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Note from the Author:

Thank you to everyone who agreed to speak to me for this story. Much of this reporting was done as part of the Bone Valley podcast and these interviews informed and are featured in this text.





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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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.
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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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