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Sheriff Bruce Wilson did not want the three of them talking and planning their stories. So he told his deputies to place
them in separate patrol cars. The two cars that carried Adam and Jon turned toward the Pecos County Jail in Fort
Stockton. The third, camying Valessa, headed to the Fort Stockton courthouse, where Valessa would be turmned over to
juvenile authorities. Only 15, Valessa was too young to stay at the county jail.

Valessa was still amazed at the drama of the pursuit: the sirens and lights, the bullets ripping into the tires, the van
spinning at high speed. Later, she would say that the whole thing reminded her of a scene from a movie.

Sitting alone in the back seat of the cruiser, Valessa asked the deputy behind the whee! why she and her friends had
been amrested. The deputy, who did not know his passenger was a suspect in her mother's disappearance, told her it
was because they had been caught in a stolen vehicle and were wanted by the state of Florida.

Valessa said the van wasn't stolen. She said it belonged to her mother. She asked if the authorities in Florida were
coming to take her back home. They might, said the deputy. What about Adam and Jon? Woukl the authorities come
for them, too? They might, said the deputy.

Are we in serious trouble? Valessa asked.
Yes, said the deputy.

After she was tumed over to juvenile authorities, Valessa was taken to a detention center in Odessa. At first, she was
quiet. But as she was escorted to a cell, she became hysterical. She said she was sick and needed medical attention.
She wanted to know what had happened to Adam and Jon.

She was left alone in the cell. Later, an officer making checks heard a sound seeping through the vents in the cell door.
Valessa was crying.
She was no longer just a teenage girl. Somewhere on the road to Texas, she had become a puzzle.

What was Valessa's motive for questioning the deputy from the back of the cruiser? Was it possible that she truly did
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not understand how much trouble she was in7 Or was she simply fishing, trying to find out how much the police knew?
Was she just naive, or was she working an angie?

it was the same with her tears in the cell. Why was Valessa crying? Was she crying for her mother, for Adam, for
herself, or some combination of all three?

From that moment forward, everything Valessa did would be shrouded with ambiguity. Every word she utiered, every

gesture she made, every expression that played across her face - they would all contain many possible meanings. And
they wouid all become clues to be studied and dissected and applied toward the mystery at hand. -

Something was happening to Jon Whispel,
His dark blond hair was falling out. Not just a few strands, but fistfuls.

Eventually, Jon was taken to the jail's infirmary, and his hair was shaved to a crew cut. Stifl the round bald patches
showed through, giving him a bizarre, spotted look. They were the size of silver dollars.

it's the stress, they told him.

Most days, when it was time for another court hearing, Jon came shuffling into court kke an afterthought, stooped and
shackled and sometimes weeping. Because he had no money for a lawyer, the judge had appointed someone to
represent him at taxpayer expense.

His atiomey was Brian Gonzalez, a former University of Florida pitcher who practiced law as if he were hungry for
another winning season. He talked so fast that sometimes i was tiring just Bstening to him. For Jon, Gonzalez was a

gift. Around the courthouse, the Tampa native was well-liked by aimost everyone, and he had defended clients long
enough to know how things worked and how to make them work for him.

By now it was the spring of 1999. Analyzing the case, Gonzalez was sure his dient had the best chance of any of the
three teenagers to get a deal from the prosecution.
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hed simply followed Adam and Valessa into this mess, tagging along. The twa of them had an obvious motive for kiling
Valessa's mother; Jon did not. When Gonzalez talked with Jon at the jail, he grew more confident about his client's
prospects. Jon seemed quist, reserved, polite.

Gonzalez tried looking at the case from the prosecutors’ side.

Maybe they didn't need Jon to testify against Adam, since they had Adam's own damning words on tape. But Valessa
was different. Aimost no one believed her statement to police that she had killed her mother by herself.

Gonzalez thought Jon could add considerabie bite to the state's case against Valessa. But bafore the lawyer could talk
about a plea deal, he had to be sure Jon's story held up. So Gonzalez drove to Carroliwood, to the house on Cartnal
Avenue. Since Vickl's death, & had been sold. Gonzaiez had called the new owners and arranged to look through the
house one day while they wers gone.

Inside, Gonzalez tested Jon's acoount of the murder. He took pictures; he made measurements; he walked back and
forth between the kitchen and the bedroom that had been Valessa's.

Gorzalez went into the bedroom, to the place where Jon said he'd been during the murder. Jon had been specific about
what he could and couldn't see going on in the kitchen. Gonzalsz stood where Jon said he had stood, and sat where
Jon said he'd sat, and tried to see what Jon said he had seen.

Ali of it checked out.
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Pd like to talk to you, he said.

I'd iike to tak to you, she said.

¥ convicted of first-degree murder, Jon was looking at either a death sentence or jife in prison.
The state offered 40 years.

Gonzalez countered. Less than 30.

For a few days, the negotiations simmered.

Then they talked again. Williams wanted Jon to plead guilty to second-degree murder. He would get 25 years in prison;
in retum, the state would get his truthful testimony against Adam and Valessa.



