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A Letter to the Reader
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You are holding a book about a man the State of Florida intends to kill. I need you to know that before you go any further...because everything that follows is written in the hope that you will finish it and then do something about what you have read.

I met Shawn Rogers the way I meet most of the men I walk with: I wrote him. He wrote me back. One of the two letters that eventually made it into the record of his case...the letter to "Dr. Jeff"...is a letter to me. I have kept writing him. I have kept showing up. This book is part of that showing up.

I am not writing to you as an objective observer. I am writing to you as someone who believes Shawn Rogers should not be executed and who has read every word of his trial record trying to make that case as honestly as I can. You deserve to know that at the front. This book is an argument. It does not pretend otherwise.

I have read his letters. I have sat with the facts of his childhood, his brain, his crime and his character long enough to believe that a serious case can be made for his life...a case that does not depend on hiding what he did or softening what he said. What follows is that case.

Some of what follows will be hard. The worst passages of Shawn's trial testimony are reproduced here in full. The killing of Ricky Dean Martin is described without flinching. I have not written a sanitized book because a sanitized book would not be honest and a dishonest book has no moral standing to ask anyone for anything. What I have tried to write is an honest one and to trust that an honest account of Shawn Rogers' life is also, at the end, an account of a man who should not be executed.

If you come to that conclusion too, this book will have done its job. If you do not, I hope you will at least close it knowing more than you knew...about him, about the systems that produced him and about what the State of Florida is preparing to do in our names.

The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood

April 12, 2026
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Foreword
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This is not a book that asks you to forget what Shawn Rogers did. It cannot ask that and it will not try. On the evening of March 30, 2012, in a concrete cell at the Santa Rosa Correctional Institution, Shawn beat a man named Ricky Dean Martin so badly that nine days later Mr. Martin was declared brain dead and removed from life support. Ricky Martin had a family. He had a name and a face and a future and Shawn Rogers took all of it from him. Nothing in the pages that follow undoes that. Nothing can.

What this book asks is something different and, I think, harder. It asks you to hold two truths at once. The first truth is that Shawn Rogers committed an act of devastating violence and bears full moral responsibility for it. The second truth is that the State of Florida now intends to kill him for it and that this is not the only remaining option.

I want you to meet the human being the State of Florida wants to execute. Not the caricature read aloud at sentencing...the snarling gang member, the cold-blooded killer, the sociopath beyond reach. That man exists in the record and you will meet him too. But he is not the whole man. The whole man is a child whose mother handed him needles and a building she once tried to jump off of with him in her arms. The whole man is a fourteen-year-old in a psychiatric hospital being told for the first time that something might be wrong with his brain. The whole man is a person whose frontal lobe...the part of the human brain responsible for impulse control, judgment and the appreciation of consequences...is visibly damaged on a CT scan. The whole man is someone eight other inmates were willing to come into a courtroom and call a friend, a mentor, a humble soul.

If after meeting the whole man you still believe Florida should kill him, this book will not have changed your mind and I respect that. But I do not believe most people, looking honestly at the whole record, can sustain that conclusion. The death penalty is supposed to be reserved for the worst of the worst...the most aggravated and least mitigated of murders. Shawn Rogers' case is many things, but it is not the least mitigated. The trial court itself found forty-nine separate mitigating circumstances. Forty-nine. That is not a clean case for execution. That is a case for life without parole...a sentence under which Shawn would die in prison, would never harm another free person and would cost the state less than the endless appeals his death sentence will require.

Read this book. Then decide.
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Chapter One: A Boy Born Into Nothing
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Shawn Rogers was born on August 9, 1980, in Brooklyn, New York. His mother was a teenager, addicted to crack and to alcohol and psychiatrically unwell. He was brought home from the hospital not to a nursery but to an apartment in the Marcy Projects in Bedford-Stuyvesant. He never knew his father. He does not know his father's name. Forty-five years into his life, that blank space has never been filled.
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