leo Schofield finally had the opportunity to defend himself, in his own words. Aguero had rested the State’s case.

Putting a defendant on the stand is a decision no defense attorney takes lightly. Edmund knew it was a gamble that could do more harm than good, but it was a risk he and Leo both believed had to be taken.

As the trial progressed, Leo borrowed another suit, this time from his father, which enabled him to appear before the jury each day with some variation in clothing. Before long, he was mixing and matching—pairing the pants from his father’s suit with the jacket from his bandmate Dave Collins and vice versa. Even with the borrowed suits, Leo was unsure what impression his jailhouse haircut was making on the jury.

“State your name, son,” Edmund began.

“Leo Robert Schofield Jr.”

“Leo, presently you’re in the Polk County Jail?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long have you been there?”

“Since June twenty-fourth.”

Edmund started with easy questions, softballs meant to humanize Leo and help him connect with the jury. “Would you tell the jury what sort of relationship you had with Michelle during the time y’all dated and before you married.”

“We had a good relationship. She was a very fun person to be with,” Leo replied.

But Edmund knew they couldn’t avoid addressing the testimony about Leo’s alleged violence toward Michelle. “During the period of time before y’all were married, did you ever hit or strike or beat Michelle?”

Leo paused, then admitted, “Right before we got married, we were living at Ed Vashon’s house, and we were in an argument, and I slapped her.”

“Well, tell the jury … what occurred, if you recall,” Edmund pressed.

“I can’t recall what the argument was about. It was something stupid, but we was hollering at each other, and she said something to me, and I slapped her, and immediately—I just turned around. I couldn’t face her.”

“What did you do then?” Edmund asked.

“I apologized to her,” Leo replied.

“What was your emotional reaction after you slapped her?”

“I was hurt.”

“Did you cry?”

“Yes, I did … I didn’t slap her again after that. I never beat my wife, never. It’s not—it’s not my character. I’m not gonna try to paint a picture of myself to you,” Leo said, turning to the jury. “But I never beat my wife.”

Edmund shifted the focus to Leo’s ex-roommates, prompting him to address their claims.

Leo admitted to his shortcomings. “I had a bad habit of hollering and screaming, and it wasn’t beyond me to throw a temper tantrum once in a while,” he told the jury. But he also pointed out that the toxic dynamics in the home weren’t solely his fault. He described one incident where their fellow tenant Dean Fletcher punched a hole in the wall and cut his hand and another where co-tenant Mary Moorehouse slammed a bedroom door so hard it fell off its hinges.

As for the “heavy object” that neighbors had testified about, Leo recalled, one night, placing an amplifier into the back of the Mazda and, on another occasion, a pressure washer. Neither, however, had been moved on the night of Michelle’s disappearance. He acknowledged borrowing a carpet cleaner from his landlord, but he clarified that it was before Michelle’s death and that the machine wasn’t returned until he moved out of the trailer.

That evening, the jury was dismissed, leaving Leo’s cross-examination by Aguero for the following day. But the next morning, Judge Davis received news that one of the jurors had suffered an eye injury. “In an abundance of caution,” Davis decided to recess until Monday, giving the juror time to recover. Recognizing the gravity of the situation, he acknowledged that losing another juror could derail the entire trial.

Earlier in the week, the jury had dwindled to ten—the absolute minimum required to proceed—after one juror fell ill and another left due to a family emergency. Because a high-profile capital trial involving a mass shooter was happening in the courtroom next door, the Polk County juror pool was severely limited. To avoid delays, Judge Davis had initially allowed the Schofield trial to begin with a full panel of twelve jurors but without any alternates—a decision agreed upon by both the State and the defense. Now with only ten jurors remaining, Davis warned that if another juror were lost, the trial could not continue. However, he offered both attorneys the option to proceed with the remaining ten, provided they both consented.

In a capital case like Leo’s, where the death penalty was on the table, a full twelve-member jury was critical to the defense, offering the best chance that at least one juror might hold out, forcing a mistrial. This was a rare opportunity for Jack Edmund. If he objected to proceeding, the trial would be declared a mistrial and he would have a second chance to challenge the bad-character evidence that had tainted the proceedings, repair Leo Sr.’s disastrous testimony, and refine his defense with full knowledge of the State’s case. Instead, for reasons unknown, Edmund agreed to move forward, locking Leo into a trial with a reduced jury and bringing him one step closer to conviction.

With court adjourned for the day, Leo returned to his jail cell, where he spent three long days in nervous anticipation of his looming cross-examination by the man in the electric chair tie clip. As much as he wanted to take the stand and proclaim his innocence, no one had prepared him for how to connect with the jury.

“I don’t have any training on how to speak to people,” he reflected. “I’ve never been on trial before. I’ve never had my life so exposed, so exaggerated and manipulated. So I’m sitting there, and I’m scared to death.”



It was Monday, March 20, 1989. Suzie Schottelkotte of the Ledger recalled seeing Aguero just before he entered the courtroom. She overheard someone ask if he was ready for Leo Schofield.

“I’ve been ready for this for weeks,” Aguero replied.

Schottelkotte remembered the tone of his voice. “You could tell,” she said. “It was like, Let me at him.”

Aguero stood before the defendant, prepared to break him down piece by piece. “If you were so in love with your wife, Mr. Schofield, why did you start dating people within a week or two after she was dead?” he asked, his tone sharp.

“I didn’t start dating people within a week,” Leo responded.

Leo stayed firm on the stand as Aguero bore down.

“Why is it, Mr. Schofield, that each of the people you used to live with—Bobby Leavens, Dean Fletcher, and Ed Vashon—all ended up breaking a relationship up because of your violence? Is that true or is that not true?”

“That’s not true,” Leo said.

“Do you know any reason why all three of those folks and their girlfriends would say that?”

“They didn’t come up here and testify as to how their character is,” Leo countered.

“Are you saying that the relationships broke up because of their character, not yours?” Aguero pressed.

“No, it was a mix of all of us,” Leo conceded.

Unlike his father, Leo proved to be a far tougher witness for Aguero. His delivery was flat and unemotional, his statements were consistent, and his answers were direct and logical. For most questions, he offered a reasonable explanation. The most Aguero managed to get out of him was an admission of having a “bad attitude,” though Leo insisted his behavior was not much different from that of those around him—it was not “abnormal or anything.”

“Ransacking your bedroom, that wasn’t unusual?” Aguero challenged.

“That was childish,” Leo responded.

“That was childish?” Aguero repeated.

“Uh-hum.”

“Showed your temper, though, didn’t it?”

“Yes, it did.”

Aguero, visibly frustrated by his inability to produce a flash of Leo’s anger before the jury, walked away from the lectern. “I don’t have any other questions,” he said.

Leo was frustrated, too. After all the testimony that had come before his, the task of correcting the record and rehabilitating his character felt impossible. Witness after witness had taken the stand and painted him in the worst possible light.

Leo admitted he hadn’t always been the best husband during the short time he’d had with Michelle. But he stood firm in his belief that examples of his immaturity had been twisted into narratives of brutal violence—some exaggerated, others outright lies.

Edmund rested his case and renewed his motion for a judgment of acquittal, arguing that the State had failed to prove its case and that the judge should dismiss the charges before they even reached the jury. In denying the motion, Judge Davis inadvertently revealed just how effective Aguero had been in presenting his case. In his ruling, Davis stated that there was enough evidence for the jury to believe Leo was guilty—including, notably, the testimony of Linda Sells, which contradicted, rather than corroborated, Alice Scott’s.

Aguero had to have been pleased with the ruling. If Davis believed that Linda and Alice were in agreement about when they saw Leo carrying something heavy to the Mazda, there was a good chance the jury believed it, too.



Closing arguments began the next morning.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Assistant State Attorney John Aguero began, addressing the ten remaining jurors. “It’s been a long two weeks plus. You’ve heard from, altogether, some sixty-one, sixty-two witnesses. This is the opportunity to tie all those things together.” He paused, letting the weight of the moment settle before he continued.

“The State began this trial by spending almost two days calling witnesses about the background of Leo Schofield Jr. and his relationship with Michelle Schofield. These witnesses were not put on merely to say this guy fought with his wife. This is a heinous homicide. This girl was stabbed twenty-six or more times. The person who stabbed her”—Aguero turned and pointed directly at Leo—“sits right there, and he was angry. Extremely angry that night.

“We know, after hearing from all those witnesses, that Leo Schofield is a violent, volatile, quick-tempered person.”

Aguero knew Alice Scott hadn’t mentioned a carpet cleaner until he questioned her in his office fifteen months after Michelle’s murder. Still, he chose his words carefully, misleading the jury and crafting a false narrative to obscure the truth. “The police got information that the carpet had been cleaned, so they obtained a search warrant,” he said, making it seem as if Alice’s account had been a known fact from the start. But there was no mention of a carpet cleaner in the “statement of facts constituting probable cause” or in the “application for search warrant.” No officer reported seeing evidence of freshly cleaned carpets, and no forensic testimony suggested any attempt to remove blood.

It was classic Aguero—manipulating facts to fit his case, bending reality just enough to keep the jury from seeing the cracks. He’d later be called out for these deceptive tactics by appellate courts, but in the Schofield trial, against Jack Edmund, he got away with it again and again.

The rest of the closing argument stayed in familiar territory—Leo’s temper, the witnesses’ claims, and the Leo Sr. story that strained belief. Aguero then went after Leo directly, calling him “the cherry on top of this pack of lies because he doesn’t have any emotion.” Then he drove it home: “Why not? Where is Leo Schofield Jr.’s concern about his wife in this courtroom, ladies and gentlemen? Cold. Cold is the only way to describe him in this courtroom except when I got under his collar a few times on the witness stand and he started to get angry. He’s a little more accomplished liar than his father is, but he’s still a liar.”

Aguero shifted, locking eyes with the jury. He urged them to focus less on timelines, distances, or how fast a car could be driven to make the State’s case fit. “This is a credibility case, not a time and distance case,” he said. “Who’s credible?”

Raising his voice slightly, he continued, “Now, Alice Scott is certainly a key witness. What makes Alice Scott a key witness? Alice Scott saw that man when he says he wasn’t there. There are a number of things that corroborate what Alice Scott saw—some of them very direct, some of them very subtle.”

He paced briefly, then turned back to the jury. “Remember, what you have to base your verdict on is the evidence—not on some argument or speculation that there might be some crazy guy out there, because there isn’t any evidence of any crazy guy … running around killing people without raping or robbing them and leaving their bodies in canals.”

He paused, allowing the courtroom to fall silent.

“Here’s what you got to believe if you’re going to believe that Leo Schofield Jr. didn’t do this murder,” Aguero told the jury. “You’re going to have to believe that on this night when she just happens to come up missing, that Leo Schofield Jr. perhaps was not upset with his wife. You’re gonna have to believe that it’s coincidental that she was brutally stabbed twenty-six times by somebody else who was extremely angry or enraged at her.”

By all accounts, Aguero’s final words to the jury were thunderous and dramatic. Gripping a metal pointer, he began to mime the act of stabbing.

“After the first time, does he intend to kill her? The second time, the third time, the fourth time, the fifth time, the sixth time? How many times? When does he start stabbing her because he wants to kill her? What is his intent when he gets down to that body that’s not dead yet, and the face is looking up at him, and he starts stabbing at it—all right here, all looking at her? Rage.

“Was this a person that didn’t know this girl? No. This was a person that fully intended to mutilate the hell out of that girl.”

He lowered the pointer, turned to the jury, and thanked them, letting his chilling words hang in the air. A heavy silence filled the courtroom as all eyes shifted to the defense table.

Jack Edmund rose, straightened his jacket, and turned to face the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen, generally, I try to keep an argument to about twenty minutes, but because of the complexity of this trial, and because of the matters that Mr. Aguero has touched on, I won’t be able to do that in this case.”

In his closing argument, Edmund took direct aim at Aguero’s tactics, accusing him of fabricating evidence to sway the jury. He called out the prosecutor for inventing a damaging quote and falsely attributing it to Alice Scott’s testimony—an act that not only bordered on prosecutorial misconduct but also exposed how far Aguero was willing to stretch the truth to secure a conviction.

“I want you to think back to the highly emotional state he reached on several occasions—pounding on this podium, screaming things that are not in the testimony, like ‘Don’t stab me, don’t stab me, don’t stab me,’” Edmund said. “There’s nothing like that in the testimony. You have watched a master at work. This is a case of circumstantial evidence that you must examine unemotionally.”

Next, Edmund addressed the contradictions in Linda Sells’s testimony. “The testimony of Alice Scott not only is not corroborated by Linda Sells, it is totally contradicted by Linda Sells,” he argued, reminding the jury that Linda had testified that she and Alice saw Leo carrying something heavy to the Mazda a week or two earlier, not on the night Michelle went missing. He urged the jurors to request Linda’s testimony during deliberations, assuring them that they would find it “totally contrary to and utterly not corroborating the testimony of Alice Scott.”

Edmund then turned to the glaring absence of physical evidence tying Leo to the crime. “They showed you no blood in the house,” he pointed out. “They showed you no blood on Leo, no blood on his clothes, no blood on his shoes—no blood to connect him with any bloody scene.”

Finally, he dismantled Alice Scott’s claim that she’d seen Leo cleaning the carpet the morning after Michelle disappeared, reminding the jury that crime scene technicians had found the carpet still dirty, with “no indication of any sort of detergent used in that rug.”

Edmund then turned to the Mazda, pointing out that the State had no explanation for how it had ended up on the shoulder of I-4, nearly seven miles from where Michelle’s body was found. “If someone else had the car, that person could be the killer,” he suggested. “Wouldn’t you like to know if someone else’s fingerprints were in that Mazda? The State of Florida didn’t bother to dust that wagon and try to get any fingerprints out of it.”

Painfully, Edmund overlooked a critical fact—one that was clearly documented in the police reports and that would later become the most pivotal detail of the case: The State had dusted for fingerprints, prints had been found, and they did not match those of Leo, Leo Sr., or Michelle. The identity of who had left them remained unknown. Had Edmund been better prepared, this evidence could have changed the entire trajectory of the case—possibly preventing Leo Schofield from spending decades in prison. But instead, Edmund pressed on, unaware of the crucial opportunity he had just missed.

“Wouldn’t you really like to know if there was a strange fingerprint in that automobile?” he repeated, unknowingly posing the exact question that could have cracked the case.

He then floated an alternative possibility—that Michelle had not been killed by her husband, but by a stranger acting on a violent, uncontrollable impulse. “I say to you that a theory of innocence in this case simply shouts,” he told the jury. “It doesn’t just cry, it shouts out. It is so strong, it is so powerful, and the theory of guilt is virtually nonexistent.”

He asked for a not guilty verdict, thanked the jury, and took his seat beside Leo.

Aguero, no doubt emboldened by Judge Davis’s ruling on Edmund’s motion for a judgment of acquittal, rose for his rebuttal. He zeroed in on Edmund’s reminder to the jury—that Linda Sells had not corroborated Alice Scott’s testimony and that the night she saw Leo carrying something to the car was a week or two before Michelle was killed. “If you want to ask for her testimony, you go ahead,” Aguero challenged. “I never heard anything about two weeks earlier.”

Unlike Edmund, whose grasp of the case was fragmented and inconsistent, Aguero prided himself on tracking every fact and witness statement. And now, with the case hanging in the balance, he used that mastery to mislead the jury about Linda Sells’s testimony. “Mrs. Sells said she came home that night,” Aguero boomed, as if sheer confidence were proof enough.

The jury never did request to see Linda Sells’s testimony.

“There isn’t any psycho out there, ladies and gentlemen,” Aguero continued. “You don’t have to lock your doors tonight and keep your nineteen-year-old children in because”—he pointed directly at Leo—“that man is in jail, and he ain’t killing anybody else.”

Leo recoiled at Aguero’s words, the prosecutor’s voice echoing in his ears. He couldn’t forget the visit just months earlier, when Aguero sat across from him in jail and told him he believed Leo Sr. had killed Michelle. Back then, Aguero had offered Leo a way out—immunity and a chance to walk free—if he testified against his father.

Now, standing before the jury, Aguero was telling a completely different story. Leo saw it clearly now—Aguero had no allegiance to the truth, only to the story that suited him in the moment.

“He killed his wife,” Aguero continued. “He’s not a psycho either. He killed his wife because he was mad at her. He didn’t kill her because he’s some sexual deviant. This is simply a husband so enraged that he goes into a frenzy and stabs his wife twenty-six times. After he dumps her body, and the police discover she’s not raped, her rings are still on, her wallet’s not taken, the car’s locked up—all of these things I told you about—he tries to build an alibi with his parents.”

Aguero finished and thanked the jury again.



With the ten remaining jurors having endured six and a half hours of closing arguments, Judge Davis adjourned court. The next day, after reading the jury instructions, Davis dismissed the jury to begin deliberations. Leo Schofield was escorted from the courtroom by the bailiff and led downstairs to a jail cell to await the jury’s decision. Upstairs, the mood in the courthouse was tense.

Four and a half hours later, the bailiff entered the room with an announcement that sent a ripple of unease through the gallery: “We have a verdict.”

Leo was brought back into the courtroom and seated next to Edmund. Behind him, someone in the gallery murmured, “It’s a one-word verdict.”

Edmund’s agitation deepened; his face was tight with concern. “This is not good,” he muttered as the jury of seven men and three women filed into the courtroom, their expressions unreadable. They handed their verdict to the bailiff, who passed it to the clerk of court.

The room fell silent as the clerk read aloud: Leo Schofield Jr. was guilty of first-degree murder.

In the gallery, Leo’s stepmother, Cheryl, and his younger sister Kristen sobbed quietly. Leo glanced back at them, his face etched with disbelief, before dropping his head into his hands, cupping his eyes as if to block out the reality unfolding around him. After individually polling the jurors, the judge thanked them and reminded them they would still be needed for the penalty phase.

After the trial, Michell McCluskey shared her conflicted emotions with reporter Suzie Schottelkotte: “It hurts to think that I could have had a friend that could do something like this.”

Outside the courthouse, Michelle Schofield’s father, David Saum, didn’t mince words. Speaking to Schottelkotte, he made his feelings clear. “I hope he suffers until he dies, whenever that is,” Saum said. “My interest now is not in seeing Leo Schofield Jr. die in the electric chair as much as I am interested in seeing him suffer for the rest of his life. I don’t think Michelle’s death will ever be closed as a chapter in my book of life.”

Jack Edmund was in a different state of mind. “I’m just totally and absolutely infuriated,” he told the press. “I’m just in a state of shock.”

Now officially a convicted murderer, Leo was fingerprinted and escorted to a holding cell. A few minutes later, Edmund was granted access to see his client. Passing through the bars, he found Leo sitting in silence.

“I can’t even cry,” Leo told him.

The reality of what lay ahead was beginning to sink in: The penalty phase was next, and Leo knew he was facing the possibility of a death sentence. “I was so numb and beat down and disgusted,” Leo later recalled. “I was incredulous that this could even be taking place. It was just so beyond my ability to imagine I would personally be facing something like that.

“I don’t want to die,” he said quietly.

The country lawyer in the western-cut suit stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Leo, holding him in a long hug. “I’m not going to let that happen,” Edmund assured him.

Back in the courtroom, the jury returned to hear instructions from Judge Davis. He explained that after some brief testimony, they would deliberate once more—this time, to recommend a sentence for Leo Schofield. John Aguero and the State would argue for the death penalty.

Aguero began his argument by calling Michelle’s murder “heinous, atrocious, and cruel,” dismissing mitigating factors such as Leo’s age and his lack of a significant criminal record as unimportant. “If he butchered that little girl, it doesn’t mean a hill of beans,” Aguero said, describing the “stark terror” Michelle must have felt during the stabbing. Holding up a photograph from her autopsy, he addressed the jury. “If sympathy enters your minds, take this picture and look at it. Stare at it.”

For the defense, Edmund called Leo’s father, who testified about a conversation he had had with his son after learning that Aguero and Detective Weeks were traveling to Massachusetts to arrest him. Leo Sr. admitted offering his son two thousand dollars to flee, but said Leo had refused the money, insisting he would return to Florida to face the charge, “because he was innocent,” Leo Sr. said.

Leo’s sister Kristen took the stand next, pleading with the jury. “There’s somebody else out there who committed this murder. You people are not even listening. You people must have no feelings.”

Finally, Leo took the stand, and Edmund began his questioning. “Leo, this jury has convicted you of first-degree murder,” Edmund said. “Did you kill your wife?”

“No,” Leo said, still grappling with what had gone wrong at trial. “I couldn’t kill anybody. I value other people’s lives more than my own. Where do you think she was for three hours?”

Edmund pressed him further, asking if Michelle had ever done anything that might have caused him to “go into a killing fury or a killing frenzy.”

“My wife never done anything to me,” Leo replied. “Nothing. She was a good girl. I had a temper. I had an attitude. I told you that. But she could never do anything to me, nor could anyone, to make me want to take somebody’s life.”

Edmund asked a few more leading questions, but Leo resorted to terse, one-word answers of “no.”

Sensing the jury needed to see and hear more from him, Edmund asked one final question, silently pleading with his client to show some emotion. “What, if anything, do you have to say to the jury … with regard to whether or not they recommend your death or life imprisonment, son? Talk to them.”

Leo turned to face the jury, his voice trembling. “It’s hard for me to sit up here and plead with you for my life because you’ve already found me guilty,” he said. “You’ve already taken it away. I’m telling you, you’re making a mistake. A big mistake. I’m not guilty. I didn’t kill my wife. I’m asking, please don’t take it. I can show you. I can prove it to you. I don’t even know what to say to you. I really don’t.”

The jury deliberated for only thirty-five minutes before returning with their recommendation: life imprisonment. Judge Davis accepted the jury’s decision and sentenced Leo to life in prison with eligibility for parole after a minimum of twenty-five years.

After the sentencing, prosecutor John Aguero told a reporter that on the eve of the trial, the State had offered Leo a plea deal, which he rejected. The offer would have required him to plead guilty to second-degree murder, removing the possibility of the death penalty. Under Florida’s sentencing guidelines at the time, and assuming good behavior, Leo likely would have been released in the early to mid-1990s, after serving only a few years behind bars.

Aguero admitted to the reporter that he had made the plea offer because “I did not know the jury would find him guilty. In a circumstantial case, the State always has an uphill battle.”

After the penalty phase, Leo reflected on his desperate plea to the jury and how he had already begun questioning Jack Edmund’s decision not to call any character witnesses to rebut the State’s witnesses. “I was so desperate,” Leo recalled thinking at the time. “Something wasn’t told right. We didn’t get all the story out.”

Convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison, Leo could only cling to the hope that the appeals process would set the record straight, that the full story would finally come to light and the courts would see the truth: that a grave mistake had been made. Leo could not and did not murder his wife. Someone else had done this to Michelle.
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IT COULD HAVE BEEN ME



The bus pulled away from the Polk County Jail carrying Leo Schofield north toward the life that awaited him. Through perforated steel bolted over the windows, the world blurred past in fractured pieces—open fields, a flash of pine, a glimpse of sky. At just twenty-three years old, Leo was processed into the state system at Florida State Prison before being transferred to a facility a few miles away—Baker Correctional Institution. This would be his new home.

Leo couldn’t comprehend how it had come to this. After two grueling weeks of trial, any sense of hope, any shred of faith in the integrity of the system, had been stripped away—day by day, witness by witness. By the time the verdict was read, Leo felt numb, beaten down. He’d already spent the better part of a year in jail, where the older men, the repeat offenders, had schooled him on what to expect at trial.

Now he faced the hard truth of prison life—made harder still by being a Yankee in the Deep South. “I’m from Massachusetts. I’m an outsider. I don’t belong here with you people,” Leo recalled. “And that’s a problem in this case—my short-spokenness, my inability to open up. But how do you do that? How do you open up when you know all this stuff is wrong, but you know these people aren’t going to believe you anyway?”

As for why people had lied at the trial, Leo wasn’t entirely sure. Some, he guessed, simply hadn’t liked him to begin with and felt no emotional investment in his fate. Others, he thought, may have wanted “to be part of a big sensational story.” And then there were those he suspected had been pressured by the cops or the prosecutor to help “get a bad guy off the streets.”

For the most part, Leo didn’t think the witnesses had lied intentionally. He figured they’d likely come to believe their own stories. Memory is fickle and malleable, after all. But there were exceptions. Some contradictions weren’t just lapses in recollection; they were the result of deliberate manipulation. Aguero hadn’t simply overlooked these inconsistencies—he had relied on them. He hadn’t been a victim of his witnesses’ faulty memories; he had used them to his advantage.

Sitting in the courtroom, Leo had watched Aguero twist the smallest incidents into accounts of shocking violence. The prosecutor’s portrayal of him in opening and closing arguments had left Leo wondering what Aguero might have been saying to witnesses behind closed doors.



Kelsey and I had wondered the same thing. If John Aguero had misled the jury about the most damning evidence at trial—the presence of blood in the Schofields’ trailer, the timeline, Linda Sells’s testimony—was it such a stretch to think he had done the same with the bad-character evidence with which he opened the trial?

How was it that Alice Scott and the Laffoons suddenly recalled devastating evidence—a year and a half after Michelle’s murder and in Aguero’s office, no less—when they hadn’t remembered any of it in the days immediately following her disappearance, when they spoke to detectives?

Had Aguero lied to witnesses or coached them into testifying a certain way against Leo?

What we found in this part of the State’s case echoed the problems in the timeline and forensic evidence—discrepancies that weren’t errors but, rather, deliberate choices to mislead. Aguero hadn’t just prosecuted; he had controlled the narrative, molding details to fit his case. This was especially evident in how he had shaped the story of Leo and Michelle’s relationship.

Brenda Connell lived in the same mobile home park as Leo’s parents and knew the family well. She remembered John Aguero approaching her at court while she was attending Leo’s trial.

“We’ve been looking for you,” Aguero told her. “I think you know something.”

Brenda said she told Aguero the only thing she could say: that Leo had a bad temper, but that she had never seen him do anything violent. “He was hell-bent on getting me to testify, for some reason,” she recalled. He pressured her, insisting they had overwhelming evidence against Leo.

Then Aguero told her something shocking.

“I remember him telling me that Leo had slit Michelle’s throat from ear to ear,” she said, “that he had nearly cut her head off. And inside the trailer, the Luminol had lit up like a Christmas tree from all the blood.”

Brenda later realized those claims weren’t just exaggerations; they were outright lies. But Aguero didn’t stop there. To increase the pressure, he told her something even more outlandish. “He said Michelle was pregnant with Leo Sr.’s baby when she died.”

Aguero knew, from the autopsy report, that this was not true. He hadn’t just misled Brenda; he had deliberately fabricated evidence to manipulate a potential witness. Under Florida’s ethical rules for prosecutors, knowingly making false claims about forensic evidence or a victim’s condition isn’t just misconduct; it’s a clear violation of the duty to seek justice.

Kelsey and I interviewed Melissa Phillips, who had lived with Leo and Michelle at the couple’s trailer with her then boyfriend, Dean Fletcher, until moving out two months before the murder. Melissa and Dean both testified that Leo punched Michelle in the stomach, though Dean said Melissa was in the back bedroom when it happened. Leo, Dean said, was mad that Michelle didn’t bring the drink to him fast enough. Melissa recalled the incident and acknowledged that the couple argued and fought a lot. But she added that Leo and Michelle weren’t the only couple fighting in that trailer.

I wondered if Alice Scott’s claim of having heard a woman screaming inside the trailer might have been something she was recalling from weeks earlier, rather than from the night Michelle disappeared. “I know anybody could have heard me,” Melissa said. “If they heard a female yell, it could have been me.”

Melissa also testified that she had heard from Dean that Leo had once told him that “he would have to stop or he’d end up killing her.”

Edmund failed to object to the hearsay testimony. On redirect, Aguero subtly attempted to manipulate Melissa’s testimony to put a more ominous turn of phrase before the jury. “Mrs. Phillips,” he asked, “just to be straight, was your testimony that his statement was, “if I don’t stop doing this I’m going to end up killing her,’ or ‘I’m going to have to kill her?’”

“I’m going to end up,” Melissa clarified.

Melissa also testified about an incident she described in court as a “head butt” to Michelle. But she admitted she hadn’t actually witnessed it. She had heard the story from Leo himself. He had told them, right after the incident, that he and Michelle had been arguing after she saw him hug a female friend. Michelle’s jealousy set him off, he told Melissa, and their fight continued as they pulled up to the trailer. Michelle, he said, had reached for the door handle to get out. But Leo, not finished arguing, reached across her to pull the door closed. Somehow, as Leo recalled, their heads collided, his striking hers right at the bridge of her nose. He says he panicked. He ran around to the passenger side and helped her out of the car and into the trailer. Melissa, who was home at the time, testified that Michelle was “starting to turn a little color.”

Leo nearly passed out himself. He was hyperventilating, his chest tightening. He had a history of panic attacks, but this time, he thought he might be having a heart attack. Someone—either Dean or Melissa—recognized the severity of Leo’s condition and ran next door to use a neighbor’s phone to call 911.

Kelsey and I obtained the Polk County EMS report from the incident in November 1986. By the time paramedics arrived, it was nearly midnight. The report made it clear: They had been called to treat only Leo. Michelle was not mentioned in their assessment. Seated in a chair, Leo had begun to calm down, his breathing still rapid but slowing. The medics took his blood pressure and checked his pupils.

Their report read, “Patient involved in squabble with girlfriend, originally thought she might be hurt. States he hyperventilated … felt lightheaded, distal extremity paresthesias [sic], chest pain, and weakness—which has all subsided and left him only anxious. States he’s fine now.”

Leo refused transport to the hospital. Michelle received no care or attention from emergency responders—no treatment, no evaluation. Though Melissa testified that the paramedics did briefly examine Michelle and said she was “fine.” Yet their neighbors would remember the sight of the ambulance.

Whatever the intent, the argument resulted in physical contact. Leo’s own account described an accidental collision, not an intentional assault. But the available evidence—the EMS report, the lack of documented injuries, the absence of any medical care for Michelle—doesn’t support Aguero’s version of events, either. In court, he crafted a more damning narrative. Through his witnesses, Michelle wasn’t simply dazed; she was knocked unconscious by a violent head butt. The ambulance that night, in Aguero’s telling, wasn’t there for Leo, but for her.

By the time the case went to trial, Aguero ensured the jury never saw the full EMS report, keeping them from the only official record of that night, one that contradicted the version he had put forward through his witnesses. Instead, the jury heard a story stripped of context, reshaped to serve the State’s case.

Jack Edmund, having taken no depositions and done virtually no investigation, was wholly unprepared to challenge Aguero’s version of events. He never introduced the EMS report, never questioned Melissa about how her memory had changed over time, and never asked why she hadn’t mentioned the incident when police first spoke to her. Most critically, he never pressed her on the stand—never forced the jury to reckon with the fact that the only person treated by paramedics that night wasn’t Michelle, but Leo.



As Leo began his life sentence, he got some advice from an old-timer in the prison. “You’ll never get home,” the man told him, “unless you’re useful to the outside world.” He encouraged Leo to make the most of his sentence by pursuing education. Leo wasted no time. Within his first six months inside, he completed his high school diploma. He then enrolled in a program designed by the nonprofit Toastmasters International, where he learned leadership skills and the art of public speaking.

After transferring from Baker CI to Hendry Correctional Institution, about one hundred miles south of Lakeland, Leo joined a business training course and signed up for a computer skills program led by the Branell Institute. By the summer of 1991, he had mastered basic PC support skills and advanced to a leadership role within the program, working as both a tutor and a teaching aide.

After losing his direct appeal—an uphill battle in which higher courts review a trial’s proceedings for legal errors, but rarely overturn convictions—Leo, without defense counsel, began collecting his thoughts on Jack Edmund’s failings and drafted his own pro se motion (Latin for “on one’s own behalf”) to get his case back before a judge. With access to volumes on Florida criminal law in the prison library and assistance from fellow inmates known as “jailhouse lawyers,” he outlined a motion for an evidentiary hearing on the basis of ineffective assistance of counsel. He highlighted a dozen mistakes Edmund had made, among them: he had failed to meet with Leo until the night before the trial began, neglected to review the statements and police reports with his client, and ignored key alibi witnesses, like Michelle’s aunt Cathy Harris. He had also agreed to waive the two alternate jurors, leaving Leo with a jury of ten by the time deliberations began. And he had failed to call Leo’s landlord, Bob Swann, who could have refuted Alice Scott’s claims about the carpet cleaner.

What frustrated Leo most was that anytime he had tried to steer Edmund toward key witnesses—like Cathy Harris or Bob Swann—his attorney had brushed him off with a dismissive “Don’t worry, son.” Hiring Jack Edmund, Leo would come to believe, had been the single biggest mistake of his life.

But the cornerstone of Leo’s motion centered on what he’d come to understand as bad-character evidence, a pivotal issue in his trial. “The State’s case against the Defendant was based entirely on its twenty-one character witnesses,” he wrote in his motion. This testimony, in violation of the Rules of Evidence, section 90.404 (2)(b), was introduced solely “to show bad character or propensity to commit a crime”—“and trial counsel failed to object throughout the entire onslaught.” This error, he added, was “overwhelming throughout the entire trial.”

Kelsey and I had interviewed Polk County Sheriff Grady Judd in his office. Judd is seventy now and has been sheriff for the past twenty years, but he began working at the PCSO in 1972 at the age of eighteen.

“They used to call me a Combee Critter,” Judd told us, since he grew up in the Combee area—that same part of Lakeland where Michelle was working when she disappeared. He also knew Leo’s defense attorney well.

“Jack Edmund was a dear friend of mine,” Judd said, “and without a doubt, the master of the courtroom. He was the one you wanted if you were guilty, guilty, guilty, and somebody had to mesmerize the jury … I have seen him walk so many guilty people out of the courtroom because of his charisma, his personality, and his intellect. There’s none better.”

Judd paused to collect his thoughts. “But … if you needed to win a case on the law … the fine points of the law, you didn’t want Jack Edmund.”

Leo’s pro se motion was granted a hearing. Jack Edmund took the stand and admitted that he should have had a “better understanding of character evidence” at the time of Leo’s trial. But after two hearings on Leo’s claims of ineffective assistance of counsel, a Polk County judge denied the motion on all counts.

With that ruling, Leo was out of legal options and left to serve his life sentence behind bars. He took the time he now had on his hands to study. He received a federal Pell Grant to complete the paralegal program. Beyond the legal studies, he continued to build his expertise in trade skills, focusing on vocational welding, which allowed him to work in maintenance for the Department of Corrections as a fabricator, constructing and welding items like guard tower ladders, medical vaults, truck beds, and reinforced doorframes.



While Leo appreciated the chance to learn and develop his skills, prison life was still isolating. What he lived for were the weekends—because that’s when Crissie Carter came to visit.

For four years, Crissie visited Leo every weekend without fail. She had thrown herself into studying his case, asking him every question that came to mind, attending his evidentiary hearings, and ultimately becoming convinced of his innocence. Her initial curiosity about him had deepened into a romance and, eventually, into love. For Leo, it had taken only nine days to tell Crissie how he felt. “I’m in love with you,” he had confessed early on. Crissie, more measured and cautious, took her time. But now, four years later, she was certain: Prison or no prison, she wanted to be with Leo for the rest of her life.

They were married in the prison chapel on May 5, 1995. Crissie wore a simple white dress, and Leo serenaded her with a few songs on his guitar, including their song, “Patience,” by Guns N’ Roses. As Leo sang, Crissie swayed softly to the melody.

Crissie was confident in her decision, but she knew there would be sacrifices. Friends and family were absent from her wedding day—some questioned her judgment while others distanced themselves entirely. At work, Crissie chose to keep her personal life private, understanding that the stigma of being married to a convict could affect her career as a social worker.

Life as the wife of an incarcerated man came with unique challenges. Their time together was limited, and physical contact was strictly controlled. Florida does not allow conjugal visits or private moments beyond the constant watch of correctional officers. But back in the 1990s, things were a little more relaxed. Toward the end of visits, Crissie said, “the officers would say, ‘See you in twenty,’” giving couples a brief chance to be more intimate without worrying about getting caught. Later, Crissie would describe hers and Leo’s relationship as living in a “fishbowl,” exposed and observed from all sides.

In 1999, Leo was transferred from DeSoto to Hardee Correctional Institution after the latter facility issued a request for experienced welders. While the move extended Crissie’s drive slightly for her weekend visits, it didn’t deter her. She remained a dedicated presence in the Hardee visitation park, forming friendly connections with the wives and girlfriends who visited their loved ones every week.



One rainy afternoon, as Crissie drove home along a rural county road after a visit, she passed a broken-down vehicle. Not far from the car, a woman she recognized from the visitation park was walking alongside the road. The woman, visibly pregnant—likely close to her due date—was soaked from the rain. Crissie pulled over and offered her a ride.

The woman climbed in and introduced herself as Brenda. During their hour-long drive, the two got to know each other. Brenda admitted she was struggling. She already had children, some in foster care, and her partner, Alan, was incarcerated at Hardee. With the baby due soon, she wasn’t sure how she’d manage.

Crissie began giving Brenda rides to Hardee for visitation weekends. Over time, she and Leo grew close to Brenda and Alan, often spending time together during visits. The couple’s challenges stayed with Leo and Crissie, and they wanted to help however they could.

Crissie also helped Brenda prepare for the baby’s arrival. When Brenda and Alan asked Leo and Crissie to be their child’s godparents, they agreed without hesitation. Crissie was there when Brenda went into labor—taking her to the hospital, holding her hand, and witnessing baby Ashley’s first moments of life.

Just four days later, Ashley was buckled into her car seat for the first time and driven to Hardee Correctional Institution. The tiny newborn passed through security checkpoints, metal detectors, and heavy steel doors alongside Crissie and Brenda, who carried her out to the visitation park. There, she was introduced to Alan and Leo, her proud father and godfather. For the rest of the visit, Ashley was lovingly passed back and forth between the two couples.

“I held her for the first time at four days old,” Leo recalled. “And I just knew that we were gonna be with this baby for the rest of our lives.”

Leo was smitten.

In the months that followed, Ashley was placed in the care of an aunt. Crissie made an effort to build a relationship with her, eventually becoming a trusted caregiver. Slowly, Ashley began spending more and more time with her—overnight visits turned into extended stays, and before long, she was with Crissie for weeks at a time. Every weekend, Crissie and Leo sat together in the visitation park, cooing over the baby. Ashley would nap against Leo’s chest, her tiny fingers curled around his thumb.

Alan was released from prison after less than a year, but he struggled to stay on a stable path. By the time Ashley was a toddler—too young to form lasting memories—her biological father was shot and killed. From then on, the only father Ashley would know was Leo.

Leo cherished his role as a dad. He’d rock Ashley to sleep, humming lullabies, and use the edge of his prison blues to gently wipe away stray tears or stop a runny nose. As she grew, they practiced somersaults and cartwheels on the patch of grass in the visitation park, later graduating to karate moves. For birthdays, they’d bake and decorate cakes using the communal microwave and whatever treats they could find in the canteen.

By the time Ashley turned seven, Leo and Crissie were her legal parents. “She could not be more my daughter if she was born through my wife and I,” Leo said.

With Ashley in his life, Leo felt an even stronger urgency to prove his innocence and come home. He had already spent more than a decade in prison for a crime he maintained he had not committed. In that time, advancements in DNA technology had sparked a wave of exonerations across the country, giving him renewed hope.



Leo and Crissie knew from the case evidence that several loose hairs had been collected from Michelle’s body during the investigation. The physical descriptions of those hairs—different in length and color from Michelle’s—suggested they could belong to her killer. Additionally, scrapings had been taken from beneath Michelle’s fingernails, potentially holding DNA from her assailant.

In 2001, Florida enacted a new law permitting post-conviction DNA testing, giving Leo the opportunity to file a motion to test the hairs. However, his hope was short-lived: The State reported that the hairs had been destroyed in 1996. Assistant State Attorney John Aguero had determined at the time that they did not hold enough evidentiary value to warrant their retention.

With the hairs gone, Leo and Crissie focused their attention on the fingernail scrapings, but they were found to be too degraded to yield any usable DNA.

With no other DNA evidence available, one final piece of physical evidence remained: the unidentified fingerprints lifted from the interior of Michelle Schofield’s orange Mazda station wagon. Still preserved, these prints represented the last tangible clue in a case built entirely on circumstantial evidence.
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COMING TO GET ME



When the prints Synda Cupp ran through the AFIS system in 2004 matched Jeremy Scott, Scott Cupp was initially annoyed they’d been run without his knowledge. But that frustration quickly gave way to shock: The fingerprints matched those of a convicted murderer who had lived in Lakeland at the time of Michelle’s death.

“And the more we looked into it,” Cupp said, “the more it looked like Jeremy Scott was really good for this murder.”

The next night after the fingerprint match, Synda and Scott decided to take Crissie to the Bonefish Grill in Fort Myers. “The three of us went to dinner, almost as a celebration,” Crissie recalled. “I was going to visit Leo the next day and tell him in person.”

But while they were enjoying their meal, Leo called.

“I couldn’t tell him on the phone about the fingerprints,” she said, though she remembered keeping her tone upbeat.

“I can’t wait to see you tomorrow,” she told him cheerfully, then handed the phone to Cupp, so he could speak with Leo for the first time.

Cupp, caught up in the excitement of the moment, said something he would later regret.

“They were out,” Leo recalled, “and Scott says to me, ‘I’m going to get you out of there in ninety days, buddy.’” Leo remembered hearing the background ambience of the restaurant as they spoke—the clinking of plates and glasses, the hum of laughter and conversation.

“My wife was giddy, he was giddy,” he recalled. “And this was my honest feeling. I’m aggravated as shit. You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m in a prison, and my emotions are now exploding.”

“I don’t think the conversations went very well,” Crissie said, “because I’m not telling him anything. It just wasn’t a really good conversation. I remember when Scott told Leo he’ll be out in ninety days, and Synda just said, ‘No he won’t.’ She just knew the system better.”

Keeping this development from Leo while on the phone wasn’t easy for either of them. Leo would have to wait until the next day to see Crissie and learn what all the excitement was about. By the next morning, Crissie was feeling much better, eager to finally share the news with him. “This was huge news,” she said. “Huge, huge, huge news.”

Crissie arrived at Hardee Correctional Institution on Sunday morning, December 11, 2004, joining dozens of other visitors, mostly family members, waiting in a long line to pass through security. A sign at the main gate warned that the introduction of contraband, including weapons, controlled substances, and communication devices, was a third-degree felony punishable by prison, probation, or a significant fine.

Inside the visitation area, an open-air pavilion where inmates meet with their families on weekends and are allowed physical contact, Crissie met Leo at their usual table. “I was feeling excited and encouraged and all those good feelings,” she later recalled.

She sat down across from him, leaned in, and said, “We have a match on the fingerprints.” Then she gave him the name: Jeremy Scott.

What Crissie didn’t anticipate was how hard the news would hit him. “It was very painful,” she said. “He just put his head down on the table and cried.”

Leo recalled that moment in the visitation pavilion with Crissie, just days after what would have been Michelle’s birthday, a time of year that always brought him pain. “I wanted to break down,” he said. “I could not control the waterworks. I just felt like my whole being was coming apart. All this time, I’ve been holding on to this stuff.”

For nearly sixteen years, he had been locked up in prison, insisting he was innocent of the crime he’d been convicted of. “To be in that position,” he reflected, “it’s beyond trying to prove your innocence. It’s beyond that. There’s a sludge that covers you when you’re being questioned for such a thing. We’re not talking about robbing a store or a cocaine charge or something. We’re not even talking about a murder, which is bad enough. This is the murder of my wife.

“I’ve had this mantle of a murderer on my shoulders for all these years,” he said. “People either believe me or they don’t, and it’s been really, really tough. Now, we have a name. We know he’s a murderer, and he’s forensically linked.”

The more Crissie told Leo about Jeremy Scott, the more Leo despaired. “That’s the guy who murdered my wife,” he recalled.

Crissie held him in her arms, trying to comfort him through the unimaginable. Even she was taken aback by his immediate reaction. “What we think is exciting, to him, it’s just reliving that moment in his life when he was searching for Michelle,” she said. “And it’s very, very painful. It all comes back—the experience of his wife being killed, and all that emotion just floods back.”

“It was just an explosion of stuff,” Leo said.

The grief, the sadness—all of it weighed heavily on him in that moment with Crissie. But saying goodbye and returning to his cell brought a different wave of emotions, a stage of the pain he had to face alone, behind bars.

“I was mad,” he recalled. “I was really mad. It took me some days to get control of that.”



Months passed, and Scott Cupp was now a defense attorney, unable to stop thinking about Leo’s case. He arrived at Hardee CI with the intention of explaining to Leo what he felt were possible outcomes, given this new evidence.

“We met in a little room next to another room that kind of doubled as the barbershop,” Cupp recalled. Not knowing exactly how to begin, he approached Leo cautiously, mindful of the emotional weight of the situation. “Knowing how horrific this case was, and that this was his wife, who he loved,” Cupp admitted, “I was beating around the bush.”

Cupp was trying to prepare Leo for what he thought might be possible—a scenario where the State considered the new evidence and returned with an offer for Leo to plead no contest in exchange for time served.

“I don’t know that they are going to make a plea offer,” Cupp told him, though even as he spoke, he regretted his indirect approach. “I was saying this to him in a roundabout way, and not doing a very good job of it,” he later admitted.

Leo, sensing the discomfort in the lawyer’s voice, gently interrupted. “Scott, let me make this easier for you,” he said. “I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to advise me. But I’m not going to plead to anything because I didn’t murder my wife.”

Cupp sat in silence as Leo continued. The lawyer realized that Leo had already thought this through and was resolute in his decision: He would not accept any kind of plea that might suggest he had committed the crime.

“It’s easy to kind of intellectualize that,” Cupp later reflected. “But going into prison, I don’t think any of us can put ourselves in that position and verbalize what we might consider doing to get out. Not that it was offered, but a reasonably credible path would be him pleading no contest and maybe walking out.”

As Cupp sat across from Leo, he found himself staring at the man in front of him, trying to reconcile him with the rock-and-roll kid described in the trial transcripts—a kid who had since grown into a man after spending seventeen years of his life behind bars.

“By that point,” Cupp said, “I kind of already knew he was innocent on an intellectual level. But from an emotional level, him saying, ‘No, I’m not doing that.’ It left an indelible impression on me. That stayed with me the whole ride back.”



When the Tenth Circuit State Attorney’s Office learned of the fingerprint match to Jeremy Scott, John Aguero sent a cold case detective from the PCSO to question Scott at Washington CI in Northwest Florida. Jeremy agreed to talk.

Detective Louis Giampavolo—known as “G”—got straight to the point. He told Jeremy that his fingerprints had been found in Michelle Schofield’s 1981 orange Mazda station wagon and that she had been “violently murdered in a canal off SR 33.”

Jeremy immediately denied any involvement and began searching for an alibi. “If you have my fingerprints inside that car,” he responded, “then I must have been in it.”

Despite his prodding, Jeremy insisted he had not killed Michelle. He told Detective G that he wanted Assistant State Attorney John Aguero to come speak with him. The detective explained that he could not bring Aguero to the prison, but he offered to bring Jeremy to the Polk County Jail instead.

Jeremy then volunteered additional information, admitting that he “frequently burglarized vehicles that he saw on the side of the road.” He asked if the stereo had been missing from Michelle’s car. G showed him photographs of the Mazda, hoping it might jog his memory.

“Scott denied having anything to do with her murder,” G wrote in his report.

A few weeks later, Washington CI recovered a recording of a phone call Jeremy had made to his grandmother Earline shortly after Detective Giampavolo left the January 11 interview with him. Jeremy was clearly rattled by the visit.

“Grandma?” he began in the call. “Listen, I want you to listen carefully, all right?”

“All right, I’m listening,” Earline replied.

“Has anybody come to talk to you?”

“No,” she said.

“Detectives or anybody?”

“No, why?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they do,” Jeremy said. “They just came and saw me out of Polk County today.”

“For what?”

“About some murders.”

“About what?”

“Murder,” Jeremy repeated.

“Murder?” Earline asked.

“A murder.”

“Who got murdered?”

“Some girl back in ’87,” Jeremy said.

“’87?”

“Remember when we lived on Combee Road?” Jeremy asked.

“Yeah.”

Jeremy went on to explain to his grandmother that in 1987, police had found an abandoned car on I-4 and recently discovered his palm print on the windows. The detectives had questioned him about how his prints got there, and Jeremy told them that he and some guys used to steal stereos from cars on the sides of roads and that the only explanation he could think of was that this was one of the cars they had broken into.

“They said they found the girl’s body in the lake, right?” Jeremy told Earline.

“Lord,” Earline muttered.

“Toward I-4,” Jeremy continued. “Say, from our trailer park, right? Going toward I-4. And it’s right off in that little lake.”

As a small dog barked in the background on Earline’s end of the line, Jeremy explained that the detectives told him the body had been found by the father of another man who was in prison for the murder. The father, Jeremy said, claimed the girl had been calling out to him “to come and get her. From the dead.”

“Grandma, they coming to get me,” Jeremy said. “’Cause that same man that prosecuted me, he sent these motherfuckers to me, asking for my help.”

Jeremy explained that the detectives had told him the State had evidence his palm print had been lifted from the windshield and from a receipt found in the car.

“Well, see, that happened after you was in prison,” Earline said. “How in the hell could you kill her?”

“No, no, Grandma,” Jeremy said. “That happened before mine.”

“They’re just trying to put another one on you,” Earline told him. “Them damned cops, all they do is frame people.” Her rant against Polk County law enforcement continued. “Oh, Lord. They’re plum stupid. I hate goddamned cops. They call here wanting money. I don’t give ’em nothing. Son of a bitches. I hate ’em.”

Jeremy drew a deep breath, his thoughts swirling over the meaning of the detectives’ visit. “They had me up there, irritating me all afternoon,” he said. “I just got back.”

“Well, just tell ’em you don’t know nothing,” Earline advised him, “and you ain’t seen nothing, heard nothing, and just leave you alone.”

But Jeremy was sure the detectives would come back with a warrant to arrest him. He told her he needed to contact the public defender’s office.

“These motherfuckers are hot,” he said.







21
KNOW THAT I KNOW



Instead of Leo getting out of prison in ninety days, as Scott Cupp had predicted, his case dragged on for years before he was even granted a hearing on the evidence of the newly identified fingerprints of Jeremy Scott inside the Schofields’ Mazda. To Cupp, it felt as if the Tenth Circuit were deliberately slow-walking Leo’s case. Cupp reached out to an appellate attorney he knew in South Florida, Richard Bartmon, to help take on Leo’s case.

Bartmon, who was working as a private attorney in Boca Raton, agreed to review the trial transcript and appellate record. After digging into the details, he was just as disturbed as Cupp by what he found. “The thing that created doubts for me from the beginning,” he said, “which I could never accept, and still don’t to this day, is that the forensic evidence did not match the State’s theory.”

After familiarizing himself with the case, Bartmon made a trip to Hardee Correctional Institution to meet with Leo. “From the moment I met him,” Bartmon said, “he insisted he did not do this. He used to say to me, ‘If you’ve got doubts, if you don’t strongly believe in my innocence, you’ve got to be straight with me. Don’t bullshit me.’ He believed in his innocence so strongly, and I came to believe in it relatively quickly.”

Beyond the complete lack of blood in the trailer, Bartmon became convinced the State had committed a due process violation by intentionally destroying critical physical evidence. That evidence included hairs found inside the Mazda and on the rear bumper—hairs that matched neither Leo nor Michelle—which Aguero had ordered destroyed, claiming they had no evidentiary value, despite knowing that the initial forensic tests were exculpatory for Leo. Bartmon viewed this as a clear Youngblood violation—a reference to the Supreme Court ruling that prohibits the State from destroying evidence that could help the defense. He planned to argue that Aguero, after discovering that the fingerprints didn’t match either Leo or Michelle, had intentionally halted further forensic testing.

On December 4, 2006, after filing a motion to demand DNA testing of the physical evidence in Leo’s case, Bartmon submitted a motion for post-conviction relief based on the discovery of new fingerprint evidence. His interview with Jami Allen Nelams motivated him to start tracking down witnesses from Jeremy’s world, acquaintances and partners in crime who might shed more light on Jeremy’s life around the time Michelle was killed.

Cupp and Bartmon were confident that the Tenth Circuit Court would grant an immediate evidentiary hearing based on the new fingerprint evidence. But that’s not what happened. Fifteen months after Bartmon’s filing, Judge Mark Carpanini denied the motion.

The two defense lawyers were stunned. How could a judge issue such a ruling without even attempting to “properly evaluate the claim”? Bartmon wondered. He immediately appealed Judge Carpanini’s decision, but it would take another eighteen months before the Second District Court of Appeal handed down its ruling.



On September 16, 2009, the Second DCA issued a scathing reversal of Carpanini’s 2008 decision denying Leo Schofield’s motion for post-conviction relief. The opinion left little room for doubt: “The court … erred in its legal conclusions made to justify its summary denial. The court is instructed to carry out the full cumulative analysis of the evidence that is required to properly evaluate the claim.” The Second DCA further noted that Carpanini had “applied the wrong legal standard in determining that the new evidence would probably not produce an acquittal on retrial.”

The appellate court went further, sharply criticizing Carpanini’s failure to demand an evidentiary hearing: “Taking all the facts put forth by Schofield in his motion as true leads us to conclude that the newly discovered evidence is of such a nature that it would probably produce an acquittal on retrial.”

As for the destruction of evidence—specifically the hairs and fingerprints that did not match Leo Schofield’s—the Second DCA noted, “The circumstances alleged suggest a possibility of bad faith that is not refuted by the record. Schofield should be given the opportunity to prove his allegations of bad faith, and the post-conviction court should make findings based on the evidence presented.”

The newly discovered evidence is of such a nature that it would probably produce an acquittal on retrial.

The appellate court had ordered an evidentiary hearing to determine whether Leo was entitled to a new trial. But as always, Leo’s motion wouldn’t be heard in court for a while—this time, for another eight months. Judge Keith Spoto, a former prosecutor from the Tenth Circuit State Attorney’s Office, would preside over the hearing. C.J. Benefield was assigned to represent the State—because by meeting privately with Jeremy Scott about the fingerprints, John Aguero, Leo’s original prosecutor, had made himself a witness. Aguero could no longer act as the State’s attorney; he’d have to take the stand.

Leo was in the courtroom with his defense counsel, Cupp and Bartmon. It was May 5, 2010.

“Your Honor,” Cupp said in his opening, “many times in criminal trials, a defense is put on that someone else committed the crime. It’s very common. It’s so common that it has a name. It’s called the ‘SODDI’ defense—that’s ‘Some-Other-Dude-Did-It.’ In a brutal murder case like the one before the court, I like to think of it as the Boogeyman defense. And usually, it’s some nameless, anonymous ruthless killer that’s out there that maybe did this, could have done this, we don’t know. Anybody but the defendant.

“However,” Cupp said, “the evidence in this case, Your Honor, will show that the Boogeyman is real. He has a face, he has a name, and he leaves fingerprints. And you will see him and hear him in this courtroom from that witness stand.”

In his opening argument, the prosecutor, C.J. Benefield, presented the State’s contention that Jeremy Scott’s explanation for how his fingerprints had ended up in Michelle’s car—that he was a car stereo thief—was “much more reasonable” than the idea that Jeremy Scott would commit such a heinous crime against a stranger.

With that, Cupp called his first witness, Det. Louis Giampavolo. Giampavolo testified that after Jeremy Scott’s fingerprints were identified, he launched an investigation, reviewing the case files and interviewing both Scott and his then girlfriend, Jami Allen. Detective Giampavolo admitted that he concluded his report with the statement “At this time, I cannot come up with any additional details or facts that can prove or disprove that Jeremy Scott had anything to do with the death of Michelle Schofield.”

Jami was called to the stand and described the violence she had endured at the hands of Jeremy Scott. Most notably, she testified that she had led Detective Giampavolo to a “pit area” off State Road 33—a spot Jeremy had shown her, guiding her through a cut in the tree line. It was the drainage pit where Michelle Schofield’s body had been found roughly six weeks before Jami met Jeremy.

After Richard Bartmon questioned Det. Robert Weeks about the 1996 destruction of physical evidence, the State called its first witness: Jeremy Scott. He had turned forty-one the week before and had been locked behind bars for the past twenty-two years—just a few months less than Leo.

Benefield led Jeremy through a series of leading questions. “Did you know Michelle Schofield?” “Did you kill Michelle Schofield?” To both, Jeremy replied, “No, sir.” When asked about his fingerprints in Michelle’s car, Jeremy explained, “The only way I can explain them is from when I jerked the stereo out. That was the only thing I had to do with that car.”

Jeremy testified that he used to cruise up and down I-4 with a friend named Rambo, often borrowing Jami’s car. But Cupp knew that couldn’t be true—Jeremy hadn’t yet met Jami in February 1987.

As for “the Cut,” off State Road 33, where Michelle’s body had been found, Jeremy gave a curious response. He claimed he used to hang out on the opposite side of the road, where there was a barbed wire fence in a wide open field—not along the pit area, as Jami had described. It made no sense.

Jeremy was unwilling to admit in court any connection to the hidden place Jami said he would take her for sex—the same place her mother had warned her to avoid, because police were “finding dead girls” back there.



On the second day of the hearing, the State called Assistant State Attorney John Aguero, the prosecutor who had tried to send both Leo Schofield and Jeremy Scott to the electric chair. Benefield began by questioning Aguero about the destruction of hairs collected in the case. Aguero described it as routine, claiming the evidence had been destroyed only after Leo’s appeals were completed.

Next, Benefield turned to Jeremy Scott’s fingerprints and Aguero’s private meeting with Jeremy in his office. “What did you tell him when you showed up?” Benefield asked.

“I told him that his fingerprint was found in a car,” Aguero said. “That I had put Mr. Schofield in prison for the rest of his life for killing his wife, and if he didn’t do it, I had to know it. Therefore, I would give him immunity; that it was more important for me to know the truth than it was for anything else.”

Aguero described Jeremy as “very cooperative,” adding, “I think he fully understood immunity—fully understood that if he did this murder, I couldn’t prosecute him, but I could let Leo Schofield out of jail.”

“What was his explanation for the fingerprint?” Benefield asked.

“He said he was a thief at the time,” Aguero replied, explaining that Jeremy had claimed that he and friends cruised I-4 stealing car stereos from parked vehicles.

But Aguero knew better. Jeremy Scott wasn’t just “a thief.” Aguero’s office believed Jeremy had killed Jewel Johnson two years before Michelle’s murder. And Aguero himself, in closing arguments in the Donald Moorhead trial, had described Jeremy as “cold, calculated, premeditated, heinous, atrocious, and cruel,” adding, “and he knows how to kill people.”

Benefield pressed on, and Aguero admitted that after speaking with Jeremy, “I made notes in my file concerning my investigation, and I closed the investigation.”

This stunned Detective Giampavolo, who had been assigned to investigate Jeremy. Giampavolo testified that he had not ruled Jeremy out as a suspect, and he was surprised to learn Aguero had closed the investigation. Contrary to Aguero’s claim on the stand, Giampavolo wasn’t present when Jeremy was questioned. His report made that clear: “ASA Aguero advised that he brought Scott to his office while I was on vacation.”

To Scott Cupp, it was obvious Aguero was lying—about the meeting, the immunity offer, and likely more. And Cupp was furious.

In his deposition, Aguero had claimed he offered Jeremy “concurrent time”—meaning if he confessed to killing Michelle, any new sentence would run alongside his life sentence, with no real consequence. But now, under oath, Aguero had pivoted, claiming to have offered Jeremy immunity. “I made sure that he had nothing to lose by talking to me,” Aguero testified.

Cupp wasn’t buying it. On the stand, Jeremy claimed Aguero never asked him for “help” in the Schofield case. But that wasn’t what Jeremy said when he called his grandmother from prison, just after meeting with Aguero. “He’s the head prosecutor. He’s the chief. The boss,” Jeremy told her. “He’s the one talkin’ about … if I don’t help him, I’m going to be charged. I’m going to be brought back, charged, and put on death row—and I won’t come off.”

For Cupp, that tape changed everything. It wasn’t just a contradiction; it was also confirmation of what he’d come to believe: Aguero and the State Attorney’s Office weren’t offering immunity; they were making threats. What Jeremy described wasn’t protection; it was leverage. Cooperate or face death row.

“Why wasn’t [immunity] brought out when he testified?” Cupp argued. He’d spent hours interviewing Jeremy Scott in a deposition, then questioned him again on the stand. “Mr. Scott didn’t mention anything about being offered immunity.”

Cupp’s doubts were compounded by what everyone at the Polk County Courthouse already knew: Aguero had long struggled with personal issues and alcohol abuse. In 1997, State Attorney Jerry Hill gave him a “breather,” reassigning him to probation violations and hoping he’d take a year off. It was the same kind of breather Hill had given to Aguero’s predecessor Hardy Pickard after Pickard botched several major cases—including the prosecution of Jeremy Scott for the murder of Jewel Johnson. (Pickard, like Aguero, had his own record of misconduct. Two of his death penalty convictions were later overturned after he was caught hiding exculpatory evidence from the defense.)

Aguero returned to prosecuting homicides, but his personal struggles followed him. A year after testifying at Leo’s 2010 evidentiary hearing, he was arrested for domestic battery against his estranged wife, after the two had been “drinking alcoholic beverages throughout the day.”

“I guarantee you can’t find one prosecutor anywhere who’ll agree it’s proper or ethical to orally offer immunity to an unrepresented defendant in a private, unrecorded meeting—especially when that prosecutor had previously put the same man on death row,” Cupp later said. “It’s preposterous. It never happened.”



When the hearing ended, Leo was transported back to Hardee CI, hopeful that he’d made a compelling enough case to convince Judge Spoto that the discovery of Jeremy Scott’s fingerprints in the car Michelle was driving before she was killed warranted a new trial. But he couldn’t shake what had happened on the morning of the first day of the evidentiary hearing.

Upon his arrival at the Polk County Jail, Leo was held in the annex, while Jeremy was being transported from Lake CI. Because they were attending court for the same case, the jail had strict instructions to keep the two men separated.

Leo had been working closely with Richard Bartmon, who had brought him transcripts and briefs from Jeremy’s cases and photographs from Jeremy’s Department of Corrections transfer and custody status files. By the time of the hearing, he was familiar not only with Jeremy’s background but also with his appearance.

On the morning of the first day of the hearing, Leo was escorted from the jail to the courthouse through a concrete underground tunnel connecting the two buildings. “They had all the guys handcuffed,” Leo said, “two by two.” There were thirty-three inmates and defendants in the group, but Leo, walking at the front of the line, wasn’t handcuffed to anyone. As they reached a door and a short set of steps at the end of the tunnel, a loud slam echoed from the opposite side. A lone inmate was being marched through the tunnel toward the courthouse.

It was Jeremy Scott.

“He was by himself because he’s in some kind of isolation,” Leo said. “I didn’t know that until later. But he’s by himself. And this new deputy, he’s walking him up to the front [of the] line with me. Obviously he doesn’t know who I am … doesn’t know what we’re here for.”

Leo’s eyes locked onto Jeremy as he made his way down the tunnel, escorted by the deputy to the line of men waiting to go to court.

“My heart starts racing,” Leo said. “I know these people are not going to just walk the murderer of my wife right up in front of me in this tunnel. After all that I’ve gone through, all the time that I’ve spent in prison accused, and I can’t prove that I’m innocent and am still innocent. And yet my wife is not getting justice, because that’s what it’s about. It’s about justice for Michelle. It’s why I’m still standing.”

Oblivious, Jeremy walked with his head down, marched toward the front of the line—toward where Leo stood waiting and wondering if they were about to be handcuffed together. “And I just made a decision in my mind,” Leo said. “If they march him up and put him alongside of me, that’s God’s will. I’m gonna end it right here in this hallway.”

Kelsey and I had been at Hardee the day Leo told us this story. The memory of that moment—one he said he’s never shared with anyone on the outside before—clearly torments him.

“You know, Gilbert, this is the deal,” he said. “That’s who they made me. I’m not a murderer. Prison helps you to draw lines in the sand, and you don’t know what happens until those lines are crossed. And I can tell you that there have been many lines in my life that have been crossed in this chain gang. I mean, I’ve had to fight for my life in here. Not so much now. I’m a piece of furniture in here now. But when I first came in, twenty-two years old, young and white in the prison system. No ‘Dad’s coming.’ No police come. Nobody cares. You have to do this or be raped or something stupid like that. So, you know where your lines are. I know where my lines are. And you cannot cross that line without certain things happening.”

Leo paused, taking a deep breath. “And if you’re going to march the murderer of my wife and put him up [on me], that’s a line you cannot cross. And that day, I learned something about me that I didn’t like.

“My adrenaline is pumping. It’s pumping, and I’m watching him marching up. And I’m getting ready. I’m going to wrap these handcuffs around his neck, and I’m going to take him down. They’re not going to be able to beat me off of him until twenty-something years of frustration comes out and I get justice for Michelle and it’s done. Now you can go ahead and put me in prison. Now I belong there.”

Jeremy kept coming closer, closing the distance—ten feet now.

Then another officer entered the tunnel and immediately recognized the danger: Jeremy Scott and Leo Schofield should not have been within striking range, let alone handcuffed together.

“STOP!” the officer yells. “STOP! Back him up!”

Leo exhaled in an exaggerated manner, leaning forward in his chair, vividly recalling how close he had come to a moment he could never have imagined before.

“I just have this massive release,” he said.

Leo’s story is complicated by the fact that, at that time, he couldn’t be one hundred percent certain that Jeremy had killed Michelle. “What’s the percentage on it being a coincidence that this known murderer’s forensically linked to my wife’s car and he didn’t have anything to do with it? After everything we know about him?”

But Leo’s first encounter with Jeremy Scott wasn’t over yet. All the transported inmates and defendants were gathered below the courthouse, waiting for their names to be called into court. Leo was in an open population cell with the others while Jeremy was being held in an isolation cell near the elevator. Because the jail was short-staffed, the inmates were instructed to approach the elevator when their name was called.

Leo heard his name over the speaker.

“‘Schofield, approach the elevator,’” Leo recalled. “So, they call my name. I know that they call my name. Everybody in here hears them call my name.”

Leo also knew that Jeremy had heard it. “He doesn’t know me from Adam,” Leo said, “but he knows who I am by name. And I’ve got to walk right by his cell. So, I walk up there. I go to the bars [of] his cell. And he won’t look at me. I’m standing there waiting for him to look. I need him to look at me.”

Jeremy sat in his cell, facing the elevator, staring straight ahead, refusing to acknowledge Leo’s presence.

“And my thought is,” Leo said, “if you are accusing me of doing something that I know I did not do, I’m gonna be at them bars when I see you walk by. I might not do anything stupid, but I’m going to have something to say. ‘You got the wrong guy.’ Or something. Anything. I’m going to say something. Here’s your opportunity.”

But Jeremy didn’t move. With Leo lingering just feet away, he remained still, staring into the distance.

“He couldn’t even face me. And I told him, ‘Know that I know, Jeremy. Know that I know.’ And he never says anything to me. I knew in that moment, I was looking at the murderer of my wife. I knew it.”
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I KIND OF SAVED THE GUY’S LIFE



Over the summer of 2019, as we crisscrossed the rural corners of Polk County for our investigation, we became a familiar sight—me with my notepad and coffee, Kelsey with her furry microphone. I often joked that we were our own In Cold Blood duo. Kelsey was the observant and thoughtful Harper Lee—quiet, perceptive, and deeply empathic—while I was more the social and talkative Truman Capote, forging connections and inviting people into deep conversation.

As Labor Day approached, we did our best to keep our spirits up. The podcast team we’d been expecting all summer still hadn’t arrived, and I’d be leaving Kelsey on her own in Florida in just a few days. She’d found a place in Tampa’s Ybor City, and I promised I’d be back frequently, that I’d still be working alongside her, even if it was from a different house, a different state.

It didn’t help that Hurricane Dorian was barreling toward Florida.

Our goodbye was tinged with a strange ambiguity. As Maisy and I sped north, the distance seemed to amplify the sadness. The story we had been chasing for so long had begun to shift—not just for Leo, but for us. For decades, he had fought for his freedom, consumed by the weight of all that had been taken from him. And our work over the summer had brought us so close to everyone in this story—Leo, his family, those who fought for him—that we weren’t just reporting on the case anymore; we were in it. And the closer we got to the people on all sides, the harder it became to see the world in absolutes. Objectivity had long since given way to something deeper. We had spent every waking day obsessively researching and reporting this case, and any doubts about Leo’s innocence had fallen away—not because we wanted to believe it, but because the facts left us no other choice. The State’s deception had been laid bare at every stage of the case.

As I drove north, I knew this story was no longer just about guilt or innocence. It was about faith, resilience, and hope—something deeply human, rooted in Leo. And it was no longer just his.



Days after returning home to Brooklyn, I found myself bounding up the marble steps of the New York Public Library, passing between its two iconic lion statues and heading to the second floor, where the Cullman Center awaited. Inside, the director, Salvatore Scibona, greeted the fifteen 2019–2020 Cullman fellows, a group of writers and scholars gathered from around the world. Standing in a circle in the central lounge area, we each introduced ourselves and shared the projects we’d be working on over the next nine months. In the group were writers I recognized—like Sally Rooney, the Irish novelist; and Hua Hsu, a contributor to The New Yorker, who would be working on a memoir that, a few years later, would win the Pulitzer Prize.

When it was my turn, I introduced myself and spoke briefly about the book I planned to research, a story about a Louisiana lynching and the journalists from Black newspapers who had investigated and reported on it. Afterward, we were each assigned an office surrounding the lounge.

When I stepped into mine, I shut the door behind me and noticed a large corkboard on the wall. It reminded me of the boards to which Kelsey and I pinned up index cards as she mapped out the names and bios of everyone connected to Leo’s case.



Back in Florida, Kelsey continued her efforts to track down living jurors from Leo’s trial. Our attempts over the summer hadn’t gone particularly well. Most of the jurors had been middle-aged or retired in 1989, and by combing through the trial transcript and cross-referencing names on Ancestry.com, we’d discovered that many had passed away. The jury foreman, who had been in his early thirties at the time, was still alive. I made several attempts to speak with him over the phone, but he wasn’t interested in discussing the case.

One juror, Pam Reynolds, had been just twenty-two years old at the time of Leo’s trial, working in accounting for the Publix supermarket chain. As I read through the trial transcript, her answers to the Assistant State Attorney’s questions during voir dire stood out to me.

In Florida murder trials involving capital punishment, like Leo Schofield’s, potential jurors were questioned about their views on the death penalty. A “death-qualified” juror is someone who, after a guilty verdict, can fairly consider both sentencing options, life imprisonment and the death penalty, without bias or predisposition.

For the voir dire in Leo’s case, ASA John Aguero questioned potential jurors about their views on the death penalty.

“Miss Reynolds, how do you feel about it?” Aguero asked.

“I don’t like it,” Pam said.

“Why not?” Aguero pressed.

“Because it’s people killing a person and it’s not supposed to be like that,” she said.

“Do you think that your opinions about that would impair your ability to do your job as a juror if your job may entail voting for the death penalty?”

“I’ll say this,” Pam said. “If the facts and the evidence are there and they prove him guilty and everybody votes for the death penalty, I’ll go along with it.”

After explaining that it was her responsibility to make up her own mind, “despite what everyone else says,” Aguero could still sense Pam’s lingering unease. “You seem to be wrestling a little bit with this question, and that’s fair,” he said. “I mean, this is not an easy decision we’re asking you to make, and you’re only twenty-two years old. Do you think that if you voted for the death penalty you can feel comfortable, that you can think it out, sort it out, and if you think it’s appropriate at the time, that you can be comfortable that you’re making the right decision six months from now?”

“Yes,” she said. “If all the evidence is there, yes.”

According to our best records, Pam was still living in Lakeland. Repeated attempts to call and message her had gone unanswered, so Kelsey and I had resorted to knocking on the door of an address we had for her. On one visit, we’d met her father, who confirmed that Pam still lived there but said she wasn’t home. I left a card and a message for her to call me, but we never heard back. On another occasion, we’d spoken with her mother, who mentioned that Pam still had nightmares about Leo’s trial. Even then, Pam wasn’t home, and once again, we left empty-handed.

Finally, I managed to get her on the phone. It took a lot of explaining to convey why we wanted to talk to her, and she had plenty of questions about the case. But after some back-and-forth, she agreed to meet with Kelsey at the Lakeland Mall one afternoon.

Later, Kelsey uploaded the interview tape to our shared drive. Sitting in my office at the library, I pressed Play, listening intently, eager to hear what Pam had to say.

With her headphones on and her microphone in hand, Kelsey spotted Pam in the mall. They walked together in search of a quieter place to talk, settling near a corner where the faint sound of passing shoppers provided the backdrop to their conversation about Pam’s experience as a juror on Leo’s trial.

Kelsey and I had combed through every inch of Leo’s case files, but because none of the jurors had spoken to reporters after the trial, we had no insight into their deliberations—until now.

Pam remembered taking notes, listening carefully to testimony, and observing Leo on the stand. She sensed confusion in him, as if he were thinking, Why am I here? By the end of the trial, Pam had made up her mind.

“I didn’t think he did it,” she told Kelsey.

Yet Pam, aware that the jury’s guilty verdict had to be unanimous, went along with the others and voted to convict Leo of first-degree murder. Had she held out, the result would have been a hung jury and, likely, a mistrial.

“It was scary,” she recalled, “because I was the only young one on the jury.”

She did what she had told Assistant State Attorney John Aguero she’d do during voir dire: go along with the others if they were all in agreement. But this approach to her decision making didn’t stop there. During the penalty phase, after hearing arguments for and against the death penalty, Pam once again found herself the lone holdout. “They wanted to send him up to be on the electric chair,” she said, “but I didn’t want to.”

This time, she held firm.

“So, they changed it for me,” she said, “so that way it wouldn’t bother me, I guess.”

Pam told Kelsey that she didn’t believe in capital punishment at the time. “If you think about it, I kind of saved the guy’s life.”

I was struck by how a casual conversation in a mall could deliver such a revelation for our investigation. Despite believing Leo Schofield was innocent, Pam had gone along with the others and voted to convict him of first-degree murder. But when most of the jury was prepared to recommend a death sentence, the twenty-two-year-old juror had refused to waver.

Pam Reynolds may well be the reason Leo Schofield is alive today.



In my library office, I found myself splitting my days between research for my book and keeping up with Kelsey, who was making significant progress. There was still plenty I could do from New York to support her efforts. My obsession with the Joseph Lavair murder hadn’t waned, and I turned my focus to tracking down Jeremy Scott’s younger brother, Royal Dean Scott.

I was able to locate him in the Russell County Jail in Alabama, where he was awaiting transfer to a state prison on an obstruction of justice conviction. I decided to write him a letter and included a self-addressed stamped envelope. In the letter, I explained that I was researching his brother’s crimes in Polk County and had come across interviews where Jeremy mentioned taking several road trips with him back in the 1980s. I hoped he might be able to shed some light on those times. I also told him that I’d set up a phone account with the jail and included my cell number.

One afternoon, I pulled up the transcript of our interview with Jami Allen Nelams, trying to figure out who else in Jeremy’s family might have known about his crimes. Jami was the one who, in a 2005 interview with Leo’s defense attorney, first mentioned Jeremy confessing to killing a cabdriver and getting away with it. “He had taken me to meet his grandmother out in St. Cloud somewhere,” Jami told us. “And something happened. Jeremy was yelling at this guy, and his grandmother said something about it.”

According to Jami, Jeremy had confronted a man and threatened him with violence. “I mean, he was furious,” Jami recalled. “He was yelling, his fists clenched, and he started to kind of lunge.”

Jami said Jeremy’s grandmother Earline became terrified that her grandson was going to escalate the situation. She began screaming at him to stop. “You’re going to kill him! You need to stop, or it’s going to be just like with that cabdriver.”

That night, after Jeremy had calmed down, Jami remembers him saying, “My grandma thinks I killed a cabdriver.”

Jami stayed silent, lying there in the dark.

“Are you asleep?” Jeremy asked.

“No,” she said quietly.

“Did you hear me?”

“Yes,” she replied. Then, after a pause, she dared to ask, “Did you kill the cabdriver?”

Jeremy’s answer came without hesitation. “Yeah,” he admitted. “But I got away with it.”

“Was it in Lakeland?”

“No.”

“And that was all he said about it,” Jami recalled. “But I’m almost positive his whole family knew,” she added, referencing comments she’d overheard from them over time.



A few weeks later, I finally heard from Royal Dean; he was calling from the Russell County Jail. I quickly shut my office door and tried to speak quietly, conscious of the fact that I was probably the only one of the Cullman scholars taking calls from inmates locked up in county jails in the Deep South.

“I got no problem with answering just about anything you gotta ask,” Royal Dean told me. “I mean, as long as it don’t incriminate Jeremy on something that’s gonna hurt him. I got no problem with that.”

Over the next few weeks, Royal Dean called me frequently, and when I missed a call, he often left voicemails to share things he’d remembered after our last conversation. He spoke surprisingly openly about the chaotic childhood he and Jeremy had endured.

Royal Dean said he and Jeremy grew up with different dads who were never in their lives. “We just have the same mom, if that’s what you want to call her. We had nobody. All we had was the streets. We never had no childhood. I grew up in children’s homes, detention centers, and foster homes.”

Hoping to uncover a different side of Jeremy, I asked Royal Dean if he had any pleasant memories of growing up with his brother. But he could never take me to those places. “Whenever me and Jeremy did get together, welfare tried to take us away,” he told me. “Jeremy ended up in prison and jail all his life. I didn’t. I took off running. I been on my own since I was twelve years old.”

In talking to me about Jeremy, Royal Dean acknowledged that his brother had “mental problems” that had affected him from an early age. “I’m not gonna sugarcoat it, he was wild,” he said. “He was uncontrollable, really. He couldn’t control his temper. He would just really go off.”

In a later conversation, Royal Dean told me that he had been lying in his bunk, thinking back to those years when he and Jeremy lived together with an uncle in Intercession City. “I remember him saying something about robbing a cabdriver,” he said. “I remember my brother telling me about jumping out of a car and about taking this guy’s money and … yeah, something about a gun.”

“Do you ever remember him with blond hair?” I asked.

“Yeah, that would be about right,” he said.

I told him that I wondered if Jeremy might have dyed his hair because he had been seen getting out of the cab and attempted to alter his appearance after the crime. “I think so,” Royal Dean replied. “I remember the blond hair, and I remember the cabdriver being robbed. And I remember him saying something about it and that he had to leave for a while. See, I never got any details. I just know that my brother disappeared after that for a while.”

Royal Dean and I spoke on the phone at least ten times. During one of our conversations, I told him that Jeremy’s fingerprints had been found in the car of a girl named Michelle Schofield, who was discovered stabbed to death off Combee Road in Lakeland back in February 1987. He said he didn’t know anything about it and that Jeremy had never brought up anything like that to him.

I stayed quiet on my end as Royal Dean seemed to grow reflective about his brother. In his silence, I wondered what might be running through his mind. Was it Jewel Johnson, Joseph Lavair, or Donald Moorhead? Or was it some other, unknown victim of Jeremy’s?

Or maybe it was the thought of Jeremy stabbing a girl to death in a place he used to hang out that stirred the sudden shift in Royal Dean’s tone. “He’s got a violence to him,” Royal Dean said softly. “There’s no doubt whatsoever about that. He’s more violent than anybody I’ve probably seen.”






[image: Part Four: We all need mercy. We all need justice. And - perhaps - we all need some measure of unmerited grace. - Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption]
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LET HIM KNOW LOVE



Leo Schofield returned to Hardee Correctional still reeling from his encounter with Jeremy Scott. The tension lingered in his muscles, panic clawed at his throat, and white-hot anger reminded him just how close he’d come to becoming the very thing he’d sworn he’d never be.

He knew—without question now—that Jeremy had killed Michelle. But the courts didn’t agree. Barely a month after the evidentiary hearing, Judge Keith Spoto issued his ruling. He rejected Leo’s argument that the State had violated the Youngblood standard by destroying evidence that could have helped the defense. And he found Jeremy’s modus operandi—stealing stereos from abandoned vehicles along I-4—plausible.

And with that, Spoto denied Leo Schofield a new trial.

Leo’s attorneys appealed the decision, first to the Second District Court of Appeal, then to the Florida Supreme Court. Each time, the court sided with the lower ruling. The Florida Supreme Court didn’t even offer a written opinion.

The denials came in a cascade of disappointments, dragging Leo further into despair. By the summer of 2010, as the months passed, his certainty about his wife’s killer only deepened. Jeremy’s refusal to meet his eyes had been confirmation enough.

And then there was Jeremy’s former girlfriend and her harrowing stories of being dragged into the dirt beside the very drainage pit where Michelle’s body had been found. Yet, somehow, Jeremy’s flimsy excuse about stereo thefts had been given weight—as if being a thief somehow precluded him from being a murderer.

As for Leo, he was still answering for his own adolescent immaturity and failings—the heated arguments, the impulsive anger—his life, he believed, reduced to exaggerated and false stories spun from the witness stand decades earlier.

His story had never changed. He had always maintained his innocence. Didn’t that count for something?

But more than the injustice of it all—more than his disgust at the State’s banal and dehumanizing machinations; more than his anger at Jeremy Scott’s senseless, violent stupidity—Leo was haunted by himself. Haunted by the moments in the courthouse tunnel when he had truly contemplated taking a life, becoming a killer.

It hadn’t happened, but Leo couldn’t shake the thought—had he already crossed the line just by imagining it? He’d measured the distance, timed his breath, readied his body. All it would’ve taken was one moment, one leap, and he could’ve ended Jeremy Scott right there. After two decades inside, where “your life’s worth a pack of cookies to the right person,” Leo knew just how close he’d come to becoming the thing they said he was. “I was feeling like a murderer,” he reflected. “I had carried the wrongful mantle of the murderer of my wife all them years, only to allow myself to be brought to a place where I could actually do it—by the system.”

His despair was all-encompassing.

Following the evidentiary hearing, Scott Cupp was also reeling from the defeat. He had spent his career in the pursuit of justice, believing he was righteously working within the greatest legal system in the world. But then Leo’s case entered his life, and it exposed the vulnerabilities of the system—how it could be manipulated to serve the ego of a single man at the expense of truth and another man’s freedom. The desire to win, the unwillingness to admit mistakes, the tunnel vision—it didn’t matter what had fueled this gross injustice. Cupp had been irrevocably changed by his experience on the other side of the courtroom. He had been so certain that once the fingerprints and Jeremy Scott’s violent history were presented to the prosecutors and judges of the Tenth Circuit, Leo would be released. Yet the State had dug in its heels, refusing to honestly reexamine the case. “They were not dealing with it credibly or, in my opinion, ethically,” Cupp said. “They weren’t reinvestigating anything.”

He was also tormented by the memory of the advice he had given Crissie and Leo after the fingerprint identification came to light—believing the State Attorney’s Office would recognize that the wrong person had been convicted of Michelle’s murder and move quickly to rectify the situation, to finally do the right thing. “I said, look, give this a few months,” Cupp recalled.

How naïve he had been. “I had no idea what we were dealing with in Polk County,” he reflected bitterly. “They were angry about the way the prints got run and never seemed to recover from it. They never once, in my opinion, accepted the possibility that they’d made a mistake and that the wrong guy was in prison.”

Then Florida governor Rick Scott had appointed Cupp to a seat on the bench as a Hendry County judge. It was a lifelong dream—a chance to don the robes, preside over his own courtroom, and serve the law as he’d always envisioned. But all Cupp could think about was Leo.

Accepting the appointment meant taking an oath to uphold the Florida Code of Judicial Conduct, a commitment that came with significant restrictions. He would be unable to represent Leo or offer him legal advice. Worse, he wouldn’t be able to speak publicly about Leo’s case, his innocence claim, or the questionable actions of the Tenth Judicial Circuit State Attorney’s Office. Maintaining a personal friendship with a convicted felon serving a life sentence for murder would also be seen as inadvisable, if not outright inappropriate.

But perhaps this was an opportunity to contribute in a different way. From the bench, Cupp could focus on fairness, ensuring that the cases before him were handled with integrity and that no innocent people were wrongfully convicted.

Still, Cupp was conflicted. Unsure of what to do, he drove to Hardee Correctional and laid his concerns before Leo.

“I won’t forgive you if you turn this [job] down,” Leo said firmly.

Cupp immediately saw Leo’s response as an “incredibly selfless” act. The force of his reaction gave Cupp the clarity he needed to feel at ease with his path forward. In removing the burden of the difficult decision, Leo had left Cupp with no real choice but to accept the appointment.

“I’ll be fine,” Leo reassured him. “You go forward. That’s what you got to do.”

“He was just so happy for me. All I felt from him was joy,” Cupp remembered. “And he meant it.”

Cupp accepted Governor Scott’s appointment to the Hendry County bench. But before being sworn in, he connected Leo with a new attorney.

Andrew Crawford, a young lawyer in Florida, had first heard about Leo’s case through a 2007 article in the St. Petersburg Times. A 2004 graduate of Stetson University College of Law, Crawford was already an accomplished appellate attorney working in the Tampa Bay area. Disturbed by the details he’d read, he began researching the case on his own. Afterward, he reached out to Scott Cupp, offering his assistance. By 2014, Cupp officially handed the case off to Crawford, who had agreed to work pro bono.

Crawford studied the case files and was blunt in his response. “I don’t think that Leo Schofield got a fair chance at trial,” he said.

But following the denial of relief after the evidentiary hearing, Leo’s legal options were grim. His only real recourse was either to petition for a writ of habeas corpus—a rarely successful legal challenge arguing unlawful imprisonment—or to uncover more new evidence in the slim chance of earning another hearing.

“When you have someone who’s been convicted of a crime,” Crawford explained, “you have to move mountains to try and get that conviction overturned.”

Still, Crawford began assembling the necessary documents for the petition. “Collecting thirty years’ worth of stuff was pretty onerous,” he recalled.

After filing the writ of habeas corpus, Crawford started contemplating the idea of contacting Jeremy Scott directly. “Jeremy’s story just did not match the evidence and just did not make sense,” he said. “Clearly, he was a thief. He had multiple burglary convictions, but he also had a history of being extremely violent toward women. And I didn’t believe for a second his explanation that he just took the car and the stereo. I just didn’t believe it at all.”

Convinced that Jeremy Scott might have more to say, Crawford decided to write him a letter:

Dear Mr. Scott,

I now represent Leo Schofield … As you know, Mr. Schofield has been incarcerated for the last thirty years for the murder of his wife, Michelle Schofield. This was a murder he did not commit. I have reviewed your testimony at the 3.850 evidentiary hearing in 2010. If there is any further information that you could provide me in helping to free this truly innocent man, I would greatly appreciate it. I await your response.

Crawford didn’t expect much. Without other legal avenues to pursue, though, it was worth a shot. “I figured Leo, by the time I wrote the letter, had nothing to lose,” he explained. “And I figured maybe [Jeremy] would say something.” Crawford dropped the letter, addressed to Hamilton Correctional Institution, into the mail.

Meanwhile, Leo was being consumed by anger—anger at the system for refusing to believe him, anger at himself for nearly succumbing to his most destructive urges, and anger at Jeremy Scott. “I got all this stuff pent up in me, and it was a war,” he reflected. “It was a war within me. I was being destroyed with the hate.”

The grim reality was sinking in: He might never leave prison. He might die behind steel bars and razor wire. He thought about Cupp and the lawyers who had stood beside him brimming with hope, only to be beaten down by the same familiar defeats. He couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else adjusting their goals, compromising their dreams, or making sacrifices for his maddening, hopeless case.

“I’m not able to get out of my own story,” Leo said. “I gave up on trying to get out of prison. I gave up on the appeal process, justice, or any of that. I came to the conclusion that justice has been denied and it’s never going to be given. I’m never going to acquire justice for me or for Michelle. It’s just not going to happen.”

He thought about his current wife, Crissie, and their daughter. Because of him, their lives were tethered to the prison system—maybe forever. Weekly visits meant enduring pat-downs, their every movement watched, their physical affection scrutinized by agents of the Department of Corrections. If he was going to die in prison anyway, Leo thought, maybe he should just get it over with.

He sank into fantasies of suicide. He knew his death would devastate his family, but he also believed they were strong and resilient. They would grieve, yes, but eventually, they’d heal and be able to move on. He’d lost Michelle and somehow survived. Surely they could, too.

“I’ve had thoughts of ending it for everybody,” Leo admitted, “because I felt like the system failed me and I don’t want to die in prison. You get to this place where it’s so heavy, you can’t—you literally can’t carry it anymore. It brings you to your knees.”

When the weight became unbearable, Leo retreated to the one place in the prison where he could wrestle with his darkest plans—a small, closet-like room with prayer cards lining the walls and kneelers worn down from the prayers of countless men. The inmates called it the War Room, a space for “spiritual warfare,” where they could grapple with their demons in the presence of God.

Once in the War Room, Leo sank to his knees. “I was broken,” he said. “Very, very seldom have I ever asked for deliverance from prison. If it’s the Father’s will that I’m here to do whatever He asks me to do, then so be it. I just pray for strength that I can continue.”

In his search for a path forward, for a way to make “meaning out of something that’s meaningless,” Leo came to understand what he truly needed—release from the anger that was consuming him. It wasn’t his wrongful conviction or his ongoing imprisonment that had broken him. It was the weight of his own hatred. “I wasn’t broken because of the case,” he admitted. “I was broken because now there’s a mantle on my back that I put there, that I allowed to be there because of my hatred, my frustration, my willingness to take someone else out that I don’t think deserves to be here. And I was praying for deliverance from that.”

There in the War Room, on his knees, Leo began to see the love that still surrounded him—from his wife, his daughter, his family, his friends, his congregation, and the people who supported and believed in him. Most of all, he felt the love of his God.

And then he thought of Jeremy.

Jeremy, who had none of that.

Since the day Leo had first heard the name “Jeremy Scott,” he’d learned about Jeremy’s childhood—the rejection by his mother, the abuse he’d suffered as a child—and the horror stories about his life inside prison. Leo knew that Jeremy had been abused at the hands of other inmates.

“The only one that’s losing in this thing right now is Jeremy,” Leo explained. “He’s never known the love of a mother, never known the love of a friend, never had a friend. He’s got an eighty IQ, and he has no support, no nothing. And I began to see him as a broken vessel. So, I said to God, ‘If this is Your will, this is all I ask: Help me to forgive so that I can be free of that. Help me to forgive him. And then, if You would, let him know love for the first time in his life ever.’”

Leo wrote the prayer and Jeremy’s name on a card and tacked it to the wall of the War Room so that others could include Jeremy in their prayers.

A few days later, an unexpected letter appeared in Andrew Crawford’s mailbox. The return address read “Columbia Correctional Institution,” followed by an inmate identification number. Crawford tore open the envelope and scanned the note, a cryptic letter scrawled in juvenile cursive and largely devoid of punctuation.

July 5, 2016

Dear Mr Crawford

I understand that you represent Leo Schofield, do you under stand how many news papers and others have wrote me asking questions

it seem to me that Leo is willing to do any thing for his freedom

here not much for my life its over with my grandma past away. I don’t have anyone out there for me, if I was gonna help you what in it for me

the new paper won’t pay any thing or maybe we should talk one on one. this is my last time writeing or want to hear any thing about Leo Schofield who really know what happen that night the state dont you dont help me I help you oh, I’m not at Hamilton CI

Jeremy L. Scott

ps I don’t care who you show this letter I die with this information

Crawford was certain there was more to this story and that Jeremy might just be ready to share it. “I didn’t think I’d hear anything from him, because he hadn’t really talked to anybody else,” Crawford recalled. “But after reading the tone of the letter, I could tell he had something he wanted to say, something he needed to convey. What it was, I wasn’t sure.”

If Jeremy had something to say, Crawford knew he needed to act quickly. He contacted Jeremy’s classification officer and scheduled a legal call for the afternoon of July 29. On the appointed day, Crawford walked down the hallway of the St. Petersburg building where he leased office space and knocked on the door of his colleague Sean Costis.

“Florida law is clear—you can’t record someone’s conversation without their express consent. It’s a felony,” Crawford explained. “So, obviously, I couldn’t do that. I wanted to have someone in the room with me in case Jeremy later disputed what he had said.”

Costis, a family law attorney with no knowledge of the case, agreed to help. His role was simple: Listen in, take notes, and type up a summary to send to Crawford. Without a recording, having a witness and contemporaneous notes was the next best thing.

Notebook in hand, Costis followed Crawford back to his office. Settling into one of the leather executive chairs beside the desk, Costis prepared to listen. Crawford dialed the classification officer, and the two men waited as Jeremy was escorted to a private room at Columbia Correctional Institution to take the call.

Then Costis heard the voice on the other end of the call. It sounded like a “little kid,” he thought—nervous and scared.

“Got the wrong man in prison,” Jeremy’s voice came through the line.

Jeremy seemed guarded, so Crawford took a measured approach, asking him “some very open-ended questions.”

“I was present when she died,” Jeremy admitted.

“Who killed her?” Crawford asked.

“Wasn’t Leo.”

“Do you know who it was?”

“Can’t say it right now.”

Though Jeremy stopped short of fully admitting his culpability, he followed with a string of puzzling, fragmented statements, which Costis scribbled down verbatim:


	“They should know what kind of knife it was.”

	“There was nothing taken from her. Her jewelry was still on her.”

	“I took the stereo.”

	“It was raining that night.”

	“I was present in the car.”

	“She was at a gas station. She gave me a ride.”

	“I was drugged up bad that night.”

	“They don’t like me talking to lawyers around here.”



When Jeremy mentioned a “hidden lake” off Combee Road, Crawford pressed further. “What happened when you got to the lake?” he asked.

“Lost it. I killed her.”

Jeremy confessed that Michelle Schofield had been killed inside her car with a hunting knife, one with a small compass on the handle. He insisted there was no blood, then veered off to complain about the prosecutor, who had promised to speak on his behalf at a parole hearing but had lied. Jeremy told Crawford and Costis he was willing to testify again and even take a polygraph test to verify his confession.

For both Crawford and Costis, the moment was surreal. Here was a man admitting to taking the life of a young woman while another man served a life sentence for the crime.

Even without fully understanding the case, Costis was stunned. “I was just truly beside myself,” he recalled. And he believed Jeremy. “Jeremy’s tone was just remorseful,” Costis said. “You could hear it. He wasn’t coached. He wasn’t being prodded by anyone—not myself, not Andrew, or anyone on the other end of the line. He was sincere. He was really sincere in telling us what he told us.”

Crawford agreed with the assessment. He found Jeremy’s story credible—far more credible than the version he’d told at the evidentiary hearing in 2010 and certainly more credible than the story that had been used to convict Leo Schofield.

Jeremy’s final words of the call lingered in the small office: “Tell Leo I’m sorry, man.”

It seemed that Leo’s prayer had been answered.
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I DON’T BELIEVE HE DID IT



In the summer of 2016, Crissie and Ashley were driving north from their home in Fort Myers, Florida, for their usual weekend visit with Leo at Hardee Correctional Institution. Crissie had just learned from Andrew Crawford that Jeremy Scott had confessed to Michelle’s murder, and once again, she wanted to break the news to her husband in person.

Twelve years earlier, she had made this same drive to tell Leo that Jeremy’s fingerprints had been found in the Mazda. Back then, his reaction had caught her off guard—he had dropped his head to the picnic table at the visitation pavilion and wept.

This time, Crissie wanted to be more casual.

Once they passed through security, Leo began wrestling playfully with fifteen-year-old Ashley on a small patch of grass inside the prison. She had been training and competing in martial arts, and she and Leo frequently practiced moves in the limited space on visitation days. As Leo rolled in the grass, Crissie caught his eye from a nearby picnic bench and mouthed two words in barely a whisper.

“He confessed.”

Leo and Ashley both froze. They stood, dusting off the grass, and rushed over to Crissie. She repeated the news of Crawford’s call with Jeremy.

“The three of us just hugged and cried and cried and cried,” Crissie recalled.

Leo was overwhelmed. The emotions swirled around him—relief, disbelief, hope. “I felt like justice, the system, would finally work,” he recalled thinking. “I always believed that [this] would right itself somewhere. It can’t be so bad, and so corrupt, that they keep letting this go on and on and on.”

He held his teenage daughter in his arms, tears streaming down both their faces. In that moment, for the first time in decades, he allowed himself to believe what had to be true.

“Daddy’s coming home,” he told her. “This is it. It’s over.”



News of the confession set off a flurry of activity in the Polk County Courthouse. Jeremy Scott was subpoenaed and transported back to the jail in Bartow for questioning—after the State Attorney’s Office learned that he had confessed to killing Michelle Schofield. He was defiant, convinced he was about to be charged with another crime.

By law, inmates must make a first appearance in court to document any change in custody. Jeremy, already agitated, demanded to speak with his former prosecutor John Aguero. When that request was denied, he escalated the situation, threatening to expose himself before Judge Gerald Hill, son of State Attorney Jerry Hill. Then, on closed-circuit television, he followed through on his threat and dropped his pants, forcing deputies to restrain and remove him.

“They took me in that little room and beat the fuck out of me,” Jeremy later said. “Blackened my eyes … Then they put me in a psych cell.”

After a few days in confinement, Jeremy met with two investigators from the State, who interviewed him for several hours. Kelsey and I pored over the transcript of that meeting again and again, searching for new pieces of information. Eventually, we got our hands on the audio recording of the interview. Audio, as is often the case, revealed nuances not apparent in a typewritten transcript.

One reason Jeremy was particularly aggravated about being brought back to Polk County to meet with investigators was because he had recently been transferred from Columbia CI to Everglades Correctional Institution near Miami, which has the LIFERS (Learning to Improve the Future by Exercising Responsible Strategies) program, a highly sought-after initiative designed for inmates serving sentences of twenty-five years to life, aimed at preparing them for successful reintegration into society. Participation in the program requires model behavior and a direct recommendation from the Florida Parole Commission. For those eligible, completing the program is often a significant step toward parole.

In Jeremy’s interview with the investigators, you can hear a note of optimism in his voice as he describes the program. “It teaches you your GED, your social, everything,” he told them. “You know, how to communicate with people on the outside.”

“It’s a program that benefits you?” an investigator asked.

“Benefits me and it benefits the state,” Jeremy replied.

Jeremy seemed to believe he’d been transferred to Everglades because he was being placed in a program to prepare him for eventual release. But as we dug into the details, we realized that that wasn’t possible. His life sentence for first-degree murder, combined with a robbery conviction, made him ineligible for parole—and therefore ineligible for the LIFERS program.

John Aguero might have retired in 2014, but he still maintained a presence at the State Attorney’s Office in 2017, mentoring young prosecutors until his death later that year. The cynical side of me couldn’t help but wonder: With an evidentiary hearing for Leo Schofield on the docket, one hinging on the new evidence of Jeremy’s confession, had Jeremy been misled?

Perhaps he had been led to believe he was being placed in the LIFERS program as a gesture of good faith, a way to secure his cooperation in protecting the State’s conviction of Leo Schofield. In reality, though, he was simply serving his time in general population. He remained confused by the transfer. “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” Jeremy told the investigators. “And nobody understands that, either.”

The investigators were aware that Jeremy had confessed to Andrew Crawford in a legal phone call back in July. They wanted to hear what he had to say.

Suddenly, Jeremy clammed up. He couldn’t remember the phone call, he told them. But he didn’t confess. “If they would have offered me a thousand dollars, I would have confessed,” he told them.

Again and again, Jeremy denied confessing to Crawford, but it’s obvious the investigators weren’t buying it. “You never made any statements to facts of that case that would lead [Crawford] to believe that you were confessing to the murder of Michelle Schofield?” one of them asked.

“The only thing,” Jeremy began, “I said I don’t believe he did it. That’s the only thing I remember saying.”

If the agents had been incredulous at Jeremy’s earlier answers, this one only deepened their skepticism.

“Why would you say that?” an investigator asked.

“Just to be talking,” Jeremy said. “You got to understand…”

“Do you have reason to believe that Leo Schofield didn’t do it?”

“I have no reason,” Jeremy answered. “I’m only going by what John and them told me.”

“And by John, you’re talking about John Aguero?”

“Yeah. The one who prosecuted me,” Jeremy said. “Put me on death row.”

The investigators prodded Jeremy to lead them through the whole story. This time, Jeremy reverted to his previous story about coming upon the Mazda on the side of I-4. He didn’t kill Michelle, he told them. He’d only stolen stereo equipment from the car. It was a story filled with inconsistencies, and Jeremy had trouble keeping the details straight.

But there was one moment in his interview that took my breath away. It comes near the end, when Jeremy is still trying to figure out if he’s about to be charged with something.

“Would you have anything to lose at all,” an investigator asked, “if you had committed the murder of Michelle Schofield, telling me today that you committed the murder to get it off your conscience? To be honest?”

“There’s nothing y’all could do to me,” Jeremy said. “Y’all could put me back on death row. Y’all would be making me a blessing then. I wouldn’t have to suffer no more.”

The investigators stayed silent, letting his words hang in the air.

Jeremy, as he often did, filled the quiet: “But as far as Michelle, as far as this cabdriver in Kissimmee, and whoever else they’re trying to talk about? I don’t know anything about it.”

The mention of the cabdriver came out of nowhere. It hadn’t come up in the interview before, and Investigator Andrews was visibly confused.

“I don’t know anything about a cabdriver,” one investigator said.

“What’s that about?” said the other.

“It’s a cabdriver,” Jeremy stuttered. “Some cabdriver got shot—in Kissimmee.”

“That’s not related to the Schofield case?”

“No,” Jeremy said. “That’s what I’m … I heard about it in prison. And I heard my name.”

The investigators had no idea what they were hearing and didn’t have much interest in going there.

“I don’t … I don’t know anything about a cabdriver,” one of them said.

“Let’s keep it to this,” the other said, with a nervous laugh. “I don’t want to know anything…”

“I don’t either,” Jeremy said. “Trust me.”

I pointed the passage out to Kelsey.

“Why did he tell them that?” she asked.

It was the same question I had asked myself when I first saw it. Why did Jeremy Scott bring up the cabdriver murder completely unprompted? It was almost as if he’d grown impatient, waiting to hear which crime he might be charged with, and had decided to test the investigators, to see how they’d react to the mention of another murder. But the investigators had had no idea what he was talking about. They’d laughed it off and tried to redirect him back to Michelle Schofield’s murder.

I couldn’t laugh this one off, though. Thirty years after Joseph Lavair’s murder outside Kissimmee, and Jeremy Scott was still bringing it up? To me, it sounded like Jeremy wanted to talk about it, but nobody wanted to listen.



I had reached out to someone I knew at the State Attorney’s Office in Osceola County to update them on my investigation into the Joseph Lavair case. They reviewed the latest evidence, agreed that it warranted another look, and helped set up a meeting with the Osceola County Sheriff’s Office.

The last time Kelsey and I met with two young OCSO detectives, nothing had come of it. This time, however, the State Attorney’s Office arranged for OCSO’s general counsel to be in the room, along with high-ranking officers from Homicide and Violent Crimes.

Kelsey and I revisited all the evidence and prepared a visual presentation. We planned to walk them through the basic details of the case, bringing the faces of those involved into focus. We highlighted key deposition excerpts and interviews we’d conducted, ensuring that their attention would stay grounded in the facts while I spoke.

As we packed up our stuff for the ride to Kissimmee, I checked my email and saw a message from the general counsel at the OCSO.

“They don’t want us recording the meeting today,” I told Kelsey.

“I knew it,” she said.

We arrived at the OCSO in Kissimmee and did some last-minute preparations in the car before heading inside. The general counsel greeted us and led us to a conference room. I set up my PowerPoint presentation for projection on a hanging screen. Wiley Black, the major overseeing Criminal Investigation, was seated at one end of the table, in uniform. I had looked him up beforehand and suspected he might be here. Flanking him were two young people from the general counsel.

There were plenty of questions and a lot of note-taking. At one point, Major Black mentioned that the forensic evidence in the case might have been disposed of. When we wrapped up, Kelsey asked Black if the office would follow up with us and keep us informed of any developments. Black handed her his business card and assured us he’d be in touch.

By the time we got back to the car, the sky was darkening, and the late afternoon carried the heaviness of rain.

“How do you think that went?” Kelsey asked.

“I don’t think it went very well at all,” I said.

“Really? Why?”

“I think Major Black was signaling that this case is going nowhere. Did you get that?”

“I don’t know,” Kelsey said. “He said he was going to look into the evidence. I think he was just being realistic that it very likely could not exist anymore.”

“I just got the feeling that this is going to die right here,” I said. “It’s frustrating because you can see the black hole sort of develop. We just have to strategize about next steps.”

But the only next steps I wanted to strategize about involved getting to Jeremy Scott—a long shot, I knew. Still, it was all I could think about as the rain splattered against the roof of the car.

“Well, they didn’t tell us not to go and talk to Jeremy,” Kelsey said. “So, there’s that.”

“True,” I said, turning the ignition and cranking the air-conditioning. “Let’s get out of here.”







25
I DIDN’T DO THAT



Jeremy Scott’s confession—on top of the forensic link tying him to Michelle’s car—was new evidence the State couldn’t ignore. An evidentiary hearing was granted and scheduled for October 12, 2017. Andrew Crawford, joined by Seth Miller of the Innocence Project of Florida, prepared their case—a presentation of Jeremy Scott’s phone call confession and a request for a new trial for Leo Schofield. Securing the hearing and getting Judge J. Kevin Abdoney’s time on the docket was already a small victory, but optimism had faded since the moment Jeremy mumbled the words “I killed her” over the phone, prompting Sean Costis to scribble the phrase onto a legal pad.

Since then, Jeremy had refused to sign the affidavit prepared by Crawford, instead scrawling “NO” in capital letters where his signature should have been. He had refused to speak to Pat McKenna, the private investigator hired by Crawford. And in interviews with State investigators, he had reverted back to his stereo-theft story, walking back every admission he had made. By now, Jeremy Scott had fully backtracked—and Crawford was left with only his witness Sean Costis to testify about the emotional confession the two had heard over the phone.

The hearing was just two weeks away when Crawford was handed something that might change everything—a letter. The handwriting was familiar. Marked as legal mail and dated September 27, 2017, it was from Zephyrhills Correctional Institution, where Jeremy had been transferred after a brief stay at Everglades CI. On the upper left-hand corner of the envelope was the name “Jeremy L. Scott.” Inside, Crawford unfolded the page and read the following:

Dear Mr Crawford

I would like to make a statement I Jeremy Lynn Scott write this on my own free will Mr Schofield did not kill Mrs Schofield he didn’t have anything to do with it! I Jeremy Lynn Scott killed Mrs Schofield that night. I can tell you every thing what kinda of knife it was! and how the cops pick me up but let me go. I can tell you stuff were they fouond Mrs Schofield only the person that killed her would know. it time to end all this. I wont talk to the State they have made promise to me but at the end it was all lies. you can hook me to that lie that tell if you are lieing or not Everthing I will tell will be the truth Mr Crawford this is my statement in my own hand writeing spelling ant to good. hope to hear from you soon

Jeremy L. Scott

With no time to waste, Crawford sent private investigator Pat McKenna to Zephyrhills Correctional Institution armed with a handheld tape recorder and a singular purpose: to get Jeremy Scott on the record. The last time McKenna had tried to interview him, Jeremy had been shackled head to toe, flanked by guards, with a mask covering his face to prevent him from spitting. But on October 3, 2017, when he walked into the room, things were different. This time, he wore only a pair of handcuffs, no guards stood at his side, and the door was allowed to close behind them.

“Man, you look a lot better than you did last time I saw you,” McKenna remarked.

Jeremy eyed him warily as McKenna reintroduced himself. On the table between them, he laid out the letter Jeremy had written the week before, along with the tape recorder. Jeremy stood beside the table, reluctant to sit down. McKenna asked him if he’d be willing to talk about the Schofield case. Jeremy shook his head. He didn’t need to, he said—he had already confessed, to the judge, to the prosecutors.

McKenna kept the recorder off and just kept talking until Jeremy seemed to settle in. They discussed his memory of the knife he had carried in February 1987. Then McKenna gently steered the conversation toward the details of Michelle Schofield’s death.

With the tape recorder powered off and sitting idly on the table between them, Jeremy Scott confessed to the murder of Michelle Schofield. After he finished, McKenna leaned forward, pointing out that Jeremy had now confessed to him, to Andrew Crawford, and to Sean Costis and that he had even given a recorded statement to State investigators.

Would he be willing to repeat his story now on tape?

Jeremy nodded.

McKenna switched on the recorder. “Okay,” he said, his voice steady. “I’m here at Zephyrhills Correctional Institution talking with Jeremy Scott.”

As a licensed notary, McKenna opted to swear Jeremy in. “Jeremy, can you raise your right hand?” McKenna asked. “Do you swear that everything you’re gonna tell me is the truth and the whole truth?”

“Yes, sir,” Jeremy affirmed. He leaned forward, his gaze locked onto the recorder.

McKenna watched in amazement as Jeremy retold his story without hesitation, unprompted, in one uninterrupted narrative. He didn’t look at McKenna. Instead, he focused entirely on the tape recorder, seemingly lost in the memory of what he had done.

“It was the early year 1987,” Jeremy began. “I got released from prison not too long before I ran into Michelle. Apparently, we had met, according to her, at a party.”

He spoke calmly, as if reliving the night in real time.

“It was around February, maybe midnight, maybe one o’clock in the morning. I was at a Texaco station. I’d been out drinking, popping pills all night, partying—just a seventeen-year-old kid winding down. I went to the Texaco, and she asked me, ‘Are you waiting on the phone?’ And I said, ‘No, I need a ride.’ I’m a little weary. Drunk.”

Jeremy’s voice didn’t waver. He was speaking as though the events had just happened.

“She said, ‘I know you.’ I said, ‘I don’t know.’ But she asked me where I was going. I said, ‘I’m going to North Combee Road.’ There’s trailers—I’m known to sleep in trailers, abandoned houses, and stuff.

“She gave me a ride. It was pouring down rain. And I got my jacket on. So we’re going down North Combee Road. We go past the old trailer park where I used to live at with my grandparents. Kept going. And I’m thinking, Maybe I can get laid or something. I don’t know. So, I tell her to turn off in the road—behind the little trees it’s a lake, you know? And people go there all the time.”

When they got back behind the tree line, Michelle noticed something unsettling. “Nobody lives here,” she said.

“No,” Jeremy replied. “This is where people come to make out at.”

“I’m married,” Michelle told him.

Jeremy muttered, “Great,” and reached for his cigarettes. He pulled out a joint and was about to light it when Michelle stopped him.

“Don’t smoke that in my car,” she said.

As he shifted, a knife fell from his pocket, he said. He described it as a hunting knife, maybe seven inches long, with a compass on the handle.

“Not no big butcher knife,” he insisted.

“She went to panic and started screaming and hitting, you know. And, you know, and then the next thing I know, I lost it. Next thing I know, I done stabbed her. I don’t know how many times. You know, I’m like panicking now because I don’t know what just happened. Sat there for a few minutes in the car. It’s raining outside, and I started smoking. Got out the car, went to the driver’s side, opened the door, and drug her over by the lake. Found some plastic. I put the plastic around her to try to protect her from being eaten by the gators, snakes, or whatever. And I slid her down into the water. You know, I don’t know what was all around. It could have been some logs or something. You know, she could have floated underneath it, I guess.

“After that, I got in the car and went up to I-4. I guess I stalled the car out, and I pulled over to the side. Got the knife and got a towel—I used the towel that was in her car, dried the fingerprints off the car steering wheel and stuff. Walked up—there’s an over-path not even half a mile from where the car was. I don’t think it’s an exit, I think it’s just an over-path with a fence and stuff. There’s a dumpster and a little store. The store was closed, but I went up there, up the hill and over-path. I threw the knife and the towel in there, in the trash. Made sure it was deep in there.”

Jeremy then described walking back toward Lakeland when he decided to steal the Mazda’s stereo system and speakers. He broke off the equalizer mounted beneath the dash—likely how he left his fingerprints inside the car, he said. Afterward, he caught a ride in a truck back to Combee Road and fell asleep in an abandoned trailer.

“I didn’t mean to kill Michelle,” Jeremy said. “I never intended to do any harm. I panicked that night when she started hitting on me. The knife fell out of my jacket; it was meant for nobody. I live alone on the streets.”

He seemed genuinely remorseful, genuinely sorry. As Jeremy spoke, McKenna could almost see the weight lifting from his crouched frame, as if the act of articulation were an unburdening.

“I’ve been holding this confession for a long time. I don’t know what Leo is guilty of—whatever the State said he did in other cases, I don’t know. I do know he didn’t murder his wife. He might have did other things to her, but he didn’t kill her. I’m willing to take a lie detector on this. And this is my statement, and I will say it again in a live courtroom.”

“Okay, thank you,” McKenna said, keeping his voice as casual as he could manage. “And that’s the end of this tape.” He clicked the recorder off and walked out of the prison in disbelief.

“I come out of the jail, and as I’m walking out, I’m still thinking in my mind, Holy shit, I can’t believe this just happened,” McKenna later recalled. He wasted no time dialing Andrew Crawford to share the news. “I remember going out to my car and calling him up, and I said, ‘Uh, he just gave me a sworn, taped confession of the murder.’ And I could hear a pin drop on the other end of the phone.”

McKenna promised to email Crawford the tape as soon as he reached his hotel room. The defense team had just one week to adjust their approach before the evidentiary hearing.

In the days that followed, the letters Jeremy had mentioned to McKenna—the ones he’d sent just before his taped confession—arrived at the State Attorney’s Office. Inside the envelope were two letters, one addressed to the assistant state attorney, the other to Judge Abdoney.

Frustrated, Jeremy told both the State and the judge that he wanted to return to death row and was now claiming responsibility for every murder in Polk County from 1987 to 1988.

Dear ASST. State Attorney

My name is Jeremy Lynn Scott I writeing this because I want Mr Crawford the newspapers and other to leave me alone I want to confess to all the murder that was done in 87–88 people keep on saying I killed Mrs Schofield I sure you know about all this stuff I been in prison for 28 yrs and this will be were I will die people just wont leave me be! So I’m confess in killing people 87–88 put me back on Death Row here is a letter to Judge Abdoney I also wrote one to Crawford,

charge me set all the inmate free

I did there crime.

Thank you,

Jeremy L. Scott

Dear Judge J. Kevin Abdoney

I’m want to confess to all the murder that was done in 87 and 88 you have sent so many people to prison. ya’ll want to make me as a killer well then sit all 87–88 free I did and confess to all there crimes people of polk country and news paper and this lawey Crawford keep saying I killed Mrs Schofield. I been locked up for 28 yrs and I am never getting out I dont have any family or friends if you want me dead then I confess to all the murder in 87–88 send me back to death row then we all be happy.

Thank you sir

Jeremy L. Scott

Jeremy’s letters were preposterous on their face, but they gave the State exactly what it needed—another reason to impugn Jeremy Scott’s credibility, to paint him as delusional or question his mental stability. It was certainly more strategic than conducting a full investigation into a murder Jeremy had confessed to and to which forensic evidence also linked him.



With Jeremy Scott now confessing in detail to Michelle’s murder, Crissie convinced herself the State couldn’t fight this anymore. She wasn’t even thinking about a new trial—she packed two suits for Leo, holding on to the hope that the judge at this evidentiary hearing might go further and vacate his conviction altogether, ordering Leo’s release right there in the courtroom.

At 9 AM on October 12, 2017, Leo Schofield sat beside his attorneys in the same Polk County courtroom where he had been convicted twenty-eight years earlier. Now fifty-one years old, he was flanked by Andrew Crawford and two attorneys from the Innocence Project of Florida, Seth Miller and Melissa Montle. Seated in the gallery behind him were his wife, his daughter, and about twenty supporters—a mix of family, friends, and even prison staff from Hardee Correctional Institution. On the other side of the courtroom sat Assistant State Attorney Victoria Avalon and her boss, the elected state attorney, Jerry Hill.

From the bench, Judge J. Kevin Abdoney addressed procedural matters, including “security concerns” regarding the first witness of the proceeding, Jeremy Scott.

“I mean, candidly, Judge,” Avalon said, “I don’t think either Mr. Crawford or I know which Jeremy Scott we’re going to get.”

Crawford did not dispute the statement.

When the time came, Crawford rose first, addressing Judge Abdoney directly. “Based on the fingerprints, which forensically link Mr. Scott to the homicide, as well as these subsequent admissions and confessions, I respectfully ask the court to grant Mr. Schofield a new trial.” His statement was brief and concise—a stark contrast to the drawn-out monologue that followed from Victoria Avalon on behalf of the State.

Avalon immediately took aim at the contradictions in Jeremy’s statements over the years, placing particular emphasis on the letters he had sent to her office just days earlier. “The one thing that all of us in this room, I think can agree on and will agree on,” she said, “is that Jeremy Scott is not a reliable witness … Jeremy’s been working the system for decades. He’s doing life and has nothing whatsoever to lose by confessing to a murder he didn’t commit. You’ll find that his grandmother is dead, he has no one, he can’t even buy deodorant … Jeremy doesn’t care about the truth.

“Unless you are certain sure,” she addressed Abdoney, “that Jeremy Scott did murder Michelle Schofield, it is your duty under the law to deny relief. Thank you.”

With opening statements concluded, the first witness was called. Jeremy Scott, shackled at the wrists and dressed in orange prison garb, was led into the courtroom. He shuffled to the witness stand and stood handcuffed before a lectern, where he was instructed to raise his right hand and swear the oath. As he did, Seth Miller stepped forward.

“Hello, Mr. Scott,” Miller said. “I want to take you back to February twenty-fourth, 1987, the day Michelle Schofield was murdered. Do you recall having interaction with Michelle—”

“I gave my statement,” Jeremy interrupted. “I ain’t got nothing else to say—that’s everything I said is on record. I—Judge, what I said on record is what’s true.”

“You’ll answer the question, sir,” Abdoney instructed.

“I got nothing else to say about it, sir,” Jeremy added, his agitation apparent. “They keep pulling me out of prison for this bullshit.”

Jeremy was uncooperative from the start, and seeing where this was headed, Miller moved to have him declared a hostile witness, a designation that would allow Miller to ask leading questions to guide Jeremy through his prior statements.

Judge Abdoney granted the request.

“It was the truth that you killed Michelle Schofield,” Miller tried, “is it not?”

“I gave a statement and—I gave a statement on the recorder, too.”

“And it’s true that you stated in that interview that you approached Michelle Schofield at a gas station?”

“If that’s what I said on that recorder, that’s what I said.”

Instead of reaffirming his confession, Jeremy was only willing to acknowledge that he had once claimed responsibility for killing Michelle Schofield. But as the questioning continued, he began volunteering more information. When Miller asked about the location where Michelle’s body was found, Jeremy admitted he knew the area and described it as a “make-out lake.” Now he was finally admitting what Jami Allen Nelams had said all along—that Jeremy had steered Michelle to the Cut, the same place where he would later take Jami. But when Miller pressed for details, Jeremy’s frustration resurfaced.

“Listen, man, I was drunk. I can’t remember everything,” he snapped.

“When you told her that it was a make-out location, what did—did she tell you that she was married?”

“Yeah, she did,” Jeremy admitted. “I had pulled out a cigarette and a joint. She said, ‘I don’t—I don’t smoke.’ And my knife fell out and she panicked, started hitting me and stuff like that. And I lost it.”

“And you just lost it. And when you lost it, what did you do with the knife?”

“Listen, man, I don’t feel like going through all this again,” Jeremy rebuffed. “It’s already bad enough—it’s already bad enough, all right? It’s been thirty fucking years, all right? Let the thing go. I’m confessing to the murder. The man over there didn’t do it. I’ll take a polygraph test on that.”

“Okay. So you’re saying you would take a polygraph.”

“I will take a polygraph test, but that man’s innocent. But I’m not going to go through this again. I’ve been living with it for thirty-eight years.”

“I just have some more questions.”

“I don’t have no more answers.”

“Your Honor,” Miller addressed Abdoney, “you’ll direct him to answer the questions?”

“It don’t matter what the Honor says,” Jeremy spat back, before Abdoney could answer. “I don’t care what you say.”

“Did you stab her with the knife?,” Miller tried again.

“I told you,” Jeremy said, relenting. “I killed her.”

“You’ve been holding on to those confessions for a long time, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

By this point, Jeremy’s tone had shifted from irate to regretful. He lowered his voice.

“Just want to get it off your chest?”

“Yes, sir.”

Miller shifted his focus to Jeremy’s private meeting with Assistant State Attorney John Aguero in 2010, at which Jeremy had denied under oath that he killed Michelle Schofield, insisting that his fingerprints were left in her vehicle solely from his having stolen the car’s stereo equipment.

“Did Mr. Aguero make you any promises if you would testify?” Miller asked.

“Yes, sir … he told me I had a parole hearing coming up and that he had influence. He said that he can make things happen inside—inside the hearing, you know, if I just keep—to the story I’ve been giving. So, I did. And then come my hearing, they gave me a 2187,” Jeremy said, referring to the year he would be parole eligible. “Lying ass state attorney.”

He went on to explain Aguero’s request. “He just said, stick to—to the fact what I been saying. Because I been telling the truth about my palm print. And there’s nothing different about that. And the stereo, I did steal the stereo. The only thing I denied was killing Mrs. Schofield.”

“Which was a lie back then?” Miller asked.

“Yeah,” Jeremy admitted.

With that exchange, Jeremy Scott had just crystallized the entire case—his fingerprints were there because he had stolen the stereo equipment, but his denial of the murder had been a lie all along.

Miller concluded his questioning, handing Jeremy over to Assistant State Attorney Victoria Avalon for cross-examination.

Avalon opened with a focus on Jeremy’s mental state at the time of his confessions. Jeremy acknowledged that when he spoke to Pat McKenna, he had been placed in a suicide cell at Zephyrhills Correctional Institution—an indirect admission that he was in that same state when he wrote the two letters to Judge Abdoney and the State Attorney’s Office. He also confirmed that he was off his medications at the time.

Now he was upset about being held in the Polk County Jail again, “in a psych cell, on a cold floor, eating with my fingers,” he complained.

“You did not kill Mrs. Schofield—did you?” Avalon asked.

Jeremy did not hesitate. “I killed her,” he said. “I killed her.”

Avalon pressed him on his prior statements and testimony, reminding him that he had repeatedly denied killing Michelle Schofield and that John Aguero wasn’t one of his “favorite people,” given that Aguero had put him on death row in 1989 until the Florida Supreme Court overturned his sentence.

“But you’re still never getting out,” Avalon added.

“No, ma’am.”

“And you know that, right? You’re going to die behind chain link, right?”

Jeremy dropped his head and didn’t answer, so Avalon shifted tack, hitting where it hurt.

“Your grandmother’s dead, right?”

Jeremy was caught off guard. “What’s … Leave her out of this!”

“Your grandmother’s dead, right?”

“Yes, she is.”

“When?”

“Recently.”

“When recently?”

“A couple of years,” Jeremy huffed, his voice cracking.

“She’s the only one on earth that cared about you, wasn’t she?”

Jeremy mumbled something under his breath.

“You gotta answer out loud.”

“Yeah.”

“No one’s sending you any money, correct?”

“No, ma’am.”

“This whole courtroom full of people, nobody’s here for you, are they?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You can’t even afford to buy deodorant, can you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You gotta get money somehow, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did you or did you not lie to your grandmother?”

Avalon was suggesting that Jeremy had lied to his grandmother simply by not confessing to Michelle’s murder during their phone call. No matter how he answered, Avalon had framed the moment so that Jeremy would look dishonest—either he had lied to his grandmother then or he was lying now.

“I don’t want to answer that question,” Jeremy said softly, a sob catching in his throat and tears welling in his eyes.

Jeremy’s hesitation wasn’t a contradiction—it was the anguish of a man caught between the truth and the memory of the grandmother he still couldn’t bear to betray. But Avalon wasn’t after truth. She was after control. She wielded doubt like a tool and shame as a weapon against him.

Satisfied, the prosecutor moved on, pursuing an aggressive line of questioning about all the times Jeremy had been under oath and denied the murder.

The judge gave Avalon a slight admonishment about how she was treating the witness.

Avalon regrouped and reached for State’s Exhibit 52, a photograph from trial. Jeremy told her he didn’t want to look at it. But Avalon pushed it toward him anyway.

“You take a look at this, Mr. Scott,” she ordered. “Exhibit 52 at trial. Look at it.”

The photograph showed Michelle Schofield’s naked body lying on the autopsy table, her gaping wounds laid bare after days submerged in water.

Jeremy squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head away. He refused to look. “I done seen it before,” he said.

“See it again!” Avalon shouted.

Seth Miller issued an objection. “Badgering the witness, Judge.”

“Sustained,” Abdoney ruled.

“Is this what you did to her?” Avalon asked.

“No,” Jeremy mumbled, with a glance at the photograph.

“I didn’t hear that answer.”

“No,” he affirmed, emotion in his voice. “I didn’t do that!”

But Avalon didn’t press him further. There was no sharp follow-up, no “Are you now telling this court that you deny killing Michelle Schofield?” Instead, she simply finished her questioning, and the witness was handed back over to Seth Miller for redirect. Perhaps relieved to see the lawyer from the Innocence Project this time, Jeremy was more relaxed, and he answered all of Miller’s leading questions. Yes, he was pretty drunk that night, and yes, he was in a “haze” when he killed Michelle Schofield. He didn’t remember every location that he’d stabbed her; he just knew he’d stabbed her. With a hunting knife with a compass on the handle.

“And you feel ashamed at doing it, don’t you?” Miller asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s why you didn’t want to look at the picture and that’s why you gave that answer to Ms. Avalon; is that correct?”

“I killed her,” Jeremy answered.

Miller wrapped up his questioning, confident he had left no room for doubt about Jeremy’s confession. As a bailiff led him off the stand, Jeremy turned, offering one last comment before leaving the courtroom.

“Y’all want to kill me, kill me.”



The hearing concluded with both sides agreeing to submit their closing arguments in writing. Leo managed brief hugs with his wife and daughter before the bailiff escorted him from the courtroom, returning him to jail.

Crissie drove back to her house in Fort Myers with Ashley, Leo’s two suits hanging from the back seat—never worn, never needed—a cruel reminder of how close she’d come to believing the system might finally undo its own injustice. But as the miles passed, so did the last of her hope. The judge’s ruling was still to come, but she was already bracing for it.

The next day, The Tampa Bay Times published an article about the hearing and Jeremy’s testimony, misinterpreting his words “No, I didn’t do that” under the misleading headline INMATE RECANTS HIS MURDER STORY.

Jeremy never recanted. Under Miller’s redirect, he made it clear once again: “I killed her.”

But the press weren’t the only ones who got it wrong. Just one month after closing arguments were filed, Judge Abdoney issued his ruling: “Based on the Court’s observation of Mr. Scott’s demeanor while testifying, as well as the substance of his testimony, the Court finds Mr. Scott not to be credible as to any admission in killing Ms. Schofield … When confronted with autopsy photos of Ms. Schofield, he again denied killing Ms. Schofield … Mr. Scott’s account of having simply stolen stereo equipment from Ms. Schofield’s vehicle is more consistent with the known physical evidence than his admission to killing Ms. Schofield.”

Once again, a Polk County judge—a former prosecutor and former colleague of John Aguero’s in the same State Attorney’s Office, with his former boss, State Attorney Jerry Hill, seated at the table with Victoria Avalon during the hearing—seemed more inclined to protect the State’s case than to examine the facts that undermined it.
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I’VE READ IT ALL



The minutes ticked away as Kelsey and I stood in the lobby of Stetson University’s Tampa Law Center on September 25, 2019, waiting for the Second District Court of Appeal to begin oral arguments on whether Leo Schofield would be granted a new trial. The appeal centered on newly discovered evidence—Jeremy Scott’s confessions to having killed Michelle Schofield. After Judge Kevin Abdoney denied Leo’s motion for a new trial in Polk County, Leo’s defense counsel appealed—and the Second DCA had agreed to hear the case.

This was the first legal hearing in Leo’s case that Kelsey and I were able to witness in person. Until then, we’d relied entirely on transcripts to grasp the full scope of the proceedings. But being in the room made everything feel different—the pressure was immediate and inescapable. Leo’s attorneys believed this appeal might represent his last hope for freedom through the courts. The stakes felt suffocating.

Dave Hart had flown in from Massachusetts. Leo had recently reconnected with his birth mother, Sandra, who had given custody of their son to Leo Sr. when Leo was just a toddler. For decades, mother and son had lived separate lives, neither knowing if they’d ever find their way back to each other. Years after Leo’s birth, Sandra had married Dave Hart, and in 2018, the couple finally met Leo for the first time—mother, son, and the man who would come to stand beside them. The reunion was emotional, filled with everything they’d lost and everything they were still hoping to salvage. For Dave, it was immediate. He became consumed by Leo’s case, reading everything he could find, convinced that Leo had been wrongfully convicted.

After decades of silence, never knowing where her son was or how his life had turned out, Sandra was overwhelmed to learn the truth: her long-lost son had been convicted of a crime he didn’t commit and had spent more than thirty years behind bars.

There was no way to reclaim the years they’d lost. But there were some things Sandra and Dave could still offer Leo—connection, belonging, and a way forward together. Not long after their reunion at Hardee CI, Dave and Sandra made it official: They legally adopted Leo, not to rewrite his past or replace what came before, but to stand by him in the years still ahead. It was their way of saying, You are ours, and we are yours.

The lobby buzzed with friends and supporters exchanging nervous glances. Seth Miller from the Innocence Project of Florida would argue for Leo Schofield, while Assistant State Attorney Blaine Goff from the Florida Office of the Attorney General would represent the State.

Just as people began to shuffle into the hearing room, Crissie and Ashley hurried through the doors. “One of those mornings,” Crissie said, catching her breath.

“You made it,” I told her. “Just in time.”

As Crissie composed herself, I asked how she was holding up.

“I don’t know if I actually have a word for it,” she said. “Hopeful. That’s probably the best word. But it’s maddening that we’re still here after all these years. It’s been two years since I got the call about the confession. Two years. He described in detail what he did—how he did it, what he was thinking when he did it, what Michelle was saying while he killed her. And two years later, we’re still talking about this.”

“How are Leo’s spirits lately?” I asked her.

“He’s hopeful. But he’s also afraid. He’s afraid that we’ll get more of the same. He’s afraid that he’ll disappoint his family.” Tears began to form in her eyes. “When I think about that is when I get choked up,” she said through the tears, “because he doesn’t disappoint us.”

We found our seats in the hearing room and waited for the judges to enter. Leo’s case would be heard by a three-judge panel, with each side allotted twenty minutes for oral argument. Seth Miller and Blaine Goff wouldn’t just present their positions; they’d be expected to respond to interruptions at any moment as the judges probed the strength of their arguments and explored the broader legal implications.

Like most appellate proceedings, the Second DCA hearing isn’t structured like a trial. There’s no witness testimony, no new evidence, and no formal objections. Each side argues from the briefs, and while judges may interrupt with questions, there’s no way to challenge a factual misstatement in the moment. If the State gets something wrong, the defense must wait for its turn to respond—often under strict time limits and with no guarantee of being heard.

The room was hushed, the gravity of the moment settling over everyone as Miller began his argument. Wearing his trademark bow tie, he opened by emphasizing that Jeremy Scott was an extremely violent man whose fingerprints had been found inside the car Michelle Schofield was driving the night she was murdered. Miller outlined how Jeremy’s then girlfriend, Jami Allen, had testified that Jeremy intimately knew the drainage pit where Michelle’s body had been found; and how, after initially denying his involvement, Jeremy had later confessed, offering details only the killer could know.

Miller barely made it through his opening statements before the judges began peppering him with questions.

“But then, a few mornings after the incident, the defendant’s father said that’s where the body was and led police to that location,” one judge interjected. “Isn’t that something the trial court could have considered?”

It was clear that, just as Judge Abdoney had done in his 2018 ruling denying Leo a new trial, the Second DCA judges were once again relying heavily on the State’s brief, a document riddled with prejudicial insinuations and outright falsehoods. Many of these falsehoods had been first propagated by ASA John Aguero to secure Leo Schofield’s conviction. Once again, the State’s brief presented assertions as facts even when the trial transcript directly contradicted them. Among its contradicted claims (in italics) was that “positive amounts of blood were found” in the bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen of the Schofields’ trailer and that “[Linda] Sells observed Schofield carrying something in his arms between 1:00 and 1:30 AM on the same night Ms. [Alice] Scott observed such.”

Kelsey and I watched it unfold in real time. Seeing the errors on the printed page was one thing; hearing them spoken aloud in a courtroom was something else entirely. It was impossible to fathom how frustrating this must be for Leo, who clung to every word, forced to learn, once again, that the State was continuing to distort the facts to preserve his conviction.

Seth Miller concluded his argument by asking the court to allow the new evidence—Jeremy’s fingerprints in the Mazda and his subsequent confessions, despite their contradictions—to be presented to a new jury in a new trial, rather than leaving the determination of a witness’s credibility to a single judge in Polk County.

For the State, Assistant Attorney General Blaine Goff doubled down on the same cynical strategy Victoria Avalon had used in the evidentiary hearing: discrediting Jeremy Scott’s credibility in every respect—except, conveniently, when he denied murdering Michelle Schofield, an assertion the State selectively chose to treat as credible. It was a calculated argument rooted in procedural strategy and aimed at upholding Leo’s conviction rather than allowing a new jury to weigh the new evidence. If the court accepted the State’s position that Jeremy was entirely unreliable, it would effectively foreclose any path toward a new trial for Leo.

In his closing, Goff addressed the issue of Jeremy Scott, stating, “As the trial court determined, his version of events which was deemed credible by this court in 2010, was that he stole the stereo equipment and found the abandoned car and did not kill Michelle Schofield, matches much more logically, with the evidence known in the case…”

After Leo’s case was argued, the Second DCA proceeded to its next case. As the hearing room emptied, I ran into Seth Miller in the lobby. He was looking a bit worn down.

“Did anything surprise you today?” I asked him.

“No,” he said, adding that he felt prepared for all the judges’ questions. His mind was on the broader stakes, and on Leo. “There’s never enough time. I always feel a little bit rushed, because someone’s life is on the line and you only have twenty minutes. Everything is a waiting game, so we’ll just wait.”



In January 2020, after spending a few months in Tampa, Kelsey moved back to North Carolina. Meanwhile, the podcast collaboration we had been waiting for all summer had officially fallen through. As Kelsey continued to work on Leo’s case, I was putting together a new proposal to pitch to other podcast companies.

We learned that Leo’s next parole hearing, in Tallahassee, was scheduled for January 8—the same day as a presentation I had to give at the Cullman Center about my book in progress. This meant Kelsey would have to cover the hearing by herself. It also meant that former state attorney Jerry Hill, who had retired but returned to represent the Tenth Circuit in parole matters, might be there to argue against Leo’s parole. I tried reaching out to Hill, but he didn’t respond, and the State Attorney’s Office informed me that no one would be available to speak with me. Our best chance for any kind of interview would be in approaching Hill after the hearing and hoping to get a few questions in. But with me in New York, that would fall to Kelsey.

She was stepping into unfamiliar and high-stakes territory—not just covering the hearing, but also possibly confronting Jerry Hill, a key figure in Leo’s case.

We had prepped for this possibility in detail, trying to anticipate every potential response. The strategy was simple: approach Hill politely, starting with a non-threatening question. If he saw a young woman approach him with an innocuous opener, he might be more inclined to stop walking and answer.

Kelsey was also tasked with recording the hearing, which would last about twenty minutes, and gathering reactions from friends and family in attendance, as the Parole Commission announces its decision immediately after hearing arguments and testimony.

Leo had come up for parole twice before, in 2012 and 2015, and had been denied both times.

In Florida, parole is not guaranteed—even at the end of a sentence. The State abolished parole for most offenses in the mid-1990s, and today, less than 1 percent of eligible inmates are granted release. Leo is eligible only because his sentencing occurred before these changes were implemented. The Florida Commission on Offender Review (FCOR) considers parole “an act of grace of the State” rather than an inmate’s right. Claims of innocence, according to this framework, should be irrelevant to the decision.

At past parole hearings, the State had consistently sent prosecutors armed with Michelle’s autopsy photos to remind the commission of the heinous nature of the crime Leo had been convicted of. Despite Leo’s maintaining his innocence since the day of his arrest, the assistant state attorneys had argued that his lack of remorse and his refusal to take accountability disqualified him from parole consideration.

It is extremely rare for the Parole Commission to grant parole to someone convicted of first-degree murder and serving a twenty-five-year-to-life sentence when an assistant state attorney is present to argue against it. But when a former elected state attorney, one who held office for thirty-two years, makes an appearance, it sends an even stronger message. Jerry Hill’s presence at Leo’s upcoming hearing signaled that opposition to his release remained a top priority.

Over the decades, the State had labeled Leo “litigious,” pointing to the many appeals and motions he’d filed based on new evidence—filings that created a mountain of legal work and appellate reviews for Hill’s office. Even now, the State showed no sign of easing its opposition. Hill, now retired, had publicly acknowledged that his new role—“keeping an eye on parole cases from Polk County”—was specifically designed to push back against what he saw as a troubling trend of sentence reductions. “The job’s not finished as long as someone sentenced to life hasn’t completed that sentence,” Hill had said, underscoring his commitment to opposing Leo Schofield’s release at every turn.

I was at the New York Public Library, preparing to give my book talk at a catered lunch for a crowded room of current fellows, past fellows, and library staff. All the while, I kept checking my phone for updates from Kelsey.

“Don’t see Hill yet,” she texted.

When Leo’s case was announced, Kelsey moved up near the lectern with her microphone as Seth Miller from the Innocence Project of Florida began his argument. With only ten minutes to speak, he described Leo’s stellar record in prison and left time for both Crissie and Ashley to testify, followed by Dave Hart, Leo’s half sister Pam Vigil, and some parolees Leo had mentored at Hardee CI.

I saw another text from Kelsey: “Hill is here.”

“You got this,” I responded as discreetly as I could.

Just then, Salvatore Scibona, the Cullman director, introduced me, and it was my turn to speak. For the next hour, I gave a PowerPoint presentation on my work in progress, showing photographs and newspaper headlines from a different kind of injustice, in 1940s Louisiana. I discussed my plans for the story and the research I’d been able to do at the library. At the end of the presentation, I took a few questions, stifling the urge to reach for my phone for updates from Kelsey.

When I was finally done, I slipped into my office and saw a string of texts from her.

She described how Seth, Ashley, Crissie, and the others had testified on behalf of Leo. Then a commissioner announced that everyone should stay in place: “Once we hear from Mr. Hill, we will vote this case.”

The room went quiet, Kelsey told me, except for the sound of Jerry Hill’s footsteps as he approached the lectern.

“Morning, commissioners. Jerry Hill on behalf of Brian Haas, State Attorney for the Tenth Circuit. I listened to that presentation and how this individual has taken advantage of a lot of opportunities. But folks, I gotta point out an absolute glaring hole in that presentation. I didn’t hear one word about regret. Sorrow. Wish I hadn’t done it. I was a different person then. This guy is an unrepentant jury-convicted first-degree murderer, proven beyond and to the exclusion of every reasonable doubt.”

Hill held the file in his hands, staring at the commissioners. “Rather than talk about autopsies, allow me to share with you—because it’s worth a thousand words—the following.”

He approached the dais and handed the file to one of the commissioners. Inside were the same pictures Kelsey and I had seen in the evidence room beneath the courthouse last summer—likely including the one ASA Victoria Avalon had pushed toward Jeremy Scott, which he refused to look at.

Seth Miller couldn’t see what was in the folder, he told me later, “But we believe that it was autopsy photos of the victim, which is both inappropriate, because they’re only allowed to consider new information from the last hearing, but also incredibly incendiary.”

As the commissioners passed the file around among themselves, Hill described Leo as an angry young man and portrayed his relationship with Michelle as violent. Hill then briefly recounted Alice Scott’s testimony about seeing Leo carry a “heavy object” and place it into the back of the Schofields’ car.

“The defendant’s car and his wife’s car were abandoned on I-4,” Hill said. “It was discovered by the father and Leo before law enforcement could find it. Mrs. Schofield’s body was discovered in a small canal located in a heavily wooded area on the morning of February 27th, 1987, by Leo Schofield, Senior.”

At this point, Hill’s argument started to unravel, not only confusing the facts of the case but also mixing up Leo and his father, who share the same name.

“Mr. Schofield claimed at various times,” Hill continued, “that God’s voice or a premonition led him to her body, or that an inner force had driven him to that location. And the reason I’m going over this is,” Hill bellowed, “he’s never admitted his guilt!”

With his statement—he’s never admitted his guilt!—Hill shifted all the inconsistencies surrounding Leo Sr.’s supposed premonition onto Leo Jr., making it sound as if Leo himself had claimed to be guided by an inner force to find Michelle’s body.

People at the hearing would later say that Jerry Hill had completely conflated Leo with his father. Even those most familiar with the facts—Crissie, Seth Miller, and Kelsey—found themselves momentarily confused by Hill’s recounting of the evidence. I was just as confused listening to the tape in my office.

“Very quickly, some law enforcement notes, too,” Hill continued. “Very quickly.” He paused, flipping through his papers. “Again, how was the body found?” he asked, then immediately answered himself. “Leo said he was driven by an inner force to go back to the pit area again, and on Friday, he started searching along State Road 33. Leo said he felt drawn to that area and felt Michelle was calling out to him!”

For anyone unfamiliar with the case, this might have sounded like an important revelation, another detail seemingly reinforcing the State’s case against Leo. But Hill’s halting delivery, misplaced emphasis, and flat recitation of certain details only deepened the confusion, making an already flawed narrative even harder to follow.

“He said he had told Detective Russell that his daughter-in-law was within a certain distance,” Hill added. It was a line that should have clarified that he was speaking of Leo Sr., but it was buried in his delivery, spoken almost as an afterthought, lost in the lulls and meandering emphasis that had already blurred the facts.

Another pause, and any remaining clarity slipped away. When Hill resumed, he was back to referring to “Leo,” leaving the room in confusion.

“Leo said, uh … he began to search,” Hill continued. “The closer he got to Michelle, the worse his head hurt.”

It’s not the job of the parole commissioners to know all the details of each case that comes before them, but it is the State’s responsibility to present an accurate argument. And Jerry Hill was far from finished. After mentioning that Leo had “flunked the polygraph”—a piece of evidence that’s inadmissible at trial, but one that Hill was eager to get before the commissioners—he reminded them that Leo “can’t express any remorse because he said he didn’t do it,” adding, “These circumstances are as strong a chain you could ever ask for.”

In closing, Hill attempted to “bring it current” by referencing Leo’s attempts to introduce Jeremy Scott into his case. He mocked Leo’s effort to have Jeremy’s fingerprints from the Mazda considered as new evidence and dismissed Jeremy’s confessions outright.

“Now we know Jeremy Scott broke into that car and took the radio,” Hill said. “That was his M.O. during that particular time … Now this is the man that our good defendant is going to put on the stand to help him out. This is the quality individual that we’re dealing with! This is the character that we’re talking about!”

By this point, Hill had ceased referring to Leo by his name. Instead, he called him “the defendant” nineteen times in a row before delivering this to the commissioners: “In September, the defendant sends a letter to counsel admitting to the murder of Mrs. Schofield.”

I don’t believe Jerry Hill intentionally mangled the facts of this case or purposely conflated Leo with his father or even with Jeremy Scott. But I’d yet to encounter a single instance where a misstatement from his office landed in Leo’s favor. You’d think, just by the odds, that Leo might catch a break once or twice. Yet every time it happened—and it happened often—the errors always seemed to strengthen the case against him.

Hill concluded by pointing out Leo’s lack of remorse, asking the commissioners, “How do you put a man in a program, getting him ready to be released into society, when he can’t say, ‘I’m sorry’? When he can’t say, ‘I did it’?”

Jacob Orr, the chief assistant state attorney in Polk County, was later confronted about Hill’s statement that “the defendant” had confessed to killing Michelle Schofield. “It is obvious that he was referring to ‘defendant’ Jeremy Scott, who wrote a letter admitting to a murder and was later found to be not credible,” Orr stated.

But it wasn’t obvious to everyone in that hearing room. Later, I spoke with Richard Davison, one of the three commissioners deciding Leo’s fate. In the presence of Scott Cupp, Davison expressed his struggle with the idea of paroling Leo, stating that it was because Leo had confessed.

Cupp and I were stunned. “You mean Jeremy Scott?” Cupp asked.

No, Davison meant Leo. He explained that he had been in contact with the Tenth Circuit’s Jerry Hill and had reviewed the case files. Yet he was under the impression that Leo had confessed to killing Michelle—a misunderstanding that could only have stemmed from Jerry Hill’s argument during the 2020 hearing, where Davison was present and ultimately voted to deny Leo parole.

Leo could try for parole again in another three years.



In my office at the Cullman Center, I scrolled back through the string of texts Kelsey had sent me while I was speaking:


Leo was denied all.

No changes.

No transfer to Everglades.

Hill was terrifying. But I got to ask him some questions.



I felt myself sink at the commissioners’ decision. It wasn’t until I looked at my phone a few minutes later that I saw Kelsey’s last line about Jerry Hill. I texted her back:

“Holy shit! You did it?”

“Yes I did,” she texted.

Still feeling the dejection of Leo being denied parole, I could feel the adrenaline as I queued up the file Kelsey had uploaded—her interview with Jerry Hill. She had approached him as he exited the hearing room.

“He could probably tell how nervous I was,” she said. “My hands might have been shaking a little bit. I wish it hadn’t been so obvious that I was nervous. But to some degree, I think maybe that worked in my favor. I think maybe it disarmed him a little bit.”

“Mr. Hill?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m working on a story with Gilbert King about the Leo Schofield case,” Kelsey said. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Well, let’s see,” Hill replied. “Go ahead.”

“This case was originally handled by John Aguero.”

“That’s correct.”

“What do you think when you take on a case of his from so long ago?” Kelsey asked. It was the softball question we’d planned to ask to keep Hill engaged, to get him talking.

“I think John was a brilliant prosecutor and that he was spot-on,” Hill replied.

“Why doesn’t the Tenth Circuit have a conviction integrity review unit?” Kelsey asked.

“Well, what’d we just do?” Hill countered. “Didn’t we just review the integrity of that case?”

“I mean, it wasn’t the conviction. It was the parole,” Kelsey clarified.

“That’s a review,” Hill huffed. “The appellate process is a review. Anytime you file a motion to mitigate sentencing or to produce, that’s a review.” He then referenced two cities in circuits with conviction review units. “So, just because we’re not in Jacksonville or Tampa doesn’t mean we’re doing it wrong.”

“And what did you think when you first learned that the fingerprints in Michelle Schofield’s car were identified to Jeremy Scott?” Kelsey asked.

“I thought Jeremy Scott was a thief,” Hill said.

“Your office prosecuted him twice for murder, didn’t it?” Kelsey pressed.

“Since then,” Hill replied. “Not before then. Not at that time. Subsequent. Long subsequent.”

“The Jewel Johnson murder was in 1985,” Kelsey pointed out.

“That was after, I believe,” Hill said.

“No, that was before,” Kelsey corrected. “Michelle’s murder was in ’87.”

Over the past four decades, Jerry Hill had become accustomed to throwing his weight around Polk County, whether in the courthouse or through media coverage of his cases. His attempt to downplay Jeremy Scott as merely a thief, when Polk County law enforcement and his own office had charged Scott with first-degree murder in both 1985 and 1988, was disingenuous at best.

“Okay, you may be right,” Hill admitted, showing signs of fluster. “It doesn’t alter … Did you read … Did you hear the transcript? Did you see the judges’ findings?”

“I’ve read it all,” Kelsey replied.

It was at this point in the interview—Kelsey’s firm “I’ve read it all”—that I actually felt a flicker of compassion for Jerry Hill. I’d been in that space countless times with Kelsey, where she’d challenged my recollections of statements and trial testimony. I knew better than anyone that Kelsey had read it all and that Jerry Hill wasn’t going to be able to bluster his way through this conversation without some pushback.

“He’s a liar,” Hill said of Jeremy Scott. “He offered to sell his testimony for a thousand dollars. That’s hardly a basis for suggesting he’s the actual murderer.”

“Couldn’t he be a stereo thief and the actual murderer?” Kelsey pressed.

“Now, that’s a theoretical question,” Hill said. “And I guess in theory, the answer is ‘Of course he could be.’”

“Shouldn’t it be your responsibility to investigate that?”

“Now, wait a minute,” Hill said, his tone sharp. “We have investigated this thing upside down. Leo Schofield is a cold-blooded murderer. And if I have my way, he’ll never get out of prison.”

Kelsey shifted focus to the present. “Right now,” she said, “Leo’s case is being reviewed by the Second DCA. If they were to reverse the lower court’s opinion, would you try him again?”

“Well, let me tell you, I’m not too worried about that,” Hill replied. “We’re not going to have to try him again.”

“You wouldn’t do that?”

“Oh, we’ll try him again if he were to get off,” Hill said, turning to walk away. “Let me tell you right now—he’s a killer. And unless you want to take him home with you, then he’s where he ought to be.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Hill.”

“Mmm-hmm. Yes, ma’am.”

I pulled off the headphones, my heart still pounding from what I’d just listened to, and immediately reached for my phone and texted Kelsey: “You were awesome! Also, he was totally conflating Leo Sr.”

Kelsey forwarded me a JPay message that Leo had sent to Crissie that afternoon, one he asked her to share with his supporters in Tallahassee after learning that FCOR had denied him parole:


I am stunned! I don’t even know what to say. This was not what I expected to be thinking and feeling at this time. I love all of you. I will always love all of you. Thank you for all you have done, and I’m so sorry that you have to deal with this. I was so hopeful that it was going to be different this time. I have no other words, and my questions are not worth asking or answering. I’m just sorry. I love you!



Seth Miller had felt optimistic about Leo’s chances prior to the hearing. “We had very good meetings with the commissioners,” he told me later. “We thought that that was going to be the result that was going to happen. It went pretty well until Jerry Hill got his ten minutes and provided the parole commission with factually erroneous information about the case and about Leo.”

I listened to the hearing again, more disheartened than before, certain that the State’s later insistence that no one had been confused by Hill’s statement that “the defendant” had confessed to killing Michelle was simply untrue. Florida parole hearings lack strict evidentiary protections, and formal objections aren’t permitted, so each side usually makes their presentation uninterrupted. There’s no judge to overrule a misstatement, and interrupting a commissioner or state attorney mid-presentation risks alienating the very people deciding the case. If Seth Miller’s assessment of Leo’s parole prospects in 2020 was accurate—and the commissioners had been leaning toward transferring him to a transition program to prepare for release—Hill’s uncorrected mistake may have condemned Leo to several additional years of incarceration.
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KEPT MY DAMN MOUTH SHUT



In mid-March 2020, while sitting in my office at the Cullman Center, the director, Salvatore Scibona, gathered a half-dozen writers and scholars in the lounge area to inform us that, because of the Covid-19 pandemic, the New York Public Library would be closing its doors until further notice. The room fell silent as we absorbed the news. We were advised to clear out any important documents we might need, given the uncertainty around when, or if, we’d be able to return.

The fellowship had been a lifeline for many of us, an oasis of creative energy and intellectual camaraderie. Several of the European academics and authors had flown back to their home countries the night before, worried that looming lockdowns and travel restrictions would trap them far from home. For those of us remaining, it was a surreal and unsatisfying end to our time together, robbed as we were of the chance for proper goodbyes to those who had begun to feel like family.

With Kelsey in North Carolina and me in Brooklyn, the spring and summer stretched before us with an eerie stillness. Our research trips to Florida were postponed indefinitely, and we focused instead on what we could accomplish remotely. But while we adjusted to a new rhythm, the pandemic months were especially cruel for Leo.

Visitation bans meant that he hadn’t seen Crissie or Ashley for months, which deepened his isolation. In April, his birth mother, Sandra—whom he had only recently gotten to know—passed away. The sense of disconnection was made worse by the violence that erupted around him. One day, he witnessed an inmate stabbed to death at Hardee CI, a stark reminder of the environment he was forced to endure daily. The pandemic seemed to amplify every hardship, turning small losses into unbearable weights.

Those closest to Leo were deeply concerned about how he would weather so many setbacks in such a short period. The months leading up to the parole denial had already tested him profoundly. Back in the fall of 2019, just days after the Second DCA hearing in Tampa, Leo was in a particularly dark place.

With me back in New York, Kelsey had visited him alone. During that visit, Leo had just listened to a recording of the Second DCA proceedings. Hearing the arguments laid bare had hit him hard, deepening his sense of despair. “I’m still under a conviction for a murder I did not commit,” he told Kelsey. “And that is shocking to me—that we could get this far and not get any relief at all.”

Whenever we visited Leo, we asked him to relive some of the worst moments of his life. It was a necessary part of understanding his story, but we’d always tried to remain aware of what we were asking of him. Every conversation left him to return to his cell and confront not just the unbearable burden of his past—a history marked by immeasurable loss and pain—but also the grim uncertainty of his future. After yet another defeat in court, the question was no longer when he would find relief, but if he ever would.

“The reality settling in is that I could die in here,” Leo said. “That’s just too heavy for me, Kelsey. That’s going to be the straw that breaks my back. I can’t do that. I’m not going to give them another thirty. I would rather end it myself. That’s the gospel truth. I’m not going to let this new family, my wife, my daughter, suffer through this crap anymore. I’m just not gonna do it. The most unjust thing that could happen is to make me live out the rest of my days in here.”

Leo’s words hit me hard.

“And so we don’t anticipate it going that way,” he said. “I’m believing. I got the hearing. I got parole. Maybe the possibility of clemency. Maybe somebody hears our plight and makes a decision somewhere for us. At this point, I’m willing to take anything that allows me to go home and take care of my wife and daughter, short of admitting to something I didn’t do.”

Eventually, his thoughts turned to Jeremy Scott and to how his own faith had carried him through some of his darkest times. This had made Leo reflect on the role faith had played in his life—how it had sustained him through years of pain and uncertainty, even when hope seemed out of reach.

“I was looking for this monster, this creature that I could hate,” Leo said, “that I could detest, I could be repulsed by. And then you see him, and what is he? He’s a broken individual, a broken vessel, someone who’s never known what it is to be loved. His story is horrible, and he’s pitiful. That doesn’t justify what he’s done. It just deflated my anger. I didn’t have the ability to sustain it.”

Hearing Leo now—at his most vulnerable yet maintaining this grace—left me overwhelmed with emotion at times. It was impossible for me to imagine what he’d had to walk through, in prison, to reach this state of compassion with regard to Jeremy.

“My prayer is that somehow he comes to know a love that gives him some kind of peace. Because I do believe when he said he was sorry to me, he meant that. I believe that was probably one of the most coherent things that he has said, because I believe he’s guilt ridden.

“You get to this place where it’s so heavy, you literally can’t carry it anymore,” Leo had told Kelsey. “I gave up on trying to get out of prison. I gave up on the appeal process, justice, and all that. I’m never going to acquire justice for me or for Michelle. It’s just not going to happen. The only way this can turn out for good is to just pray for Jeremy.”

Leo said he realized that the anger he had once carried toward the man responsible not only for killing his wife but also for his incarceration would have destroyed him, and that forgiveness was his only path to something like peace.

“They could put him in my cell, and I’d hug him. And I’d love him. Because I’ve been loved. He’s never known what it is to be loved, ever. That’s incredible to me. And thankfully, the energy of the anger and the hate has been removed through praying for him to find that peace that I’ve been given.”



If April was brutal, the cruelest blow came in May 2020, when the Second DCA finally issued its decision on Leo’s motion for a new trial. The ruling affirmed the lower court’s denial, effectively closing off any realistic path to freedom through the courts. For Leo, it was devastating. Being denied parole just months earlier had been demoralizing enough. But at least then, he still held on to the hope that the appellate court might grant him a new trial—a possible way out. Now, with that hope gone, all he could do was cling to the slim chance that his next parole hearing, years away, might offer another shot at freedom. Even that felt tenuous, though, especially with Jerry Hill still insisting that a life sentence should mean exactly that—a sentence served until death.

As I listened to Leo’s conversation with Kelsey from my office in Brooklyn, I was struck by the way he talked about Jeremy Scott—in a way that was unexpected and profoundly moving. His ability to find compassion for someone who had caused him such immense pain was remarkable. I found myself thinking more and more about Jeremy—about how he was the one path we had yet to fully explore in our investigation.

Neither Kelsey nor I was drawn to stories that fixated on violent crimes or the people who committed them. Our focus had always been on uncovering the truth and seeking accountability. But as we dug deeper into Jeremy Scott’s childhood—the turmoil and neglect that shaped him; the moment he was locked away as a teenager, sentenced to spend the rest of his life in prison—we began to see him differently. We had studied his life more closely than perhaps anyone ever had, tracking his behavior before and after his killings, sorting through interviews, testimony, and lies in search of the truth. And yet, through all that, one fact stood out: Jeremy had, at various times—to police, cellmates, and family—confessed to three other murders I believed he had committed. And now he was confessing to Michelle Schofield’s murder, a crime to which he was forensically tied.

If the State refused to listen, we would.

Until then, we’d avoided reaching out to Jeremy. Leo’s lawyers feared Jeremy’s unpredictability—his cognitive and emotional struggles could easily lead him to say something that might hurt Leo’s case. So we had agreed to steer clear while there were still legal avenues left to pursue. Now, with those doors seemingly closed, it felt like there was nothing left to lose. Leo’s lawyers agreed.

So, I wrote Jeremy a letter at Hamilton CI and included a self-addressed stamped envelope. I framed my request carefully, thinking about how to approach him in a way that might resonate. I explained that I was working on a story about the State Attorney’s Office in Polk County and their handling of homicide cases—“with a focus on the Leo Schofield case.”

I also mentioned the 2017 evidentiary hearing at which ASA Victoria Avalon tried to undermine his credibility. “I believe she tried to imply that you were lying when you admitted to killing Michelle Schofield and that you had recanted your confession when you said, ‘I didn’t do that,’” I wrote. I hoped that bringing up how John Aguero and the prosecution team had treated him—or even lied to him—might tap into any lingering anger he felt. I wanted to separate my letter from the others he had received from reporters over the years.

“I can see that you don’t think much of reporters and journalists who have been bothering you over the years,” I concluded, “so I will understand if you decide to throw this letter in the garbage.”

I mailed the letter—and waited. When he didn’t answer, I sent another. And another. I even tried contacting him through JPay, the prison email system, but I still received no response. Months passed, and I pretty much gave up hope of hearing from him.

Then, in August 2020, one of my self-addressed stamped envelopes showed up in my mailbox. I stared at it for a moment, then texted Kelsey a picture of it, along with the words “Holy shit.”

Kelsey immediately set things up to record our phone call. Then I opened the envelope. Inside was a short, roughly handwritten note scribbled on what looked like a page torn from a prison workbook. Slowly, I read the letter aloud to her:

I want you to know that Polk Co. gave me a call about you. I don’t think you can come see me. Who knows what will happen and that is sad when they can’t see the I have kept my damn mouth shut for 31 years. Schofield case. Let say He should be out. I thought about writeing my story that no one wants to hear. I just don’t really know how. got to go

J Scott

When I finished, we both sat in stunned silence.

“We need to let him know that we absolutely want to hear his story, and Polk can’t keep us from seeing him if we have his consent,” Kelsey said.

“If we interview him,” I responded, “we can ask all the questions they can’t in court or in depositions.”

“I think if we come from a place of compassion and sincerity, he’ll talk,” Kelsey said. “Leo taught us how to do that.”
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DEAR MR. KING



Over the next several months, Jeremy and I began corresponding on a fairly regular basis. However, a resurgence in Covid-19 cases in the fall and winter of 2020 led to renewed lockdowns, and Florida prisons continued to restrict visits. Then Jeremy disappeared for a while. He had been placed in disciplinary confinement—an all-too-common occurrence during his incarceration—which meant that even after pandemic restrictions eased, he would be prohibited from receiving visits from media. Adding to the difficulty, he was frequently transferred between facilities, leaving me unsure if he was receiving the letters and stamps I was sending.

In my letters, I began asking Jeremy questions about his life, focusing specifically on his interactions with prosecutor John Aguero. I intentionally avoided mentioning the taxicab driver murder in Intercession City—that was something I wanted to discuss with him face-to-face. Then, in March 2021, I received a letter from Jeremy that cut straight to the point.

“Dear Mr. King,” he wrote. “I don’t know what it is that you want to know about Polk County prosecutors. They lied. Told me they were going to help me, but that never happened. That’s why I told the whole truth about Leo Schofield. And I had also told them things that a killer would know. Leo didn’t kill his wife. I did.”

In the very next sentence, Jeremy, entirely unprompted, brought up the killing of cabdriver Joseph Lavair: “That taxicab driver that was shot by a .357 gun,” he wrote. “They didn’t want to hear what I had to say.” He continued, saying that he was willing to “say my whole story.”

Regarding his recent disappearance inside the prison, he explained that he had been caught with a “makeshift weapon” in his shoe and placed in close management confinement. “They said they found a knife on me,” he wrote about his latest infraction. “I got to live that way. I am a walking dead man,” he added, ominously concluding, “they almost got me once.”

I continued writing letters to Jeremy, but between transfers and disciplinary confinement, weeks would often pass without a response. Then, from his new prison at Charlotte Correctional Institution, I received a five-page letter written in cursive—and this time, Jeremy was more candid than I’d ever expected. I called Kelsey and read the letter aloud to her over the phone.

In the letter, Jeremy described how prosecutor John Aguero had sent two detectives to question him about why his fingerprints had turned up in Michelle Schofield’s car. “I just told them that I saw the car parked and unlocked, so I went in looking for stuff,” Jeremy wrote. “I told them what they wanted to hear, and I told the two cops if Mr. Aguero want to know anything else, come himself.”

A few weeks after the visit from detectives, Jeremy was transferred back to Polk County, where he found himself alone in an office with Aguero. The prosecutor, Jeremy said, told him that “Leo’s lawyer wants to talk with me” and mentioned that there would be a hearing. “He went on talking about how he will be sitting on my parole,” Jeremy wrote, “and how he can write on my behalf. All I had to do is keep on saying how my fingerprint was in the car. At the time I really thought he was gonna help me.”

Jeremy also mentioned that he had heard of cases where a state attorney helped an inmate. But after testifying in the 2010 evidentiary hearing—at which he denied killing Michelle—he learned that Aguero had passed away. “So all these years later, I told myself that I will tell everything,” Jeremy wrote. “And I did, but nobody believes me. I don’t know what else I can do. I was telling the whole truth, nothing but the truth.”

He went on to provide a long account of his encounter with Michelle at Sparky’s gas station. It mirrored what he had told Pat McKenna in his taped confession, but his letter included more unsettling details.

I read Jeremy’s letter straight through to the end. The small, seemingly mundane details he shared about Michelle’s last moments were heartbreaking to us both.

“That one made me want to sob,” Kelsey said. “The fact that this guy is still saying this stuff, and his story makes so much sense, and yet there’s nothing that can be done about it.”

Jeremy also mentioned that he thought he’d be out of close management soon, meaning he’d return to general population, where we might finally be able to interview him.

“I want to talk to him,” Kelsey said.



I began emailing Paul Walker from the Florida Department of Corrections, who had been helping facilitate all our visits with Leo. He informed me that Jeremy had been transferred to Martin Correctional Institution in South Florida and was, in fact, in general population—eligible for visitors.

Walker gave us a date: September 16, 2021. That left Kelsey and me just over a week to arrange travel, complete the inmate consent and media forms, and prepare to sit down with Jeremy. This was the interview we had always hoped for, one we never truly expected would happen but never stopped working toward. From a research perspective, we couldn’t have been more prepared. We’d spent about three years investigating this case together, and speaking with Jeremy Scott had always been our ultimate goal. Now we needed to prepare for the actual mechanics of the interview itself. And Jeremy’s situation presented certain unique challenges.

For one, we didn’t expect him to be accommodated by prison authorities in the same way Leo was—Leo was in such good standing with prison staff that they often extended our interviews beyond the usual three hours. According to the DOC, we should expect about an hour-long visit with Jeremy. Kelsey and I knew we’d have to be strategic about our time.

I made a point of talking to everyone who had ever interviewed or deposed Jeremy over the years, including Judge Scott Cupp, Seth Miller, Det. Louis Giampavolo, Jeremy’s defense attorney Austin Maslanik, and investigators from the public defender’s office. They all offered advice and observations. But it was Leo’s words that resonated with us most: “The State has cast us as opponents in a chess game,” he told us. “I’m not trying to play chess. I’m not trying to pin something on him. That’s not my objective. We’re out for truth, and he’s the one that supplied the truth. I would really like him to know, and feel, that myself and those who represent me are concerned for his well-being as well. We want him to feel safe enough to tell the truth. To not have to cover things up.”

I had sent Leo a copy of the letter Jeremy had written to me, the one in which he went into more detail about his encounter with Michelle on that fateful night in February 1987. Despite how often Leo told me he wanted to know everything our investigation uncovered, I was always aware of how deeply the details of Michelle’s final moments—her possible words, her fear—might affect him. The weight of that knowledge could hang over him for days in prison.

Jeremy’s letter meant more to Leo than I could have imagined. He took to carrying a folded copy of it in the pocket of his blue prison pants. “I read those words, ‘Leo didn’t kill his wife. I did,’” Leo told us. “When I first read it, I had chills. And I get chills every time I do.”



Kelsey and I arrived in West Palm Beach the day before our visit with Jeremy and booked rooms at the Best Western in Okeechobee, about a half-hour drive west of Martin Correctional Institution. That night, we worked through various scenarios we might encounter at the prison. What if Jeremy was in a bad mood or unmedicated? What if he became combative or contradicted some of the things he’d written in his letters? We wanted to be ready for anything and prepared to adapt quickly. Above all, we planned to follow his lead.



We also didn’t want to overwhelm Jeremy with all the questions we had for him. Our priority was to make him feel relaxed and unrushed, to let him know we were there to listen, even if that meant leaving some ground uncovered.

In one of his letters, Jeremy had written that he wanted to tell his side of the story, the one no one wanted to hear, but that he didn’t know how. It was important to show him that we were there to hear him out. We believed we’d get more from him by prompting him to share stories naturally than by pressing him with pointed questions that might feel accusatory.

On the drive to Martin CI, I received text messages of support from people who knew where we were headed that morning. One of them was from Crissie, who shared a prediction: “I think he’ll be sweet,” she texted.

My mind raced as we drove. Kelsey and I had been living with this case for three years, and we couldn’t help but think about the people we’d met along the way—like Dan Otte, who had faced the electric chair after being accused of a murder that Jeremy Scott seemed to be responsible for. “I would love to just show everybody,” Dan told us, “no matter what you think—this is really who did it now.”

Another person on my mind was Michelle’s brother Jessie Saum. “I want you guys to find the truth,” he’d told us. “However long it takes. It’ll just bring peace to me. And I can leave this world knowing that at least it was solved. And I know for a fact what happened.”

Arriving at Martin CI, we immediately noticed that the prison compound looked just like Hardee CI, where Leo Schofield was incarcerated—a place we’d visited nearly a dozen times before. And yet this visit felt entirely different. We passed through security, much as we had at Hardee, and clipped our single-button body alarms to our belts. The warden met us and escorted us into an administrative wing, then to a small cafeteria equipped with a lunch table and a small kitchen with a refrigerator. This was the room where Jeremy Scott would meet us for our interview.

Before leaving, the warden pointed to the door’s lockset. “Be careful not to let the inmate touch the door,” he said. “He can lock himself in here with you.” As he slipped away, Kelsey and I exchanged glances, both silently asking the same question: What the fuck does that mean?

Kelsey scrambled to place microphones on the table and arrange the chairs. The warden’s comment had made it sound like we might be left alone in the room with Jeremy. Looking around, I didn’t see any furniture designed to secure a handcuffed inmate. In every interview we’d watched or listened to, Jeremy had always been cuffed and shackled, and usually with a corrections officer standing by.

Kelsey wanted me to be seated across from Jeremy, with a microphone set up on the table for me to speak into. She planned to sit in a chair next to him, pointing her furry mic at him. As she slipped her headphones on, she could hear that the refrigerator was making too much noise. I opened it and saw several bagged lunches inside. Sorry about this, I thought as I pulled out the appliance’s plug.

We took our seats and waited, listening to the echo of slamming doors in the hallway. We were about to sit alone in a room with a man who had killed both men and women, who had attacked guards, nurses, and countless fellow inmates. He was usually cuffed and shackled when meeting with law enforcement. Were they really not going to restrain him for our interview?

“I’m nervous,” I admitted to Kelsey.

“We have our buttons. Hopefully, they work.”

A minute passed in silence.

“You don’t have to use the bathroom?” Kelsey asked suddenly.

“No, I’m positive,” I said.

“Because you can’t leave me alone in here with him,” she said firmly. “At any point…”

“No, I’m not going to do it,” I reassured her. “Don’t worry.”

Footsteps echoed down the hallway.

“He’s gonna be sweet,” I whispered, as much to myself as to Kelsey. “He’s gonna be sweet.”

A quick knock caused us to glance at the door, and through the window, we saw him.

The warden entered the cafeteria with Jeremy and informed us that he would be making rounds, then left. Suddenly, we were in the room with him—alone. No handcuffs, no guards.

I rose to shake his hand. “Hi, Jeremy,” I said. “I’m Gilbert King, the guy you’ve been writing with. And this is Kelsey.”

Kelsey gave a quick explanation of the microphone setup and mentioned that she’d be recording for a podcast—something else she had to explain to him. Leo had already admitted he had no idea what a podcast was, having spent the last thirty years in prison. So we figured the same was probably true for Jeremy.

He was tall and thin, standing meekly in his prison blues. His handshake was soft—almost as if he shrank into himself at the moment of contact. He didn’t strike me as someone who would be aggressive or agitated. The swagger and confidence Jami and others had described were completely gone.

“If you’re comfortable with it,” Kelsey said, “would you mind removing your mask?”

Jeremy was wearing a mask made from the same cloth as his prison uniform. He was happy to take it off. He told us that they’d made him shave and put on a new uniform for this interview, which had initially led him to believe, when they woke him up, that he was going to counseling. Jeremy was so unaccustomed to visits that, even though he’d signed a consent form and been told the date, he was still caught off guard when the day arrived.

“Do you feel safer here?” I asked, knowing he’d recently been transferred from a prison where violence had been escalating.

“Not really,” he said. “I guess I never feel safe in prison.”

After a bit of small talk, Jeremy seemed to relax in our presence. Kelsey and I had agreed beforehand that we’d let him steer the conversation, jumping between stories if that’s where his mind took him. When I asked if he had ever shared details with family or friends about the things he’d done, he didn’t hesitate. Without any prompting, he launched straight into the murder of Joseph Lavair.

“One person that really knows about all this was my mom’s boyfriend,” he said. “He knew about the taxicab driver ’cause he did a little investigation.” He then retold the story Jami had shared with us about him confronting this man. “I told him if he ever touched my mom, I’d kill him,” Jeremy said. “I meant that. I’m just telling it straight up. I might have been [doing] a little drinking that particular day, and it kind of slipped.”

As part of his threat, Jeremy had boasted about killing a taxicab driver. According to him, his mom’s boyfriend later confirmed the story through an uncle who also knew about it. “I told him it was a .357 Magnum,” Jeremy said. “There were four bullets in it, but it was only three shots.”

If he felt any hesitancy about confessing to an unsolved murder, it wasn’t showing.

“You mentioned the taxi story, and I’m just curious how that started,” I said. “Can you start from the beginning?”

“Well, that happened right after Schofield,” Jeremy began. His serious eyes locked on mine, imploring me to pay close attention to what he was about to share. His tone mirrored a letter he would later send me, as he began recounting the murder of Joseph Lavair in vivid, unsettling detail.

“I’m gonna tell you the whole story,” Jeremy had written. “But I want you to understand. I can be charged with this murder, and I’m okay with this! I will never get out, so I’m gonna tell you. I might can’t remember every little thing, ok? What I tell you is true…”



Jeremy Scott had been keeping a low profile in Polk County during the early months of 1987. A recently released felon who had just served seven months in state prison on an arson charge, he was back on the streets, living in abandoned houses and crashing on the couches of friends. To get by, he was breaking into homes and stealing anything of value (televisions, cameras, or jewelry) that he could pawn at a Lakeland shop.

“I was trying to find money [and] food,” he wrote in one of his letters.

On one of those nights in early April, he found himself in Winter Haven, trying to be extra cautious because he knew that many Polk County cops lived in the area. Late one night, he entered a house that appeared empty. Inside, he moved carefully through the darkness, his eyes landing on framed photos hanging on a wall. “I saw some pictures, and they were of a cop,” Jeremy said, realizing he might be in a police officer’s home.

In one of the bedrooms, he opened a closet door, saw a police uniform, and found a handgun case. Inside was what he believed to be a .357 Magnum. “So I just took it and the case and got the hell out,” he said.

Not long after, on the evening of April 10, Jeremy hitched a ride to Kissimmee and ended up on Vine Street, near a Kmart. With the stolen gun in hand, he began thinking about how to use it to rob someone. “I really didn’t know what to do,” he admitted. “I thought about showing the gun at someone and asking for their money like on TV, but there were too many people around.”

While trying to figure out his next move, he noticed a Yellow Cab with a phone number printed on it. He walked to a nearby pay phone and, at 10:30 PM, called the cab company, asking for a ride from the Kmart to Intercession City. About ten minutes later, Joseph Lavair pulled up in Cab 8. Jeremy got in and directed Lavair to take Old Tampa Highway, a desolate stretch of road running parallel to the Seaboard Coast Line Railroad tracks.

“Once we pass the last houses, I pull the gun out,” Jeremy said. “I told him to keep driving.”

When Cab 8 reached Wooten Road, Jeremy ordered Lavair to pull over. The driver cut the engine. Jeremy stepped out from the back seat with the gun raised, forcing Lavair out of the cab. The headlights of the 1977 Dodge lit up the surrounding woods, and the recently divorced father of a two-year-old boy was now staring down the barrel of a .357 Magnum.

“I asked him where he keeps the money,” Jeremy said, but Lavair lied, claiming there wasn’t any—Jeremy was supposedly his first fare of the night.

It was close to midnight when Jeremy cocked the hammer and waved the gun at Lavair.

“All I remember was hearing this loud boom. I shot him again, then once more,” Jeremy said, convinced he fired three times. “It was crazy,” he added.

Joseph Lavair collapsed to the ground, drawing his last breath in the grass off Old Tampa Highway.

“I never touched that cabdriver,” Jeremy insisted. “I never looked to see if he had money on him. I just took off.”

It was reported at trial, and in newspaper accounts, that the suspect had stolen $180 from Lavair. Jeremy denied this, saying he got nothing from Lavair. Later on, police found $154 in cash tucked inside a map in the taxi’s glove compartment. Just as Jeremy had told us, he never got any money from the cabbie.

After shooting Lavair, Jeremy hopped into the driver’s seat of the Dodge taxicab, started the engine, and sped east toward Intercession City. He turned left onto Tallahassee Boulevard, still gripping the gun. “I was kinda speeding,” Jeremy admitted. “I went over the tracks, and I turned, and the car slid, you know? ’Cause it’s one of them old Yellow taxi cabs that’s got them old engines in it.”

Using his fingers, Jeremy began sketching the streets of Intercession City for us on the table, retracing the path he took in the stolen cab. He sideswiped a parked Plymouth, shoving it into a house. Jeremy shifted in his seat as he recounted the moment, gripping an imaginary steering wheel, his body mimicking the frantic movement of the out-of-control cab. As he described the chaotic drive, it felt like we were in the taxi with him.

The taxi careened back onto the street, fishtailing to the right before slamming into a power pole and splitting it in half. The transformer crashed down onto the roof of the cab. “I remember trying to get out fast,” Jeremy said. “I grabbed the gun and the case. As I was getting out, I heard and saw two people.” He spotted two teenagers approaching the taxi. “I yelled at them,” he said, warning them to run. “It’s gonna blow,” he shouted.

One of the boys was someone Jeremy knew from growing up in Intercession City. “His name was John. I knew John and his family. They were from Jamaica.”

Jeremy shielded his face as sparks flew from the fallen transformer. Again, he shouted, “Y’all get away. It’s gonna blow!”

“I didn’t want them to see my face,” he told us. “Everybody took off running.”

Jeremy mentioned he’d been wearing a hat that had once belonged to his cousin Jason Scott. “And I left it in the car,” he said. “I gave them that much evidence. Why would anything in my family be in that car?”

As John and the other teen retreated, Jeremy kicked the car door open, climbed out, and darted past the fenced-in utility substation. He slipped into the woods along the railroad tracks, still clutching the gun and its case inside a paper bag.

Jeremy followed the tracks, balancing himself on a rail, thinking that police dogs wouldn’t be able to follow his scent. Then he cut back into Intercession City until he reached an abandoned house. “I was still a little bit drunk,” he admitted, describing how he crawled through a window to sneak inside. Once there, he collapsed onto the floor and fell asleep. “When I woke up, I see a bunch of stuff going on, and I just crawl back underneath a blanket and slept, and hopefully I wake up and everything be gone. And they was gone.”

Jeremy hid under that blanket, he said, expecting to be discovered the moment police cars arrived at the scene. “I was sure they would have dogs and who knows what else after me,” he said.

Hounds bayed through the early morning hours, but deputies reported losing the suspect’s scent along the train tracks, down to an abandoned house. By dawn on April 11, Jeremy had managed to evade detection. He slipped out of the house and hitched a ride back to Polk County, where he found another empty home to lie low in.

Still carrying gold chains from one of his earlier burglaries, Jeremy decided to fence them—further indication that he hadn’t taken any cash from Joseph Lavair. He made his way to a pawnshop at the Lakeland Mall, a place he often used to offload stolen goods. “I got about eight hundred dollars for all of it,” he claimed. While at the mall, he stopped by a beauty salon and had his hair dyed blond. “I was trying to look like someone else,” he explained, “just in case someone remembered seeing me.”
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I GOT A HISTORY



The murder of Joseph Lavair had consumed me for years. Being convinced that Jeremy was responsible for it was one thing, but hearing him deliver a detailed confession in person was something else entirely. There was no doubt in my mind: He was telling the truth. I took a deep breath and glanced at Kelsey. I knew she felt it, too, but she was already flipping through index cards, focused on the work still ahead.

As the precious minutes in the room ticked away, Jeremy’s eyes kept drifting toward the door. He looked anxious, as if he thought the warden might come for him at any moment to lead him back to his cell—a nervous schoolboy afraid of being caught somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be.

I tried to reassure him. “We can keep talking until they come for you,” I said.

Jeremy exhaled sharply. “They called me into classification,” he told us. “‘Some dude named Gilbert King is gonna be writing or coming to see you,’ they said. ‘You don’t need to be speaking to him. You can get yourself into a lot of trouble.’”

Kelsey leaned in. “Did they say what kind of trouble?”

Jeremy shook his head. “They just told me it would be in my best interest not to talk.” He smirked, then added, “But they’ve been saying that for the last thirty-three years.”

One of the topics I was eager to cover was the 2005 meeting in John Aguero’s office, after Jeremy’s fingerprints were identified in the Schofields’ Mazda. No witnesses were present at that meeting. Aguero later testified at the 2010 evidentiary hearing that Det. Louis Giampavolo had been in the office with him that day. But Giampavolo was on vacation at the time, a fact clearly documented in his report. There was nobody else in the room with Jeremy and the prosecutor. No tape recording. No corroborating witness.

Under oath, Aguero claimed he had, first, offered Jeremy a concurrent sentence if he confessed to killing Michelle and then, later, full immunity. “It was important to me,” Aguero testified, “that if he did this murder, I couldn’t prosecute him, but I could let Leo Schofield out of jail.”

Yet when Jeremy gave his deposition at the hearing, he never mentioned any offer of immunity—something that would only have bolstered his credibility, given that he wasn’t confessing at the time. If he had truly been guaranteed immunity, why wouldn’t he say so?

When Victoria Avalon asked Jeremy in the 2017 hearing if Aguero had offered him immunity, Jeremy muttered, “Yes, ma’am”—a response that reminded me of his testimony in the Jewel Johnson trial, where his shaky grasp of legal terminology had been on full display. (He’d said “I don’t require” instead of “I don’t recall.”) I wasn’t convinced he even understood what “immunity” meant. He’d never brought it up himself in depositions.

Instead, Jeremy offered specifics on a different kind of offer from Aguero. “He’s talking about how he wanna sit on my parole hearing,” Jeremy said. “He said he has a lot of influence.”

I pressed him. “So, you never heard him say that you have immunity?”

Jeremy shook his head. “Uh-uh. All he say was, ‘I’m gonna be sitting on your hearing.’ He said, ‘What I say on that hearing goes a long ways,’ and he says, ‘It’s your freedom.’ And that’s enough for me. Parole hearing come, and it never happens.”

It was time to steer the conversation toward Michelle.

Back at our hotel the night before, Kelsey had brought up an important point: In past interviews and testimony, Jeremy had seemed to avoid going into detail about the moment of Michelle’s death. “It seems like every time he’s told the story about Michelle, he just says he lost it,” she said. “So, I think we should be prepared for him to say that again. And I think we should press him on that.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.



“I want to talk about some of the things you’ve written in your letters,” I told Jeremy. “Can you walk us through? Your letter started out saying you came back to Perry at Christmas ’86?”

Jeremy nodded and started from the beginning. He had been released from Lancaster CI in December 1986 and traveled about an hour north to Perry, Florida, to see family, where he stayed through the holidays. “I started walking back toward Polk County,” he said. “That’s where I hang out at. I went back down there around February. That’s when I ran into Michelle.”

His voice tightened. His body shifted. He began folding and unfolding the cloth mask in his hands. Sitting next to him, Kelsey noticed Jeremy’s fidgeting and realized he was getting nervous, knowing what he’d be asked to talk about next. His arms were covered in scar tissue—the aftermath of hundreds of self-inflicted cuts from years spent in and out of jail as a teenager. I caught a glimpse of the letters tattooed across the knuckles of his left hand: H-A-T-E. Later, Kelsey would remind me that he had L-O-V-E on the other.

Jeremy described walking down Combee Road and passing a gas station when he saw a young woman on the side of the building using a pay phone. “It was raining that night,” he said. “That’s where it all began.”

“Could you tell us that story?” Kelsey asked gently.

Jeremy let out a strained breath. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s not a good story to talk about.”

“I know it’s not,” I told him, “but your letter had so much detail. We just figured, to hear it in your words…”

Unsurprisingly, Jeremy skipped past his encounter with Michelle, shifting focus instead to the Mazda she was driving and the stereo equipment he had taken from it. We let him talk about that for a while, but I needed to pull him back to where his story truly started.

“So, you’re walking down Combee Road, and you come into this gas station,” I said. “What happened?”

“Yeah, I was sitting there while she was on the phone talking to somebody,” Jeremy said. “And when she got off, she asked if I needed the phone. I said no. She said, ‘Why you all wet?’ you know, ’cause it’s raining. And I said, ‘I got no ride.’ So, she gave me a ride. And that’s when I guess I lost it then.”

“Did you tell her where you wanted to go?” I asked.

“I asked her to take me down to North Combee,” Jeremy said.

His grandmother Earline had once lived in a trailer a few miles up the road on North Combee, and Jeremy would sometimes find an abandoned one in the same mobile home park to crash in. But just as he would a few weeks later, when he led cabdriver Joseph Lavair to a dark place outside Intercession City so he could rob him, Jeremy had a plan for Michelle.

He directed her to the Cut, a secluded area off State Road 33 hidden behind pine trees. He denied a connection to this spot back in 2010, but it was where he used to hang out with his friends and where he had brought Jami to have sex. It was a place he knew well. “They have, down by the lake, they have a camp out down there,” he said. “Depends if the cops let us hang out there at night.”

“So, what happens when you take her back into that area?” I asked.

“First, I apologized to her,” Jeremy said. “But she went to screaming and panicking and stuff. And then I panicked … and the next thing I know, it was too late.”

Once again, he tried to fast-forward past the violence.

But Kelsey, in the gentlest way possible, brought him back inside the Mazda. “You said you apologized to her?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah. I did.”

“What did you apologize for?” Kelsey pressed.

Jeremy let out a nervous laugh. “For what I’m doing,” he said.

He had told Pat McKenna in 2017 that when he led Michelle off SR 33 and into the Cut, he was hoping to get laid—telling her it was a place where people went to “make out.” It was then, Jeremy said, that Michelle told him she was married.

I suspected that he might not have wanted to admit his true intentions in front of Kelsey.

“What were you doing?” Kelsey asked.

Jeremy hesitated again with a nervous chuckle. “Um, I was gonna steal her car,” he said. “But then when she done that”—he mimicked hands coming at him, striking out—“I really got panicked. And that’s when I had that knife; it’s a hunting knife. They come in twins. They belonged to my uncle’s kids. I had took one of ’em.”

He looked down at his hands, swallowing hard. His mind was somewhere else—maybe in the memory, maybe in the autopsy photos that prosecutors John Aguero and Victoria Avalon had shown him. One of the knife wounds on Michelle’s back had expanded into a fist-size hole, exposing dark red muscle tissue, likely the result of prolonged submersion in water.

“I didn’t think that thing would do that much damage,” Jeremy said quietly. “Because they’re new. They ain’t been sharpened.”

We let the silence settle between us.

“So, when you say you lost it,” Kelsey asked softly, “what do you mean by that?”

“I mean … I went psych,” Jeremy said, exhaling. “I’m not a very good person when it’s in the psych department. I got a history.”

That was as far as he was willing to take us. He wouldn’t relive the exact moments of Michelle’s death. But he never wavered in admitting that what he was telling us was the truth. “What I don’t really understand,” Jeremy said, “I keep telling these people they can hook me up to the [lie detector] machine”—a statement consistent with what we had found in his interviews and case records, suggesting he may have believed polygraph tests were foolproof.

John Aguero later claimed that he asked Jeremy if he killed Michelle, and when Jeremy denied it, Aguero looked him in the eye and said he believed him.

“What do you think of that?” I asked him.

“I thought it was a lie,” Jeremy said. “He’s a liar.”

“Did he ever ask you about Michelle?” Kelsey asked.

“He asked me, did I kill her, and I told him I killed her,” Jeremy said. “I told him. I told him I had something to do with it. And he still didn’t believe me.”

Jeremy acknowledged that he had been alone with the prosecutor in his office and that there had been no tape recorder. “He showed me a bunch of pictures,” Jeremy said, referring to the aerial photographs taken from the sheriff’s helicopter. He said Aguero was challenging him. “He had them all laid out,” Jeremy continued, explaining that the photos were taken from so high above that a body couldn’t be seen. “The only person who would know,” he said, “is the person that put it there.”

Aguero asked Jeremy to point out where Michelle’s body had been found.

“And I pointed it out to him,” Jeremy said.

I shifted gears. “What did Aguero tell you about Leo’s father? Did he suspect him of anything?”

Jeremy didn’t hesitate. “He suspected him to be a serial killer,” he said. “Him and his son. They had some teenage girls missing back in the early eighties or something.”

This aligned with something I had long suspected—that Aguero had been feeding Jeremy a story, telling him he needed his help to keep Leo and his father off the streets because they had killed other girls. Just as Aguero had told Jami Allen that Jeremy had planned to kill her before fleeing to Texas after the Donald Moorhead murder. Just as he had told a potential witness that Leo had slit Michelle’s throat from ear to ear, nearly decapitating her. Just as he had told Leo that his own father was Michelle’s killer. This was how Aguero molded testimony to fit his case. Every time I’d asked Jeremy about this, his answer had remained the same: He could speak only to whether Leo had killed Michelle.

“That man ain’t do nothing,” Jeremy said. “Whatever him and his dad did in the past—I don’t know anything about that. ’Cause they try to make it sound like they killed somebody before. If they did, they did. I don’t know. All I know is that this case here? He ain’t the one. He’s innocent.”

Kelsey leaned in slightly. “After you lost it,” she said. “Can you tell us what happened?”

Jeremy swallowed hard again, gathering his thoughts.

“Well,” he said. “When I dragged her out of the car and put her on … there was a plastic wraparound thing down by the creek. So I wrapped her up in that and slid it down by the creek and put a plyboard box over it so it couldn’t be seen.”

There was one detail Jeremy had written in a letter—something Kelsey and I had wondered about ever since hearing it in his confession to private investigator Pat McKenna. It raised the possibility that Jeremy had done something that might have disabled Michelle’s Mazda. On McKenna’s tape, Jeremy described guiding Michelle back to the Cut. When she panicked and tried to drive off, Jeremy said he threw the gearshift into park, likely causing the car to jolt to a stop.



In his letter to me, he put it this way: “She went crazy, tried to push the gas, but I threw the car in park.”

When I’d read that part aloud to Kelsey, she’d had a visceral reaction. “Michelle tried to put the car in drive?” she said. “Oh, that makes me sick to my stomach.”

Now, sitting across from Jeremy, I kept thinking about that moment. Michelle’s last act, trying to escape, and the man who stopped her just inches away from us.

The Mazda was later found abandoned seven miles away on the eastbound side of I-4, disabled. Mechanics noted that the flywheel—technically, the flex plate—had come apart.

Could slamming Michelle’s car into park have damaged it, forcing Jeremy to pull off the highway?

“You wrote in one of your letters that at one point, she tried to drive away,” I said.

“Yeah,” Jeremy said. “I think that’s what really put the car in heat. Because when she did, I reached around there and grabbed the shift and put it in park. And that was the last of that.”

He hadn’t made it far on the highway when, he said, the Mazda lost its power and just “stalled out” along I-4. It wasn’t smoking or making a lot of noise, he said. The State never advanced a theory about why the Mazda was found miles away from the crime scene, broken down on I-4. But Jeremy knew why.

It turns out that forcing a car like the 1981 Mazda GLC—with an automatic transmission—into park while it was moving could have caused serious damage. Such a move might have seized the transmission and sent force back through the drivetrain—a jolt strong enough to crack the flex plate and weaken it just enough for the car to keep running a few miles … until it failed on the road.

Jeremy seemed puzzled by one forensic detail—the absence of blood in the front of the Mazda. “There’s no way a person could get cut and not have blood on that particular seat,” he told us, adding that he couldn’t understand why police didn’t find any there.

For someone taking responsibility for a murder the State refused to believe he committed, it was an odd detail to fixate on. This wasn’t the reaction of someone fabricating a confession; it was the reaction of someone struggling to reconcile his memory with the forensic evidence, even though it gave the State more reason to dismiss him.



We had already reviewed the reports and testimony detailing Michelle’s injuries. Dr. James L. Holimon had conducted the autopsy with detectives observing.

He first examined Michelle’s clothing. Her red work pants were buttoned correctly, and her underwear beneath appeared undisturbed. Dr. Holimon would not find any evidence of sexual assault. Michelle was still wearing her gold wedding bands on her left ring finger. Her pants, underwear, and bra did not show any slash marks. Her blouse, though, was a different story. It showed evidence, on both the front and back, of repeated contact with a knife and was visibly saturated with blood. Once the skin of her neck, chest, and back was uncovered, the extent of her wounds became more apparent.

Dr. Holimon had counted twenty-six stab wounds. Six were superficial (not extending deeper than the skin), but the others had caused major damage to Michelle’s internal organs. Scrapes along her back seemed to indicate that she had been dragged over uneven ground after death. Dr. Holimon determined that she had not been dead for an extended period—possibly just five or ten minutes—before being dragged and placed into the cool water she was later pulled from. If her body had spent more time than that in the open air, there would have been more signs of decomposition and putrefaction. But given the temperature of the water in February, these processes had been halted.

Based on the width and depth of the stab wounds, Dr. Holimon had estimated that the blade used in the attack was about three quarters of an inch wide and at least five or six inches in length. The three wounds in Michelle’s back had likely come first. These could have been inflicted while she was standing, or sitting upright, without causing her to fall to the ground or proving immediately fatal. The wounds on her chest and neck, however, had almost certainly necessitated a supine position—or, at the very least, would’ve caused her to collapse. All but two of the wounds on the front of her body were oriented horizontally, suggesting the perpetrator may have knelt over her body while she lay on her back.

There were twenty-three wounds in total across her neck and chest, likely inflicted in rapid succession—often interpreted as evidence of a frenzied, impulsive attack. Of these, two had nicked her vertebrae and three had penetrated her heart. Other wounds might have been fatal, but none were as immediate as the stabs to her heart. After those, Michelle had minutes, maybe only seconds, left.

She also had several bruises across her body. Based on the coloring, Dr. Holimon had determined that these would’ve been caused around the time of death or within the twenty-four hours prior to death. Three small round bruises, each about a half inch in diameter, formed a straight line along the left side of her back. A couple more bruises were noted on the back of her upper right arm, nearly in line with those on her back. One more hid behind her right ear. No defensive wounds were identified, and there was no evidence of alcohol in Michelle’s system.

All in all, Dr. Holimon had estimated that Michelle lost half of the ten pints of blood in her body. However, much of that would have filled her chest cavity as she bled internally, making it impossible to know exactly how much blood would’ve been left at the scene of the crime. “Whether or not two or three pints of it went outside the body,” Holimon would later explain, “and the other two or three pints inside, I can’t really say.”



Before meeting with Jeremy, Kelsey and I had interviewed Leroy Parker, the retired senior crime lab analyst for the FDLE in Orlando. Parker had processed the Schofields’ Mazda for blood, hair, fibers, and fingerprints back in 1987. Incidentally, he had also examined the taxicab from the Joseph Lavair murder just weeks later, as well as crime scenes from some of Florida’s most infamous homicide cases over the past three decades.

Parker didn’t recall the Schofield case or the Mazda specifically, so I posed a hypothetical question: “If someone were stabbed in a car by a passenger, what is the likelihood that no blood would be found in the vehicle?”

“I would say slim to none,” Parker said. “Unless the stabbing is in the stomach or something, and the person actually bled into their clothing.”

I pressed further. “This happened in the winter of 1987, and the victim was wearing a jacket. If she got stabbed a couple of times and then just got out of the car, is it possible there wouldn’t be any blood found inside?”

“Very likely,” Parker said. “Because if she’s stabbed here”—he pointed to his own torso—“then when the knife is withdrawn, the clothing would absorb the blood. You wouldn’t see any cast-off stains. So, most likely, her clothing was saturated with blood, rather than blood dropping in different areas of the vehicle.”

Michelle’s gray Members Only jacket was found at the top of the bank leading down to the water where her body was found. The punctured jacket and blouse were saturated with her blood.



We wanted to get as much information from Jeremy as we could. But we knew we had to be careful—he had a history of becoming agitated when questioned about the stabbing.

“Did she try to get out of the car?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Jeremy said. “She made it out of the car. She made it out on her own…” He kept staring at his hands, as if caught in a memory he didn’t want to face—about himself perhaps or about Michelle. His words came slowly, barely formed. “But when she … I guess she … Once I wrapped it up, that was it,” he said.

Looking at the crime scene photographs, I found it impossible to ignore the trash scattered across the ground. The sign at the entrance to the Cut, NO DUMPING OF RUBBISH, made it clear why. In the images taken by crime scene technicians, several plastic sheets or tarps were visible—just as Jeremy had described. Yet none were collected as evidence.

There was one other detail I couldn’t stop thinking about, which had stood out the first time I saw the photos. Lying in the dirt, just feet from the bloodstains, was a pack of cigarettes.

“Were you smoking, too?” I asked. “You said something about going in the car to smoke?”

“Yeah,” Jeremy said. “I smoked cigarettes back then.”

“What kind?”

“Uh, Marlboros.”

In the crime scene photographs, a pack of Marlboro Reds is clearly visible in the dirt—the same brand Jeremy had been smoking the night he killed Donald Moorhead, when he left his cigarette butts in the ashtray of Don’s trailer.

The pack of Marlboro Reds was photographed twice at the Michelle Schofield crime scene, including one close-up shot, but it was never collected as evidence, never processed for fingerprints, and never logged. That’s the innocent explanation, anyway. To this day, it’s the only item that crime scene technicians intentionally photographed but failed to include in the evidence logs—something that still baffles me. I could never understand why Richard Putnel—one of the detectives assigned to Michelle’s case, and the lead investigator in the 1985 murder of Jewel Johnson, which ultimately led to Jeremy Scott’s acquittal—never bothered to manually check the Mazda fingerprints against known violent felons in the area. Putnel knew Jeremy well, and believed that the teen had gotten away with Johnson’s murder. He knew Jeremy had stayed with his grandmother on Combee Road, less than two miles from where Michelle’s body was found. And he knew Jeremy was still on the streets of Lakeland at the time of her death.

Years later, when I showed those Marlboro photographs to retired detective Louis Giampavolo from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office—the man who wrote in his report that he could not eliminate Jeremy Scott as a suspect in Michelle’s murder—Giampavolo shook his head in disbelief and chose his words carefully. “I wouldn’t have done it that way,” he told me.



Jeremy continued, telling us he had taken ten dollars from the Mazda’s center console, a detail he’d also mentioned in his letter to me. Kelsey and I had talked about it at the time. “He took the bills,” I’d said.

On the dirt road near Michelle’s bloodstains, investigators had found thirty-one cents in coins—a quarter, a nickel, and a penny that had likely fallen from her pants as Jeremy dragged her to the water. To me, the ten dollars plus the coins felt close enough to the thirteen dollars Michelle had told Leo she’d made in tips that night.

But Kelsey saw it differently. She remembered a detail I’d forgotten: the clerk at Sparky’s had testified that Michelle bought gas and a Coke after her shift ended. “I was never clear whether she had used the tip money to buy the Coke and the gas and the phone call,” Kelsey said.

“Holy shit,” I said. “’Cause she says three dollars of gas and a Coke?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s no way he knows that,” I said.



After the car broke down on I-4, Jeremy said he grabbed a towel from inside and wiped down the interior, erasing his fingerprints.

“Because I’m on probation,” he said. “So, I had to be careful.”

He said he carried the knife and the towel up a hill to the gas station off the exit to SR 559, where he buried them deep inside a dumpster before returning to the Mazda to see what stereo equipment he could take.

“What was going through your mind after you did all this and took the car?” I asked. “What were you thinking? I’m going to just drive back to Kissimmee or…?”

Jeremy exhaled. “I’ll be honest with you,” he said. “That’s my whole point. I wasn’t thinking. Because if I was, I would have never even done what I did. I’ll tell you, that’s something that should never happen. It wasn’t planned … I should have swallowed my pride and went to the Salvation Army,” he said, his voice cracking. “It’s February … raining…”

“You said in one of your letters that she was nice to you,” I said.

“She was nice,” Jeremy agreed. “Gave me a ride and all that. That’s what hurts me more. Girls like that don’t pick up people. She deserves better than that. She was just in the wrong time, wrong place. Everything happens when you’re young and not thinking.”

As Jeremy said this, it dawned on me in a way that felt immediate and visceral. ASA John Aguero had to work so hard to twist and bend the State’s theory to fit the crime—from where Michelle was killed to when. Jeremy’s answers simplified everything. I’d always wondered: If Aguero was right about the timeline—that Leo killed Michelle shortly after he made that 12:43 AM phone call to the sheriff’s office—then where was she for those three hours after she called Leo from Sparky’s gas station at 9:43 PM? Nobody had heard from her, and the State couldn’t produce a single friend, co-worker, or family member who had seen her or the Mazda. The answer, of course, was that after she hung up the phone, she let a drenched Jeremy Scott into her car, thinking she was driving him to his grandmother’s trailer on Combee Road. Jeremy Scott was the last person to see Michelle Schofield alive—and she was dead within minutes of her final conversation with Leo.

I shifted gears. “One of the things the State says is that Michelle was killed in the trailer and dumped,” I said.

Jeremy’s head snapped up. “That’s a lie,” he said instantly. “That’s a lie. First of all, trailer? I don’t even know where they live at.”

His immediate and forceful denial told me everything. He wasn’t just rejecting the State’s theory; he was rejecting something that didn’t match his own lived experience.

Jeremy knew exactly how Michelle had been killed and where, so he wasn’t even acknowledging the fact that the State had argued that Leo was Michelle’s murderer. He was thinking only about what he knew to be true: Michelle was killed at the Cut, off State Road 33. The Schofields’ trailer had had nothing to do with it.

I don’t even know where they live at.

Hearing him say this, I was reminded of the phone call he made to his grandmother Earline in 2005, right after two Polk County cold case detectives came to question him about Michelle’s murder. “They found all kinds of blood and all that shit at their house,” Jeremy had said to Earline. “That’s what got me so fucking confused, right?” Even back in 2010, when he was still denying that he’d killed Michelle, he had been fixated on correcting this detail.

I pressed him again. “What do you think about the State’s theory that the body was driven from the trailer and dumped?”

“It was never dumped,” Jeremy said. “The only place it got dumped was in the water. I know it. I’m the one that did it.”

With strategic silence and questions that pushed him to reflect, we watched as he processed his own answers in real time. “There wasn’t a whole lot I could think about,” he said, his voice lowering. “I mean, back then, when you’re young, you don’t be thinking. That’s the thing. Until it’s over with. And then reality hits you. Then years go by, and that’s when reality really hits you. Because I have to live with this every day.”

Kelsey leaned in. “Can you describe that? What is it like to live with it?”

Jeremy exhaled. “It’s not a good feeling,” he said. “Let’s put it this way—I dream, I wake up, I turn over, I see a dead body sleeping next to me. I sleep with dead bodies every night when I go to bed. That’s my punishment.”

By now, Jeremy seemed close to tears. The night terrors he’d been experiencing, he told us, had caused him to seek medical help at one point. “That shit gets me so scared,” he admitted. “I just told my roommate, ‘I’m going through some shit. Take the knives out of the cell.’” Jeremy’s anguish played out in his body—his chair creaked as he twisted, his face tightened with the strain of memory. “But as far as me dealing with them bodies … like I said, I sleep with it every night. Trust me, it’s not a good sight.”

Kelsey kept her voice steady. “And it feels important to you to talk about it?”

“It does,” Jeremy said. “It ain’t gonna change nothing for me. But it could change something for her. You know, she ain’t here. But for her family, though.”

He was being so open, so responsive to Kelsey’s questions about what he was thinking and feeling, that I didn’t want to interrupt the flow of their conversation.

Kelsey took a beat, keeping eye contact with Jeremy. Then, gently, she asked, “Do you ever think about Michelle now?”

Jeremy nodded. “I do. All the time,” he said. “I pray for her every night. I told you, when I lay down, I sleep with her. I can’t get out. Can’t get away. That’s a nightmare.”

“What do you pray about?” Kelsey asked.

Jeremy’s voice softened. “I pray for a lot of things,” he said. “Bad spirits. I messed with the spirits too much. That’s why—I think once this is cleared up, she can rest.”

Listening to him talk so openly about seeing the faces of the people he’d killed when he lay down at night, I thought back to something his brother, Royal Dean, had once told me from a jail in Alabama. I had asked if he believed Jeremy’s confessions, and Royal Dean acknowledged that his brother had been responsible for a great deal of violence in his life. “But at the same time,” he said, “he’s also got a heart. You know, that much time behind these bars, these walls—I would say his conscience is eating him. One thing I learned coming in and out of these places—every person has a conscience. I can’t see him making something like that up.”

The remorse and sorrow the State had demanded from Leo Schofield at his parole hearings were right here in this room, with Jeremy Scott.

“Do you ever think about the time Leo’s served in prison?” Kelsey asked.

“I’ve been trying to help him,” Jeremy said. “I’m doing everything I could.”

“The State just does not believe you,” I said.

“That’s what I don’t understand,” Jeremy said. “I don’t think that they don’t believe me. They don’t want to bring all that back out. Because I think there probably is more stuff that’s buried underneath that Aguero stuff. And they just never went looking. They don’t care. Prosecutor’s going to do what they got to do. It’s like when they brought me in that day. They knew I had something to do with that. They just trying to cover it up.”

I looked toward the door and saw the warden standing in the hallway. Our time with Jeremy was about to end.

“The man has been in prison thirty-three years,” Jeremy said. “He needs to be out.”



On one of our last visits with Leo, we caught him up on what Jeremy had said in our interview. Some of it was hard to deliver. The details of Michelle’s last moments, told in the voice of her killer, details Leo had never heard before, were painful truths he would carry back to his cell and replay in his mind over and over, the prison bars a stark reminder that he had spent his adult life not only mourning Michelle’s murder but also being punished for it.

“He’s nothing like I was expecting,” Leo said, echoing a theme he’d shared with us before. “He’s not the three-headed monster that had to have done something like this to someone as wonderful and beautiful as Michelle was. You have to be a monster to do that. And he’s not. He’s just a pathetic human being that’s been messed up. And I do believe he is sorry. But it just shows you that he has a heart. He does have a heart.

“I’ve always wanted the truth, and I thank him for the truth. We both, in different words, needed redemption. When I look in the mirror, I got to look at the man who let his wife get murdered. At some point, I needed redemption. I needed to be rebuilt into something that I could live with. And I see Jeremy in that same light. In a different frame, a different storyline. He’s the man holding the knife. And so, he needs his own redemption.

“I thank God for that. Because without that, I don’t think we ever get to the bottom of it. And very few people know the truth. Now there’s a bigger story to tell. And where that goes from here, we’ll see.”

As Kelsey and I were finishing our time with Leo, we weren’t sure when we’d see him next.

“I don’t even want to say thank you anymore, Gilbert. I can’t.”

“You don’t have to say any of that—” I told him before he cut me off.

“Yeah, but it’s my heart,” he said.

“We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t believe in this stuff.”

“Gilbert, I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t believe in this stuff,” Leo said. “I would not be here if you did not believe. And I am dead serious about that. Because I am tired. I am tired. I don’t carry just my hurt. I carry the hurt of my family. I carry a ton of hurt of the men that I serve here. I mean, every single one of them come to me every day, [asking] ‘When are you getting out of here?’ I carry a lot. And it’s heavy. It’s friggin’ heavy. And sometimes I get hopeless. Sometimes I feel like it’s getting so far away and I’m going in the wrong direction. And that’s just the feeling—I’m not saying that it is.”

He leaned forward in his chair, rubbing his temples. “You know, this confession … it’s like, how many times do I gotta hear it? How many times does he have to say it?”

“I get it,” I said. “But we’re putting this story together, and I think—”

Leo stopped me. “I just don’t want you to underplay your part.”

“No, Leo.” I wanted to tell him so many things—mainly, that I wasn’t doing this story for him. I had been so focused on the bigger fight, exposing the injustice, that I hadn’t stopped to recognize what this meant to him—not just the story, but the hope.

“My life depended on it,” Leo said. “You gave me the hope, Gilbert. That’s the truth.”

“Well, I’m terrified of that, Leo,” I said. I brought up Judge Scott Cupp and how he’d once given Leo hope by telling him, back in 2004, that he’d have him out of prison in ninety days. “I know Scott felt like he gave you hope one time, and it breaks his heart every day.”

“And he did,” Leo said. “But you know what? It’s the relationship that I have with him that sustains me even now. I love that man. He’s a brother to me. I’m not going to let him down. And I’m not going to let you down. So, it doesn’t matter what happens. It matters that people have bonded. We’ve become a family of sorts. That matters. It counts. Because it’s all I got. That’s it. And you know what? That’s all I need. That’s all I need.”

Our time with Leo was drawing to an end. After the first few visits, we’d end our interviews by shaking hands and saying goodbye. By this time, we’d moved past that formality. Now both Kelsey and I were hugging him as much as we could.
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TURNS MY STOMACH



After a few false starts with podcast companies, we pitched our story to Lava for Good, a small but focused team specializing in criminal justice issues. Its CEO, Jason Flom, hosts Wrongful Conviction, a podcast featuring interviews with exonerated men and women who recount their convictions and the years they spent behind bars.

I told Jason I was a frequent listener and longtime admirer of his work in criminal justice reform, then asked if he’d be interested in a multi-episode narrative about an innocent man still in prison. I sent him a detailed proposal for what we were calling Bone Valley, and Kelsey produced a short trailer featuring Leo’s and Jeremy’s voices. Jason and his team were already familiar with my books, and after a conference call during which I answered their questions about Leo’s case and the story, we knew we had found our partners.

Leo had trusted us with his story, and even now, I can’t imagine what that must have felt like for him. He was running out of legal options, and the only thing giving him hope was that we were telling his story in a podcast, something he had never even heard of before.



I may not have known much about audio storytelling or how to make a podcast, but years of investigative work, interviews, and access to key players have proven to be a gold mine. We worked closely with our senior producer, Kara Kornhaber, and with sound designer Britt Spangler, who immediately recognized that Kelsey and I needed to be central to the story—the voices guiding listeners through this heartbreaking journey into Leo Schofield’s wrongful conviction.

For two people more comfortable behind the scenes, we had to learn to trust Kara and Britt as they helped us shape the narrative. After years of investigating—using the free time afforded by the coronavirus pandemic to continue our reporting—we had accumulated an overwhelming amount of material. The challenge would be crafting a single, cohesive narrative. Eventually, we were revising scripts right up until the last moment, before I recorded the narration.

The Bone Valley recording studio was, in actuality, my daughter’s bedroom closet in our Brooklyn apartment. Because we lived practically under the Manhattan Bridge, it was the only quiet place in the apartment. I set up a small tabletop for the microphone and equipment, and Kara and Kelsey would join me on Zoom, my laptop pointed into the closet. Under their direction, I’d read the narration.

Kara’s guidance was gentle: “Try it a little more casual” or “Maybe pause there for a beat.”

Kelsey was a little more direct: “You’re doing the newscaster voice again.”

Kara and Britt pulled moments from our hundreds of hours of tape—like my recurring, hopeless attempts to park our rental car, or the way Kelsey would call me out for dodging emotion anytime she asked how I was feeling before a pivotal interview, like with Jeremy Scott. I’d deflect with practical updates—no message from the prison saying our visit was postponed. “So, I feel really good,” I’d say.

“That’s still all logistical stuff,” she’d tell me, trying to steer me back toward the poignancy of what the interview truly meant.

These were the real moments listeners later told me they loved.



In the fall of 2022, one year after we sat down to interview Jeremy Scott, Bone Valley was released as a nine-episode true crime podcast. Podcasts like ours don’t launch with the fanfare of a book or a movie release. They just drop into the ether. I remember doing everything I could to call attention to the story, but there was always a “let’s wait and see how it does” hesitation before anyone committed to press or reviews. Still, as new episodes were released each week, we could feel the momentum building—at first, almost entirely by word of mouth.

The podcast Crime Writers On…, and one of its hosts, Rebecca Lavoie, was an early champion. Rebecca implored her listeners to tune in. Legendary radio producer and writer Starlee Kine—formerly of This American Life and creator of Mystery Show (the greatest podcast ever made, in my opinion)—raved about Leo’s story and was instrumental in spreading the word.

By December 2022, Bone Valley had landed on countless “Podcast of the Year” lists from major media outlets. It was gaining millions of downloads, topping podcast charts around the world, and eventually winning two Ambie Awards from the Podcast Academy for Best Documentary and Best Reporting. We had even managed to get the band Lee Bob and the Truth to record a cover of “The One Who’s Holding the Stars”—a song by the Watchers that became the Bone Valley theme—written by Leo and his bandmate and best friend Kevin Herrick.

Leo couldn’t listen to Bone Valley from inside prison, but he could feel the shift in the narrative of his case—the shift I had promised him. Corrections officers who had barely acknowledged him before now stopped to tell him they had heard his story and just wanted to hug him. Family members of inmates he had gotten to know over the years approached him in the visitation pavilion, often in tears. Letters of support poured in from across the world, including one signed by the British royal family, telling him they were listening and thinking of him.

ABC’s 20/20 aired a feature story on Leo’s case and our podcast, further exposing the injustice in Florida. Bone Valley was being written about in newspapers around the world. And when Judge Scott Cupp sent a letter of resignation to Florida governor Ron DeSantis, announcing his decision to step off the bench and return to practicing law for one reason alone, to represent Leo Schofield and fight for his freedom, The New York Times ran a feature story on Cupp’s decision and the impact of Bone Valley.

In Florida, local newspapers like the Tampa Bay Times and The Lakeland Ledger covered the renewed attention on Leo Schofield’s case. The Tenth Circuit State Attorney’s Office found itself fielding a surge of media inquiries, pressed for a response to our story. But their answer remained unchanged: Leo had been convicted by a jury in 1989, and every motion for a new trial had been denied, again and again.



In May 2023, Leo was scheduled for another parole hearing, but this time, because of all the attention his case had gotten, it felt different. The growing public awareness, media coverage, and legal advocacy surrounding his case had created a sense that, for the first time in decades, real change might be possible. Former judge Scott Cupp was preparing to argue for Leo’s immediate parole—something nearly unheard of in Florida for first-degree murder convictions with life sentences. But Cupp also intended to make the case that this was an extraordinary situation requiring extraordinary action.

The day before the hearing, Cupp and I met with the parole commissioners in Tallahassee. It became clear that immediate parole was not realistic. “That’s just not how it’s done,” we were told. In the mid-1990s, Florida had eliminated parole for all but those sentenced under the pre-1983 system, like Leo. Each year, fewer than 1 percent of eligible inmates in Florida are granted parole.

One commissioner, Richard Davison, told us he was struggling with the decision because he was under the false impression that Leo had confessed to killing Michelle. This likely stemmed from former state attorney Jerry Hill’s argument at Leo’s 2020 parole hearing, where Hill had stated, “In September, the defendant sends a letter to counsel admitting to the murder of Mrs. Schofield.”

Davison told us he would vote for Leo’s transfer to Everglades Correctional Institution, where he would enter the Corrections Transition Program (CTP), designed to prepare parole-eligible inmates for reentry into society. For the next twenty-four months, Leo would be housed among roughly a hundred other geriatric inmates, men who had served decades in prison and were deemed the least likely to re-offend.

Despite incontrovertible evidence and a viral podcast telling his story for the larger world outside Polk County, Florida, delaying Leo’s release for two more years was just another roadblock. When Crissie heard the news of our meetings, she was beside herself and called me to vent. It was the most despondent I’d ever heard her.

“We need a miracle,” she said. “We have to pray for a miracle.”

Hanging up the phone, I looked at Kelsey, who was just as dejected as everyone else. Across the room, Cupp was pacing around the dining table, speaking into his cell phone.

“Two fucking years!” he practically shouted.

Crissie had asked us to meet everyone for dinner at a nearby restaurant. So many family members and friends had traveled to Tallahassee for the parole hearing. I had received messages from Bone Valley listeners who planned to attend. Kelsey and I were dreading the dinner, dreading the hearing—dreading being surrounded by people who were so hopeful that this would be the day Leo was finally released, when we already knew that wasn’t going to happen.

In a private dining room, friends and family gathered in a circle, standing hand in hand for a prayer.

Crissie gathered herself. “Tonight, based on some of the information, we’re not so hopeful,” she said. “So, we’re going to say a prayer, and we’re going to just keep going.”

Scott Cupp wasn’t at the dinner. He was back in his hotel room, trying for a miracle.

One of the people he reached out to was Jonathan Martin, a former prosecutor from Lee County now serving as a state senator. Cupp knew Martin from his time in the State Attorney’s Office, and when Martin won his election to the state senate, Cupp sent him a congratulatory note. In catching up, he told Martin he had recently resigned from the bench to represent “an innocent man named Leo Schofield.” Several weeks earlier, Cupp had sent Martin a link to Bone Valley. Martin got back to him saying he’d binge-listened to the podcast on his drives between Tallahassee and home.

“I’m working on getting him paroled,” Cupp told the young senator.

“Forget parole,” Martin responded. “This guy needs to be exonerated.”

Coincidentally, Martin had recently been appointed chair of the Criminal Justice Committee, which gave him oversight not only of the Florida Department of Corrections, but also of the Florida Commission on Offender Review (FCOR), the state’s parole commission.

Martin was so convinced of Leo’s innocence that he offered to testify on his behalf at the parole hearing. But with the Florida Senate in its final day of session and multiple votes scheduled, Cupp wasn’t sure Martin would be able to make it. “I’ll do what I can,” Martin had told him, adding that he wouldn’t know for sure until the morning.

Cupp was texting me updates throughout dinner, but I could tell he wasn’t hopeful. He forwarded me an email he had sent to Leo: “Hey, Davison says he listened to the podcast,” he wrote, “but he is still inclined to vote extension for the LIFERS Program. We may still be able to convince him on straight to parole. That’s what we’re working on now, and going into the evening. We’re still at worst case scenario of transfer to Everglades. Please try to hang in there. We are not finished by any stretch. I still know God has this. I pray you agree.—Scott.”

The chair of the commission was a former prosecutor, Melinda Coonrod, whom Cupp and I had also met with earlier that day. Coonrod told us she was familiar with Leo’s case, and she made it clear that she had done her own research by reviewing case documents and testimony. She assured us that she would be voting for Leo’s immediate parole—a rare move that made her position unmistakable.

This meant the deciding vote would fall to David Wyant, a former detective. Cupp didn’t hold out much hope for Wyant, though, given that he had spent his entire career in Polk County. And with former state attorney Jerry Hill sitting on the Parole Qualifications Committee, the group that had interviewed and recommended Wyant for his appointment, Cupp was certain Wyant would be joining Commissioner Davison in denying Leo immediate parole.

The next morning, Kelsey and I arrived at the FCOR complex in Tallahassee. The attention our podcast had brought to Leo’s case was immediately evident. Bone Valley listeners had shown up in support, and television cameras from ABC’s 20/20 were already set up. Kelsey positioned her microphone at the lectern, and there was a buzz in the air as people filed into the packed hearing room.

The commission, aware of the unusually large media presence and crowd, announced a three-minute recess before resuming with the Schofield case. I stepped outside, where Scott Cupp was pacing in the parking lot, staring at his cell phone. When we made eye contact, he just shrugged.

“You ready to go?” I asked him.

“Yeah,” he said. “Be right in.”

I went back inside the hearing room as the commissioners returned and took their seats on the dais. I sat in the front row next to Kelsey, who looked disheartened.

“You gonna be okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’ll get through it,” she said, pulling down her headphones.

Just then, Scott Cupp entered the room, walking beside Sen. Jonathan Martin. The two strode to the lectern facing the commissioners. Martin greeted a few people before taking a seat next to Cupp just as the proceedings were about to begin.

“All right, I’ll go ahead and call this meeting to order,” Chairperson Coonrod announced. “We’ll start with the supporters, followed by anyone in opposition.”

Scott Cupp rose to speak. The tension was thick. Many in the room were convinced of Leo Schofield’s innocence and hopeful that some form of justice would take place in this setting.

“Good morning, Commissioners. My name is Scott Cupp. I’m an attorney representing Leo Schofield.”

Cupp unfolded a letter from Jessie Saum, the brother of the victim, Michelle Schofield. It was the letter Jessie had written in 2020 in support of Leo’s parole—a letter that had never been read by the State. Cupp read it aloud to the commissioners, emphasizing Jessie’s final sentence: “I do not have confidence in the conviction of Leo Schofield, and I support his request for parole.”

Cupp then introduced Sen. Jonathan Martin. As Martin rose, the room fell silent. At six foot eight, he loomed over the lectern, commanding the commissioners’ attention with a firm gaze.

“Everything that I’ve seen about this case turns my stomach,” Martin said. “I don’t know why Leo Schofield wasn’t released years ago, when he was before this board. You have the opportunity to release him immediately. He wasn’t released last time because he wasn’t remorseful. You cannot be remorseful for something you did not do. It’s not your job to determine guilt or innocence. But if you are going to consider whether somebody is remorseful and whether they should be released today or should have been released years ago, you have to at least crack the transcript. You have to at least wonder why the fingerprints of a serial killer were inside Michelle’s car and were never tested and were never presented to a jury in Polk County over thirty years ago. I was five years old when Leo Schofield started doing time for this murder. I stand by the criminal justice system here in the State of Florida. We’re one of the best on the planet, but there’s a whole lot of doubt right now about how good we are. You guys have the chance today to fix that. You have the chance to restore credibility to a system that thousands of people know an injustice happened and is continuing every second that Leo Schofield remains behind bars. Thank you.”

Cupp rose again, this time to read Leo’s letter to the commission—a heartfelt explanation of why he had not and could not express remorse for Michelle’s murder. This time, it was the words of Leo Schofield that echoed through the room. “The only right conclusion that can be arrived at with my situation, is that I am forced to maintain my innocence simply because I’m actually and factually innocent.” Cupp folded the letter and tucked it away before meeting the commissioners’ eyes. “Innocent,” Cupp began. “Innocent. Innocence.”

He let the words settle, words that the commissioners knew should have no bearing on the proceedings. Parole hearings are meant to assess an inmate’s behavior, rehabilitation efforts, and risk to the public if they were released under supervision. But Cupp was making it clear: Leo had never raised the subject of his innocence in past hearings—all of which had ended in denial.

“That’s been an elephant in the room for way too long,” Cupp said. “Well, look around. The elephant’s gone. It’s out there. He is innocent.”

This time, none of Leo’s family members would be speaking. No former inmates testifying to his leadership. No corrections officers vouching for his character. Cupp and Martin, both Christian men who shared Leo Schofield’s deep faith, challenged the commissioners to confront the elephant in the room.

“What I’m asking you to do is to search your heart,” Cupp said. “This isn’t difficult. I think all of you know what’s gone on here. And several of you, I believe, know he is, in fact, innocent. One of the things that disturbed me in our meetings was the issue that guilt and innocence is not in our purview. It should always be in our purview. I don’t care. Find a way to make it part of your purview. This man does not deserve one more night in prison. He’s been in there for thirty-five years. Please, I implore you. Do not extend him for two years for yet another program. Thank you very much.”

Jerry Hill did not attend the hearing; nor did Victoria Avalon—two prosecutors who had previously appeared to oppose Leo’s parole. This time, Assistant State Attorney Jacob Orr approached the lectern. He made the point that Leo’s case might be the most reviewed case in the history of Polk County.

“And every one of those reviews results in the same outcome,” Orr said.

Orr cited “the overwhelming evidence in support of the guilty verdict” but acknowledged that this hearing was about whether Leo should “get out of jail.” Unlike past parole hearings, Orr didn’t bring autopsy photos or reference any of the facts of Leo’s case. He carried none of the emotion that Aguero, Avalon, or Hill had brought in Leo’s past parole hearings. And unlike those prosecutors from the Tenth Circuit, he had no personal stake in the case.

“I’m telling you about truth,” he said. “And I think we need to recognize the fact that he’s been a very good inmate.”

Orr then asked, as a representative of the State Attorney’s Office on behalf of the State of Florida, “that you treat this inmate the same as any other.”

After the State finished its argument, Michelle’s oldest brother, Rickey Saum, called in to the hearing to voice his opposition to Leo’s parole. Then the commissioners proceeded to a vote.

Commissioner Davison went first. He had not had an epiphany. Just as he had indicated earlier that he would, he voted to send Leo to Everglades for twenty-four months.

Commissioner Wyant spoke next, voting to send Leo to Everglades as well, but for eighteen months instead of twenty-four.

This wasn’t going the way I had expected.

Chairperson Coonrod then voted for Leo’s immediate parole. “But the two commissioners have agreed to extend,” she said. “To avoid a three-way split, I would move to Commissioner Wyant’s eighteen-month extension and would ask if either commissioner would consider a one-year next-interview date.”

“Madam Chair,” Wyant said, “if you feel comfortable, I would acquiesce to a twelve-month extension rather than eighteen. He’s been in a long time, and he’s going to need programming to be successful. I understand the support is overwhelming, and that’s important in my decision, but I believe he does need some time in the CTP program to prepare him.”

With his vote, Commissioner Wyant, the former detective from Polk County, had just effectively reduced Leo’s prison commitment from two years to one. In the moment, it hardly seemed significant. To many observers and supporters in the room, it felt as if an innocent man had just been sentenced to a year in prison.

After the decision, everyone present for the Schofield hearing exited the room and congregated outside the building. I saw Ashley in tears as she stepped outside. I tried to console her.

Crissie had known what was coming, but she still appeared in shock. Scott Cupp was walking Senator Martin to his car. Seth Miller from the Innocence Project of Florida was there, along with Richard Bartmon, who had driven up from South Florida to attend the hearing. Leo’s sister Tammy Davis had flown in from Idaho. Fans of the podcast, invested in Leo’s story, had come to show their support.

Among the people gathered outside the FCOR building were recent parolees, there to speak on behalf of other inmates seeking parole. Seeing how upset Leo’s family and supporters were, they came over to talk.

I asked one parolee for his thoughts about what had just happened.

“If I got the decision that he just got, I’d be ecstatic,” the man said. “I have friends that have been down for forty-seven years. Anybody with a life sentence would pay to get in that program. You can’t get no better.”

“He was blessed he was sent to that program,” another parolee added. “Guys would pay.”

We ran into Richard Bartmon, Leo’s appellate lawyer from two decades before. “He never got anything before today,” Bartmon said. “Their foot’s been on the gas for thirty-five years. So, the idea that somebody would come in and not just flash autopsy pictures is a testament to all the people that have worked on the case. But you and Kelsey got us to this point. That brought the kind of attention that got their attention, that got the whole world’s attention, that brought pressure to bear. And now he’s got a shot at release, which he never had before. He’s never had anything to look forward to. Nothing. They’ve slammed doors in his face. The courts have done it. The parole board’s done it.”

Leo’s family and supporters had gathered around us. Between Bartmon’s contextual assessment of Leo’s case and the parolees’ optimistic take on the transition program he’d be entering, the collective mood began to shift. High heels were kicked off. Ties were loosened. Leo’s grandsons were now running barefoot in the grass. Faint laughter began to grow, along with reasons for hope and even gratitude.

“It was outrage,” Crissie said, “and then disappointment, and then confusion, and then … relief-ish,” she added with a little laugh. “I’m happy, but … I’m not happy. But I’m happy. It could have been much worse.”

While we were standing there, Crissie’s phone rang. It was Leo. She stepped away for a moment of privacy before returning a few minutes later. “I wanted to be the first to tell him,” she said. “I told him what happened, and he said, ‘It’s nothing but a meatball. We got this. Nothing but a meatball.’ So, a lot of things happened at the eleventh hour. I think all those prayers worked.”

“Something happened,” I agreed.

“This is not what we wanted,” Crissie said. “But this is what we have, and this is what we’re going to do.”

Crissie spotted another friend. It was Lori Russo, the sister of Kevin Herrick, Leo’s cellmate from Hardee and bandmate from the Watchers. “Lori! I spoke to Leo,” Crissie said. “He’s cool. He’s good. You’ll love this. He said, ‘Nothing but a meatball. Just keep gas in that motorcycle.’”

“Yeah, baby. Bring it on!” Lori said. The tension that had gripped everyone all morning was finally giving way to something lighter.



Our podcast team had rented an Airbnb in Tallahassee so that we could quickly create and release a bonus episode on the parole hearing. Kelsey, Kara, and Britt worked through the night, listening to and editing audio from the day so that I could start working on the script. While we were drinking our morning coffee at the dining room table, I got a call from Leo that I’d been expecting. Kelsey set up the recording equipment for the call, and Kara and Britt stepped away to give us some privacy.

The first thing I asked him about was his phrase “nothing but a meatball,” which he had said to Crissie after the hearing.

“A meatball,” Leo said, laughing. “That’s my little sarcastic way of saying, ‘We can handle this.’ We’ve been up against much, much bigger giants. I really wanted her to not see this as a hurdle to overcome. The parole commission has really changed that part of the narrative for me. It’s no longer a hurdle. I think the message they were sending to us is that ‘we care and we want you to succeed, and this is the way we think that you succeed best.’ And so I told Crissie, ‘All the hard things we’ve had to do in the thirty-five years we’ve been in here. This is a meatball. We got this. It’s no problem at all. We’re going to be able to do this.’”

For the first time in a parole hearing, Leo’s character hadn’t been assassinated by the State. There’d been no autopsy pictures, no accusations of his being “manipulative,” “unrepentant,” or a “cold-blooded killer.” This time, the State had simply asked the commission to treat Leo like any other inmate.

“I can live with that,” Leo said, “and I can appreciate that. Because I cannot tell you what damage it does to my heart to hear that stuff. The embarrassment of it—it’s almost too much to take in, and I was so nervous about that part of it. I didn’t want anybody else to have to hear that, because it’s devastating. And that not happening yesterday to me, personally, was liberating in and of itself.”

Despite the twelve months he’d be spending in the transition program at Everglades, Leo found comfort in the commission’s decision to set a return date of March 2024 for his parole evaluation.

“Nine months is not that far,” he told us. “I think we came away from that just about as well as we could have hoped. This is a really, really positive thing.”

That same morning, The New York Times published a story on Leo’s hearing with the headline “BONE VALLEY” PODCAST SUBJECT DENIED PAROLE AGAIN IN WIFE’S MURDER.

“A lot of people have written to me over the last twenty-four hours,” Leo said. “And a lot of them are angry. A lot of them expressing sorrow. And, you know, I totally appreciate that, but I want them to see the good in it.”

He went on to explain that one of the benefits of completing the transition program at Everglades was that, unlike regular parolees with felony convictions, he wouldn’t face restrictions when seeking to visit inmates in Florida prisons. This mattered a great deal to him—he had expressed a desire to one day meet with Jeremy and reckon with the truth.

There was no mistaking Leo’s optimism. “If it was not for the support,” he told us, “if it was not for the work of the podcast that you have done, Kelsey has done … We wouldn’t be here. And this was a very big victory for me. I want them to be able to see the sense of accomplishment that we’ve all been able to put together by believing in the truth, standing for the truth, praying for the truth, and coming together and convincing people of that same truth. We’ve been walking in a tunnel, in utter darkness, for thirty-five years. And I mean, not being able to see two feet in front of our face, just putting one foot in front of the other. Going forward, hopefully, but not really knowing—just believing and trusting. We have never had a light at the end of this tunnel, ever. Yesterday, a big bright light was lit. We can see it. It’s at the end of nine months, and it’s solid.

“I can’t even begin to tell you how grateful I am to you, to Kelsey,” he said.

I glanced at Kelsey, who had already begun to cry, which set me off as well.

“And so, here we are. It’s four years and change later, and I’m now nine months away from getting home. And to me, that’s just amazing. I can’t thank you enough for that.”

Nothing but a meatball.

“I just think nine months—that time’s going to go by fast,” Kelsey said. “And you’re going to hopefully be able to connect with a bunch of new people. And then nine months from now, Team Leo is going to be even bigger and more robust. And, you know, we’re all going to be there for you when you get out for real.”

“Well, if you guys are willing to do this nine months with me,” Leo said, “I’m willing to go down there.”

“Absolutely,” Kelsey said.

“We’re not going anywhere,” I added.






EPILOGUE


In late April 2024, Kelsey, Kara, and I arrived in Miami to witness Leo Schofield’s long-awaited release from prison. Two weeks earlier, we had stood in a hearing room in Tallahassee as the Florida Commission on Offender Review unanimously voted to grant him parole. Now, after thirty-six years behind bars—and nearly a year completing the Corrections Transition Program at Everglades Correctional Institution—Leo was about to step through the front gate. We weren’t going to miss it.

As we drove to the Miccosukee Hotel, where Leo’s family, friends, and supporters were gathering the night before his scheduled 9 AM release, my phone rang. It was Crissie.

“The prison moved Leo’s walkout to six AM,” she said.

“Six in the morning?” I said. “It’ll still be dark out.”

“It gets worse,” Crissie said. We agreed to meet at the hotel to hear the rest.

Crissie had worked tirelessly to plan the day’s events. Leo’s sister Tammy and her daughter, Jasmine, were flying in from Idaho. Dave Hart and Leo’s half sister, Pam Vigil, had driven down from Massachusetts in Dave’s Tesla, planning to take Leo straight to Noah Community Outreach, the halfway house in Tampa where he’d be living for at least the next year.

I had also heard from several Bone Valley listeners who had already arrived in Miami to witness Leo’s first steps in freedom. The 6 AM release now complicated the lunchtime gathering at the Miccosukee Hotel, where Crissie had prepared food for family and supporters. It was meant to be a moment to pause, reflect, and celebrate before Leo had to make the long drive to Tampa and his new home. Leo had even planned to play a few songs with his guitar.

Word got around the Miccosukee that people were gathering in my hotel room. Scott Cupp was there, as were Crissie, Dave, and Pam.

“They moved the walkout to six AM,” Crissie told us, “and no one else will be allowed on prison grounds.” ABC’s 20/20 had been planning to be there, as well as some local television and print reporters.

“They don’t want a media circus,” Cupp added.

“And here’s the other thing,” Crissie said. “Leo can’t come back to the hotel.”

Crissie went on to explain that the prison would allow only three people onto the grounds in the morning and that Leo had to be driven straight to Tampa.

Dave, Pam, and Crissie would be picking him up at the main gate at Everglades CI.

There were tears in Tammy’s eyes as she heard this. She’d flown across the country to see her brother’s walkout, and the prison had changed the release protocol at the very last minute.

There was a lot of grumbling about how unfair this was—how other parolees had been allowed to meet with family and friends for a few hours before checking into the halfway houses they were assigned to.

Cupp was listening to all this and felt the need to issue a warning. “I know this is disappointing to everyone,” he said, “but you cannot mess around with this release. If the prison says he has to go straight to Tampa, that’s what he has to do.” Otherwise, he said, “they can violate him.” He reminded everyone that no one was more committed to following the rules than Leo.

After everyone had filed out, Kelsey, Kara, and I sat on the balcony with Crissie, watching a blood-orange sun set over the Florida Everglades.

“Leo’s last night in prison,” Crissie said, staring out toward the horizon. Ashley, she told us, had stayed back in Fort Myers with her three young boys. The plan was for Leo to be driven there to see them before checking in at the Noah house in Tampa. But that plan had also been dashed by the prison.

We had wanted to record audio of Leo coming through the main gate—his first hug with Crissie as a free man and the cheers from friends and supporters. We had wanted to talk to him, to hear him play a few songs, to capture the mood of the day, to bring closure to an experience that never would have happened in a more just world. It felt like the State of Florida was exerting its authority over Leo for one last day, thwarting what should have been a joyous occasion for those closest to him.

“It may not look or sound like we envisioned,” I told Crissie. “But Leo is still walking out of prison tomorrow. We will adapt. Don’t worry about us. This is your day.”

We hugged Crissie goodbye, saying we’d see her early in the morning, and Kelsey, Kara, and I stayed behind to make a plan of our own to account for the last-minute changes.

After just a few hours of sleep, we met in the lobby before dawn. Outside, it was still dark, and rain was coming down hard. Crissie was packing containers of food from the canceled lunch into Dave’s trunk, and despite the dismal weather and the abrupt change in the walkout procedure, the excitement was palpable. She was also bringing a bag with street clothes she’d deliver to the prison for Leo to change into. In less than an hour, if all went as expected, Leo Schofield would be walking out of prison.

Kelsey, Kara, and I loaded up our rental car and followed Dave’s Tesla out of the hotel parking lot, heading toward Everglades. As we approached the prison, the Tesla turned left into the entrance while we pulled onto the shoulder to wait.

It was still pitch black, the rain drumming against the windshield, and we had no idea how long we’d be there. There were police cars stationed at the prison entrance, but no media circus, no crowds pressing in—just a few stray cars parked outside, waiting in the rain and the dark. Behind us, more cars began lining the roadside—friends, family, and supporters, all hoping for a glimpse of Leo as he stepped into freedom.



I don’t know why, but as hard rain beat down on us in the Florida Everglades, my thoughts turned to Jeremy—someone I hadn’t stopped corresponding with or talking to on the phone in the nearly three years since we interviewed him at Martin CI, about two hours north of Leo’s prison. After the podcast came out, Jeremy asked me to send him typed-up pages from his interview. I sent him about ten pages from the transcript, but after reading them, he asked me not to send any more. His words were painful to read, he wrote—“they bring back too many bad stuff.” Still, he wanted to keep what I had already sent, he told me, as proof that he’d done something right.

At one point, Jeremy ended up in disciplinary confinement, locked in solitary for twenty-three hours a day. The prison gave him two free calls a week—one for five minutes, the other for thirty. He told me that after his grandmother Earline died in 2012, his family had drifted away. He hadn’t heard from anyone in more than a decade. I was the only person he talked to.

I started sending him paperback novels. He liked James Patterson and Stephen King and some Westerns. To mix things up, I sent him the Game of Thrones series, and we’d talk about the stories. The books seemed to relax him, and over time, our conversations became more honest.

He talked about Leo often. When Leo was denied parole in 2023, Jeremy wrote, “I’m sorry to hear he didn’t get it … They know Leo didn’t do it. Hell, he’s been locked up for thirty-five years. The state don’t want people to really know.”

Sitting there in the rain, I found myself thinking that this day might never have come had Jeremy not spoken to us the way he did—honestly, painfully, with a kind of broken remorse. He had a story to tell, one we believed in. The courts wouldn’t hear it, but the world did.

And now, I thought, maybe this day was the proof Jeremy had been hoping for—that he’d done something right and that this was why we were sitting here in the dark, in the rain, waiting for a man to step out of prison.



A little after 6 AM, we spotted what we thought was the black Tesla leaving the prison grounds. Visibility was poor, but we decided to follow, and the other cars behind us did the same. Kelsey quickly texted Crissie to confirm.

A moment later, she got a response. It was them.

And then it hit us. “I can’t believe we’re in a car behind Leo,” Kelsey said, and the three of us laughed, the prison slipping farther away as the miles between us grew.

The sky had begun to lighten, streaks of dawn breaking behind us, when Kelsey’s phone buzzed again—Crissie texted to say they were pulling over for a bathroom break. A few miles later, along Tamiami Trail, the Tesla signaled and turned into a parking lot. One by one, the caravan followed.

In the wide-open lot, as the sun rose over the Everglades, a rear door of the Tesla swung open and Leo stepped out. He was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. For a moment, he just stood there, stunned, as if struggling to process the vastness of the sky, the absence of walls. Then, one by one, friends and family spilled from their cars and rushed toward him—arms open, eyes brimming with tears.

Kelsey hung back, headphones on, recording the sounds of this long-awaited day. I stood beside her, coffee cup in hand, taking it all in. After the crowd had had their moment—after the embraces, the whispered words, the hands grasping shoulders—Leo and I locked eyes. We stepped toward each other, and when we met, neither of us spoke. We just held on, letting the moment say everything words couldn’t.

After saying goodbye to friends and family, Leo walked with Dave Hart into the convenience store—each step cautious, his eyes darting around these strange, new surroundings.

“Is it obvious?” he asked. “Do I look like a convict?”

“No, Leo.”

Minutes later, he was back in the Tesla, and now it was just our car following his to Tampa.

We arrived a few hours later at the newly built Noah halfway house where Leo would spend the next year—one of eight such houses in the Tampa neighborhood. Thirty-six years in prison had conditioned him to protocols that didn’t apply in the free world, and he hesitated outside the main office, unsure if he was allowed to simply walk in. Pam stayed by his side as they were greeted by Terry Parker-Roe, the contact coordinator at Noah.

“I am so scared,” Leo admitted, his voice shaking.

“Don’t be scared,” she told him. “You’re in the right place. You’re a free man. You’re a free man.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Leo said, choking back tears.

“We’re here to help you,” she reassured him. “Come on, I’ll walk you to your new house.”

As they made their way down the street, Leo spotted familiar faces—men he had once served time with at CTP.

“There’s my boy Greg,” he said, grinning as they embraced. “I know all these guys. There’s Jimmy right here.”

Inside the halfway house, Leo unpacked his few belongings, his first act of settling into this new life. Meanwhile, Dave and Pam checked in to an Airbnb a few blocks away, planning to stay for a few days to help Leo with the transition.

Before long, we were all gathered on the back porch of the rental. Leo pulled out the new guitar—his first in freedom—gifted to him by the Bone Valley team. Now that he was officially checked in, he had a few hours to kill before he had to be back at the halfway house.



As Leo tuned his new guitar, he told us about his last moments behind bars.

“Four o’clock in the morning, my cell door rolls open,” he said. “The sarge brings me to a holding cell. I had my Bible with me, and I was locked in this little cage. I just prayed and waited.”

Just before 6 AM, Leo changed out of his prison blues and into the clothes Crissie had brought for him. Then, escorted by prison officials, he walked toward the main gate—a place that, for inmates, was never meant to be crossed.

“No inmates, for any reason, walk to that gate, because that’s the front gate,” he said. “And as I got closer, I was thinking, Okay, so they’re really going to let me go. And then … I went through it.”

On the other side, Crissie was waiting. As the gate swung open, she saw Leo step forward. She ran to him—in the dark, in the rain—and hugged him the way she’d always imagined.

“We did it,” she remembered whispering. “We did it. We did it.”

But Leo, for his part, wasn’t convinced yet. Some part of him still expected a last-minute bureaucratic error, a cruel reversal that would send him back inside. “I’m like, ‘Okay, let’s go,’” he said. “Can we hug somewhere else, please? These people got guns, and I don’t want them saying, ‘Oh, you know what, Schofield, I changed my mind.’”

Satisfied with his tuning, Leo started strumming the guitar on the back porch. He told us that before the last-minute change of plans, he had planned to play a song he’d written for his daughter, Ashley, back at the Miccosukee Hotel. Instead, he played it for us now.

Then he took a deep breath and began another riff. There was one more song he wanted to play, a song, he said, he had written back in 1987, in the weeks and months after Michelle was murdered. At CTP at Everglades, embracing accountability for past crimes is central to the program’s path to rehabilitation. But Leo’s decades-long insistence on his innocence left him feeling out of step with the others, as though he lacked a personal area of growth. Over time, he came to understand that acknowledging his sometimes explosive, fractious relationship with Michelle—while maintaining his innocence—allowed him to connect with the program and provided insight into how a prosecutor had built a case against him and convinced a jury to convict.

Leo told us that he had never really had the chance to grieve her death or the loss of the future they’d imagined together. “Almost immediately, I was a suspect,” he said. “I was fighting for my own life.” He looked down at his guitar. “I couldn’t tell you what I was feeling,” he said. “But I could sing it. I could play it through the guitar.”

The song he had written for Michelle was called “Sunset Micki,” the title a reference to the nickname he’d given her. Now, decades later, he saw the lyrics as juvenile, the work of a man who was still immature, whose world had just been torn apart. But they were honest. They were him.

As he strummed, Leo told us how, before he left Florida for Massachusetts, he had gone to Michelle’s grave, guitar in hand, and played the song for her. He never forgot the words. He had tried to play it in prison, too, but each time, his grief overtook him before he could finish.

We weren’t sure we would ever hear it.

With his eyes closed, Leo’s fingers moved deliberately across the strings, holding on to each note, as if reluctant to let go. When the last soulful chord rang out, he slumped forward, burying his face in his arms. Sobs racked his body—the release of thirty-six years of loss, grief, and love that had had nowhere to go.

Dave moved first, cradling Leo’s head. Kelsey and I followed, placing our hands on his back, our arms draped over him. No one spoke. We were all in tears now, feeling the enormity of it all—the stolen years, the life Michelle never got to live, and the moments Leo would never get back. And as the setting sun cast a golden glow around us, we weren’t just grieving the past. We were watching Leo step into whatever came next.



In December 2024, I arrived at the Polk Theatre in downtown Lakeland for a conversation about the Florida books I’d written. But being in Polk County, I knew the discussion would inevitably turn to Leo’s story and the podcast. As people gathered in the lobby before the event, I was about to step inside when I spotted a man dressed in a flannel jacket and leather vest and carrying a motorcycle helmet walking toward the theater. It was Leo.

He told me he had planned to sneak in and surprise me. Instead, we took a walk around the block before heading inside.

“Must be pretty surreal being back in Lakeland,” I said.

“Yeah,” Leo said. “Before I met Michelle, I used to come to this theater with my friends to see The Rocky Horror Picture Show.”

Four decades later, he was back.

As soon as we stepped into the theater, people recognized him. Swarmed by Bone Valley listeners, he stopped for photos and conversations. I watched as he drifted through the lobby, chatting with a judge, a public defender, and even a deputy from the Polk County Sheriff’s Office.

Later, toward the end of my talk, I brought Leo onstage to take questions from the audience. He was as graceful as ever, sharing memories of his years in Lakeland and the fight to prove his innocence. At the end of the night, he received a standing ovation from the hundreds in attendance and stayed behind for more photos with fans.

Afterward, I walked him to his bike. He pulled his helmet down over his head, swung his leg over the Harley, and fired it up. The engine rumbled low and steady as he twisted the throttle. For a moment, he just sat there, gripping the handlebars, letting the sound fill the air. He was smiling—proud, like a man who had finally found his way back to something. Then he rode off, the red glow of his taillight fading into the dark.

It had been decades since Leo last rode through the streets of Lakeland, and I wondered what it felt like for him—the cold night air against his skin, the hum of the road beneath him. I stood there watching, thinking about all the years stolen from him and all he was trying to reclaim.



A month later, the next time I’d see Leo, he wouldn’t be on a bike. He’d be in a hospital bed. He and his daughter, Ashley, had been riding together when a driver made a left turn in front of them. Leo had no time to stop. The impact was head-on. He suffered an “open book” pelvis fracture, a torn bladder, a broken back, and shattered hands, wrists, and an ankle. He still couldn’t feel or move his right leg. Ashley’s injuries were similar but slightly less severe. They were both lucky to be alive. They hadn’t suffered head injuries, but their recoveries would be slow—months spent in bed, unable to bear weight. The Florida Commission on Offender Review had notified Leo’s attorney, Scott Cupp, that due to the severity of his accident—and his exemplary record on parole—they were ending his commitment to the halfway house. Instead, he could focus on his recovery at a house he and Crissie had rented in Tampa.

Leo told me the pain was at times unbearable, worse than anything he’d ever endured—even after his having broken his neck twice before. With plates and screws now holding his body together, he worried about whether he’d ever walk again, let alone play guitar. But his faith remained unshaken. “God won’t give me anything I can’t handle,” he told me, sitting in a hospital bed in his new living room.

I hadn’t come just to check in on Leo’s recovery—I was there to play him a recording of a recent phone call I’d had with Jeremy Scott. Jeremy had been in a fairly relaxed mood that day, and we’d made small talk about the upcoming Super Bowl, which he was planning to watch in prison. Now, sitting with Leo, I told him about that call, pausing before I hit Play.

By now, I knew Leo well enough to understand that hearing new information about his case—especially when it involved Michelle—was never easy. I prefaced the recording by apologizing for what he was about to hear and explaining that I had always been curious about a moment in the 2017 evidentiary hearing when Jeremy confessed to killing Michelle and ASA Victoria Avalon, on cross-examination, showed him a picture from inside a manila folder, commanding him to look at it—something Jeremy did not want to do. Eventually, Jeremy was forced to glance at the image.

“Is this what you did to her?” Avalon had boomed.

“No,” Jeremy said, clearly rattled in the moment. “I didn’t do that!”

But Avalon framed Jeremy’s answer, “No, I didn’t do that!” as a recantation of his confession to murdering Michelle.

In my call with Jeremy, I wanted to know what he was thinking in that moment on the stand. I wanted Leo to hear Jeremy’s response, so I held my phone over his bed and pressed Play.

The conversation started with my asking Jeremy if he remembered the evidentiary hearing in 2017, when Avalon showed him the picture.

“Yeah,” Jeremy said. “Yeah. Showed me a naked picture.”

“A picture of Michelle?” I asked.

“Yeah, Michelle.”

“And you said, ‘I didn’t do that.’”

Jeremy’s mood shifted, the memory clearly upsetting him. “The way they was trying to say was that I raped her,” he said, his voice tightening. “That’s what these people are getting an idea of from. From her.”

“So, that’s what you thought?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Jeremy answered. “She showed me a dead picture of a woman. That way, they know damn well she had all her clothes on. She had her jewelry on. Everything.”

They know damn well she had all her clothes on.

“I thought there was a reason why you got upset about that,” I told him.

Avalon had shown Jeremy a photograph of Michelle Schofield fully nude, with an untold number of stab wounds visible on her body. His reaction in court had been to recoil from the image—much the same way a detective might hope a guilty suspect would when confronted with a graphic photo of his victim.

That day in court, Jeremy had admitted that seeing the picture made him feel ashamed of what he’d done. But now, in our conversation, he was adding something I hadn’t considered before. With a measured IQ of 80, a childhood frontal lobe injury, and a history of drug and alcohol abuse, including huffing gasoline, Jeremy had struggled to follow Avalon’s question. He seemed to believe she was accusing him of raping Michelle and leaving her naked at the crime scene.

That was why he became upset, saying, “No, I didn’t do that!”

In keeping with the State’s pattern of distortion, Avalon’s written closing argued that in that moment, Jeremy had recanted his confession to Michelle’s murder—misquoting his testimony to say that “in tears, he yelled that he ‘didn’t do that to her’” when shown the photograph.

The taped conversation continued.

“The autopsy report said there was no sexual anything,” I told him. “There’s no evidence of that.” It was something I didn’t need to tell Jeremy.

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “That’s what’s been killing me, you know?”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Man, I might do a lot of crazy stuff in my life,” he said, “but I ain’t on that part, there.”

“Yeah.”

Jeremy took a deep breath, his voice shifting; he sounded calmer now, more reflective. “I still don’t understand why I did it that night,” he told me. “I can’t say alcohol did it, or drugs did it, or whatever. Because there still ain’t no excuse in it.”

“No, I know,” I told him.



I stopped the recording, and Leo’s head dropped to the pillow. I thought about all the times I’d relayed my conversations with him to Leo over the years—how Jeremy had never wavered, never denied what he’d done to Michelle on that February night in 1987. Each time, he had added details, recalled new moments, reinforcing the truth that Leo had lived with for decades.

“How many times do I have to hear him say it?” Leo would ask, his words heavy with pain.

The evidence and testimony from that 2017 hearing should have been clear to any impartial observer: Jeremy Scott never took back his confession. Yet the State Attorney’s Office—and later, Florida’s appellate courts—had distorted his words, stripping them of context. As plainly as it appears in the transcript, Jeremy confessed to killing Michelle both before and immediately after this dubiously framed exchange with the prosecutor.

“I killed her,” Jeremy had insisted at the end of the hearing.

In his ruling—Leo’s last chance at freedom through the courts—Judge Kevin Abdoney had sided with Avalon’s false interpretation of Jeremy’s testimony, denying Leo the opportunity for a new trial where Jeremy’s fingerprint evidence and confession could have been considered by a jury. Abdoney wrote, “When confronted with autopsy photos of Ms. Schofield, [Jeremy Scott] again denied killing Ms. Schofield.”

Hearing this latest recording, Leo seemed deflated. It wasn’t resignation so much as the quiet ache of recognition—as if he’d always feared the truth wouldn’t be enough. Sitting in his living room with him, after six years of dissecting and investigating every detail of his conviction, I had just given him yet another example of how the State Attorney’s Office had built its case on reasoning that blurred the line between fact and strategy—an approach not confined to his original trial, but repeated across decades of appeals. How could Leo not believe that, thirty years after Michelle’s murder, the State was still presenting a distorted version of events to Polk County judges that had served one purpose—to preserve his wrongful conviction?

Leo brought up Jeremy Scott and asked how he was doing. He knew I had stayed in touch with him, and he was genuinely curious. I told him how, over the past few years, Jeremy had discovered reading and that I’d been sending him books that we’d talk about in our phone calls.

Leo laughed. “That’s pretty neat,” he said. “Guy’s got his own private book club with a Pulitzer Prize–winning author.”

I told him Jeremy had been increasingly honest about his past, even helping me investigate other crimes he claimed to have gotten away with. That he said he sleeps better now, having finally unburdened himself. I’d always felt awkward telling Leo about these conversations. How would he feel about the ongoing connection I’d maintained with the man who’d killed his wife and cost him thirty-six years of his life in prison? Almost defensively, I found myself rambling about how books and storytelling can build empathy, and how my conversations with Jeremy had gradually allowed him to open up in a more emotionally honest way.

“Gilbert, I’m proud of you,” Leo said. “Like it or not, he’s part of my story. And I want everyone, even Jeremy, to come out of this okay.”

“He asks about you all the time,” I said. “Still talks about wanting to meet you so he can apologize in person.”

Because Leo is a graduate of the Corrections Transition Program at Everglades CI, he’s allowed to visit inmates in other Florida prisons. He once told me that mattered to him, not just because he hoped to use his story to support inmates preparing for release, but because it meant that one day, he might be able to visit Jeremy, too.

“It’s difficult,” I said. “He’s in and out of disciplinary confinement, and he gets transferred a lot.”

I told him that Jeremy was now in protective management at the Wakulla Annex in North Florida and that he called me once in a while from a kiosk in his dorm. I also mentioned that I’d spoken to a victims’ advocate in Gainesville with experience in restorative justice within Florida’s prison system.

“She might be able to help facilitate something someday,” I said.

“Well, I gotta get back on my feet before I can think about any of that,” Leo replied.

Just as we were saying goodbye, my phone buzzed. The caller ID read “Crawfordville, FL.” I froze, unable to get the words out.

“Um, Leo,” I stammered. “This is Jeremy calling. Should I pick up?”

I realized I was caught in a moment that felt impossible—a bridge between these two men, both connected to the murder of Michelle Schofield. One had spent decades proclaiming his innocence; the other had confessed but had never truly had the chance to face the man who had paid the price for his crime.

And now, through sheer coincidence—or something greater—I found myself at the threshold of that moment, unsure whether either man would choose to step through.

Despite the pain meds and his discomfort, Leo nodded. “I’d like to talk to him, if that’s okay.”

I fumbled to accept the call, pressing zero after the automated prompt. Jeremy’s voice came through, the background noise of the prison kiosk filling the line—muffled voices, echoes of other inmates talking nearby.

“Jeremy?”

There was a long pause. “Yeah,” he said.

“Hey, I just gotta tell you something,” I told him. “I don’t know how you feel about this, but I just happen to be with Leo right now.” I explained to him that Leo had been in a serious motorcycle accident, listing his injuries and the severity of what had happened.

“Is he gonna be all right?” Jeremy asked.

“I think so,” I told him. “He’s very coherent, but he’s got a lot of broken bones. You want to say hello to him?”

There was another long pause on Jeremy’s end before he finally said, “Yeah.”

I put the phone on speaker and held it out in front of Leo, who scooted up in his bed. “Hey, Jeremy,” he said. “How are you?”

“Hey. You doing okay?”

Leo explained the motorcycle accident—how he and his daughter had both suffered serious injuries.

“You gotta learn to ride again,” Jeremy told him.

“Yeah.” Leo laughed. “I’m gonna have to do that all over again.”

There was nervous energy between them, an awkwardness in the small talk as they spoke over each other. But Leo didn’t linger there. He got right to the point.

“Jeremy, I wanna tell you something,” he said, staring at the phone in front of him. “This is coming from a long time of prayer and a lot of thought, and I’m grateful for the opportunity to thank you for telling the truth. I want you to know that I forgive you with all my heart.”

Silence stretched on the other end as he continued.

“You got a lot of people that care about you now because you did the right thing. And it means a lot to me, it means a lot to my family. And I thank you for that.”

“Thank you, bro,” Jeremy said, his voice thick with emotion.

“You gained a lot of respect from the people out here just because you were brave enough to tell the truth,” Leo told him. “That was a big deal, Jeremy. That was a really big deal because it changed my life, and I definitely appreciate you for it.”

More silence.

In one of his letters, Jeremy had written that he knew Leo had been praying for him. “I was touched by those words that he said about me,” he wrote. “I hope someday I will come face to face with Leo so I can look at him and say I’m sorry for what I did.”

But now, on the phone, Jeremy seemed at a loss for words, his nervousness filling the silence. Leo guided him, almost instinctively, helping a fellow inmate steady himself.

As Jeremy spoke about his recent struggles in solitary confinement at Florida State Prison and adjusting to the protective management program he was now living in at the Wakulla Annex, Leo listened with genuine concern. “It’s just a step-down phase,” he told Jeremy. “Complete it so you can get out. You’ll get out of there. What you need to try to do is get to an incentivized camp.”

“Yeah,” Jeremy said. “I’m trying. Thirty-six years. It’s getting to me now, I guess. I’m getting old.”

Leo knew that number too well. It was how long he had waited for freedom. “Yeah,” he said. “I hear you. I definitely hear you.”

Their small talk faded into silence. Leo stared at the phone in my hand, his expression unreadable. Another pause stretched between them.

Then, finally, Jeremy spoke. “I just hated that this happened, bro,” he said. “I really did.”

At that moment, with Jeremy standing at the kiosk, surrounded by other inmates, I realized this might be his apology. These were the words he had chosen, carefully restrained, in a very public place where any show of emotion could be seen as weakness. It wasn’t the face-to-face moment he had once hoped for, but it was sincere.

“Yeah,” Leo said, knowing there were no words for what had been lost. “I’m sorry it happened at all.”

They drifted back into conversation about prison life, with Leo encouraging Jeremy to trust in God to guide him forward. But I could see the strain in Leo’s face, the effort it took to hold himself upright in bed.

“Listen, I’m going to let you talk to Gilbert,” he told Jeremy. “I gotta lay back a bit. Thank you for allowing me to talk to you, bro. And, uh, I love you, man. I believe in you, Jeremy.”

“Thank you, bro. Keep praying for me.”

“I won’t stop, Jeremy. I promise.”

Leo handed me back my phone, and I assumed Jeremy had ended the call—until I thought I heard his voice, still on the line.

“Mr. King?”

I put the phone to my ear.

“Jeremy?” I said, hearing him swallow hard.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice wavering. “I really … thank you for that.”

I let his words settle, but our call ended abruptly. Later, Jeremy called again. He hadn’t shaken off the conversation with Leo and wanted to make sense of it, to talk it through.

“I ain’t gonna lie, really freaked me out, talking to him,” he said. He was calmer now. The noise at the kiosk had faded.

I asked if it had helped, hearing Leo’s words.

“It made me feel a lot better,” Jeremy admitted. “It nearly broke me down, you know? To hear him be free was really, really touching, because he never deserved to be in prison.”

This time, I was the one at a loss for words. So I let him fill the silence.

“His life’s been taken because of me,” Jeremy said.

The line went still. And in that quiet, it was clear—there was nothing left to say.

Whatever passed for justice in Polk County no longer mattered. Leo Schofield and Jeremy Scott didn’t need the State of Florida to define the truth. It had never been the State’s to claim—not by verdict, not by law. The truth belonged to two men who forged it on their own—not in a courtroom, but in the reckoning of remorse, forgiveness, and the quiet redemption between them.




[image: Leo Schofield and Michelle stand together on their wedding day. He wears a white tuxedo with a black bow tie and cummerbund, while she wears a white gown with puffed sleeves, a floral headpiece and holds a bouquet.]
Mr. and Mrs. Leo Schofield on their wedding day, August 29, 1986. Just six months later, Michelle would be found dead, three days after she had gone missing.

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: Michelle Schofield and Michell McCluskey stand side by side holding hands. Schofield wears a white gown with lace sleeves and a floral headpiece, while McCluskey wears a puff-sleeved dress with a pink sash. A tiered cake stands behind them.]
Michelle Schofield stands with her best friend and maid of honor, Michell McCluskey (left).

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: A missing person flyer for Michell Schofield lists the last seen at Combee Rd. Exxon Station, Lakeland, with her age, weight, height, light brown hair, and brown eyes. Wore red slacks, white blouse, drove a 1980 orange-red Mazda wagon with a broken taillight.]
The flyer posted around Lakeland seeking help in finding Michelle Schofield. It was prepared by friends and family, who inadvertently misspelled her first name.

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)



Description




[image: An orange-red 1981 Mazda G L C with its hatch open is parked roadside. A van is ahead of it. On the right, Leo Schofield, in a blue T-shirt, stands with police officers and another person.]
Two days after Michelle disappeared, the 1981 Mazda GLC she’d been driving was found on the side of I-4 just outside Lakeland, Florida. Leo Schofield, wearing a blue T-shirt, speaks with police at the scene.

(Courtesy of Polk County Sheriff’s Office)






[image: Michelle Schofield’s body lies submerged in water near vegetation and debris in a phosphate drainage pit. Her pale arm and part of her clothing are visible beneath the surface among branches and plants.]
During a search effort, Michelle Schofield’s body was discovered by Leo’s father in a phosphate drainage pit just off Interstate 4.

(Courtesy of Polk County Sheriff’s Office)






[image: An aerial view captures vehicles lined along State Road 33 near a wooded area and a water-filled cut. Several cars and emergency trucks are parked roadside, with people gathered near the trees.]
An aerial view of “the Cut,” off State Road 33, taken shortly after Michelle’s body was found. Jami Allen Nelams would later testify that Jeremy Scott used to bring her to this spot.

(Courtesy of Polk County Sheriff’s Office)






[image: Leo, shirtless and wearing jeans, walks on the grassy roadside near a fence line. His posture is tense as he moves parallel to the road, with an open field stretching behind him.]
Leo, shirtless and distraught at the crime scene shortly after learning that Michelle had been found floating facedown in water.

(Courtesy of Polk County Sheriff’s Office)






[image: Leo Schofield sits beside his defense attorney, Jack Edmund, in the Polk County courtroom. Leo wears a dark suit with a tie, head slightly bowed. Edmund, in a light suit and tie, speaks while holding papers.]
Leo and his defense attorney, Jack Edmund, in the Polk County courtroom in March 1989. After a two-week trial, Leo was sentenced to life in prison for the murder of Michelle Schofield.

(© The Lakeland Ledger–USA TODAY Network via Imagn Images)
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[image: Assistant State Attorney John Aguero sits at a courtroom table wearing a light suit jacket and a patterned tie with a tie clip. He rests his chin on his hand, looking forward with a serious expression.]
Assistant State Attorney John Aguero often wore a tie clip depicting “Old Sparky,” Florida’s electric chair.

(© Tampa Bay Times)






[image: Leo stands outdoors near a fence and a red wall, smiling at the camera. He wears a dark T-shirt and light pants, with his hands tucked behind his back. Grass and pathway extend alongside him.]
In 1989, at Baker Correctional Institution, Leo began adjusting to life in prison by earning multiple college degrees and, without the help of a lawyer, writing a motion alleging ineffective assistance of counsel. The court granted him a hearing in 1993.

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: Crissie Carter sits close to Leo Schofield on a bench. Crissie wears a sleeveless patterned dress, while Leo wears light blue prison scrubs with an ID badge. He sits with legs crossed, her arm around him.]
Crissie Carter was a social worker at DeSoto Correctional Institution when she met Leo Schofield. The two married in 1993. This photo of the couple was taken in 2004 at South Bay Correctional Facility.

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: A fingerprint entry form from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement includes multiple latent print images with handwritten notes and examiner details. The form records the offense date as 3/87 and the entry date as 6/28/89.]
In 2004, prints from inside the Schofields’ Mazda were entered into the state’s fingerprint database. They matched those of Jeremy Scott. (Courtesy of Leo Schofield Defense Files)






[image: Three prison photographs of Jeremy Scott depict him over the decades. The top left image shows him in blue with closely cropped hair and a mustache. The top right shows him thinner, with short dark hair. The bottom shows him older, with a lean face, receding hairline, and stern expression in orange.]
Jeremy Scott has been in prison since 1989. His Florida Department of Corrections photographs trace the passage of more than three decades.

(Courtesy of Florida Department of Corrections)






[image: Detective Buddy Shephard and three other law enforcement officers stand around Dan Otte, shirtless and handcuffed on the ground. One officer holds a shotgun, another leans on a pickup truck, while the others observe.]
One week after the 1987 murder of Joseph Lavair, Dan Otte was arrested by Det. Buddy Shephard of the Osceola County Sheriff’s Office. Years later, Jeremy Scott confessed to the crime. (Courtesy of Richard Shepherd and The Orlando Sentinel)






[image: A hand-drawn map on J Pay letter paper includes sketches of roads, tracks, houses, and notes. Labels read houses, store, road, and Intercession City. At the top, Jeremy Scott writes, I hope this helps some.]
In 2023, Jeremy Scott sent a letter to the author, confessing to the 1987 murder of cabdriver Joseph Lavair. Scott included this highly detailed hand-drawn map to illustrate his movements after crashing the taxi and fleeing the scene. (Photograph by Gilbert King)






[image: A black baseball cap with a patch featuring a Confederate flag and a cartoon skeleton character wearing a cowboy hat rests on the light-colored seat of a vehicle. Handwritten case notes appear at the bottom edge.]
The baseball cap left behind in the taxi driven by Joseph Lavair on the night of his murder. Detectives believed it belonged to the killer. A family member later confirmed it was Jeremy Scott’s.

(Courtesy of Osceola County Sheriff’s Office)






[image: Six men in prison uniforms pose with musical instruments at Hardee Correctional Institution. Kevin Herrick stands far left with a guitar, and Leo Schofield stands far right with another guitar. Guitars and drums are arranged at the center.]
The Watchers at Hardee Correctional Institution, featuring Kevin Herrick (far left) and Leo Schofield (far right), best friends and cowriters of the Bone Valley podcast theme song, “The One Who’s Holding the Stars.” (Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: A small concrete-walled room contains a wooden stand holding an open Bible and a small table beside it. Papers and handwritten notes are pinned along wooden strips attached to the gray walls.]
In his darkest moments—after the court refused to grant him a new trial—Leo began praying for Jeremy in Hardee Correctional Institution’s “War Room,” which he describes as a place for “spiritual warfare.”

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: Ashley stands at the front holding a guitar, smiling in a patterned dress. Behind her, Crissie stands close, and Leo, in a blue prison uniform, stands beside them. A microphone and equipment are visible.]
Ashley and Crissie visiting Leo to see the Watchers perform in concert at Hardee Correctional Institution around 2014.

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: A handwritten letter on lined paper begins with, Dear Mr Crawford. Jeremy Scott writes that he, not Leo Schofield, killed Mrs. Schofield. He describes details of the crime and signs the letter with his name.]
Not long after Leo began praying for Jeremy Scott, the latter wrote to attorney Andrew Crawford confessing to the murder of Michelle Schofield. This is the letter Crawford received. (Courtesy of the Leo Schofield Defense Files)



Description




[image: Leo sits in a courtroom with his hands pressed to his face, eyes downcast in distress. A woman sits to his left, and a man in glasses and a bow tie sits to his right.]
Leo reacts to Jeremy Scott’s courtroom confession to the murder of Michelle Schofield. Despite the testimony, Judge J. Kevin Abdoney later concluded that Jeremy had recanted, and he denied Leo a new trial. (© The Lakeland Ledger–USA TODAY Network via Imagn Images)






[image: Assistant State Attorney Victoria Avalon stands in court holding a folder, facing Jeremy Scott. Scott, in an orange prison uniform with handcuffs, looks down while a uniformed officer stands behind him.]
Assistant State Attorney Victoria Avalon shows Jeremy Scott an autopsy photo of Michelle Schofield. “Is this what you did to her?” she asks. Jeremy responds, “No, I didn’t do that!” (© The Lakeland Ledger–USA TODAY Network via Imagn Images)






[image: A discarded pack of Marlboro Reds lies on the ground amid sparse grass and dirt near a brush line. The cigarette pack is positioned slightly tilted, with surrounding patches of dry soil and greenery.]
A pack of Marlboro Reds photographed at the crime scene, just steps from where Michelle’s blood was found in the dirt. The pack was never collected, never fingerprinted. Jeremy later admitted to smoking Marlboro Reds, an admission corroborated by evidence from another of his crimes in Lakeland, Florida.

(Courtesy of Polk County Sheriff’s Office)






[image: A handwritten note in blue ink reads: Leo Schofield hash 115760 Hardee C.I. Not just “wrongfully convicted,” he’s an innocent man. The text is written on the back of a business card.]
In 2018, during a judicial conference at which the author was speaking, Circuit Court Judge Scott Cupp handed over his business card with this note written on the back. (Photograph by Gilbert King)






[image: Kelsey Decker stands holding audio equipment with headphones around her neck, wearing a blazer and jeans. Beside her, Gilbert King stands in a short-sleeved plaid shirt and glasses. They pose outdoors among palm trees.]
Cohosts of the Bone Valley podcast, Kelsey Decker and Gilbert King, in 2022.

(Courtesy of Lava for Good Podcasts)






[image: Judge Scott Cupp stands with arms crossed beside a white vehicle, wearing sunglasses, a gray sweatshirt, and jeans. Kelsey Decker holds a microphone and recording equipment, wearing headphones and a dark shirt with jeans, while interviewing him.]
Judge Scott Cupp speaks with Kelsey Decker in 2023 before traveling to Hardee Correctional Institution to ask Leo Schofield for permission to leave the bench and represent him again. Cupp resigned soon after Leo agreed. (Photograph by Gilbert King)






[image: Leo, dressed in a white shirt and jeans, embraces his sister Tammy Davis in a parking lot after his release. His wife, Crissie, smiling with joy, stands nearby. A black S U V is parked behind them.]
Leo embraces his sister Tammy Davis after his release from Everglades Correctional Institution, while his wife, Crissie, looks on with joy.

(Photograph by Gilbert King)






[image: Leo Schofield and Gilbert King embrace tightly in a parking lot. Leo wears jeans and a white shirt, while Gilbert wears a red plaid shirt and light pants. A dark vehicle is parked behind them.]
Leo Schofield and Gilbert King embrace in a parking lot along Tamiami Trail in the Everglades on the morning of Leo’s release from prison.

(Courtesy of Kara Kornhaber)






[image: Leo Schofield stands smiling outside a building, wearing a white shirt, dark blazer, and jeans. A sign beside him reads, Bone Valley: The Wrongful Conviction of Leo Schofield? Holland Hall 285 B 9:30 A M - 11:30 A M.]
In October 2024, Leo Schofield returned to the University of Florida’s Fredric G. Levin College of Law to speak to students taking the Wrongful Convictions and Factual Innocence: Conviction Integrity Review course.

(Photograph by Gilbert King)






[image: Leo and his daughter, Ashley, lie in hospital beds wearing neck braces after a motorcycle accident. Medical wires and monitors are attached to both. Leo’s chest tattoo is visible as he rests with his eyes closed.]
In January 2025, Leo and his daughter, Ashley, were riding his Harley-Davidson motorcycle when a car suddenly turned in front of them, leaving no time to stop. They were both severely injured in the crash, each suffering a broken pelvis and numerous other injuries.

(Courtesy of Leo Schofield)






[image: Leo sits in a wheelchair wearing braces on both legs, holding a baby wrapped in a blanket. Beside him stand Crissie, Ashley, holding a child, and another young boy. They gather outdoors near their home.]
Leo, Crissie, Ashley, and Leo’s three grandsons in April 2025, outside their home in Tampa, Florida. (Courtesy of Leo Schofield)
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A NOTE ON SOURCES


This book grew out of more than six years of reporting on the cases of Leo Schofield and Jeremy Scott in Polk and Osceola Counties, Florida. That investigation led to a narrative podcast series, Bone Valley, produced by Lava for Good and released in the fall of 2022, followed by a second season in spring 2025. Much of the research was grounded in field interviews conducted by me and Kelsey Decker and on an extensive review of primary documents: police reports, trial transcripts, depositions, appellate records, evidentiary hearings, and defense files. Key sources, including Leo Schofield and Jeremy Scott, were interviewed multiple times—in prison, by phone, and through email and handwritten letters. In some instances, transcripts, depositions, interviews, and letters have been lightly edited for readability—removing repetitions, false starts, or digressions—while preserving the original intent and tone. Some quotes come from conversations Kelsey and I had, either on tape or reconstructed to the best of my ability from contemporaneous notes and firsthand documentation.

I remain deeply grateful to Crissie Carter Schofield, who entrusted us with boxes of case files from Leo’s decades-long legal battle and who never hesitated to help us locate a missing document.
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PLEASE HELP US TO FIND MICHELLE

LAST SEEN AT 10.00 PM ON THE 24th AT COMBEE RD. EXON STATION- LAKELAND LAST SEEN WEARING RED SLACKS-WHITE BLOUSE

AGE 18 YRS. – LIGHT BROWN HAIR BROWN EYES

HEIGHT - 5′6″ - 106 LBS – LIGHT SKIN-

CAR SHE WAS DRIVING – 1980 MAZDA WAGON

ORANGE RED – RIGHT TAIL LIGHT BROKEN- 95- STICK
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Trial begins

Leo Robert Schofield Jr., left, confers with attorney Jack Edmund Monday. Schofield, charged with the murder of his 18-year-old wife, Michelle Saum Schofield, is expected to take the stand later this week in his trial in Barlow. Edmund has maintained that Schofield couldn’t have committed the murder because he was with his parents at the time authorities believe his wife was killed.
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Dear Mr Crawford

I would like to make a statement. I Jeremy Lynn Scott write this on my own free
                will. Mr Schofield did not kill Mrs Schofield he did'n have anything to do with it!
                I Jeremy Lynn Scott killed Mrs Schofield that night. I can tell you every thing what
                kinda of knife it was! and how the cops pick me up, but let me go. I can tell you
                stuff were they found Mrs Schofield only the person that killed her would know. it
                time to end all this. I wont talk to the State. They have made priomise to me but at
                the end it was all lies. you can hook me to that lie that tell if you are living or
                not Everthing I will tell will be the truth Mr Crawford This is my statment in my
                own hand writeing spelling ant to good hope to hear from you soon.

Jeremy L. Scott
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ART ONE

In recognizing the humanity of

ellow beings, we pay ourselves

the highest tribute.

“THURGOOD MARSHALL
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ART TWO

truth does not change according to our

ability to stomach it.

—FLANNERY O'CONNOR
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Jjustice shall be done.

BERGER V. UNITED STATES,
295 US. 78 (1935)
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RT FOUR

2 all need mercy. We all need justice.

—perhaps—we all need some

easure of unmerited grace.

—BRYAN STEVENSON,

]ust Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemp
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