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For Chad, Jake, and Lucy




How easy it is to make people believe a lie,
 and how hard it is to undo.

—MARK TWAIN




PROLOGUE

I first met Paul Skalnik in the fall of 2018, when he was serving time in federal prison. All I knew then were the broad strokes of his story, pieced together from court filings in Florida: He was a small-time con artist, married nine times, whose testimony prosecutors had relied on, decades earlier, to win a staggering number of felony convictions. Skalnik had a gift: Whenever his luck ran out and he ended up in jail, men confessed their crimes to him. More than thirty years after he had testified against them, some remained in prison. One sat on death row, awaiting an execution date.

Yet from the beginning, these men told a different story: They said Skalnik had made it all up. I wanted to know: Were they lying—or was he? How did he get these confessions? And how did a con man become the state’s most valuable witness?

I had tracked Skalnik down to a federal penitentiary in Texas, southeast of Dallas: a squat, redbrick building, ringed by a double perimeter fence and razor wire, where I was granted entry one October morning. To my surprise, he had agreed to meet with me—though the prison limited us to just an hour. A correctional officer led me through a series of locked metal gates to the sparsely furnished visitation room where Skalnik was waiting.

Time had eroded his once-roguish appeal; at sixty-nine, he was Falstaffian in scale, his bulk straining against the wheelchair he sat in. His thinning gray hair was greasy, and his complexion had the waxy pallor that comes from years spent in confinement. But his eyes remained sharp and alert, bright with anticipation, and he thanked me effusively for coming to see him. Then, without warning, he began to cry. His voice swelled with emotion as he confided that he had been diagnosed with late-stage colon cancer. From his waistband, he pulled out a soiled rag, stained with dried, rust-colored blood. He thrust it toward me, as if offering it as evidence, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m dying,” he said.

Like much of what he told me during our brief time together, it was impossible to know if this was true. He blamed his imprisonment on a vendetta, which he said had been orchestrated by an ex-lover’s daughter and a U.S. marshal. He boasted of money he’d stashed in offshore accounts in the Cayman Islands and Abu Dhabi, and of his time as a star witness in Pinellas County, Florida. His reputation there, he said, had been so fearsome that the mere possibility of his testimony could sway the outcome of a case. “If I was on the witness list, people would take deals,” Skalnik said. “I never lost a case—never ever.” He thumped the table in front of him for emphasis.

When I pressed Skalnik to explain how he had extracted so many confessions from so many men in a single jail, he sidestepped my questions. Soon the correctional officer rapped on the visitation room’s window: five minutes left. Our time was nearly up.

Skalnik acknowledged my obvious frustration with a smile, assuring me that this would be the first of many conversations. He told me to send him my questions so we could correspond, and he encouraged me to visit him as often as the warden allowed. The more sensitive details about his work with prosecutors in Pinellas County, he said, could only be shared in person. “This is a story that needs to be told,” he said when I stood to leave, “and I want to help you tell it.”

Elated that he had agreed to cooperate, I drove home to Austin, where I pored over jail logs, case files, and trial transcripts, and wrote him letters that brimmed with questions. I contacted the prison to set up another interview and messaged him through an email system that connects federal inmates to the outside world. He wrote often, describing the daily indignities of prison life and his fear of dying alone—but never a word about Pinellas County. There was always a holdup: He had not received my most recent letter because the mailroom was short-staffed, or he felt too unwell to write. Still, he assured me that as soon as he regained his strength, he would be ready to talk.

I refused to admit to myself, until it was much too late, that Skalnik had been stringing me along. Months after our visit, when I was still holding out hope that he might talk, he wrote to say that my questions were making him uneasy. Then he went dark on me.




PART I
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SKALNIK

In Friendswood, Texas, the only disturbance to the order of things came during hurricane season, when storm surges in Galveston Bay left the creeks with nowhere to drain and floodwaters could rise in an instant. Some seven thousand people lived there in the mid-1970s, when it still retained the austere calm of its early days as a Quaker settlement. Halfway between Galveston and Houston, it remained, as the county’s sole dry town, a world unto itself—a stubborn holdout against modern excess. Lisa Rogers had never lived anywhere else, and apart from school she spent most of her waking hours at her grandparents’ horse farm. At fourteen, she preferred the company of horses. She liked the quiet sameness of her days, the predictable hum of life. Her mother, Penny, longed for something different.

Penny often told her stories about an earlier, more exhilarating time, when she had been a regular on The Larry Kane Show, Houston’s own version of American Bandstand. Of all the bright-eyed teenagers who were chosen to appear on the show each Sunday in the late 1950s and early 1960s, it was Penny who stood out. Her heart-shaped face, framed by dark, dramatic eyebrows and high cheekbones, often drew comparisons to Elizabeth Taylor. But no modeling contracts followed; no acting career bloomed. After high school, she married and divorced three men, in quick succession, and suffered a shattering loss when her twin sister died of leukemia. By early 1977, at thirty-three, she was raising two children on her own, working as a receptionist at the funeral home her parents owned, and still living in Friendswood.

It was that spring, at the funeral home, that Penny first encountered a man named Paul Skalnik. He cut a striking figure in a three-piece suit, his blue-gray eyes tracking her from across a roomful of mourners. At twenty-seven, he was six years Penny’s junior, but he spoke with the polished assurance of a trial lawyer or politician, leaning in just close enough to make the conversation feel private without being intrusive. He told Penny that he had grown up in nearby League City and that, after college, he had quickly ascended the corporate ladder to become a top executive at Southwest Airlines. Then a scrappy Texas upstart, Southwest was known for out-fitting its flight attendants in hot pants and go-go boots. Skalnik, with his outsized ambition, seemed to reflect the company’s brash confidence.
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When Penny brought him home to meet Lisa and her younger brother, Lynn, Lisa was put off by his heavy-handed efforts to win over her mother. Penny, however, was enthralled by his attention. Skalnik held out the promise of a life that was bigger, brighter, grander, and he made it feel thrillingly within reach, carrying a business-sized checkbook with him whenever he took her out. Restraint, Lisa noticed, was not his strong suit. He cultivated a maximalist style, accenting his wide-lapelled suits with gold chains, a Rolex watch, and plush sideburns, and he encouraged Penny to live large, too. After a brief courtship, he spirited her away to Las Vegas for a weekend, and they returned to Friendswood as Mr. and Mrs. Paul Skalnik.

Skalnik moved into Penny’s condo, where he soon settled into a routine. On weekday mornings, he bounded out the door with his briefcase in hand, telling her that he was headed to the airport, to fly to Southwest’s headquarters in Dallas, and that he would be back home in time for dinner. On weekends, he took Penny, Lisa, and Lynn to the best hotels in Dallas and Austin, where he ran up the tab on room service, summoning platters of chocolate-covered strawberries and bottles of champagne. He bought Penny a fur coat and jewelry, and outfitted their home with the latest technology, including a microwave and another modern marvel, a VCR. He gave Penny both a baby-blue Lincoln Continental and a customized Dodge van, complete with red velvet curtains, a TV, and CB radios.

Only Lisa seemed to see Skalnik’s idiosyncrasies: how he filched the robes and towels from their luxury hotel suites and squirreled away the purple velvet bags that held his Crown Royal. It didn’t escape her attention, either, that he always kept his handgun within reach, even stashing it under the driver’s seat when he was behind the wheel. What these details added up to, she could not be sure, but she took note of each peculiarity. Once, on a drive through League City, he pointed out the house where he said his parents lived, and Lisa stared at the sun-blistered paint and shabby yard. The tiny frame house, she thought, seemed oddly untouched by his largesse.

When Skalnik was in an expansive mood, he would regale the family with stories of his extraordinary achievements. He was skilled at weaving a narrative, and he knew how to hold a listener’s attention with a perfectly timed pause or an anticipatory smile. He frequently boasted of having helped the University of Texas clinch a national football title when he was a college student, before a knee injury sidelined his athletic career—always making a point, as he told this story, to flash his jumbo-sized championship ring. He was the hero of every story. No one else was ever as bold, or as quick thinking, or as clever. Lisa thought he seemed happiest when he was holding court, his hands shaping the air as he spoke.

Once, Skalnik promised Penny and the kids a trip to New York City—a trip he announced they would take on a Learjet that he had commandeered for the occasion. Lisa was elated until their departure day came, and she, her mother, and her brother found themselves in an empty airport hangar, watching Skalnik pace back and forth. As the day wore on, and the Learjet did not materialize, Skalnik became more distressed, shouting into the receiver as he made a series of frenzied calls from a nearby phone. Lisa watched as he waved his arms in what appeared to her, in a moment of sudden clarity, to be a pantomime of fury. Despite his show of outrage, he seemed to enjoy being the center of attention, she thought. As he barked orders, Lisa wondered if anyone was on the other end of the line. At the end of the day, Skalnik shook his head and told Penny the trip would have to be postponed. Engine trouble, he said.

Lisa kept her questions to herself, but she studied Skalnik as he moved about the house, which he did, increasingly, in nothing but his white Jockey briefs. She had failed to notice his crudeness at first, but as he grew more familiar, it was all she could see: the gold chain beneath his collar, grazing his dark pelt of chest hair; his gaudy self-regard; his obsessive need to accumulate newer and ever more expensive things; his taste for ersatz splendor. She grew exhausted with his grandiose stories and his thirst for praise and adulation. His wolfish appetite for all things—alcohol, spending money, her mother’s attention—seemed to have no limits. One evening when she was in the shower, she thought she felt his gaze, but when she turned to look, she saw nothing. She heard only the click of the bathroom door.

Her uneasiness was not lost on Skalnik. That Christmas, to win her over, he presented her with a lavish gift: a glittering Seiko watch that he told her was made of 24-karat gold and inlaid with diamonds. It glittered in the light.

Lisa looked up at him, unsmiling, and asked if it was real.

Skalnik broke into a grin. “Looks real to me,” he said.

That January, a series of typewritten letters addressed to Skalnik began arriving at the condo in Friendswood. The first, from Amco Jewelry Company, informed him that three different checks of his had failed to clear. The tenor of the letter was professional but urgent. If the total of $1,879 was not received by February 1, it warned, the matter “will be out of our hands.” Days later, an attorney representing Oshman’s Sporting Goods wrote to insist on the immediate remittance of $1,307. Taken together, these were sizable amounts: today, adjusted for inflation, nearly $16,000.

More letters came in the months that followed—from banks, a local grocery store, a pharmacy, a men’s clothier. Skalnik carried on as he always had, striding down the front walkway with his briefcase each morning, only to reappear at dinnertime, loosening his tie and heading for the liquor cabinet. He did not share the letters with Penny, but the strain he was under showed. He drank heavily, and any perceived slight could set him off, his face suddenly going taut with anger. Lisa saw her mother emerge from the bedroom more than once, after a night of Skalnik’s rages, with a poorly camouflaged black eye.

As Skalnik’s behavior became more and more unpredictable, he began heading out of town on business, always returning a few days later. But one such absence in the spring of 1978 stretched on and on—first for weeks, then for more than a month. Lisa did not know where her stepfather was or what had become of him, and Penny, if she knew more, offered no explanation. Freed from Skalnik’s grip, their household resumed its quiet rhythm. Just as suddenly as Skalnik had barreled into their lives, he was gone.

Kenny Rodgers, an investigator in the Harris County District Attorney’s Office in Houston, was sitting at his desk one day that May when the phone rang. Rodgers worked in the Special Crimes Bureau, a division of the DA’s office that specialized in investigating and prosecuting organized crime, money laundering, and major fraud and narcotics cases. Located above a thriving import-export business, it was not listed on the building directory, and its detectives, many of whom wore street clothes, accessed the office through an unmarked sliding glass door on an adjacent side street. If anyone called the unpublished number that was dedicated to undercover operations, whoever picked up the phone was supposed to answer, “Austin Street and Bridge Company. How may I help you?”

Rodgers hunted down the witnesses whom prosecutors needed to bring their cases to trial. The Houston native was a natural people person, skilled not only at locating uncooperative citizens but at winning them over. The phones at the Special Crimes Bureau were always buzzing with tips from contacts he had all over the city. When Rodgers picked up, he expected it to be one of his sources.

“Hey, Kenny,” he heard a familiar voice say. “It’s Paul Skalnik.”

Rodgers had not heard from Skalnik in years. They had met a decade earlier, in 1968, when they were first-year cadets waiting in line for buzz cuts at the New Mexico Military Institute, a predominantly male junior college in Roswell, southeast of Albuquerque. Both were Texans far from home, and they immediately hit it off, despite their different approaches to the regimented nature of a military college. Rodgers established himself as the school’s resident bootlegger, sneaking six-packs of beer onto campus in guitar cases, selling them at a steep markup, and running a counterfeit driver’s license operation on the side. Skalnik was a model cadet, a stickler for the rules who won the favor of the school’s top brass and an appointment to the honor board. “I’ll be running this school in no time,” he told Rodgers the day they met.

Skalnik signed a contract with the Marine Corps, all but guaranteeing that he would begin active duty upon graduation. He already looked the part, with his stiff-backed stride and the set of his jaw, and he acted it too, going out of his way to cultivate the steely persona of a drill sergeant. Rodgers suspected it was all for show; he doubted his friend had the self-discipline for the Marines’ punishing regimen of physical and mental conditioning. Skalnik remained resolutely out of shape when they played together on the junior college’s baseball team, and he was a lazy, disinterested student. When Skalnik returned from summer training in Quantico, Virginia, sporting a conspicuous white neck brace, Rodgers was certain Skalnik had feigned an injury to get out of his Marine contract. “You’re nothing but a big old pussy,” he ribbed his friend.

They saw little of each other after graduation, but when Rodgers ran into him a few years later, Skalnik proudly announced that he was a cop, too. He had never become a Marine; he had spent a few semesters at the University of Texas, then dropped out and enrolled in the Austin Police Academy.

Now Rodgers was holding the receiver to his ear, pleased to hear from his old friend. “Where in the hell are you?” he said.

“The Harris County Jail,” Skalnik said, without further explanation. “I need you to come and get me. I’ve got something to tell you—something that will interest you.” He had information in one of the highest-profile criminal cases in Houston, a case he knew the DA’s office had to win.
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FOOL ME ONCE

The case that had gripped Houston for more than a year began on a muggy spring night in 1977, a few blocks from the bayou in the city’s East End. José Campos Torres, a slim, black-haired Army veteran, had been out at a hole-in-the-wall bar called Club 21, where the mood was celebratory; the date was May 5, Cinco de Mayo, and Torres had been drinking for the better part of the day. Some time before midnight, he began sparring with customers, and the manager asked him to leave. Torres refused, and when a scuffle ensued, the manager asked that someone call the police. It took three officers to subdue the twenty-three-year-old, and his obstinacy, which continued after they wrestled him to the ground and dragged him, cursing, into a patrol car, enraged the officers. Rather than take him to jail, they drove him to a secluded spot on the bayou they called the Hole.

His body was found three days later, by a tour boat operator who was steering past the canebrakes that fringe the bayou. Torres was clad in a T-shirt, fatigue pants, jump boots, and a belt with a southwestern-style buckle: the same clothes he was seen wearing to Club 21. Bruises bloomed along the length of his body, from his face to his shins.

At the time, the Houston Police Department held the distinction of being one of the most violent big-city police forces in the country. It boasted a long history of shooting, beating, and terrorizing citizens, particularly people of color, and its officers operated with impunity. No internal affairs division existed to investigate wrongdoing, and those who tried to probe police misconduct were stymied by the force’s pervasive code of silence. Bucking a culture that prized loyalty above all else was one officer who saw what happened at the Hole that night: a rookie, not yet indoctrinated by the brotherhood, who had been on the force for just two months. He reported seeing his fellow officers beat Torres over the span of hours. One of them, he recounted, had pushed Torres off a steep embankment into the bayou, crying out, “Let’s see if this wetback can swim.”

Public outrage over the killing quickly spilled into the streets, provoking city leaders to reckon with Houston’s twin legacies of racism and police violence. But the hope that the city might finally hold lawless cops accountable proved to be short-lived. That fall, an all-white jury found two of the officers guilty only of a misdemeanor charge of negligent homicide, for which they received probation. When they and a third officer were tried and convicted of federal civil rights violations the following spring, they were afforded leniency yet again; a sympathetic judge sentenced each of them to just a year in prison.

Weeks later, on May 7, 1978, thousands of people gathered at a Cinco de Mayo celebration at Moody Park, in a predominantly Mexican American neighborhood north of downtown. It had been almost exactly a year since Torres’s body had been pulled from the bayou, and the usually joyous event was marked by a sense of grievance. Early that evening, police officers who responded to a disturbance call were met with rocks and bottles, and when more law enforcement moved in, the collective anger of the crowd broke loose. Park goers flooded the streets, looting shops, overturning squad cars, and setting vehicles ablaze. A patrolman was hit by a car, and two reporters were attacked: One was struck with a brick, the other stabbed. As officers advanced in riot gear through the park, people chanted Torres’s name. By the time the sun rose, fifteen people had been hospitalized and dozens more were under arrest.

Skalnik watched the Moody Park riot unfold on the local news, on a small black-and-white TV he could glimpse through the bars of his cell. He had been arrested two weeks earlier, when his habit of writing bad checks finally caught up with him, and he was charged with misdemeanor theft. Because he was a former police officer, jailers placed him in a single cell on the jail’s sixth floor, where high-profile defendants and men awaiting trial who needed special protection were housed apart from the general population.
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PAUL SKALNIK AT THE HARRIS COUNTY JAIL IN HOUSTON, TEXAS, ON APRIL 26, 1978


That May, Skalnik spotted a fresh arrival, twenty-four-year-old Thomas Hirschi, whose name was all over the news. The Oklahoma City native was one of the “Moody Park Three,” a trio of anti-police-brutality activists whom the DA’s office had charged with inciting the riot. The unrest at the Cinco de Mayo celebration had been a spontaneous expression of pent-up rage, but rather than concede that years of maltreatment had sparked the uprising, city leaders quickly reframed events, blaming the melee on “outside agitators.” Prosecutors echoed this narrative, charging Hirschi and two other young activists, Travis Morales and Mara Youngdahl, with stirring the crowd of thousands to violence. If convicted, they faced up to twenty years each behind bars—nineteen more years than the police officers who were charged with Torres’s killing would ever serve.

Standing six feet five, with a mop of unruly reddish-brown hair, Hirschi was hard to miss. The son of an oral surgeon, he had left behind a life of privilege to devote himself to the cause of revolutionary communism. He and his two co-defendants were members of a local group called People United to Fight Police Brutality, which had spent the previous year organizing rallies across Houston to demand police reforms and accountability, including prison terms for the officers involved in Torres’s killing. When the police arrested Hirschi at gunpoint the week after the riot and informed him that he would be held on a bond of half a million dollars, he felt a surge of pride. He was no longer just an armchair intellectual, he thought; his work was meaningful enough to have pissed off the city’s most powerful people.

Hirschi was adamant that he and his friends had played no role in the violence at Moody Park. For them, that Cinco de Mayo had played out much like any other day: They handed out leaflets about police abuses, standing in the park under a banner that read, “Justice for Joe Torres, Jail the Murderers for Life, Justicia para José Torres, Cadena Perpetua a los Asesinos.” (Torres went by both José and Joe.) Later, they went to a barbecue, and when word of the unrest reached them, they returned to the park. Exactly what they then shouted over a bullhorn—whether they urged people to stop looting, as they insisted, or egged on the destruction—was the crux of the case.

Kenny Rodgers hurried over to the jail as soon as he hung up the phone with Skalnik. The investigator soon learned that Skalnik was already on probation in Orlando, where he had pleaded no contest to charges of grand larceny and hot-check writing the previous year. His arrest in Houston violated the terms of his release in Florida, as did his failure, for six months running, to report to his probation officer. He was being held at the Harris County Jail without bail.

Rodgers signed him out and drove him the two blocks to Special Crimes, ushering him inside through the side entrance. As soon as they sat down, Skalnik cut to the chase: He had gotten one of the Moody Park Three talking, he said, and he thought he could do the same with the capital murder defendant in the cell next to him, too.

And so began a ritual that stretched into the summer: Most mornings, on his way into the office, Rodgers would stop by the jail to have Skalnik pulled out of protective custody, then bring him in an unmarked car to Special Crimes. Once inside, Skalnik would meet with prosecutors, reading from a small spiral notebook in which he scribbled notes about conversations he claimed to have had with men at the jail. While he wagered that the DA’s office would ultimately, in return, go easy on his theft charge, he reaped more immediate rewards: the simple joys of the free world. In the midst of a sweltering Houston summer, the Special Crimes office had ice-cold air-conditioning. Fresh coffee. Freedom of movement. Phone privileges. The privacy afforded by a bathroom stall.

The DA’s office offered Skalnik an attractive plea deal: He would receive ninety days in jail—time he had already served—if he pleaded no contest. And rather than extradite him to Florida right away, prosecutors would let him stay in Houston until they needed his testimony at trial. The rules for the former police officer were so loose that Rodgers signed him out of the jail more than a month before the deal was finalized and simply never brought him back.

When the pressures of work threatened to overwhelm him, Rodgers would retreat to the beach town of Matagorda, to a modest, tan-colored cottage on stilts, perched high above the sand dunes. The deck afforded a panorama of Matagorda Bay and, beyond it, the Gulf of Mexico: an expanse of blue that extended, luminous and calm, to the horizon. Rodgers had bought the place on the cheap, since Matagorda, which lies one hundred miles southwest of Houston, is not on the way to anywhere. Flanked by tidal flats and marshy wetlands, it is a sparsely populated place, accessible only by a single, two-lane road.

During the months leading up to the Moody Park Three trial, Rodgers headed to Matagorda whenever he could steal a day away from work. Sitting on the deck, cold beer in hand, his mind often drifted back to Skalnik. The investigator needed him to stay in the Houston area, and out of trouble, until prosecutors called him to testify. Initially, Rodgers felt sure his friend would come through. “Call me every day and let me know where you are,” Rodgers told him—instructions that seemed simple enough. Skalnik had been diligent at first, regularly calling to check in. But gradually, his calls grew less frequent, and then they stopped altogether.

It was while Skalnik was incommunicado that Rodgers happened to meet a jeweler named Aron Frank. Upon learning that Rodgers worked at the DA’s office, the jeweler began to describe his difficulty recouping his money from a customer who had written a string of checks that turned out to be worthless. Frank explained that the stranger, who had made off with a valuable diamond ring, was a smooth talker with an unusual last name that he struggled to remember.

Rodgers’s eyes narrowed as he listened. Then he offered his guess as to the thief’s name; it was the same name Frank had been trying to recall. “I’ll get your ring back,” Rodgers promised.

The investigator spent several days trying to track down Skalnik, calling around to anyone who might have seen him. When Skalnik finally called to check in, he struck a breezy tone. “Hey, Kenny, what’s wrong?”

Rodgers ripped into him, leaving no room for misunderstanding: Skalnik could not pull another disappearing act, and he had to return the diamond ring he had stolen. Otherwise, Rodgers would be taking him back to jail.

“What ring?” Skalnik asked.

The investigator went quiet. “I’m the wrong guy to fuck with,” he finally said.

Soon afterward, a package was left for Rodgers at the Special Crimes Bureau. There was a shoe box inside, and inside the shoe box were a few sheets of wadded-up newspaper, and inside the wadded-up newspaper was a diamond ring.

That Skalnik had committed some petty financial crimes did not, as far as Rodgers was concerned, compromise his role as a trial witness. Jailhouse witnesses, by definition, were never squeaky clean. The prosecutors and investigators working on the Moody Park Three case, who knew the evidence far better than Rodgers, thought Skalnik’s information checked out, and that was as much consideration as Rodgers gave it.

The trial, which got under way in the spring of 1979, fell along ideological fault lines: law-and-order establishment on one side, and the shaggy-haired defendants—represented by civil rights attorneys from San Francisco, including a longtime defender of the Black Panthers—on the other. The state’s case would prove to be short on evidence and long on culture-war provocations, with prosecutors spending at least as much time on the Moody Park Three’s political ideology as on the facts themselves. Hirschi, Morales, and Youngdahl stood accused not of committing acts of violence but of stirring others up to commit them. To prove this, prosecutors called a series of witnesses, many of them police officers, who claimed to have heard them whipping up the crowd with exhortations like “Get the pigs!”

But as the state sought to make its case, the picture that emerged was a hazy one. One officer admitted that critical details he described to the jury could not be found in his written report about the riot. A veteran police reporter, who said he saw one of the defendants encouraging park goers to attack law enforcement, conceded that he only offered his eyewitness account ten months later, as prosecutors readied for trial. Others claimed to have seen the trio wreaking havoc in the park during the same time frame when multiple witnesses placed them at a barbecue.

To bring clarity, the assistant district attorney Andy Tobias called another witness before he rested his case. “Tell the ladies and gentlemen of the jury what your name is, please, sir,” he began.

“Paul Skalnik.”

“Mr. Skalnik, I ask you to direct your attention to the three defendants seated here and tell us whether or not you know either one of the three?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Which one, please?”

“Tom Hirschi.”

Hirschi, who was wearing a blue T-shirt that read, “Justice for Joe Torres,” leaned forward in his chair. He had never spoken to this man before in his life.

The prosecutor led Skalnik through a series of questions that quickly tied his witness and the defendant together. “Back on May the 12th of 1978, did you have occasion to be in jail?” Tobias asked.

“Yes, sir, I did,” Skalnik said.

“Were you charged with an offense?”

“Insufficient funds check.”

Under the prosecutor’s questioning, he laid out what he said Hirschi had told him over the course of six different conversations: “I was allowed out of my cell block two or three times a day, and when I went out during the afternoon to take a shower, I went and talked to Mr. Hirschi in front of his cell.” Their first conversation, Skalnik said, quickly turned to what had happened at Moody Park: “He opened up and spoke about how really, he was not the leader—Travis Morales was.”

“Did he tell you what Travis Morales’s plans were for Moody Park?” Tobias asked.

“Mr. Morales’s plans were to incite the Mexican-American youngsters,” Skalnik said. “He knew that if the kids were drunk or got enough alcohol in them, they would be easily led.” Weapons were to be supplied as well, Skalnik added: “Mr. Hirschi stated Mr. Morales was providing a truck with rocks and bricks.”

“Did he tell you what those rocks and bricks would be used for?”

“To throw at the police,” Skalnik said.

And, Tobias asked, did everything go according to plan?

“The youngsters did do exactly what Travis Morales thought they would,” Skalnik said.

In just a few minutes on the stand, Skalnik had supplied exactly what prosecutors needed to win a conviction: premeditation, intent, and evidence of a conspiracy. His testimony moved beyond the abstractions of inciting a riot; it suggested that one of the defendants had personally delivered the rocks and bricks that rained down on police.

As Skalnik spoke, Hirschi sat at the defense table in disbelief. He was not naive; he knew people did not always tell the truth in court. He already thought that law enforcement would say or do anything to make the charges stick, and he figured an ex-cop like Skalnik was no different. But to actually see such a thing unfold—to witness a man lying when three people’s lives were on the line—floored him. How effortlessly Skalnik had done it, Hirschi thought. As if it were nothing.

· · ·

On May 11, the jury found the Moody Park Three guilty. Morales and Youngdahl were saddled with felony convictions, while Hirschi, who was portrayed as a more peripheral figure, escaped with a misdemeanor. Jurors declined to give the defendants prison time, but prosecutors were satisfied; they had secured a symbolic victory. Tobias took Rodgers aside afterward to say how pleased he was with Skalnik’s testimony.

Skalnik still had to be extradited to Florida, where he faced possible imprisonment for violating his probation, but in the wake of the trial the DA’s office allowed Skalnik to stay in Texas a little while longer. Prosecutors told Florida authorities that they were considering calling him to testify again in an upcoming capital murder trial. Until then, he was allowed to live as he wanted—his reward for having helped to secure guilty verdicts for the Moody Park Three. The arrangement was highly unusual; normally, someone with an outstanding warrant for an out-of-state felony is jailed while awaiting extradition.

Rodgers was to remain Skalnik’s handler, a task he approached with cheerful pragmatism. Having spent plenty of time around opportunists and swindlers, Rodgers considered himself a clear-eyed appraiser of character. His own grandfather had been a bookmaker in Houston for decades, boasting a rap sheet several pages long. As a kid, Rodgers had tagged along as the old man made the rounds of East End bars, pocketing the spoils in a cigar box stuffed with rubber-banded rolls of bills. He saw Skalnik and his small-time cons as something that could be managed and contained, and at that moment he had only one concern: His charge was unemployed and restless. Skalnik needed to be kept busy enough that he stayed out of trouble.

Sitting on his deck in Matagorda one spring weekend, Rodgers had an idea: He could pay Skalnik to do some work around the beach house. There was tall grass to cut and corroded pipes that needed replacing. He drew up a list of odd jobs that would take Skalnik a while to knock out. Skalnik was amenable to the idea, and the following weekend Rodgers was pleased to see that he had already gotten started.

Rodgers did not make it back out to Matagorda for several weeks, but as soon as he returned to the beach house, he knew something was wrong. First, he noticed that his deck chairs were missing. Then, when he stepped inside, a few other odds and ends. Walking from room to room, he could see that the place looked lived in. Skalnik had made no effort to hide that he was living there, though this had never been part of their arrangement. There was no phone at the beach house, so before Rodgers turned around and walked out the door, he scrawled an angry note, which he stuck on the refrigerator, demanding the immediate return of his key and missing belongings.

Rodgers drove back to Houston, and not long after he sat down at his desk, a call was forwarded to Special Crimes with a complaint about Skalnik. The caller explained that he knew Skalnik—they had been fraternity brothers at the University of Texas, he said—and he had given Skalnik a place to stay in Houston during the Moody Park Three trial. Afterward, he realized that Skalnik had pocketed one of his credit cards and used it to buy a TV. This had not required much detective work, the caller explained; Skalnik had signed his own name to the charge slip. Listening, Rodgers grew livid. Skalnik had broken the law the same week that he had testified for the DA’s office.

After Rodgers hung up the phone, he called a friend at the Matagorda County Sheriff’s Office, in the warrant division. He felt certain that Skalnik had slunk back to the beach house by then. “You’ll find a guy at my house who’s wanted out of Florida,” he said. “Paul S-K-A-L-N-I-K.” Within an hour came the call: Sheriff’s deputies had picked up Skalnik there, along with a woman who identified herself as his wife.

Rodgers got in his unmarked car and headed south, out of the city, to the Matagorda County Jail. The investigator needed to get Skalnik back to Houston, where he would face a new theft charge and remain behind bars until he was extradited to Florida. As Rodgers drove, he stewed, furious that Skalnik had thumbed his nose at the trust the DA’s office had placed in him.

When Rodgers finally laid eyes on Skalnik in a holding cell at the Matagorda County Jail, he stared in disbelief. His onetime friend was wearing Rodgers’s own clothes: his baseball cap, his shirt, his belt, his shorts. Even the paperback Skalnik held, a police thriller, belonged to the investigator. Skalnik returned his stare without any trace of embarrassment. All he said was, “Why the handcuffs, Kenny?”

In Friendswood, seventy miles northeast of the jail, Lisa had been searching for her mother. All the tenth grader knew was that Penny had reconnected with her stepfather, then vanished, leaving her and her brother in the care of their grandmother. So abrupt and total was her absence that Lisa came to believe Skalnik had kidnapped Penny. Frantic, she began stealing away in her grandmother’s black Cadillac DeVille, slowly coasting down the streets of nearby towns, scanning the sidewalks and passing cars, hoping that she might catch a glimpse of her mother and know that she was still alive.

Lisa would later find out that her mother had been with Skalnik at the beach house in Matagorda when the deputies arrested him. They brought Penny to the sheriff’s office, where Rodgers had the opportunity to speak to her. Stroking a brown terrier she held in her arms, Penny expressed no surprise or concern about her husband’s arrest, seemingly unfazed by the events unfolding around her. To Rodgers, she appeared almost as if she were in a daze. Though he asked her a few questions, she said little in return, and the investigator, who was eager to get Skalnik into custody in Houston, did not probe further. Wordlessly, Penny turned her attention back to the dog.

Penny would later tell her daughter that she had not wanted to stay away, but that Skalnik had grown violent and controlling not long after they reconciled, telling her that she could never leave him. By then, he had wiped her out financially, having drained her checking account, plundered her savings, and wrecked her good credit. She had nothing left, and despite Rodgers’s gentle inquiries she had no assurances that anyone would care if she reported the abuse she had endured. Domestic violence was then largely seen by law enforcement as a personal matter between a husband and a wife, and rape, so long as it occurred within the confines of marriage, was not considered a crime in Texas.

In the aftermath of Skalnik’s arrest, Penny did not immediately cut ties with him. It would take time, and the help of a psychiatrist, to free her mind from his grip. She corresponded with him when he served a sixty-day sentence in Houston on the new theft charge, in the summer of 1979, and when he was extradited to Orlando that fall, she sent a letter to the judge who would oversee his probation violation case. “I ask you to show him mercy,” read her tidy longhand. “He is not a threat to society in any way. He is a good person.”

Skalnik was sentenced to a year in the Orange County Jail, but he spent only a few months there before he was placed in a work-release program and then freed. He departed Orlando as quickly as he came, leaving no forwarding address. Penny, who filed for divorce in the summer of 1980, had to publish legal notices in the newspaper announcing her intent to end the marriage. “To: Paul E. Skalnik,” the notices read, “whose residence and whereabouts are unknown.”
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SUNSHINE STATE

The early Spanish explorers who made their way to the western coast of Florida, to what is now Pinellas County, came searching for treasure. But they found only primeval forest, which stretched to the Gulf of Mexico, and a slender chain of barrier islands edged with aquamarine water and bone-white sand. Fortune seekers continued to flock there for centuries afterward, lured by myths of a Shangri-La, but it wasn’t until 1887, when a railway line connected the peninsula to the mainland, that the area finally made good on its long-imagined riches. Tourism and citrus farming gave rise to two major cities, St. Petersburg and Clearwater, and by the middle of the twentieth century an influx of retirees and veterans of World War II fueled a population boom.

Subdivisions and strip malls swallowed up the ancient pine forests and orange groves, and Pinellas County became a showy, if despoiled, new world: a patchwork of swimming pools and retention ponds, manicured retirement communities and RV parks, sleek new condos and Easter-egg-hued motels. Rapid change was taking place all across Florida, where the postwar years brought more new residents, development, and commerce than the previous four centuries combined. The pull of the Sunshine State never let up, drawing successive generations of newcomers.

People came to Pinellas County because it promised to be better than whatever they left behind. They were northerners fleeing bleak winters and the higher cost of living; southerners who had run out of money, or ideas, or goodwill back home; retirees from the upper Midwest who yearned for an easier, more carefree way of life. Scientologists were among the many people who made their way to Pinellas County, and in 1975 the Church of Scientology began buying up swaths of property in Clearwater. Its disciples would remake the city’s downtown into a mecca of their own. Turning a once-grand, run-down hotel into their opulent base of operations, they created a marble-and-gold-leaf fantasia that would have left Florida’s early European explorers speechless.

It was a wedding—Skalnik’s fourth—that brought him to Pinellas County in the spring of 1980. He had met his new wife, a faithful, clean-living young evangelical named Suzanne Bourdeau, while she was vacationing in Orlando, and they married in her Clearwater church on a cloudless April afternoon. “The bridegroom,” read their wedding announcement, “served in the U.S. Marine Corps and is general manager of Pro Chem Inc.” In the accompanying photo, Skalnik stood beside his jubilant bride, gazing soberly at the camera. He wore a businessman’s suit and tie, his dark mustache barely obscuring a smile, apparently untroubled that he was still married to Penny.


[image: Black and white portrait of Paul Skalnik and Suzanne Bourdeau from their 1980 wedding announcement. Skalnik wears a suit and tie; Bourdeau is beside him.]
PAUL SKALNIK and SUZANNE BOURDEAU’S WEDDING ANNOUNCEMENT, WHICH RAN IN THE ST. PETERSBURG TIMES ON APRIL 20, 1980


Suzanne did not know that three Mrs. Paul Skalniks had preceded her. (Her husband’s first two unions, to a nurse in Austin and a young woman from a small town outside Waco, lasted eleven months and eighteen months, respectively.) Cheerful and unguarded, Suzanne was the sort of person who assumed the best of others, not out of ignorance, but from a generous spirit. She felt lucky to have found a husband who not only doted on her but shared her strong faith. Skalnik, who claimed to be a new believer, accompanied her to worship services every Sunday, and her church community eagerly welcomed him into the fold.

They settled in St. Petersburg, in a duplex enclosed by a white picket fence. Half an hour’s drive away was Stetson University College of Law, which had, for generations, produced many of the area’s judges and prosecutors, and that spring Skalnik told Suzanne that the law school had accepted him into its incoming class.

Suzanne was thrilled that he was going to be an attorney, but being married to a law student, she soon learned, was lonely. Her husband was rarely around, and no sooner was he home than he was off again—telling her that he had to prep for moot court, or study into the early morning hours at the law library. His fierce work ethic only underscored, for her, the scope of his ambition, but she dreaded eating dinner alone, looking out from the dining room table at the law textbooks he left scattered around. This was not how she had envisioned their first year of marriage. While she supported the two of them, doing back-office work for a local defense contractor, and kept busy volunteering at their church, she reminded herself that the sacrifice was temporary. Everything he was doing was to build them a better future.

On May 22, 1981, thirteen months and a day after their wedding, Suzanne received a phone call from the city jail in St. Petersburg. Skalnik was on the other end of the line. He provided no details, saying only that he would explain everything later—but first she needed to bail him out. When she arrived at the bail-bond agency across the street from the jail, Suzanne was floored to learn that her husband had been charged with a felony: a single count of grand theft, for which he faced up to five years in prison. The bail-bond woman who assisted her looked unfazed as Suzanne began to cry and offered her some unsolicited advice. “Just leave him there,” the woman said with a tired wave of her hand. “Walk away and don’t look back.”

This was not the first time someone had tried to warn Suzanne about her husband. A married couple who employed him for a short time in Orlando had hinted at bookkeeping inconsistencies, telling Suzanne that they had noticed “problems with the receipts” when he worked for them. Her own mother said that she felt there was something off about him. But at the bond woman’s words, Suzanne offered a weak laugh, trying to brush off the advice as a joke. Suzanne was trusting, and her husband always had an answer for everything, even the most head-scratching behavior. After she secured his release, he assured her that the theft charge was a simple mistake. He promised he would get it all straightened out.

Skalnik’s arrest merited a short article in the back of the St. Petersburg Times, running under a small but catchy headline: “False Promise, Fake Diamond, Phony Practice—Real Trouble.” While Suzanne had been having solitary dinners at home, her husband had been having an affair with a local dietitian. After presenting the young woman with a fake diamond ring, he bilked her out of thousands of dollars under the premise that he was a successful out-of-town lawyer who needed investors for his new local practice. He had also persuaded her to give him power of attorney, with which he had drawn additional money from her bank account. She had become suspicious when he kept disappearing on business trips and she was unable to reach him. “If he channeled his energies into something productive, it’s amazing what he could do,” a detective told the paper.

Suzanne did not subscribe to the newspaper, and Skalnik, hoping to buy himself some time, decided it would be best if they got out of town. He volunteered to drive her and some of her missionary friends, who needed to catch a flight to their next assignment in Haiti, to the airport in Miami, telling her that they would make a little getaway out of it. But leaving Pinellas County was a violation of his bail agreement. Word
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