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				Prologue

			

			Six Minutes Past Seven

			The road out of town was narrow and dark, and I did not see the prison until it was right in front of me. Five-thirty in the morning. Starke, Florida. May 1990. A bleak building, boxy, wrapped in razor wire and washed white by flares. I drove past the prison gates as instructed and pulled into a grass parking lot. The other reporters were already waiting, silhouettes in a mist floating up from the night fields, and as I walked over they were talking about clothes. Wear what you would wear to a funeral, one reporter said his father, a preacher, had advised. He looked solemn and shiny in his clean dark suit. I was back in my car scrambling out of my blue jeans and into my black jeans when two lights swept across me. The prison van, arriving to take us inside.

			In the prison entrance hall, steel bars spanned floor to ceiling, wall to wall. Beyond them, the prison slept, cold and bright and pin-drop quiet. A guard with a gun checked my driver’s license and press credentials, then I passed through a metal detector and into a room where a prison matron told me to get my hands up over my head. She patted underneath my shirt, skin to skin. She took away my shoulder bag, car keys, and wallet, and handed me a yellow notepad and two pencils. I carried those down a linoleum corridor to a briefing room, where tiny desks stood in tidy rows, like school. The prison spokesman was friendly and had a metal hook for a hand. Last meal: scrambled eggs, fried pepperoni, toasted Italian bread, two tomatoes, steamed broccoli, asparagus tips, strawberry shortcake with fresh strawberries and whipped cream, whole milk, and hot Lipton tea, he said. Yes, the governor was aware of the complexities of the condemned man’s case. The innocence claim. No, the governor had not issued a stay.

			

			—

			As the spokesman talked, a banging began, metal on metal like a hammer on a pipe. The noise grew louder, clanging, clanking. A huge slamming sound, and the room blacked out.

			Standard procedure, the spokesman said, through the gloom.

			For every electrocution, Florida State Prison switched to its own generator to make sure there was an uninterrupted flow of power, he explained. When the lights came back on, they were yellower, weaker. I made a note: These people know what they’re doing.

			Then we got back in the van and rode around the prison yard to Q-Wing, and the electric chair.

			

			—

			Q-Wing was one small room, very brightly lit. The electric chair stood directly inside the door. It was enormous. Old, oak, bristling with electrodes and leather straps. It was so close I could have reached out and touched it except for the Plexiglas separating the witness area from the death chamber. On this side of the Plexiglas were four rows of seats, facing front. I chose a spot over by the window, third row back. The ivory-colored venetian blinds that covered the window felt reassuring in their vaguely residential way. The sun was up now, the sky outside the pale white of dawn. On the wall behind the electric chair was a junction box with a thick black wire snaking out of it. On the other wall was a clock. The clock hung just above the compartment where the executioner sat with the electrical controls. By law, every single thing about the executioner was secret. I tried, but there was no way to see into the booth.

			On the wall clock, the minutes ticked past. Half a minute now. Seconds.

			At seven a.m. exactly, the door in the back of the death chamber burst open.

			Three men. Two in uniform. One shackled, struggling.

			He was white, this prisoner. Wan and wiry. Dressed in a light blue button-down shirt and dark blue trousers, in stocking feet. Bald, because guards had just shaved his head. A square face with a strong nose, full lips, wide-set long-lashed dark brown eyes. He was forty-three years, six months, and twenty-three days old. His name was Jesse Tafero.

			Jesse Tafero was bracing his feet against the floor and bending backwards toward the door he’d just come through. But the guards were strong and they were ready for this. They had him by the armpits, and they dragged him into the chamber and slammed the door shut behind them. Then they turned him around and made him look at the chair.

			

			—

			Before this moment, I had never laid eyes on Jesse Tafero. I’d never spoken with him. The only photograph I’d ever seen of him was a mugshot, taken the day he was arrested for the murder of two police officers, back in February 1976. The arrest that had landed him here.

			Whenever the governor of Florida signed a death warrant, the editors at The Miami Herald, where I was a staff writer, called up the paper’s capital bureau in Tallahassee and asked who wanted to be put on the witness list. When Governor Bob Martinez signed Jesse’s warrant, I was new in the bureau, the youngest journalist there, and the only woman. I volunteered. I knew nothing about prisons. I’d grown up in Manhattan, spent summers on Cape Cod, went to private schools. Five years earlier I’d been deconstructing The Executioner’s Song in literature class at Yale. But the State of Florida was using taxpayer money to carry out death sentences and my beat assignment included the Department of Corrections, so it seemed to me that witnessing was part of my job as a reporter. I wanted to be a good reporter. I also thought I had the whole death penalty thing figured out. A delicate equation of actions and forfeiture and gain and loss, plus the law is the law, was my opinion. It did not seem impossibly complicated to me. And anyway, almost every death warrant was turned down by the courts at the last moment, everyone said, so no need to get too worked up. My bureau chief, for example, had never witnessed an execution and he’d been covering the state government for seven years.

			But now the guards were strapping Jesse into the chair. Thick leather straps: arms, chest, legs. The electric chair faced the witnesses, and as we watched Jesse, Jesse was watching us. Beneath his shaved scalp his dark eyes burned. He was starting to look at the witnesses in the front row, one by one, I realized. He was going to stare right into the eyes of every single person who had come to see him die. I did not want him to stare at me. But when his eyes finally reached me—the guards were yanking the straps tight—I decided, Well, it’s probably polite. I met his gaze. Locked in. One, two, three, four, five, six. Then his stare moved on.

			He is defiant, I wrote on my notepad. He also looked afraid.

			Now the guards were pushing a microphone in front of his face so he could say his last words. My hand was shaking and all I got was “I think it’s very unfair. I think it’s time that everyone wakes up to see that the same laws that can go against crime can go against you tomorrow.” Then the guards tied a leather strap across his mouth and dropped a leather mask over his face and screwed the thick black wire from the junction box into a metal headpiece and clamped that down tight onto his shaved bare skull.

			A pause.

			At six minutes past seven o’clock, they pulled the switch.

			

			—

			My buddy Tex had witnessed two executions for his job with a wire service. He told me it was going to be no big deal. We had been out drinking at an oyster bar near St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge, a marshy stretch of mudflats and alligators on the Gulf of Mexico. “They sit up straight when the juice hits them, and then they slump forward and they’re dead,” Tex told me, in his molasses drawl. “The worst part about it, babe—and I mean this—is the long, boring drive back home.”

			

			—

			That is not what happened to Jesse Tafero.

			When the electricity hit Jesse Tafero, the headset bolted onto his bare scalp caught fire. Flames blazed from his head, arcing bright orange with tails of dark smoke. A gigantic buzzing sound filled the chamber, so deep I felt it inside the bones of my spine.

			In the chair, Jesse Tafero clenched his fists as he slammed upward and back.

			He is breathing, I wrote on my yellow notepad.

			The executioner, anonymous in the booth, turned the power off. Jesse, in the chair. Nodding. Breathing. His chest heaving. Then—the buzzing again. Flames. Smoke.

			His head nods. His head is nodding. He is breathing.

			My prison-issued pencil dug into the page so hard that the paper ripped.

			I can see him sigh.

			

			—

			Outside again, the daylight was a hammer. The van dumped us back out onto the field opposite the prison and drove away. I stood there trying not to blink. It had taken seven minutes from the time the executioner first turned the power on until Jesse was declared dead, and three separate jolts. Usually it took one jolt, one minute, no nodding, no flames, no smoke, no heartbeat, no sighs. I went back to my motel room to file my story, working at a table next to a window. One of the radio reporters who had been at the execution sat with me because he didn’t want to be alone. I propped open the door to my room so we could smoke cigarettes together while we wrote. My computer was a Radio Shack TRS-80, a Trash 80, about the size of a cereal box with a screen that displayed eight lines of text, and I typed fast on deadline and transmitted my report down to the city desk using rubber cups fastened around the handset of the motel room telephone. Twice it cut off before finishing. A buzzing on the line, the operator said.

			I did not know this then, but I had picked up a ghost.

			

			—

			That summer, after the execution, my house in Tallahassee was robbed. I came home from the Herald one day to find my front door jammed open and everything I owned trashed on the floor. I moved instantly. My new place was in a forest by a set of railroad tracks, deep in a ravine. When the freight trains came through, the ground shook, a low rumble like a far-off growl, a sound that kept catching me off guard. Every morning, I ran up the hills of the city in the punishing heat. In July, I went back to Florida State Prison for a test of the electric chair. The prison officials had determined that a kitchen sponge they’d used in the headset during Jesse’s execution was to blame for the fire, and to prove that the chair was working they hooked up a metal colander to the same wire that they’d bolted onto Jesse’s head, put the colander in water, and turned the power on. The water boiled.

			After I saw that, I stopped being able to run uphill, and then to run at all. When I tried, my breath turned to lead. I’d been seriously dating a reporter—beautiful, hilarious—from the Herald’s city desk, but I abruptly broke up with her and took up with Tex, getting wasted on beer with him on Saturday afternoons out on St. George Island. There was a high bridge out to the island, and I found that if I hit the top of it at the right speed there was a moment when the road disappeared and it felt like flying, white pylons flashing past and blue water shining all around. The heat out at the shore was so intense that on the drive home I sometimes stopped and threw myself into the Wakulla River, water the color of tea, cottonmouths in the trees.

			Go see another one, Tex told me. That’ll get it out of your mind.

			In August a serial killer stalked Gainesville just as the University of Florida was starting its fall term. Four young women murdered, one young man. Mutilated, decapitated. I was sent to cover the story. Everywhere I went in Gainesville, people told me I fit the profile, meaning I too was a young woman with dark hair. Like the victims. Like a lot of other people also, I said. An old man at the city morgue insisted: You could be next.

			The following spring, I spent my days rereading my battered college copy of Les fleurs du mal in the rotunda of the capitol during the legislative session instead of taking notes in the committee meetings, which I decided were soul-crushing rodeos of blowhards and existentially irrelevant concerns. As opposed to French poetry, you see. It was all lies, I told my bureau chief, the one who’d never witnessed an execution. Liars and lies.

			Being a journalist was what I’d wanted to do. From the time I first read Brenda Starr in grammar school to editor jobs on my high school and college papers to an investigative reporting internship at The Village Voice to a local news stint at a small Massachusetts daily to political reporting at The Miami Herald, I had devoted myself to finding the truth, making it public, holding the powerful to account. But after witnessing Jesse Tafero die, I could not tell if any of that shit mattered, at all.

			

			—

			It was purely by chance that I started working as a private detective.

			In the winter of 1992, I packed all my belongings in my car, drove out to California, and got a job in construction. Tile setting. It wasn’t anything I’d ever thought of before. In this new life, I had a hose, a shovel, two five-gallon buckets, a pair of leather gloves for carrying things, and a pair of rubber gloves for cleaning up. My job was to load sand, lime, and cement into a mixing pan, add water, shovel the wet mud into the buckets, and lug the buckets upstairs without tripping over my own feet or gouging the walls. I liked it. With tile, a small mistake at the beginning could turn into a much bigger mistake at the end, one that would be impossible to change since everything was literally set in stone. I respected that. The zero-bullshit factor of the physical world. My new girlfriend had a big red dog, an Akita mix who looked like a giant fox, and he became my dog as well, riding shotgun in the front seat of my powder-blue Volvo sedan as I went from one high-end residential job site to the next. Palo Alto, Mill Valley, Hillsborough, Sea Cliff, Sausalito. A new world of Port-O-Lets, pallets, shards of Sheetrock everywhere like shattered snow. The hills above the Berkeley flatlands had burned to the ground the previous autumn, and on jobs up there I found myself in a blasted wasteland of melted glass and twisted metal. That felt familiar to me. I moved into a stilt house out on a marshland, and after work I watched night herons hunt in the shimmering shallows below my dock. I envied those birds. Their ability to tune everything out—and fly away.

			Every day now ended in a layer of fine gray dust on my skin. A shroud, slowly lightening as it dried to white. At work I earned my pay sweating, with my heart pounding, my arms and legs on fire. I am alive. I listened to the radio, turned up loud. I hated the hard-rock music that played on every job site radio and then I started to love it—the foolproof brainwashing of merciless repetition. Some of the clients spoke slowly to me, enunciating their words carefully as they stared at my cement-covered clothes. Others were kind; one blistering afternoon a homeowner appeared with a bowl of plums, cold from the refrigerator, burstingly sweet. A few of the job site guys were jerks, but I let it roll. Mostly I was invisible. It was all okay. I knew I was making myself pay penance for sitting in a folding chair like a spectator at a sports match and watching a man die. I just did not exactly know why.

			

			—

			One Friday evening, not quite two years after the execution, I was watching television in my living room. On ABC, the news program 20/20 was beginning, with Barbara Walters in a bright yellow suit. Suddenly a close-up of my front-page Miami Herald story about the execution—my byline, right there—flashed onscreen. “3 jolts used to execute killer.” An announcer asked: “Could the State of Florida have executed an innocent man?”

			On my couch, I froze.

			

			—

			The day Jesse Tafero’s death warrant went up on the bulletin board at The Miami Herald’s capital bureau, I’d read through a stack of news clippings about the crime that sent him to death row. It was a complicated tale.

			One morning in the winter of 1976, Jesse; his girlfriend, Sunny Jacobs; two young children—Sunny and Jesse’s baby daughter and Sunny’s nine-year-old son; and a friend of Jesse’s named Walter Rhodes were asleep in a beat-up Camaro in a highway rest area. Just past seven o’clock, two police officers on routine patrol stopped in the rest area to check out the Camaro. Moments later the officers were dead.

			Jesse and Sunny and Walter—with the children—fled the scene, crashed at a police roadblock, and were arrested. Walter quickly told police that Jesse and Sunny murdered the officers. Walter testified against his friends at trial and his testimony helped send both Sunny and Jesse to death row. But not even a year later, Walter confessed that he had committed the murders himself. Then he recanted his confession. Then he confessed again. Then he recanted again. He confessed again. He recanted again. Confessed again. Recanted again.

			Before arriving at the prison for Jesse’s execution, I tried to figure out if Jesse and Sunny were guilty—or if Walter was. There was not much time. The death warrant Governor Martinez signed in mid-April had scheduled Jesse’s execution for early May, and I was starting from zero. I had never so much as read Jesse Tafero’s name before. I raced through the old news clips in our office files, then ordered more from the Herald’s main archives and scoured those too. I requested interviews with Jesse and with his girlfriend, Sunny, but they told me no. And in late April, I drove down through a grove of orange trees to the prison where Walter Rhodes was serving out three life sentences, because Walter had agreed to talk to me.

			This was the week before the execution. It was my first time inside a prison.

			Prison was not like it is in the movies. There was no bulletproof glass panel, no telephone. A guard ushered me down an empty corridor into a conference room. In the center of the room was a table, and at the table was a prison inmate dressed all in blue, waiting. The guard left the room, closing the door. I was alone with a convicted murderer.

			Standing close by the door, I took a good long look at him.

			Walter Rhodes, chief prosecution witness and possible liar, was tall, broad-shouldered, lean, and ripped. Jet-black hair, onyx eyes, skin tanned to an amber brown. A young Clint Eastwood, a young Montgomery Clift. His gaze was smooth and smoldering, I thought, steely, like the inside of the barrel of a gun. Not that I’d ever seen one of those.

			I knew I needed to ask Walter Rhodes about Jesse Tafero and Sunny Jacobs. About how Jesse and Sunny said that it was actually he, Walter, who had killed the officers. And about his confessions. All those confessions. Is Jesse going to the electric chair for crimes you committed, Walter? That was what I was there to find out.

			The first thing I did, though, was sit down across the table from him and light a cigarette.

			“I guess I’m gonna have to tap my ashes on the floor, which will probably piss off the Department of Corrections,” I told Walter, trying to sound cool. “Well, what I wanted to talk to you about was—how do you say his last name?”

			In the two hours that followed, Walter Rhodes did not confess to me. He said the only thing he’d done at the highway rest area was stand with his hands in the air—“surrender in any language”—while Sunny and Jesse murdered the officers. Still, it was a heavy conversation. We discussed karma and destiny in addition to the murders, and as the interview drew to a close, I decided Walter was telling me the truth when he said he was innocent. I knew it. I could feel it. I rushed back to the office and wrote a story about Jesse Tafero’s impending execution that did not so much as mention that Walter Rhodes had ever confessed to the killings at all.

			

			—

			“He is a psychopath,” Jesse’s girlfriend, Sunny Jacobs, was saying now on 20/20 in my California living room, about Walter Rhodes. Onscreen, Sunny was small and delicate. A pixie. Clear brown eyes, shiny brown hair, pink lip gloss. She grew up in a leafy New York City suburb, 20/20 reported. Wealthy parents, summer camp, swimming pools. Now she was behind bars for the murder of two policemen, put there by someone who had later confessed to the killings himself. Her voice was sweet and soft and she looked directly at her interviewer with a calm and unblinking gaze. “I think he believes every word that he says, each time that he says a new story,” she continued, about Walter. “It’s been my experience that anyone who has really dug into this comes back finding out that I am not guilty—I did not shoot those men—and that I am as much a victim as they were.”

			And Jesse? the interviewer asked. “Did he still maintain he was innocent?”

			“Yes,” Sunny said, her voice a whisper now, raw with emotion.

			“Right up until the end?”

			“Yes. Yes. And we didn’t say goodbye, we just kept saying ‘I love you’ until we had to hang up.”

			I walked across the room and snapped the television off.

			

			—

			Three years passed. In the winters the king tides came, flooding the boardwalk with silver water. In the summers the marsh behind my house dried out and turned to gold. Then one morning I blew out a disc in my spine picking up a hundred pounds of cement. Shortly after that, my girlfriend announced she was in love with someone else. I got a job writing again at a San Francisco paper, and found a tiny apartment in the city. After work now, I sat and watched the fog coming in over the hills from the ocean, opalescent, effacing, erasing. Absolving, I hoped. I started dating a photographer I’d met on a job site years before, when he was laying hardwood floors and I was starting out at starting over. We had nothing in common and we didn’t like each other much. That seemed best.

			I was driving to work in San Francisco one day when an interview program came on the radio. The guest was a woman who said she was a private detective.

			I listened for a little bit.

			Yeah, right, I thought. Sure. A private detective.

			A few weeks went by and I was hanging out at the Lone Palm on Guerrero with my friend Tim. Bourbon in highball glasses, red neon bleeding in through the windows, rain coming down hard outside. Usually Tim and I just complained about our love lives, but this time talk turned to the subject of work. Tim was a newspaper reporter, like me, and he’d stumbled onto a brand-new gig. He was working part-time as a private detective for an agency over in Pacific Heights. That’s so weird, I told him. I just heard that show on the radio.

			It’s a blast, Tim said. A license to go through the world sorting truth from lies. The detective was looking to hire a woman, because women make good private eyes. Here, he added, writing the detective’s office number on a bar napkin.

			I don’t think so, I told Tim. I might be at loose ends, but I am not fucking crazy.

			

			—

			That whiskey-soaked napkin came home with me anyhow. And one afternoon soon afterwards, I decided what the hell. I called, as a lark. Then, when the detective didn’t call me back, I decided it wasn’t a lark, it was a test. If you can get the job, you can have the job. I called him again. And again. When I finally reached him, though, he yelled at me. “You’re calling me during the dinner hour. You have heard of dinner, yes? A time when respectable people have a reasonable expectation of privacy?” But then he’d paused as if a thought had hit him, barked an order to be at his office the following morning, and slammed down the phone.

			The address he gave me turned out to be a gilded Victorian mansion at the top of a hill overlooking San Francisco Bay. The detective answered the doorbell himself. A serious man in a very good suit. I immediately regretted my flowered dress, ponytail, and cowboy boots. Upstairs, in an office with a spectacular view of the old prison on Alcatraz Island—glowing like a Roman ruin in the sun—I told the detective the truth: I was thirty-two years old, I lived alone, a runaway New Yorker with a degree in history, a newly found and hard-won respect for the law of gravity, and a dawning suspicion that I might not ever turn into the person I’d been brought up to be. Proper and all that. Where was I headed? No clue.

			Somehow we got on the subject of my fifth-grade teacher, Sister Frances Marian, who’d had her own theory about the way the universe worked. An elderly nun facing down thirty-seven children in a New York City classroom, she didn’t go in for forgiveness or redemption or grace. Her thing was consequences. That is going on your permanent record, is how she put it. She had me believing that somewhere there is a piece of paper where every single thing a person has ever said or thought or done is written down.

			I think she had a point, I told the detective, in his office. Not about the paper. About the existence of an objective reality, one that is wholly independent of what we might want it to be. What actually happened. I believe in that, I told him.

			He hired me. “You are motivated by guilt, which means you will never stop until the job is done,” he pronounced. I felt insulted and intrigued. How had he known? The job sounded impossible, in any case. I would be talking to strangers. Showing up unannounced on their doorsteps and asking for a moment of their time. It wasn’t gumshoe stuff. No divorces, no cheating spouses. His clients were celebrities, Fortune 500 companies, world leaders—these last two words delivered in a hoarse growl that was somewhere between a shared confidence and a direct threat. Oh, and my dress was fine, my hair was fine, but the boots would be off-putting to elderly witnesses. With that, he sent me out on the road.

			I never came back. Instead, I became a private detective. It freed me. It saved me.

			And then it brought me full circle, to the mystery I’d tried so hard to leave behind.

			

			—

			After the execution, I kept running into Jesse Tafero.

			The first time was the 20/20 program hosted by Barbara Walters in her yellow suit. “Has a mother of two spent sixteen years in prison because the real killer lied in court?” 20/20 asked. “Sonia Jacobs and her boyfriend both claimed to be innocent. He was executed, and yet some believe this man”—a picture of Walter Rhodes flashed onscreen—“is the actual killer.”

			Six months after 20/20 aired, Sunny Jacobs was released from prison. The United States Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit threw out her murder conviction, ruling that the State of Florida had hidden a crucial piece of evidence in the case: a polygraph report that cast doubt on Walter Rhodes’s truthfulness at trial. A damning lie detector test.

			The appeals court ordered that Sunny be given a new trial, but since Walter had by then confessed to the murders many times himself, the state gave her a plea deal instead. Sunny Jacobs was free. Jesse Tafero, convicted on the same evidence, was dead.

			“They were both innocent,” Jesse’s mother, Kay, told the Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel after Sunny’s release, in October 1992. “I’m never going to get my son back. They killed the wrong man.”

			Sunny Jacobs walked out of prison into a blaze of flashbulbs. A death row prisoner set free—it was a major news story even without Jesse’s fiery execution just two years earlier. On the courthouse steps, Sunny let out a piercing cry. It was Walter Rhodes who murdered the police officers, she told reporters. But even so, Sunny had “no angry words” for the prosecutor who put her behind bars. “Being bitter is a waste of time,” Sunny said. “And I happen to know, none of us have any time to waste.” Later that day, Sunny’s childhood rabbi spoke to the press on her behalf, calling her “a wonderful soul” who spent her time in prison meditating and inspiring fellow inmates. “She learned to get rid of negative things and let go of the pain in her life,” Sunny’s rabbi said. For her first night out of prison, Sunny’s friends gathered together in an ocean-view room at the Fontainebleau in Miami Beach, where Sunny drank champagne and took a bubble bath, the Sun-Sentinel reported. “I don’t know who I am. I am a newly created person,” Sunny said. Jesse’s mother called the moment bittersweet. “I would like to see them both out together, but I’m just happy for her,” Kay Tafero said.

			In 1996, ABC aired a TV movie about Jesse and Sunny and Walter. In the Blink of an Eye was a docudrama that showed Walter Rhodes framing Jesse and Sunny—young, trusting, and in love—for his own terrible crimes. “A true story of justice compromised,” the Los Angeles Times called the movie. “Those arguing against capital punishment frequently point out cases in which the condemned are later found to be innocent. Sunday’s ABC movie, In the Blink of an Eye, is about one such case.”

			In 1998, two noted death penalty scholars wrote a law review article about Jesse Tafero stating as fact that “a prosecution witness”—Walter Rhodes—had perjured himself on the stand and was “the real killer.” The title of their article: “The Execution of the Innocent.”

			In press interviews—the stories always mentioned Jesse too—Sunny talked about having nightmares about being on death row again. Even so, she refused to be consumed by the past. She said her practice of yoga and forgiveness helped. “I figured if people could survive the concentration camps, then surely I could survive this,” Sunny told the St. Petersburg Times in 1999. Now that Sunny was free, one paper reported, she worked in a convent, teaching yoga to nuns.

			I watched it all. I read it all. I tried not to, but the news reports seemed to find me and stick like glue. Like quicksand. Sunny and Jesse. Jesse and Sunny. Every single thing I read and saw about them haunted me: two young lovers sent to death row on the false testimony of the true killer. I wanted to put the execution behind me and just get on with my life, but the news reports kept bringing that morning back. Jesse, masked, gagged, shuddering, flames shooting out of his head. Every time I saw his name, the world fell away and I could hear the buzzing in the death chamber. Feel it inside my own bones like it was still happening. I hated that feeling, but it never asked my permission. It just arrived.

			I’d been tricked, obviously. Taken in by good-looking Walter Rhodes. There were not many hard facts to be had in the flood of news stories about the case, and not too much detail either about Jesse and Sunny and Walter—who they were, how they knew one another—so it was difficult to tell what exactly went down out there at the highway rest stop that morning, but no matter. The whole thing was incredibly upsetting. The calm, controlled, rational private detective I was becoming examined the news stories, looking for clues. But it felt like there was a whole other part of myself still back in the death chamber, watching Jesse Tafero die.

			

			—

			In 2002, The Exonerated made its debut off-Broadway. Billed as a documentary play about wrongful convictions, with every word drawn from court documents and letters and interviews, it was an immediate smash hit. “Someone else committed their crimes,” The New York Times announced, calling the play “an artfully edited anthology of interviews with six former death row prisoners who were all discovered to be innocent of the crimes for which they were incarcerated.” One of “the exonerated” was Sunny Jacobs. Telling her own story of innocence, and Jesse Tafero’s too.

			It was now more than a decade since Jesse’s execution. During that time, I’d completed my training as an investigator, passed rigorous professional exams in two states to earn my private detective licenses, and opened my own detective agency. I’d spent tens of thousands of hours as a private eye investigating all kinds of cases: capital murders, extortion by kickboxers, cigarette trafficking, fires at sea, environmental pollution, bank fraud, theft of corporate secrets, and the dealings of syndicate kingpins. My entire professional life was all about tracking down facts. But even so, the facts of this mystery at the center of my own life continued to elude me. Discovered to be innocent. I accepted that. I believed it. I trusted the television specials and the news reports and the rave reviews of this new play. But: Discovered how? Discovered when? I wanted to know. I needed to know. Because I was having trouble figuring out how the eyewitnesses fit in.

			Maybe it was because I was now a private detective, but after reading all the latest news stories about Jesse and Sunny and Walter, I’d gone and dug up some older clips too. And those older stories mentioned something that the more recent reports did not: Two independent eyewitnesses who’d seen the murders firsthand. Two truck drivers with nothing to gain either way. At Jesse’s trial in 1976, those two truck drivers swore they saw Walter Rhodes standing with his hands in the air as the fatal gunshots rang out. Maybe it was no big deal. Eyewitnesses are unreliable, as everyone knows. But I was having trouble letting it go. If the eyewitnesses saw Walter standing with his hands in the air as the shots were fired, then how could Walter have killed two policemen? That question was starting to haunt me. I wanted to stop thinking about Jesse Tafero. About the ashes on his dress shirt afterwards, fallen down from his scalp. Was this burned man innocent? I had to know. Every time I read or heard his name now, I trembled. A hard shudder, brittle. Dark like a gravestone. I needed that feeling to stop.

			And there was one other thing. It was something everyone agreed about—prosecution, defense, the eyewitnesses, even Jesse himself. As the first shot rang out that morning, the doomed officers had Jesse up against the police car. Restrained. Jesse Tafero, the man who went to the electric chair, could not possibly have acted alone. Someone else had to fire first. It wasn’t the police officers—their hands, tested after their deaths, were clean of gunshot residue. So who did? Double-crossing Walter Rhodes, according to the current news reports. Perjurer, murderer. But that’s not what the two truck drivers told the jury back in 1976. Their eyewitness testimony said the first shot had to have come from the woman who was famous now as a sweet, spiritual, tragically innocent yoga teacher: Sunny Jacobs herself.

			

			—

			One Sunday morning in November 2011, I was at my breakfast table, having coffee and reading The New York Times. I’d gotten married and moved east to Chicago; outside, the wind blew leaves along empty sidewalks, a first icy breath of winter. I opened the newspaper and took out the Style section, my favorite. And there was Sunny, surrounded by Hollywood actresses, smiling out from a color photograph splashed across the top of the society wedding page.

			
				Most married couples will tell you that the things they hold in common helped cement their relationships. For Sonia Jacobs, 64, and Peter Pringle, 73, married in New York last Sunday, common ground was the decade and a half each had served on death row before their convictions were overturned for the murders that they steadfastly maintained they did not commit.

				“We have each lived a nightmare,” Ms. Jacobs, in a gold dress and matching pearls, whispered to a friend minutes before marrying Mr. Pringle, his snow-white beard aglow against the backdrop of a black suit and matching bow tie. “Now it’s time to live our fairy tale.”

			

			I could feel myself starting to tremble.

			Eight years ago, after reading those rave reviews, I’d gone to see The Exonerated, the play that had made an international star out of Sunny. And after seeing the play, I had visited Walter Rhodes. Again. To ask him, straight up this time, not as a dazzled young reporter but as a professional investigator: Did you kill Florida Highway Patrol trooper Phillip Black and Canadian constable Donald Irwin? Because that is what the play said, Walter. Tell me the truth.

			But Walter Rhodes had not been a friendly prison inmate this time around. My attempt to confront him was a total disaster. And afterwards, I’d shut down. Just: no. I stopped talking about Jesse Tafero and Sunny Jacobs and Walter Rhodes. I stopped reading about them. I tried everything I could to put all of them the hell out of my mind. Shredding my files. Never mentioning my own experience as an eyewitness to an electric chair execution to anyone, ever. Silence, always. To erase, to disappear. Them, me. But even so, in my own home, here at my own breakfast table, on a Sunday morning no less, my ghost had found me. “Mr. Rhodes confessed to murdering the two officers,” the Times said.

			I am an idiot, I thought. A former reporter who should know better. A private detective who cannot let go. Gunfire, two mortally wounded police officers, all this pain.

			Old murder cases are like coffins. Buried deep, holding a world of hurt. I knew this from the death row cases I’d worked on over the last two decades as a private eye. I was not going to lie to myself about it. You have to be careful, opening them up. You may find things you cannot forget. That you’ll wish you’d never seen.

			I knew, too, that trying to figure out the truth of Jesse Tafero’s case would mean bringing murder back to the doorsteps of Trooper Phillip Black’s and Constable Donald Irwin’s families. I was not sure I had the right to do that. Reawakening the very worst part of the past—prying it open, picking it apart—when everyone else has put it away. Selfish. Arrogant. Self-important. Damaging. Futile, in any case. For naught.

			Shivering at my breakfast table in Chicago, I don’t know yet that when I finally do visit the widow of Trooper Black, she will greet me with kindness. She will tell me that Phil Black was a gentleman and a “really, really great father” to their little boy, who was just seven when his father was slain. “I would like to know the exact truth of what happened as well,” Grace Black will tell me, her eyes steady and serious on mine. “If that is what you are doing, you have my blessing.” From the depths of her loss, a shining generosity.

			But I don’t have the benefit of her benevolence yet. Right now, with this newspaper story in front of me, I only know that I have arrived at a turning point.

			I’ve tried to ignore this mystery, this misery, which has grayed the edges of so many days. My unfinished story. I’ve tried to plead with it, to appease it, to surrender to it, to concede its points to it, to argue with it, and to bury it. But I keep waking up in the middle of it, this rattling echo, this old sorrow, these dead bones. I need it to go away and leave me alone.

			It never has. It will not. It has become part of you.

			There is only one way for that to no longer be true.

			I’m a private detective. This is a mystery. I know what I have to do.

			But I’ve never worked inside my own life before. Never dared to face my own shadows.

			And I am afraid of ghosts.
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			A Real Strange Situation

			Fort Lauderdale, Florida. January 2015. A dead-end street beneath a power plant, just west of downtown. Except for the metallic buzzing sound in the air around me, the day is empty and dusty and bright. I am standing in the middle of the street, listening to the power plant and staring at an apartment building. Single-story, chipped stucco, asphalt for a front yard. I’ve got an old newspaper clipping with me from the days immediately after the murders—“Witness Testifies Tafero Didn’t Shoot”—and I dig it out now to double-check the address.

			Yes. It started here.

			In the winter of 1976, Walter Rhodes lived in this building. In Apartment B, up on the right, second door in from the street. One afternoon around Valentine’s Day, just after Taxi Driver hit the movie theaters and as heiress Patty Hearst was standing trial for bank robbery out in California, Walter took a call in Apartment B from his friend Jesse Tafero. Jesse asked if he could come crash with his girlfriend and kids for a few days. Walter said okay. And on about their third day here together, Walter and Jesse and Sunny and the children came out of Apartment B, down this cement walkway, climbed into a red Ford Fairlane, and drove off. For Jesse Tafero, that trip ended in the electric chair.

			There are some things I need to make clear, here at the outset. I’m a licensed private detective but I don’t carry a gun. I’ve never slapped a witness or slept with one, although there’ve been some who deserved it and a few who tried it. All my life I’ve been mistaken for someone else—Don’t I know you? Haven’t we met?—and what people assume about me is usually wrong. I’m not going to lie: That used to piss me off. Once when I was a newspaper reporter, the press secretary to the governor of Florida asked me who I’d slept with to get my job. I wrote a whole newspaper column about how sexist and outrageous and unacceptably ubiquitous his attitude was. But not long into my new life as a detective I realized all that bullshit was now working in my favor. Being underestimated, talked over, talked down to, ignored, pitied, patronized, flirted with, hit on—all superpowers, to a professional investigator. No wonder women make good private eyes. For nearly twenty years now, I’ve earned my living by speaking to strangers, but in my own life I’m shy. And I don’t know how I feel right now, standing here, except that I cannot believe it is real.

			Four days ago, after I finally got up my nerve to do this, my husband and I shuttered our house up north, threw some clothes in the car, and headed off into a blizzard so fierce it took five hours to drive fifty miles. Trucks skidding off into drifts in Michigan, snow blowing across the road in Indiana, rain pounding down in the mountains of Tennessee. All the way along, I tried not to think about what I was getting myself into, but the electric chair flickered in the back of my mind. Now I’m in South Florida for the first time in a quarter century, standing on this street, looking at this building, and feeling—nothing. It’s weird. Nothing at all.

			Up at Apartment B, there’s a doorbell, an aluminum threshold, and a window so dirty I can’t see inside. I stand still for a moment, staring at a pile of cigarette butts on the ground. It’s not that I’m expecting to trip over a bullet here and solve the case. But this threshold is the threshold Jesse and Sunny and Walter crossed, setting off. This roof is the last roof Jesse Tafero slept under as a free man. An investigation has to start somewhere, and I like to touch base. It’s a form of superstition, possibly. The hope that the past will be present in a place.

			And I don’t have any other clues. This building. Some old newspaper clippings. A few court records. Seriously. That’s it. With those as my starting point, I have to find the truth about two heartless murders committed almost forty years ago on the side of an interstate highway in a rest area that has long since been completely torn down. Obliterated. Erased.

			Detective work is, in its essence, a form of time travel. It’s being in two places at once—now, and then. Now being me, with all my fears and flaws. Then being the split seconds those shots rang out in the rest area. That is the instant I need to get back to. To own my life again. That.

			I raise my hand. I knock.

			But no luck. There’s no sound. No one’s around.

			

			—

			At the Fort Lauderdale courthouse the next day, I write the names Jesse Joseph Tafero, Sonia Jacobs Linder, and Walter Norman Rhodes Jr. on a piece of scrap paper and slide it to the clerk who sits behind a pane of bulletproof glass. It’s a gorgeous day today—I drove along the Atlantic Ocean on my way here, cobalt waves beneath a clear blue sky—but this office is windowless with overhead lights that buzz and snap. I hate the buzzing. I’ve spent the morning calling my clients to tell them I’m taking some time off. I don’t say why. Nobody wants a haunted detective. I’ve given myself three months here in Florida, from now until the end of March, to figure this case out. It’s day two and already I feel like I’m running behind.

			Now the clerk is coming toward me with a stack of boxes on a cart. Broward County’s official court file for case number 76-127SCF, State of Florida v. Tafero et al. The case is thirty-nine years old and the boxes look alarming. Onionskin documents, faint purple mimeographs from the 1970s, mold on the pages, staples rusted in place. But somewhere in this mess are the undisputed facts of this mystery, the facts that have always been accepted by everyone as true. Every case has them, even this one. I reach into the box, take a file folder, and begin.

			

			—

			February 20, 1976. A Friday morning, about seven o’clock. In a rest area off Interstate 95, a beat-up green two-door Camaro is parked tight alongside a grassy curb. The car’s windows are cracked open, its hood is bashed and rusted, the door on its passenger side is jammed shut, its front bumper is falling off. The sun is up but the day is foggy and the rest area is covered in white mist.

			Inside the Camaro, lanky Walter Rhodes is asleep in the driver’s seat. He’s dressed in a silky blue shirt, corduroy trousers, a wide leather belt, and sneakers. He has dark shiny hair in bangs across his forehead and a mustache that is midway between male model and porn star. At his feet, a loaded gun.

			Over in the front passenger seat: Jesse Tafero. Jesse is asleep too. He’s wearing a tan leather jacket, a dress shirt, tan slacks, and white slip-on shoes. He has wavy brown hair, a mustache, thick muttonchop sideburns, and a dark beard. Around his neck, on his smooth bare chest, he wears a green-and-gold Buddha on a chain.

			Jesse’s girlfriend, Sunny Jacobs, is in the backseat, also asleep. Sunny is delicately built, five feet tall and one hundred pounds, with wide brown eyes and long hair. She’s got on a green pullover sweater, loose on her thin shoulders, and bell-bottom jeans. With her are two sleeping children: nine-year-old Eric and little Tina, ten months. A denim bag with pink baby pajamas is at Sunny’s feet.

			Just past seven o’clock, a marked Florida Highway Patrol cruiser pulls in off Interstate 95, Trooper Phillip Black at the wheel. Trooper Black is starting his shift this morning with a routine patrol of the highway rest areas. Waking people up, checking they’re okay: He’s told friends that he considers it one of the basic duties of his job. Black is tall and fit, with short brown hair and a square jaw; clean-cut, friendly, helpful, and popular, he’s a central-casting version of a handsome state trooper. He’s also a former United States Marine who picks up his young son from school after his shift ends and stays a moment to help tidy up the classroom too. Today he’s wearing his Florida Highway Patrol uniform: light brown shirt and trousers, black epaulets, belt, and shoes, a cream Stetson hat. Black has a fully loaded .357 Magnum service revolver strapped in a holster at his waist. And this morning, Black has a friend riding along.

			Donald Irwin is a Canadian constable who, along with his wife, has been spending the week as a guest of the Black family. Both officers are white, thirty-nine years old, and married with children. It’s the last day of Irwin’s Florida vacation; tomorrow he and his wife are heading home to the Ontario cold. As a ride-along, Irwin is here as an observer with no official police powers, so he is dressed in civilian clothes: a white knit T-shirt, gray Levi’s, brown shoes. He’s wearing gold-framed aviator eyeglasses. He is unarmed. Irwin has been a police officer in Canada since 1958, and in those eighteen years, he has never once fired a weapon in the line of duty or come face-to-face with a gunman.

			In his cruiser, Black pulls alongside the Camaro. The two cars are side by side now, with the cruiser on the left. Black parks, and he and Irwin step out into the morning mist. As Irwin hangs back, Black walks over to the Camaro. Two young children, asleep in the backseat. A fragile-looking young woman, sleeping with them. Walter, asleep in the driver’s seat. There’s a handgun at Walter’s feet. A Smith & Wesson 9mm semiautomatic, black steel with a wood grip.

			Trooper Black reaches into the Camaro and takes the gun.

			That wakes everybody up.

			Black asks Walter for identification. Walter hands over his driver’s license and then steps out of the Camaro. Black takes Walter’s license and the gun, goes to his FHP cruiser, and radios in.

			
				Trooper Black: We’ve got a real strange situation here. Need some 28s and 29s. First one is…on a weapon, Smith & Wesson, uh, it’s a .38 automatic, serial number is A187854, that will be A Adam 187854—correct that to a 9mm semiautomatic. Then run one on a Walter Norman Rhodes, R-H-O-D-E-S, Jr., W/M, DOB 9-2-50. Then run a 10-29 on 10-169558, 10-169558, and we believe there’s a weapon under the front seat and we’re having trouble getting the two people out of there, we’ll let you know in just a second.

			

			The two people that Black is “having trouble” with are Jesse, in the front seat, and Sunny, in the backseat with the children.

			Dispatch radios back: Walter Norman Rhodes Jr. is on parole.

			Black orders Walter to get up to the front of the cars. Next Black stands at the open door on the driver’s side of the Camaro and talks to Jesse and Sunny. Minutes pass. Then Black radios in again.

			
				Trooper Black: 10-24 Lauderdale.

			

			10-24 means send help.

			The radio goes dead.

			

			—

			Outside the courthouse, dusk has fallen. Gone is the Kodachrome afternoon; in its place, a black-and-white world, night sky and streetlights, shadows and glare. I find my car in the gravel parking lot and head back along the ocean to the bungalow my husband and I have rented for the winter. A fifties throwback with jalousie windows and terrazzo floors, it’s nothing like home. I live in Michigan now; we left Chicago a year and a half ago, trading the clash and clamor of the city for a house by the lake in the pine woods. It’s quiet there, and dark, no streetlights, just foxes in the fields at night, bare branches, a silvery moon. Here in Florida, the very sunshine feels flagrant and outrageous. And I don’t recognize this place at all. Back when I was a reporter, I spent a lot of time in Fort Lauderdale. Drinking, dancing, running around. After the execution, that all fell apart. I haven’t been back since, and now, twenty-five years later, nothing looks familiar. Everything is bigger, taller, faster, brighter. I’d always worried that maybe no one would talk to me if I ever came to ask them about this. But maybe that won’t be the problem. Maybe no one will even remember.

			“One of them is lying about the murders,” I tell my husband, when I get home. Peter is making dinner. He’s a private detective too. That’s not how we met, though, or why we’re together. “It’s either Walter or Sunny. I am going to find out who.”

			“Holy God,” Peter says. He has stopped cooking.

			“It’s not entirely impossible,” I say. No reason for him to look so shocked.

			“No, outside. Behind you. Turn around. That building right behind us is on—”

			I whip around.

			“Fire,” I say.

			In the distance, a high wail. Sirens. Getting closer.

		

	
		
		
			
				2

			

			By Glue and by Dream

			Two fifty-seven the next morning. I am wide awake. It was past midnight when the fire trucks and their flashing lights departed, and I’ve given up on sleep and come into the living room. A breeze has picked up off the ocean and the air smells of salt. Before turning in last night, I started watching a movie, and when I open my laptop here it is, onscreen. Paul Newman in a prison uniform. Cool Hand Luke, from the book by Donn Pearce. Yesterday at the courthouse, I saw Donn Pearce’s name in the case file. For forty days in 1976, the file said, Donn Pearce worked on the case. He was Jesse Tafero’s private investigator.

			Each of our days is connected to the other by all sorts of personal artifacts, attached together by glue and by dream. That’s from his book. Donn Pearce lives in Fort Lauderdale. I am going to talk to him later today. To try, anyway. And those lives, long since dead, sound like a distant melody played on a muted saxophone.

			

			—

			Nineteen years ago, after I went for that first interview with the detective in his mansion in San Francisco, he sent me down to Los Angeles and out into the desert alone. It was a test. I had a rental car, a list of names, a paper map, and some quarters for the pay phone. To call back to the office, not to call ahead. We never call ahead, the detective
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