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To my family






PROLOGUE

Just weeks before Scott Dozier’s scheduled execution in Ely, Nevada, in the fall of 2017, I reached out to him in hopes that he’d be willing to appear in a documentary I was making for HBO. I was interested in Dozier for the way his story could help illuminate what appeared to be a broken system of capital punishment—one that routinely failed to carry out the sentence of death and, when it did, often botched the resulting executions. I had, in my years as a reporter and filmmaker, interviewed Mexican-cartel hit men, Hamas leaders, and American sex traffickers—individuals who were often as charismatic as their actions were depraved. And so I came to Dozier with no small amount of caution.

And yet from the first minute of our first conversation, I was completely captivated by Dozier. His vocabulary was as advanced as his use of profanities. His jokes often revolved around his imminent state-sanctioned murder. His personal relationships with family and friends were genuine, strong, and loving. He wasn’t quick to claim his innocence. He was, in almost every respect, a death row inmate who defied my expectations.

Dozier was surprising in one more way. A year earlier, Dozier had done what few inmates dared to: he asked the state to execute him.

“I, Scott Raymond Dozier, NDOC #1011605, of sound mind, do hereby request that my death sentence be enacted and I be put to death,” he wrote on October 31, 2016, to the judge presiding over his case. “Additionally I would ask that no motions, complaints or otherwise, countermanding or contrary to above, by anyone other than myself, be heard or otherwise entertained by the court.”

Nevada hadn’t killed an inmate since 2006. While prosecutors had continued to seek the death penalty for defendants, there wasn’t the political will to actually do the dirty work of executing them. So, rather than the sudden death of lethal injection, more than eighty men were dying slowly on death row, the threat of their execution only vaguely hovering over them.

That wouldn’t work for Dozier.

“It isn’t that I wanna die, it’s that I’d rather be dead than do this,” he told me. More than twenty hours of his day were spent in a small metal cage. For a guy like Dozier, who had boundless energy and who had experienced a thrilling and fast life in his first thirty years, a life on death row wasn’t a life worth living.

“It seems like for you, life in prison is actually worse punishment than the death penalty,” I suggested to him in one of our first conversations.

“Abso-fucking-lutely. Without question,” he said. He resented the state’s failure to carry out the punishment it had handed down. “You say you’re going to fucking kill someone, you should fucking kill them. Fucking handle your business.”

One of his lawyers told me it was unusual, even comical, to watch Dozier call out the government. “Here’s a man thumbing his nose in the face of the State of Nevada, saying, ‘Go on, come, you’ve been threatening this, threatening to take my life, let’s see you do it.’ And they would just all squabble.”

Now, with his execution finally approaching, Dozier was ready—even relieved it was coming. He gave away his personal belongings to other inmates and prepared goodbyes for his family. Dozier was at peace with his decision.

It was as I was preparing to fly to Ely to sit down with Dozier for a final interview that he called me, dejected.

“My execution was stayed,” he told me.

I flew to Nevada anyway, hoping I could interview him in person. Prison officials barred me from entering; I would gain access eventually, though not on that day. As I stood before the prison, the cold mountain wind stung my hands. Set in a vast valley surrounded by steep mountains, the drab gray buildings checkered with tiny windows formed a highly secured complex, guarded by watchtowers and barbed wire. I was standing maybe a hundred yards from Dozier’s cell when my phone rang. It was him.

Dozier’s voice betrayed frustration and disappointment. He had made peace with having his life end in this way. He was ready for the indignity of death row—of the years, and for other inmates the decades, spent in painful limbo—to come to an end. As we talked, I said out loud a thought that had been nagging at me since I was first introduced to his story. It seemed strange to me, I suggested, that the state wanted him executed, and he wanted to be executed, and yet he was still alive.

“Yeah, it starts to call all sorts of things into question for me,” he said. “Like, does the state really want me executed? Or do they just want to be able to say they execute people but never really do it?”



Over the following year, as I immersed myself in the world of capital punishment and got to know Dozier better, I came to see the way his story offered a powerful representation of our nation’s broken death-penalty system. Nevada’s inability to carry out Dozier’s execution and that of his fellow death row inmates was an echo of what was taking place all across the United States. As I got to know Dozier, and as I met other incarcerated people, their defenders, and those who would have a hand in their execution, I found a hopelessly entangled system, one whose history in the United States dates back to even before the country’s independence.

When European settlers landed in America and brought with them capital punishment, the act of killing a citizen was much simpler. It was usually done by a bullet or a rope (though there were instances of boiling and burning and beheading), and it was administered for crimes as simple as stealing grapes or killing chickens. When Virginia, a state with such laws on its books, realized it might not be the best way to attract new residents, it revised its sentencing laws to allay the public’s fear, extending capital punishment to only the most severe crimes, a theme present throughout much of the death penalty’s history.

Methods of execution evolved over the years, comprising electrocution, gassing, and hanging, and they evolved further still when officials realized the public tolerance for outwardly brutal, and at times public, executions was waning; in 1966, public approval for the death penalty hit an all-time low at 42 percent. So in the 1970s, states started to experiment with a new method: lethal injection. By selecting a drug or cocktail of drugs and overdosing the condemned, the way a veterinarian might put down a sick animal, they figured they could carry out these executions in a more humane way, or at least one that would appear to be more humane. Lethal injection quickly became the most popular method of execution across America.

In my reporting on the death penalty, I discovered that the attempt to make executions more humane may be precisely what has made them less so. Expert witnesses and autopsies revealed startling truths around what inmates might be experiencing midexecution; the findings were concerning enough that some inmates began opting for methods of old, including those known to be brutal, such as electrocution, over the more common lethal injection.

In other words, in turning to what was considered a more humane method, states may have driven inmates to only more wrenching deaths—and along the way all but lost their ability to carry out capital punishment in America.

More recently, states have had to contend with a new threat: drug companies’ refusal to allow their products to be purchased for executions. From Pfizer to Sandoz, pharmaceutical companies have gone as far as to sue state governments and in some cases, renegotiate distribution contracts to ensure their drugs wouldn’t be used for this purpose. States have been unfazed by these demands; they’ve illegally imported drugs from overseas and traded them across state lines. When that didn’t work, they brought back those grisly methods of the past.

As this circus plays out in media, courtrooms, and capitols, incarcerated folks sit alone in their cells, wondering whether they’ll ever face the death chamber. The vast majority of these inmates will not die by execution, though the public will pay as much as ten times more for their having been handed down that sentence, as opposed to life without parole; those costs ramp up due to legal appeals specific to capital cases.

So much of the debate surrounding the death penalty since the 1960s has centered on its morality—whether it’s right for the state to execute certain offenders. Hard-liners might argue that by having committed the most heinous crimes imaginable, death row inmates aren’t worthy of our understanding; if they suffer unduly, either on death row or by the needle, well, so did their victims.

Let me be clear at the outset: this book isn’t concerned with relitigating the moral or ethical arguments for or against the death penalty. Because what I’ve found in my reporting, and what both its staunchest defenders and its fiercest critics have to agree on, is that the death penalty simply isn’t working. The nearly nine thousand people who have sat on death row since 1973 for an average of twenty years are a testament to a system in gridlock.

In this book, I shine a light on that system, in hopes that by doing so it might provoke readers and their elected officials to action. Whether that action is to fix the system, hasten executions, or abolish them altogether isn’t for me to decide.

To tell the story of the modern death penalty, I’ll tell Dozier’s, and how a mostly idyllic childhood in the American West led him to a cell in Ely, Nevada. Along the way we’ll meet the friends, family members, lawyers, judges, and fellow inmates who populate his story, and those like his. We’ll see the winding, often-illegal path that execution drugs take from their manufacturers to states to inmates’ bodies. We’ll meet the death-penalty activists struggling to pull the brakes on a practice they see as barbaric, as well as the modern forebears of today’s lethal injection, who attempted to offer a more humane alternative to the gallows and firing squads of old. We’ll meet death row inmates just before their executions and hear their final words. And we’ll get into the minds of the highest prison officials in Nevada, through internal emails, text messages, and documents, revealing intimately the series of events that informed Dozier’s specific fate.

In the end, however, this story belongs to Scott Dozier, a man who volunteered to die by lethal injection rather than endure the grim reality of death row. Dozier wouldn’t get his wish. Neither would the State of Nevada. I suspect that on this journey, readers, regardless of their feelings on the death penalty, will find themselves wondering, much as I have:

How could this still be the way our government kills its citizens?
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CHAPTER ONE THE INMATE


My strange journey into the world of death row began on October 9, 2017, when an executive producer at my documentary company emailed me a newswire from the Associated Press:


NV/FENT EXECUTION: State to use fentanyl to execute 46-year-old, Scott Dozier, in its first execution in more than a decade.



I hardly had time to take it in before I read the last line of the producer’s email, oh shit, echoing the very thought running through my mind.

The last several years had been the most exhilarating of my career. After working overtime and overnights at ABC News and Al Jazeera, I had landed a job as a correspondent with VICE News and was now getting to take the reins, covering stories I thought needed to be told. In Iraq, we witnessed how soldiers were fending off ISIS fighters on the front lines. At Guantánamo Bay, prison officers showed us how they were force-feeding detainees during hunger strikes. In Russia, hackers infiltrated American bank accounts and revealed their playbooks for lucrative scams. In Somalia, we were chased out of remote towns controlled by an al-Qaeda affiliate while showing how diaspora were risking their lives to rebuild the country.

A few months before I received the email about Dozier’s execution, as I was developing stories for season six of the HBO documentary show VICE, I had sent a message to my coproducer, Nicole Bozorgmir with the subject line Death penalty. After producing more than one hundred stories for the show, covering the most pressing issues around the world, from mass shootings to the war on terror, it was surprising we hadn’t covered the topic. A story about the death penalty would also give us the opportunity to point out the absurdity of the modern condition, a theme often present in our best segments.

We started to hone our story, about how states were failing to acquire the lethal injection drugs they needed to carry out their death sentences. My first step had been to reach out to a longtime source, Vanessa Potkin, a veteran attorney with the Innocence Project. She told me about a man named Eddie Lee Howard Jr., on Mississippi’s death row, where they hadn’t executed anybody in years because they couldn’t get the necessary drugs. Howard seemed like an incredibly compelling character, in part because Potkin said their team had DNA evidence they thought would exonerate him. I already knew, as I pored over Howard’s case, that 160 wrongfully convicted people had been exonerated from death row in America since 1973.

“Prison interview with Eddie Lee Howard Jr. and attorney Vanessa Potkin,” our pitch read, describing one of the scenes we wanted to shoot but hadn’t yet secured. “Eddie’s family visits him behind bars. If his final appeal does not work, Eddie will be scheduled for execution.”

The only problem was, Potkin didn’t think we’d get an interview with Howard. State governments often refuse journalists in-person access to film with death row inmates before their executions have been scheduled.

We went down a list of potential interviewees, but it seemed none of the men (and they were virtually all men) had execution dates; after months of research, our leads were wearing thin. There was no way we were going to get an on-camera sit-down interview with one of these guys. Without that interview, the story wouldn’t get a green light.

During this search I pulled up the email from my executive producer. I focused on that name. Scott Dozier. I thought, What the hell, and typed it into Google, turning up mostly local media reporting on Dozier’s story, though there was one CNN article. “Execution in Nevada to Use Powerful Opioid Fentanyl,” its headline ran. When CNN picked up a local story, it was often a sign that it was poised to make the national news cycle soon.

I clicked on a related story by the Reno Gazette-Journal, and an early detail within it gave me pause: “Dozier was sentenced to death after he was convicted of first-degree murder for killing and dismembering Jeremiah Miller.”

Not exactly the character I had in mind, I thought. What kind of viewer is going to sympathize with this guy?

Still, I kept reading, discovering that while he might be, as I could only imagine, a sick and violent character, Dozier had one thing the other death row inmates didn’t: an execution date. It was in three weeks, on November 14. Soon, but also well within our deadline.

Another detail caught my eye, one that I could just as easily have missed. The article said that a judge had “recently granted his request to be put to death.”

He was, in other words, volunteering for execution. It occurred to me that since he was effectively asking the state to kill him, the prison might feel less threatened by inquiries from the media. After all, the government and the prisoner weren’t in disagreement; they both wanted his execution to happen.

It turned out I wasn’t even the first VICE reporter to have covered Dozier. In 2012, Dozier wrote a letter to a music editor there named Kelly McClure. Dozier was a VICE fan.

“You are hilarious and awesome and I love you,” he had written her, “not, however, like you’d reasonably (and correctly the vast majority of the time) presume someone on death row means when they say they ‘love’ you. You’ve made it plain you’re a lesbian—which is terrific, but again, not like you’d reasonably presume when someone on death row says, ‘Gee… I think it’s terrific you’re a lesbian.’ (I guess I can reasonably presume you’re not the same Kelly McClure from Boulder City, NV, who shared her virginity with me in the shower at Jeff Yinger’s house in the summer of ’85 for two reasons: I) I can’t imagine you’re old enough. II) you’re a lesbian… although she did play softball…).”

I laughed. He just didn’t sound like a death row inmate, or whatever I had been conditioned to believe a death row inmate should sound like. He didn’t strike me as scary or sociopathic, just kind of bizarre. “I’ve written the magazine before to no avail, and will likely continue to until the government-sanctioned murder of my corporeal being (and maybe my ‘soul’ too, guess we’ll see), as I’ve got a surplus of time on my hands and a catastrophic dearth of intelligence, hilarity, and awesomeness. I can only draw and work out so much.”

I sat staring at my computer absorbing all of this. We might have a shot with this guy. Dozier wasn’t the sympathetic, unjustly imprisoned inmate I had first imagined for the story. But we had begun to focus on pharmaceutical companies refusing to sell drugs for executions, leaving states to struggle to carry out the death sentences they had handed down. And at least in that sense, Dozier’s story worked. I called Bozorgmir.

“As hard as this is to admit,” I said, “we don’t need an innocent inmate. We need an inmate who lives in a state that’s facing this issue.” Bozorgmir agreed.

That Dozier would, too, be the first inmate executed with the most newsworthy drug in decades, a pharmaceutical fueling the opioid crisis, and taking tens of thousands of lives a year in the United States alone, made the story feel all the more compelling.

I drafted a letter to Dozier.

“I work with VICE and am currently covering a story on the death penalty,” I started. “Given that your execution is scheduled for November 14 of this year, I wondered if you might be willing to speak with us beforehand. We’re interested to hear your story, to better understand life on death row and how you’ve opted to move your execution forward.”

I reluctantly typed out my cell phone number (feeling less than thrilled about handing it over to a convicted killer), then overnighted the letter to Dozier. All I could do now was wait.



As I glanced impatiently at my phone in the days that followed, Dozier was quickly becoming the center of a major story. The intersection of fentanyl and the death penalty was too much for the media to resist, and organizations like the Los Angeles Times, the Associated Press, and the Seattle Times were all beginning to cover Dozier, with interview requests just like mine surely pouring in. The more competition there was, the more I wanted to be the one to tell his story.

From a young age, I had been conditioned to be competitive. Growing up in a family of five kids, with older, bigger brothers, I was always battling it out—for the front seat, the last doughnut, the channel changer. When I got into sports as a kid, I had to prove that I was as good as my brothers, so I stopped at nothing to beat the other team. I get a little embarrassed when I think back to my senior quote in my high school yearbook: “Winning is not a sometime thing. It’s an all the time thing. —Vince Lombardi.”

I had started my career at ABC News and was often the person tasked with convincing a subject to work with us. There I learned competition on an entirely different scale. We were taught to do what it took to get the exclusive interview. The size and might of such a network did much of the work for me—We have millions of viewers! The most famous news anchors! A greenroom! Hair and makeup!

In 2012, just twenty-three years old and still a rookie in news, I received a department-wide email from my boss at the network, a veteran in the industry, with a breaking news alert for a story that would soon dominate the national conversation and prompt a special announcement from President Barack Obama: “American Rescued by NAVY Seals in Somalia.” She had a question that she knew would throw her department into a feeding frenzy: Anybody up for it?

Within twenty-four hours, I was on a series of overseas flights, eventually meeting with the hostage’s inner circle. When they opted to go with 60 Minutes, a show that came with millions more viewers, unparalleled prestige, and a bigger budget, I was gutted.

But as often as I failed, my pitch was successful and I landed the exclusive. I thrilled at the highs and lows of it all.

VICE would turn out to be something altogether different. I often called interview subjects to introduce myself, only to hear the person on the other end of the line pause and say, “VICE? What’s VICE?” At ABC I had been accustomed to having network anchors and correspondents that could swoop in at the last minute and help me snag that coveted interview. At VICE, there were no such heavyweights backing me up. All of a sudden I was meant to be the heavyweight, and in reality, I was a twenty-seven-year-old lightweight.

So it stunned me when, several days later, my phone rang. I had just moved from Brooklyn to Los Angeles, and it was too hot for a Friday in November. Our Venice office was shutting down early, my mind already drifting to the weekend, when my phone buzzed.

“You have a prepaid call from Scott Dozier,” I heard, hesitating for only a second before clicking to accept the call.

“Hey, Gianna?” I knew right away: it was him. I was immediately struck by how fast he spoke. He was foulmouthed but articulate, kind and overly polite. His demeanor felt somehow at odds with his convictions for having murdered two people and having dismembered one. I could feel his energy pounding through my cell phone. It sounded, if I was being honest, like someone on meth, even though, as I’d later learn, he’d been off it for the last fifteen years.

Nerves filled my stomach, and my mind raced to figure out what to say. I had a long list of questions I was dying to ask, but only the allotted fifteen minutes to prove that I was the one person he should trust to tell his story. Play it cool.

“I’m not going to try to sell you on some glossy version of who I am,” I started, trying to smoothly transition out of small talk without sounding desperate. “I see you as a human being who deserves a fair shot to tell your story.”

I was so focused on convincing him that he should do an interview with us that I hadn’t prepared for what it would feel like to say those words out loud. While I genuinely meant every word, a part of me resented the need to ingratiate myself to a man who had been convicted of such inhumane acts. But it was required if I wanted the interview, and so I worked to make him feel good about the prospect of sitting down with me. “I know you have a lot of journalists requesting interviews,” I said, feigning the kind of confidence I didn’t always feel. “All I can say is, I think my work speaks for itself.”

For his part, Dozier sounded as if he were talking to an old friend. That was helpful, but also concerning. I dreaded the possibility that he might counter one of my questions with one of his own, about my personal life or my views on the death penalty, the way a friend would. I didn’t want him to know anything about me or, worse, my family.



The more we talked, in the days that followed, the more comfortable our conversations became. I stuck to business, trying to get to know him in the few weeks he had left.

“What would be your ideal way to be executed?” I asked him.

“Shot in the face,” he said plainly.

“So, firing squad.”

“Yeah. Well, ideally it would be a single person walking me out to where he looked me in the eye and just shot me in the fucking face.”

“That seems pretty brutal.”

“You are murdering somebody,” he said with force. “You know what I mean? This whole charade that it’s not brutal is fucking stupid.”

As we talked, public concern over his execution was mounting. “Nevada Plan to Use Untried Execution Drugs Draws Criticism,” read another headline from the Associated Press. The American Civil Liberties Union had been hammering the Nevada government to obtain its execution protocol—the recipe of drugs it planned to use on Dozier. Media outlets fired off pointed questions at the Nevada Department of Corrections. The director of the NDOC, James Dzurenda, carefully strategized the organization’s responses alongside the most powerful politicians in the state; the stakes couldn’t be higher.

“I want to have responses prepared for each [question] with Attorney General’s Office review prior to disseminating,” Dzurenda wrote to the governor and attorney general’s staff. Any misstep could cause a public relations nightmare or, perhaps worse, a stayed execution. A judge would soon rule on whether the execution protocol, which included three lethal injection drugs, was a violation of the Eighth Amendment, a constitutional protection against the use of cruel or unusual punishment; public messaging was crucial.

Like every other state where the death penalty is legal, Nevada had struggled to acquire the drugs it needed to carry out Dozier’s execution; the manufacturers had protested such use of their drugs, which had been designed for beneficial ends. Dzurenda, the prison chief who was court-ordered to carry out the ultimate punishment, had contacted 247 pharmaceutical companies with an invitation to bid on the state’s business; not one agreed to sell it their product.

“We couldn’t get the drugs,” John DiMuro, the state’s medical officer, said at the time. Charged with designing the drug protocol, DiMuro walked into Dzurenda’s office to strategize; Dzurenda asked him to name any drug that could be used to kill an inmate. As DiMuro rattled off names, Dzurenda picked up the phone and called the prison pharmacy director, Linda Fox, who oversaw purchasing. His question was clear: Can you get any of these drugs? The protocol, they decided, would be designed around whichever drugs they could obtain.

Fox didn’t go directly to the drug manufacturers; their position at this point was clear, in part because they had already directly written NDOC to tell it, in no uncertain terms, not to use their drugs in executions. Instead, just weeks before Dozier’s scheduled execution, Fox went directly to the prison’s distributor, a middleman of sorts: Cardinal Health. Without disclosing the planned use for the product, she was able to complete the purchase of a drug that would soon become novel in the execution circuit: fentanyl.

In late September of 2017, with the drugs in hand, DiMuro worked closely with Dzurenda and the governor’s office to finalize this untested execution protocol, with every hope it would go smoothly.



As state officials emailed furiously to plan for Dozier’s execution, coordinating satellite phones in case of emergency and government planes to “the event,” as they called it, Dozier was cool and confident in his decision to volunteer for execution. Our conversations settled into an easy cadence. He told me about his loving family, middle-class upbringing, workout routines. I liked that he wasn’t waging an innocence campaign on me; even though he didn’t outwardly admit guilt, he took responsibility for his fate. As we talked by phone, I clicked through Google images of him to get a better picture, his hair meticulously shaved on the sides, longer and slicked back on top. He wore thick-rimmed glasses and clearly spent as much time as he possibly could pumping iron.

My genuine curiosity drove our conversations, but in the back of my mind was a nagging pressure. I knew that at least ten other journalists were trying to land the interview with him, including CNN’s Chris Cuomo. I had to keep pushing.

On November 3, just eleven days before Dozier’s execution, I saw my phone buzzing, SCOTT DOZIER again lighting up the screen.

“So, look. I feel good about you doing the interview,” he said. As much as I wanted to celebrate what sounded like a victory, he was distinctly noncommittal, as he had been over the last few weeks. “But I don’t have a way to watch your documentaries in here. I want you to call Tony. I trust him one hundred percent.”

Weeks into this process, there was now another person I needed to win over: Dozier’s good friend. From what I gathered, Tony Cerutto was already sold on CNN. One more hurdle to cross. I suppressed my excitement for fear of its somehow killing the access I didn’t yet have.

I called Cerutto, a U.S. Army ranger who had spent more than twenty years in special operations. I was nervous. As much as this was an opportunity to get the interview, there was also a chance I’d lose it. I listened to the line ring, trying to shed any emotion connected to this story, knowing it would be obvious in my voice. I was expecting a hard-core military dude who thrived in silence and kept sentences short.

“Hey, Gianna, Scott’s told me a lot about you,” Cerutto said as he answered the phone. I was surprised by a feeling of familiarity. Conversation was easy; he seemed like a genuinely good guy.

“I’ve only been talking to Scott for a few weeks,” I said. “I know this is kind of a basic question, but as someone who’s known him for years, what’s he like?”

Cerutto laughed. “Let’s just say he’s not your run-of-the-mill psycho.”

After a few minutes of shooting the shit, I gave Cerutto my best pitch and said I’d let the work speak for itself. I sent our story on Nigerian oil pirates, in which we took boats deep into the Niger Delta, the kidnapping capital of the country, interviewed the guys blowing up the pipelines, and witnessed the military shooting up the illegal tanks and lighting them on fire. I drafted an email and clicked send.

Two days later, I got an email from “NoGoodTony.” My eyes widened and nerves again filled my stomach as I opened it. Any shot I had of interviewing Dozier was hanging in the balance of this email.

“Fascinating, scary, well done and informative,” Cerutto wrote. “Anyway the point is, if there is a story to be told about Scott, I feel pretty good about you doing it.”

Dozier called me the next day. “I talked to Tony. He’s on board, so I’m down. I’ll talk to my sister. Let’s do this.”
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Scott Dozier’s grade school photo. PHOTO CREDIT: MARTI DOZIER






CHAPTER TWO INNOCENCE


In the lead-up to our in-person interview, Scott Dozier and I spent hours on the phone. I chatted with him while making coffee or walking my dog, without a list of questions or camera crew. If somebody had back then told me I was developing a personal relationship with Dozier, I would’ve had a visceral negative reaction. The unwritten rules of journalism condemn muddying these waters.

I’ve struggled with the inherent conflict of being both a journalist and a human. There’s this unstated expectation that journalists be robots, unconditionally neutral, not registered to a political party, able to witness violence or abuse without reporting it to authorities or helping the person being subjected to it. But the fact was that there was much I wanted to know about Dozier, material that might or might not emerge from within the confines of a taped interview.

I wanted to know, for one, about his upbringing, and how somebody of Dozier’s apparent character could not only turn to murder, but could feel so oppressed by his time in prison that he’d rather die than endure another day of it.

“I had a pretty idyllic childhood quite frankly,” Dozier said. He told me about how his mom baked him a birthday cake every year and how his family members have maintained strong relationships with him, despite what he’s put them through. “Both of my natural parents are still married to each other and still love each other, but not only love each other, but like each other. I not only love dearly my brother and sister, but I like them immensely. I had a very supportive and loving childhood. I was a sweet kid, too. Maybe a little too sensitive. I feel like I got my feelings hurt a lot.”

I wondered whether he thought his sensitive nature and tendency to have his feelings hurt contributed to where he now found himself.

“Probably to some extent because I certainly overcompensated sometimes, you know what I’m saying. I got pretty misanthropic about… people being mean to each other. It probably contributed,” he said.

Dozier remembered not understanding from a young age why people would mistreat other people. He’d ask his parents if he could walk a few miles to a friend’s house or the park. When his parents would explain why he couldn’t, that he might get hurt by someone, he would press them with follow-up questions.

“Until I got the full explanation, the answer wasn’t good enough,” Dozier told me. When he got a little older, he read about child abuse and sexual assault in magazines and books. It would affect him so intensely that he started to have thoughts about killing those perpetrators.

“I had ideas about deep concepts and I was probably annoying as hell to try to answer all these hard questions as a parent,” he said. “ ‘Where do you even come up with that shit, kid?’ ”

Hollywood has made us believe that all people convicted of murder show clear signs from childhood that they would later be implicated in those crimes. In talking to death row inmates, I’ve found their stories to be far more complex than just the “tortured animals as a child” narrative.

Because moms tend to be close observers of their children, I reached out to Dozier’s mother to better understand what she thinks happened to her son. She was understandably hard to reach, not eager to relive some of what could only be the worst moments of her life. Eventually she texted me back. It hurt her heart considerably to see how things had turned out for her beautiful boy; it would be easier to tuck this nightmare away and not spend time thinking about it. But she would, because it was her son.

My heart ached for her; it was impossible to not step into her shoes.



MY BEAUTIFUL BOY

In November of 1970, Dozier’s mom, Marti, was two weeks past due. Marti and Larry, Dozier’s dad, were living in Great Falls, Montana, a city situated between Glacier National Park and Yellowstone. The Missouri River flows right through town, and if you glance west, you see the snowcapped Rocky Mountains. When the baby finally arrived on November 20, Marti was thrilled.

“I just thought he was beautiful from the get-go, and probably because he was past due,” she told me. “He wasn’t all wrinkly and crunched up. He was already filled out, and in my opinion, absolutely gorgeous.”

In less than two years, they’d be moving to Burley, Idaho, and two years after that, Denver, Colorado. Larry worked with the Bureau of Reclamation, a federal agency that manages, stores, and delivers water through the western part of the country. If they agreed to move every two years or so, Larry could get a promotion, and a bump in pay. Marti didn’t object; she loved seeing different parts of the country. For a stay-at-home mom, it was a welcome adventure.

“He was a darling little boy. I thought he was so cute, so special, so darling. I really didn’t think he’d live. ‘He’s just too good. This can’t be,’ ” Marti recalled thinking. “But he didn’t sleep well. He didn’t sleep, so I was tired, too.”

I could see it. Dozier’s energy, his constant need for stimulation and adrenaline, is very much a part of who he is.

Dozier was barely a toddler when he started talking in full sentences. People at the grocery store would look in disbelief at what appeared to be a baby and his dad having a conversation.

“I just liked talking to him. He was fun, and he was funny,” Marti remembers.

In 1975, Marti had their second child, Danny, and his big brother fell in love with him. Once Dozier had a baby brother to look after, he no longer snuck into his parents’ room at night.

“There was a morning or two I’d wake up, and he was laying in the crib with Danny,” Marti remembers. Even as a five-year-old, Dozier was protective of his brother.

Two years later, Dozier’s sister, Bekki, was born. And from the time the three kids were old enough to understand their mom, they would hear one lesson over and over.

“You will only have your brother and sister forever and ever and ever,” Marti remembers telling her children. “So look after each other, see about each other, stick together.”

Dozier took that message to heart.

They moved to Huron, South Dakota, in 1979. As a middle-class family in the 1980s living in a rural area, they had a big house, open land, and a barn with hay the kids would jump in. The kids were one another’s favorite, and sometimes only, playmates.

As the oldest sibling, Dozier would create ways to keep them all entertained. He loved art from a young age, and sometimes that meant convincing his younger siblings to offer up their faces as his canvas.

“He would dress us up like KISS characters,” Bekki remembers. “He would repurpose his clothes, maybe even use my mom’s for some of the KISS stuff. And I know it was her makeup that he would use to draw the black star around the eye.”

When they’d come inside after playing, Marti was always there, playing country-western music and cooking. Sometimes they’d have hard-shell tacos or, if it was Sunday, Marti would make pot roast. When the weather was nice, Larry would grill hamburgers and hot dogs. On special occasions like Father’s Day, they’d have fried chicken. The whole family would sit together at the dinner table, with Kenny Rogers or Willie Nelson playing in the background. When Dozier got his way, in those younger years, they would listen to a country kids’ song, “Sneaky Snake” by Tom T. Hall. Sometimes, they’d even get up and dance together.

Present in all of these stories is joy and warmth and love. Their house was really a home, and Marti made it that way.



It remained that way decades later, even after all that had befallen the Doziers. Visiting their ranch in Colorado, I watched as Dozier’s parents interacted with the kind of pleasant intuition that comes from being married for fifty-three years. Somehow, they don’t bicker or talk over each other. They laugh at the other’s jokes and voice how reliant they are on one another. They have an agreement; Marti is going to die first because she doesn’t want to live without Larry. They laugh when they talk about it.

As Marti and I talked in their kitchen, we watched as Larry walked inside after hours of farm work in the scorching heat. His face was weathered; the sun had been beating on it all day and he doesn’t wear sunscreen. In his signature cowboy hat and boots, Wrangler jeans, and western shirt, Larry spoke soft and low, with a country accent I couldn’t place. He struck me as kind and patient and sure of himself.

As we settled on the deck at sunset, Larry talked about estate planning and cholesterol and farming hay and wine and just about anything but his son. As I listened to him talk, I caught a glimpse into how he thinks; I could see the way Dozier is his father’s son. It’s where he got his perseverance, his inability to take the first offer, his disinterest in bad-mouthing others, and his sense of self.

“I’m a logical thinker, not very emotional. I don’t get really excited. I don’t get real sad. It’s just I’m pretty levelheaded,” Larry told me the next day, after he agreed to sit down for an interview. “I don’t worry very much about what people say about me. Matter of fact, I hardly notice it.”

While Larry worked on government and private water projects throughout his career, he did so as an engineer and mechanic. He liked to figure things out and then fix them. Dozier took after his dad in this way from a young age. He would deconstruct his toys and then try to learn how to piece them back together. He’d paint them different colors to give them a different look. Sometimes when he’d see that his mom was throwing away an appliance, he’d remove it from the pile.

“He would take things apart to see how they worked, like bathroom scales,” Marti remembered. “Sometimes he was able to put them back together, sometimes not so much, but it just fascinated him how things worked.”

In November of 1981, around the time of Dozier’s eleventh birthday, Larry and Marti decided they would move again for Larry’s job. This time to Boulder City, Nevada, a quiet and wealthy suburb of Las Vegas. It would be the start of junior high for Dozier.





BOULDER CITY

This was the seventh place the Doziers had lived in just ten years. Before Boulder City, the moves had been fun and relatively seamless. But this one felt different. It seemed like everyone there had new cars and boats and disposable income, and that status was part of their identity.

“We always bought used cars,” Bekki remembered. “My parents drove them until there was no life in them. We didn’t have a lot of shiny new things. I felt like my parents always gave us what we needed, but not everything that we wanted.”

There didn’t seem to be many people like the Doziers in Boulder City. The agricultural environment they were used to was now being replaced by the vices of Vegas, a town just twenty-five miles away.

Dozier was small for his age, and starting junior high at a school where he didn’t know anybody. Marti didn’t like that sixth grade meant junior high there, it felt too early. Up until now, Dozier had been a happy, curious, free-spirited kid. But when he walked into his new school, he got relentlessly picked on. It was immediately clear to him he didn’t fit in. He had long hair and bell-bottoms, and these kids had buzz cuts and sports shorts. They were mean to him. Dozier quickly learned he had to misbehave to fit in.

“I don’t think I even had the boxes unpacked,” Marti remembered. “But some kids brought him home from the park, and he was just absolutely drunk. And he’d fallen off his bike and he was all scraped up. He was in bad shape.” Marti was stunned. She’d never seen her son like this, and neither had his younger siblings, his best buddies.

“I remember that night distinctly,” Bekki told me. “Yeah. It was really scary. I didn’t know what drunk was.”

This was the start of Dozier’s run-ins with the law. Soon after this incident, and some misconduct at school, Marti said a pivotal experience fundamentally changed the way Dozier saw the world.

“I had found some things in his room that I knew didn’t belong to him,” Marti said. “So I thought, ‘I’ll take him to the police station and they’ll have a real strong talk with him, and that’ll be the end of this.’ Well, I took him to the police station and they charged him with every unsolved crime they had since before we even lived there.

“I’m like, ‘Are you kidding me?’ ” Marti continued, still outraged by the memory of it. She showed the officers evidence that they had been in South Dakota when some of the crimes were committed. “ ‘We didn’t even live here. I can prove to you we didn’t live here.’ They just absolutely threw the book at him.” The police kept him in juvenile hall for the week and then over Thanksgiving weekend, and there was nothing Marti and Larry could do.

“It was horrible,” Marti remembered. She watched as her son lost his trust and belief in law enforcement. “I just never in my wildest dreams imagined that anything like that would happen.”

The experience shook the entire family. It also exposed a philosophical difference between how Marti and Larry saw the world. Marti saw the world in black and white. Cops were good, period. If there was a stop sign, and no other car for a mile, she would still stop.

“If it was a rule, I followed it, followed it, followed it, followed it,” Marti said. “And then there’s Larry.”

“If it makes sense, you need to do it,” Larry said, encapsulating his perspective. “If it’s absolutely ridiculous, bureaucratic, if you can get around it, get around it and try to do the right thing instead of the rule thing.” For Larry, that meant running a stop sign in a rural area.

For Dozier, it started to mean something different.

“Scott adopted that big-time,” Marti said. “It’s smart to question stuff,” she acknowledged, but “it cost him.”

After his weeklong detention, Dozier was branded the bad boy of Boulder City. He and his buddies would routinely get into trouble. Larry remembers Dozier and a friend swiping cassette tapes and sunglasses from parked cars.

As Dozier’s parents tried to find the right balance of accountability and support, Marti felt increasingly worried about her son. They decided to move to Phoenix and pause any further moves; it would offer them a fresh start, and a place that they could call home for the foreseeable future.





HIGH SCHOOL

Throughout the bumps and bruises of Dozier’s middle school years, Marti’s support never wavered. The family’s home was full of love, not just for their children, but for the neighborhood kids. Some were going through tough stuff at home, like parents getting divorced, and the kids knew they could rely on familial warmth and a good meal at the Doziers’ house.

“My mom was the ultimate mom, especially for my brothers’ friends, because they seemed to have more friends that needed some extra love than I did,” Bekki remembered. If somebody wanted to stay for dinner, Marti would throw an extra plate down and Larry would add chicken to the grill. “Our house was the house where other kids wanted to be because my mom just loved everybody.”

When the family arrived in Phoenix, Dozier started at Greenway High School. His look was straight out of Saved by the Bell, with long blond hair, Jimmy’z shorts, tank tops, and flip-flops, if not barefoot. He’d pull up to school in his seafoam-green Volkswagen bus, and girls would flock to him. The transition to this new place, starting at a new school, and making new friends was seamless, especially compared to Boulder City.

“He was the new kid in school and, you know, had some amazing hair and a great energy,” remembered JoAnne Chiariello, Dozier’s high school friend. Starting in sophomore year, Chiariello and Dozier became inseparable, though always as friends, never as lovers. He was, she said, “charismatic and fun and easy to know and curious and just, you know, collected people, the weirder, the better.”

On weekends, the high school kids would drive out to “the power lines” in the desert and tap a keg or smoke weed. Dozier wasn’t a big drinker and didn’t do a bunch of drugs, but he needed a high level of stimulation. He couldn’t be at one party or with one group before he got bored and needed to head to the next part of the night. “If you were asked back in the day, ‘Are you friends with Scott?,’ everybody would say yes,” Chiariello said.

While Dozier was making friends and dating girls in Phoenix, he would make the four-hour drive back to Boulder City to catch up with his junior high crew. On one of those trips, he noticed a girl he hadn’t seen in years. Her name was Angela Camps.

“He had a VW bus,” Camps remembered. “All the girls would know when Scott Dozier was back in town because his bus would be there.”

A theme present in almost every conversation I had with Dozier’s inner circle was that he loved women, and women loved him. He was handsome. He was cool. He was smart and funny and had just enough edge.

Camps and Dozier started dating, but because he was still known as the bad boy of Boulder City, Camps’s parents didn’t approve. Once she got her license, though, she was free to hit the open roads, and some nights she made it all the way through the desert to Phoenix to see Dozier.

“He is just like astutely polite,” Camps remembered. “He’s like the crème de la crème of old-school manners.”

Dozier had seemingly everything going for him. But what may not have been clear on the surface was how emotionally vulnerable he still was. “He was really sensitive about things, not so much himself, but he hurt for other people more,” Marti recalled.

“This memory has stuck with me for a very long time,” Marti started. Somebody was making fun of a boy in a wheelchair, and Dozier couldn’t make the person stop; Dozier came home in tears, “in utter frustration and heartbreak over how this person was getting treated.”

Throughout these formative years in junior high and then high school, alongside his sensitivity there hardened a kind of cynicism. The police charged innocent minors with crimes they were too lazy to solve, he saw. Just as privileged teens, with rich, powerful parents, were permitted to ridicule a peer for being in a wheelchair. Dozier’s family and friends remember the way the injustice of it all got under his skin.

“He was probably more vulnerable than I realized he was,” his mom told me. Marti thinks Dozier’s bravado, wanting to appear bigger and tougher, particularly as a smaller kid, may have prevented him from opening up about what he was experiencing emotionally.

He started forming his own moral code, one that he wouldn’t publicize but was apparent to those closest to him. Stealing from his inner circle was out of the question, but selling weed was fine. He’d do it more for the thrill than the money, anyway. And he was quiet about it, never sharing many details about where he got it or whom he sold it to, and certainly never bragging about it. But, his parents knew that something was going on, even if they didn’t have all the details.

Dozier needed more than petty dealing to fuel his adrenaline. He’d drive out to the desert and turn off his headlights to see the sky light up. He’d throw on roller skates and fly down parking lot ramps. He’d mess with his siblings at the grocery store, just for the hell of it.

“He’d disappear. Then all of a sudden we’d hear ‘Incoming!’ and a bag of chips would come flying over from a different aisle,” Bekki remembered. “He was a rule breaker, he was a social butterfly, and he was the coolest.” Dozier was the guy who wouldn’t study for an exam, go out the night before, and still ace it the next day. He would question teachers’ authority by talking out of turn, which would drive them nuts, but it was hard for them to argue because he was always right. He would read a ton of books, ones that weren’t required by school, because he was genuinely curious about the world. Dozier was such a naturally talented artist that his teacher made him the teacher’s assistant, even though he was still a student. It was unusual, but to the other students it made sense because it was Dozier.

I asked Marti what it was like to parent him.

“Well, it was fun. And it was scary,” she told me. “Because once he could drive, then he was really out and about. And so he was never easy to parent.” Marti knew her son was having sex, so she talked to him about the responsibilities and risks that come with it. She bought him condoms from Costco and put a stash under his bed.

“Turns out more high school boys used that [supply]. I guess I was doing a great service for all of Greenway High School,” Marti said with a laugh.

Marti wasn’t a parent that tried to assure anyone that her son was perfect. She and Larry valued personal responsibility, holding their kids accountable and teaching them how to respect others. So even though Dozier wasn’t getting into big trouble, she felt he needed more to keep him busy.

“I got frustrated because it seemed to me like he had everything,” Marti said. “He was good-looking. He was athletic, he was smart, he was talented.”

“The smartest kid anyone had ever known,” Dozier’s then-girlfriend Camps said of Dozier in those years. “And the most talented.”

“He did get away with a lot at school and different places, and, you know, was well-liked. And it never had a hugely negative impact for him,” his friend Chiariello explained. “And so, he always pushed the envelope a little bit more than I think most people, because he believed that he could get away with it.”

After his experience of being detained in sixth grade, and his loss of faith in the police’s commitment to carry out justice, he began developing a mindset that would eventually push him further into the underworld.

“I think that Scott felt like he could overcome standard rules or barriers or concerns or issues or anything better than anybody else, even in the absence of authority,” Chiariello explained. “Somehow he could do it better than other people.”

With high school ending, Chiariello was bound for college, and Camps was starting to work in show business. Dozier didn’t have a clear path, though. He didn’t want to pursue a traditional career; he wasn’t a guy that could be convinced of doing something that wasn’t right for him.

“Most people are happy going to work, coming home,” Dozier told me in one of our conversations. “That never was for me. That was never something that I was going to be okay with.”

Still, when Chiariello enrolled at Phoenix College, Dozier did, too. Months later, he dropped out. He was spending time with Camps in Vegas, dabbling in drug dealing, trying and failing to find a job that satisfied him.

“It was sort of like, ‘You know what, dude, you got to do something here,’ ” Marti told him, “ ‘and you can’t just wander around the countryside, sleep on somebody’s couch here and there forever.’ ”

Dozier decided to follow in the footsteps of his grandfather, uncles, and dad and join the military. He learned there was a place in the U.S. Army where, if you proved yourself, you could jump out of airplanes. He liked the sound of that.

Dozier decided he would join the army. Even though it was a little nerve-racking (especially with a war in the Persian Gulf seemingly imminent), Dozier’s inner circle felt that this was a good thing for him. He would find purpose and be given parameters and have a way to satisfy his adrenaline needs in a controlled environment.

“I kind of thought, like, ‘He found it,’ ” Chiariello remembered. “ ‘That makes total sense to me.’ ”








CHAPTER THREE A CURIOUS HISTORY



THE EXPERIMENT

    By the time I began receiving regular phone calls from Scott Dozier on death row in 2017, more than two decades after he’d enlisted in the army and more than a decade after he’d been sent to die, the death penalty in America had become more or less synonymous with lethal injection: nearly 90 percent of the executions in America had been conducted by this method in the preceding twenty years.

But, this was not always the case. Prior to 1982, capital punishment had mostly been carried out by hanging, firing squad, electrocution, and gas. Americans would plan picnics around public hangings and then claim pieces of the rope as souvenirs. The executions could be harrowing for recipient and witnesses alike. An Alabama man, John Louis Evans, endured three jolts of electricity over fourteen minutes; only after his body caught fire and witnesses smelled burning flesh did his heart stop. David Lawson screamed and thrashed as “cyanide gas rose about him” in North Carolina’s death chamber, pleading with witnesses, “I’m human! I’m human! Don’t kill me!”

It’s no surprise that Americans started to lose their appetite for such barbarous killings being carried out in their name—and on their dime. Americans were ready for a more dignified way to kill their own, a refrain that wasn’t new—it had been echoed across a century. Politicians demanded that execution methods evolve to ensure they remained palatable to the public, with each falling short of expectations. A pattern emerged: a method was adopted, then botched, followed by a public outcry, leading to the introduction of a new method, and so on. The death sentence is, unavoidably, a messy business.

So in the 1970s, it was perhaps clearer than ever that politicians needed to act: public approval ratings of executions had recently hit their lowest point. The U.S. Supreme Court had, in Furman v. Georgia, in 1972, ruled capital punishment unconstitutional for how it was imposed in an arbitrary and capricious manner, which, they reasoned, led to discrimination. In their ruling, though, the justices left room for lawmakers to rework how they doled out death sentences to meet the standard of the Eighth Amendment, which prohibited the government from subjecting people to cruel and unusual punishment.

It wasn’t just a legal remedy that was demanded, but a moral one: the public wanted more humane alternatives to the noose and the firing squad. Politicians needed to act—or risk losing for good their ability to exercise this punishment.

In 1973, a year after the Supreme Court temporarily outlawed capital punishment and while Ronald Reagan was still governor of California, the future president said out loud what many had been pondering quietly: “Being a former farmer and horse raiser, I know what it’s like to try to eliminate an injured horse by shooting him. Now you call the veterinarian and the vet gives it a shot and the horse goes to sleep. That’s it. I myself have wondered if maybe this isn’t part of our problem [with capital punishment], if maybe we should review and see if there aren’t even more humane methods now, the simple shot or tranquilizer.”

Several years later, in 1976, two people put those words into action. An Oklahoma lawmaker named Bill Wiseman called the state’s ambitious young medical examiner, Jay Chapman, and requested that he develop a method of execution that would rely on pharmaceuticals instead of bullets (or ropes, gas, or electricity). The idea of injecting drugs into an inmate’s arm sounded less brutal, more medical, more compassionate, than any method they had relied upon to date.

It was an unusual request, but the young medical examiner thought about it, chatted with his team, and reasoned that three drugs, in overdose amounts, should do the trick: the first drug, a sedative, would induce and maintain anesthesia, Chapman conjectured, to render the person unconscious and theoretically free of pain; the second drug, a paralytic, would freeze the muscles, including those that allow the inmate to breathe (and the ones that allow a person to show distress, something that was likely a consideration for the state and its reputation). The third drug, the execution drug, would induce cardiac arrest.

On May 10, 1977, the Chapman Protocol, as it became known, was signed into law in Oklahoma. It was well received across the country—to say the least. After years of weathering lawsuits and public criticism, politicians welcomed a way to modernize their execution methods. Instead of a .30-caliber Winchester rifle firing through a man’s chest, lawmakers could opt for a more “civilized” bullet: a sterile syringe filled with a pharmaceutical. By 1981, five states had made it law, and by the early 2000s, it was the primary method for most states, and an option in every other state where the death penalty was legal.

Despite its widespread adoption, the first lethal injections didn’t exactly go smoothly. The very first such execution was in December 1982 in Huntsville, Texas. Charles Brooks Jr. was overdosed with a short-acting barbiturate, sodium thiopental. According to the Chapman Protocol, this sedative would have been just the first drug in a three-drug cocktail, but Texas had opted to inject just that one drug. It took seven minutes for Brooks’s life to end; witnesses said he “had not died easily.”

A year later, James Autry, who lived on the same death row as Brooks, suspected something might go wrong with his own execution. He requested that it be televised “because it may help someone else from being put on death row and maybe someone will see my execution and decide the death penalty isn’t right.” If these executions were being done humanely, then what was there to hide?

Unsurprisingly, Texas didn’t accede to his request. The state pushed ahead full throttle with the execution, no TV cameras in sight. It decided, however, to use all three drugs this time, a change from the Brooks execution. Even with the protocol, however, Autry’s fears were realized: he was conscious enough to state that he felt pain; it took ten minutes for the drugs to kill him.

These weren’t aberrations. There was at least one botched execution every year for the next eight years, including four in 1990. During this time, despite reports of choking, heaving, gasping, and even a doctor cutting open an inmate’s groin to find a vein—a method known as a cutdown—states moved quickly to make lethal injection their primary method of execution.

If the adoption seemed hasty given the spotty results, perhaps it’s because an inmate’s pain wasn’t what politicians were focused on. Annette Viator, former chief legal counsel for the Louisiana State Penitentiary, experienced this when talking to a prison warden in Texas.

“The only thing that mattered was that the guy ended up dead,” Viator explained in her testimony during a case in 2003 challenging Louisiana’s lethal injection protocol. “[The warden] wasn’t worried too much about the amount of medicine… They ended up dead, and that’s all he was worried about.”




THE RISE OF EXECUTIONS

In the wake of the Cold War, as Russia and every country in western and central Europe outlawed the death penalty, America elected to do the opposite: it accelerated both the number of people sentenced to death and the number of people executed. By the mid-1990s, capital sentences issued per year had hit their peak at more than three hundred. The number of people killed by their government rose by 700 percent between 1991 and 1999.

This steep rise in executions was tolerated by the public not simply because Americans had changed their minds about the morality of capital punishment. By 1999, nearly 96 percent of executions were being carried out by lethal injection. The shift to what many still considered a more humane method helped pacify the public. Without being confronted with outward evidence of the death penalty’s brutality, voters could sleep at night knowing they were safe and justice was being served in America at the turn of the millennium.

What many didn’t realize at the time, though, was that from 1991 to 2000, the rate of homicide in America had declined by 44 percent. If you were watching the news or listening to politicians, you’d be forgiven for thinking the opposite was true. Throughout the decade, crime coverage was king, with shows like Cops debuting in 1989; the O. J. Simpson chase and trial airing live on major news networks; and experts like Princeton political scientist John J. Dilulio Jr. warning, in television interviews aired in homes across America, of “superpredators,” throngs of minors who apparently killed without remorse. Moral panic swept the country. Politicians pounced on this narrative and capitalized on what they knew would win them elections or, at the very least, shield them from losses. There was a perception that without being tough on crime, the country would be torn to shreds by violence and lawlessness.

Incarceration rates skyrocketed: between 1985 and 1995, the number of federal and state prisoners, and those in local jails, rose 113 percent; hundreds of thousands of more people landed behind bars. With this came an unprecedented increase in capital sentences and executions. Those executed included teen boys as young as sixteen years old, the supposed “superpredators” that the media, pundits, and politicians warned could, as Dilulio put it, “kill, rape, maim without giving it a second thought.” In time, data would reveal that violence by youth had in fact plunged from 1994 to 2000. The threat that “superpredators” posed to the country was a myth. Still, it wasn’t until 2005 that the U.S. Supreme Court would rule it unconstitutional to execute an individual for a crime committed before age eighteen.

Around this time, in the early 2000s, Clark County, Nevada, was among the counties imposing the highest rate of sentences in the nation. Among the defendants facing death was a thirty-six-year-old named Scott Dozier.

When I first spoke with Dozier, ten years after he received his sentence, he had had time to reflect on his views of the controversial practice. As a former meth dealer in the ruthless underworld of Las Vegas, he well understood the laws of the street; he believed all was fair game if you chose to play. If you got yourself killed, there was no one to blame but yourself.

When it came to the state killing a citizen, though, the question became harder for him to process.

“I think there are crimes that people should probably die for, but I think maybe it’s a little bit sticky when you start talking about government-sanctioned murder of citizens,” Dozier told me. A decade after his sentence, he grappled with the morals of this practice, not to mention the way it was then carried out.

“Why do you think the country has turned to lethal injection as opposed to the other methods?” I once asked him.

“Well, you know that whole idea it’s more humane? They’re just a bunch of pussies,” he said. “You’re murdering somebody, man. It’s going to be brutal.”
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