
HOT WHEELS

IN 2016, THREE TEENAGE GIRLS drove a sto-
len car into a cemetery pond and drowned. Like many 
other teens in Pinellas County, they had made a sport of 
stealing cars, and before that night, had been arrested a 
combined seven times for grand theft auto. The Tampa 
Bay Times sought to understand this phenomenon: Kids 
stealing cars, driving dangerously, getting arrested again 
and again with few repercussions.

We spent months reading thousands of pages of police 
reports; riding along with officers who specialize in this 
crime; interviewing judges, lawyers and criminologists; 
and talking with teenage car thieves, their families and 
their victims.

We learned that this real life game of Grand Theft Auto 
is dangerous. It’s spreading. And we’re all part of the 
problem.

Part 1: Hot Wheels | April 26, 2017

http://www.tampabay.com/projects/2017/investigations/florida-
pinellas-auto-theft-kids-hot-wheels/car-theft-epidemic/

http://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/this-is-the-easiest-way-to-have-your-car-
stolen/2321580

http://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/crime/when-the-car-comes-back-but-the-
thief-keeps-the-key/2321575

http://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/how-state-leaders-are-trying-to-fix-the-juvenile-
car-theft-problem-in/2321579

Kids are driving Pinellas County’s car-theft epidemic. 
It’s a dangerous — sometimes deadly — game.

How the juvenile justice system works — and doesn’t — when it comes to car theft

They had just gotten their cars back. Then, they disappeared again.

The easiest way to get your car stolen.



Part 2: The Chase | April 26, 2017

http://tampabay.com/projects/2017/investigations/florida-
pinellas-auto-theft-kids-hot-wheels/the-chase-tyron-t-man

http://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/crime/a-st-pete-street-a-teen-car-thief-and-the-
most-unlikely-victim/2321574

Part 3: Wrong Way | August 16, 2017

www.tampabay.com/projects/2017/investigations/florida-pinellas-
auto-theft-kids-hot-wheels/wrong-way-isaiah-battle-dominique

http://www.tampabay.com/projects/2017/investigations/florida-pinellas-auto-theft-kids-hot-
wheels/top-car-thieves-something-to-run-from

Every kid he hauls in is talking about T-Man: the 
wheels he’s on, the speeds he’s reaching, the guns 
he’s packing. But where is he?

At 15, Isaiah Battle was the county’s No. 1 car thief. 
He had every reason to stop.

 A St. Pete street, a teen car thief, and the most unlikely victim.

Something to run from: An examination into the lives of Pinellas County’s top 14 juvenile 
auto theft offenders

Teens die in stolen car crash | Aug. 6, 2017
The juvenile auto theft epidemic claimed three more 
lives when teens in a stolen Ford Explorer ran a red light.
http://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/crime/three-
boys-dead-after-fiery-crash-in-stolen-suv-pinellas-sheriff-
says/2332825

How do you punish the most prolific auto thief in Pinellas County  — with a slap on 
the wrist, or the sledgehammer?

Isaiah’s sentencing| August 28, 2017

http://www.tampabay.com/news/courts/criminal/isaiah-battle-countys-biggest-car-thief-
to-be-sentenced-this-afternoon/2335404
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Kids are driving Pinellas County’s car-theft epidemic. 

It’s a dangerous – sometimes deadly – game.
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First in a series

T  WO CARS APPROACHED A CLEARWATER INTER-
SECTION one August night in 2015.

Northbound in a Honda Odyssey, Amanda Hamilton practiced driv-
ing with her mother Margaret. They were on their way home in the 
family minivan just after 11 p.m. Amanda, 16, was getting her license 
the next day.

Headed west, Dontrell Davis — also 16 — drove friends around 
town in a Toyota Prius he had stolen that night from a Chinese food 
delivery driver who left it running. It was the third car he’d lifted that 
summer, and he wasn’t stopping for anything.

Not even a red light.

The Prius smashed into the front of the Odyssey, sending the 
minivan spinning, airbags bursting, debris flying. When it came 
to rest, the cabin filled with smoke, and the mother and daughter, 
shaking, worried it would explode.

The Prius was flipped onto its crushed hood, a 15-year-old pas-
senger draped out a back window with blood on her face. She was rushed to the hospital for emergency 
heart surgery.

Dontrell had fled. Bruised lungs and a concussion didn’t slow him down.

Six days later, he stole another car.

Margaret Hamilton and her daughter, 
Amanda, above; the family minivan after 
the 2015 crash, below.



EVERY FOUR DAYS, a kid crashes a stolen car in Pinellas County.

They blow red lights and fly through stop signs and speed the wrong way on skinny bridges, 
toward oncoming traffic. They push 100 miles per hour, ram police cruisers and nearly mow down 
children stepping off a school bus.

A stolen Lincoln Town Car almost took out a little boy riding his big wheel on Christmas morning. 
A stolen Ford pickup T-boned a police car, which burst into flames.

And one year ago, a stolen Honda Accord drove into a cemetery pond and sank to the bottom, 
drowning three teenage girls, who like many other teens in Pinellas County, had made a sport of 
stealing cars.

Kids here go “car-hopping,” walking neighborhood streets and parking lots, testing door handles 
until they find an unlocked car with a key inside. The objective of this real-life game of Grand Theft 
Auto isn’t to sell the car or strip it for parts. It’s to drive fast and show off.

Nissans and Fords become dangerous toys in the hands of kids who don’t know how to turn on a 
car’s lights or put it in reverse. The thieves are as young as 10 and as light as 50 pounds, cranking 
the seat all the way up, just to see over the steering wheel.

Some are not tall enough to ride all the rollercoasters at Busch Gardens, but they floor the gas pedal 
to max out the speedometer on the dashboard, all while holding up phones to record videos as proof 
for friends. “They call it doing the dash,” 15-year-old Deyon Kaigler, a two-time car thief from 
Clearwater, told the Tampa Bay Times.

The Pinellas County Sheriff ’s Office’s “Eagle” helicopter unit can track a vehicle from the air 
with its infrared camera.



The danger has prompted Pinellas law enforcement agencies to devote dozens of officers, a fleet of 
helicopters and highly trained dogs to catching young car thieves. In 2015, the most recent full year 
of data available, police in Pinellas made 499 felony arrests for juvenile auto theft, more than any 
other county in Florida going back eight years, and more than the most populous counties in America, 
including Los Angeles.

That means that, in Pinellas County, a kid is arrested for this crime at least once per day.

In nearly every other county in Florida, most people arrested for auto theft are adults. But in Pinellas 
County, 62 percent are younger than 18 — the largest rate of juveniles arrested for grand theft auto of 
any sizable Florida county for at least a decade.

The Times sought to understand this phenomenon, reading thousands of pages of police reports; riding 
along with officers who specialize in this crime; interviewing judges, lawyers and criminologists; and 
talking with teenage car thieves, their families and their victims.

The newspaper built a database containing every juvenile auto theft arrest in Pinellas County for an 
18-month period — 742 arrests in all, connected to 529 auto theft cases — and conducted a first-of-its-
kind analysis of the danger generated by the crime, as well as the thieves’ methods, motives and social 
connections.

Reporters found that a stunning number of people leave their cars unlocked, often with spare keys in 
the cup holders, center consoles or under seats. This happened in at least 250 cases — three unlocked 
cars stolen every week.



They also found that many kids who take cars have little fear of getting caught, because they don’t 
expect to get into much trouble.

Florida law treats juvenile car theft as a “property crime,” no different from stealing a $300 phone. 
Even when kids are caught, they rarely spend more than a few hours in detention. They go on to steal a 
second, third or seventh car.

Cops and parents say the law is outdated. The danger to innocent people and the kids themselves has 
escalated well beyond a “kids being kids” mentality.

The problem grows on Facebook and Snapchat and Instagram, where young thieves brag, share tips 
and arrange rides for friends. It has become its own culture, with status symbols and a special lan-
guage. Stolen cars are “stolos,” while the kids riding in them go “sliding.”

It’s getting out of control.

Teenagers are shooting off the guns they find in unlocked cars. They taunt police, who aim pistols 
at their heads and chests. Some move on to violent carjacking, emboldened by so many slaps on the 
wrist. Some die.

By the time the three girls drowned in the cemetery pond, they had racked up seven grand theft auto 
arrests between them in one year. Pinellas County Sheriff Bob Gualtieri called a news conference that 
day and stood in front of the girls’ poster board-mounted mug shots, hoping their deaths would be a 
wake-up call.

Three girls — from 
left, Dominique 
Battle, Ashaunti 
Butler and Laniya 
Miller — drowned 
after they drove a 
stolen car into a 
pond at Royal Palm 
Cemetery.



Looking tired, and at times shouting, he spoke of a car theft epidemic — people leaving cars unlocked, 
kids stealing them and driving recklessly or committing other crimes, getting hurt or hurting oth-
ers. The sheriff was begging: “These things that are happening here in Pinellas County have got to 
change.”

But in the year that passed, stolen cars kept turning up, behind vacant houses and in alleyways and in 
hit-and-runs. Their fronts were crushed in, their tires were flat and they were riddled with McDonald’s 
cups, if it had been a good night, or bullet holes, if it had not.

St. Petersburg Detective Tim Brown, who has spent 13 years running down stolen cars, said the prob-
lem has never been this bad. He has never seen thieves so young. And he has never been so certain that 
an innocent person will be the next to die.

“How we haven’t had more people run over, injured, killed, just walking down the street, small kids, I 
have no idea,” he said. “Because they come around the corner on two wheels. And it’s just — it’s fun 
for them.”

The first time Allye Arroyave was arrested for stealing a car, she was embarrassed.

Not because she had led police on a multi-county chase in a Hyundai Sonata, topping out at 115 miles 
per hour, crossing medians into oncoming traffic, blowing more stop signs than deputies could count.

She just wished she had taken a better picture. “It’s the worst mugshot because, first of all, I was not 
ready,” Allye, now 17, told Times reporters in an interview at her home last fall. “My hair was frizzy 
and grown out. It was terrible.”

Citrus County Sheriff’s Office
Allye Arroyave says she was disappointed with her mugshot.

Allye stole her first car at age 11. She says she drove it home and showed her brother, two years older, 
someone she knew took cars. He stacked two couch cushions on the driver’s seat so she could see over 
the steering wheel, Allye says, and took her to a Publix parking lot to teach her how to drive.

Now, six years later, her boyfriend is a car thief. She met him on Facebook. She’s on Instagram, too, 
where she posed for a photo last year inside a stolen car, with a caption that read “gta squad.” Cops 
used it as evidence to arrest her.



Online, kids share photos of themselves hanging out the sunroofs of stolen cars, wearing key fobs 
around their necks like trophies. They announce when they’re “on wheels” and trade warnings about 
cop sightings. Narcs out??

Even when they’re locked up, they’re showered with attention, friends posting on their Facebook walls 
as though it is their birthday: Free Lil Taliban. Free Tokyo Drift. Free Wildthangg.

This is what’s driving the juvenile car theft epidemic in Pinellas, a crime that’s so socially motivated, it 
spreads through teenage cliques like a virus

Times reporters used a computer program to map out the social connections between kids caught riding 
in stolen cars together or arrested together in 2015 and the first half of 2016.

They found that one sprawling group of kids is responsible for 57 percent of the stolen car cases ana-
lyzed by the Times.

The kids don’t all hang out in the same group, or hail from the same neighborhood, or go to the same 
school. But they pile into stolen cars with the same people. And those kids know other kids who steal 
cars. And those know even more kids who steal cars.

Allye, for instance, is directly tied to 19 others mentioned in car theft reports. She was picked up with 
a boy last May, who was once caught riding in stolen cars with another boy, who was one of the last 
people to see Ashaunti Butler the night she drowned in the cemetery pond.

This massive web, which includes 278 kids arrested for auto theft in Pinellas County, accounts for 
most of the crashes and the vast majority of gunplay. Almost all of the most prolific car thieves — those 
arrested three times or more — fall within this cluster.

Andrew Fox, a professor at California State University, Fresno, who specializes in juvenile crime and 
social network analyses, did his own review of Times data and concluded that kids arrested have “a 
shocking amount of connectivity.”

“To have that many youths connected through one type of crime, it shows that it’s socially connected,” 
said Fox.

Here’s what that looks like:

Last May, Allye stole a $55,000 handicap-equipped van, a man’s only
method of transporting his 6-year-old son with cerebral palsy.

She used the van to shuttle her boyfriend and friend to St. Petersburg neighbor-
hoods where they could break into more cars.

Speeding around, Allye crashed head-on into a tree or light pole — she later couldn’t remember which 
— before ditching the van. It was wrecked.

When police found it, the whole front was missing from the hood down. The back windows were 
smashed. The passenger door was crushed in. Even the seats were broken and cracked.

St. Petersburg Police Department



IN JUST ONE MONTH, AUGUST 2015, kids in stolen cars caused at least 15 separate crashes.

•  Aug. 3: A 15-year-old plowed into a dumpster outside a Pinellas Park mattress store after driving 
the wrong way down U.S. 19 in a BMW 740i.

•  Aug. 4: Speeding around Central Park in Largo, a 17-year-old lost control of an Infiniti FX35, 
crashing into a steel pole. Several of his friends riding in the packed SUV went to the emergency 
room that night, one in critical condition with crushed lungs, broken ribs and a broken pelvis.

•  Aug. 28: A 15-year-old in a Ford F-150 ran a stop sign in St. Pete Beach, T-boning an unmarked 
police car, which crashed into a parked car, prompting both to catch fire. The officer inside had to be 
treated for pain in his back and chest.

The Times analysis of 18 months of arrest reports turned up 137 documented crashes involving juve-
nile car theft suspects, although the number is higher — it doesn’t count the kids who weren’t caught, 
or the crashes nobody witnessed. Nearly twice as many cars turned up with damage.

Kids behind the wheels of stolen cars injured themselves or others at least 44 times. Typically, the 
thieves and their passengers emerged bloody or bruised after slamming into a house or a tree. But inno-
cent people sometimes got caught in the way, like a 68-year-old Clearwater man sent to the hospital 
after a car full of kids ran a red light and flipped his SUV. The kids were speeding away from police 
who had turned their lights on, trying to flag them to stop.

In at least 100 cases examined by the Times, cars fled at high speeds after spotting police. Although 
Pinellas law enforcement agencies generally aren’t supposed to chase stolen cars unless they know the 
driver has committed a violent crime, just the sight of a cruiser could cause a kid to screech his tires and 
take off.

On the evening of Memorial Day 2015, Melvin Sturgis and two friends were stuck in traffic in front of 
Crabby Bill’s, heading toward Clearwater Beach to check out girls. A police officer on a bicycle rode 
up to the stolen Honda CR-V and ordered Melvin and his friends to roll down a window. Sgt. Rodney 
Johnson stuck his arm through the window, instructing Melvin to turn off the Honda.

Instead, the 16-year-old floored the gas pedal, the sergeant’s arm caught in the car. He dragged Johnson 
for several feet before fleeing toward Clearwater, driving the wrong way on Causeway Bridge. Even-
tually, Melvin lost control on a quick turn, and the CR-V crashed into a set of concrete stairs, flipping 
until it landed on its side. The impact was so violent that the front passenger’s forehead broke the wind-
shield.

Police had to pull Melvin and his friends from the burning car. Later, sorting through the wreckage, the 
strewn-about sneakers and Diet Pepsi cans, they found guns — a .40-caliber Smith & Wesson on the 
floorboard and a 9mm Kel-Tec in the pocket of a passenger door, pointing upward.

Neither gun had been in the car when it was stolen.

Both had rounds in the chambers.



The night after Christmas 2015, another stolen Lexus was shot up by teens in a stolen Nissan Altima. 
As Jaquez Jackson, 17, lay bleeding and dying in an alley, his friend used a T-shirt to wipe the stolen 
Lexus clean of fingerprints.

And in May 2015, gang members with a gun in a stolen Mazda CX-7 chased members of a rival gang 
in a stolen Chrysler 200 onto Interstate 275 North, shouting “Get that car, bro, get that car!” The gun 
was stolen out of a third unlocked car a month earlier.

Police go into confrontations ready to draw their guns. In dozens of cases, officers in Pinellas were a 
trigger-squeeze away from shooting a kid, as simple arrests veered toward frightening standoffs. “(I) 
pointed my firearm directly at center mass,” a St. Petersburg police officer wrote in a report, about a 
teen who reached for the head of a K-9 dog that bit him. “I’m only 14!” the teen yelled.

In October 2015, 14-year-old Trey Davis rammed a Pinellas Park police cruiser. The officer got out 

LATE ONE NIGHT IN 2011, St. Petersburg Police Officer David Crawford confronted 16-year-old 
Nicholas Lindsey, suspected of trying to steal a car. The teen had a gun. He shot the officer five times, 
killing him.

This case is never far from the minds of Pinellas officers and deputies as they pursue teen car thieves, 
aware of all the guns floating around in stolen cars, either found inside or swiped from others left 
unlocked.

“Remember this, and I will repeat this every chance I can, from now through forever,” Sheriff Gualtieri 
said at a news conference after the girls drowned, “the gun used to kill Tarpon Springs police officer 
Charlie Kondek in December of 2014 was stolen from an unlocked car. People need to lock their cars 
or take their guns out of their cars.”

Guns showed up in at least 52 of the recent car theft cases examined by the Times. Kids found every-
thing from pistols to assault rifles in the cars they stole. In January 2015, a Lexus stolen off of Coquina 
Key was found the next day dotted with bullet holes, the passenger’s side window completely shot out.

“We’re seeing these kids, young people, in these stolen cars that are running 
from us every single night,” says Pinellas County Sheriff Bob Gualtieri.



Alexander Hannah’s two boys were in the back seat when his idling Chevy Impala was stolen at a Clearwater gas station.

EVEN WITHOUT GUNS, CAR THEFTS CAN QUICKLY ESCALATE.

Alexander Hannah was driving his sons home from basketball practice when he stopped at a Citgo in 
Clearwater to buy phone chargers. His 8-year-old son, Trinzel, was playing on his new phone in the 
backseat; 4-year-old Asante was fast asleep. Hannah said he never leaves his car running with the kids 
inside. But he didn’t want to wake Asante.

The second Hannah entered the Citgo, a 15-year-old car thief named Roderick Davis Jr. hopped into 
the Chevy Impala, and drove off with Hannah’s young boys still in the backseat.

Trinzel didn’t look up from his phone at first. He thought the driver was his father, and asked him to 
turn up the radio. That’s when he heard an unfamiliar voice say, “Oh s---!”

with his gun drawn, later noting he feared for his life, and told Trey to step out of a stolen Hyundai 
Elantra. Trey ignored him, instead reversing and speeding around the cruiser down the street.

Hours later in Tampa, in an unrelated case, Kobvey Igbuhay and three other teens ran into a wooded 
swamp after being spotted in a stolen car. A Tampa police officer said he struggled with the 18-year-
old from St. Petersburg and was in fear for his life when he fired a fatal shot to the teen’s head.

There is a sense among law enforcement that it is only a matter of time before another one of these 
confrontations turns deadly.

Said Sheriff Gualtieri: “It could happen 5 minutes from now.”



Roderick pulled the Impala off the road behind an apartment complex, Trinzel says, and snarled at the 
boys, “Get out of my car.” Trinzel fumbled with the lock and his little brother’s booster seat. The boys 
held hands as they ran along the street, looking for their father.

Trinzel, now 10, still breaks down in tears when he remembers that night. “I didn’t know if he was 
going to kidnap us and take us somewhere, like throw us into a ditch or something, or if he was just 
going to kill us right then,” he says.

WHY HAS STEALING CARS BECOME SO POPULAR in Pinellas County?

It’s a question that has everyone stumped.

In 1990, St. Petersburg police claimed to have traced one rash of car theft to its origin: A 14-year-old 
boy with a trick for starting General Motors cars with screwdrivers had moved down from Ohio. He

Some of these car thefts turn violent — like the one Dontrell Davis committed six days after he crashed 
into the Hamilton family minivan.

On Aug. 23, 2015, a woman was filling up water bottles in a Papa John’s parking lot when the 16-year-
old went to steal the Hyundai Elantra she left running.

She saw him, but when the 55-year-old woman yelled at him to stop and ran up to him, Dontrell shoved 
her to the ground so hard she broke her arm and busted her lip. The teen nearly ran her over with her 
own car as she lay on the pavement, screaming for help.

Two months after that, an elderly woman walking her Yorkie was attacked by a group of car thieves in 
her gated neighborhood. They pushed her into her walker and snatched her keys from her pants pocket.

“I could not believe it was happening,” said Carol Dickson, now 75. “It made me totally fearful of 
going outside.”

Left: Alexander Hannah with his daughter, Mimi, Trinzel and Asante. Almost two years later, the family still feels traumatized by 
the auto theft. Right:  Hannah prepares to install Mimi’s child seat in the car before taking the kids to school.



taught a few kids, who taught a few more.

Today, there’s only speculation.

“There’s the beach environment here, you know, there’s a lot of tourism that happens here, and there’s 
kind of a laissez-faire attitude about St. Petersburg,” said the Rev. Kenneth Irby, pastor at Bethel Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal Church in St. Petersburg, who was hired by the city as a liaison to at-risk 
youth.

He laughed, remembering that he had gone to the dry cleaner that morning, and a woman jumped out 
of her car, leaving it running with her purse sitting on the seat as she waited in line behind him. He won-
ders if this kind of laid-back, west Florida culture is colliding with opportunism in kids who are poor.

The Rev. Kenneth Irby, the city’s liaison to at-risk youth

Pinellas is the most densely-populated county in Florida, with areas of poverty within walking dis-
tance of affluent ones. It’s also difficult to get around the county using its public transportation system, 
which is among the worst in the nation; in several police reports, kids said they stole a car because they 
needed a ride.

“It’s just like, people want to drive,” said Jacer Brown, a car thief who recently turned 18, in an inter-
view from the county jail. “Especially, like, prom night.”

It’s clear from the records that the growth in arrests is happening primarily among the black popula-
tion. The number of white kids getting arrested has remained about the same since 2011, but the num-
ber of black kids has almost tripled. In the 2015-16 fiscal year, according to Department of Juvenile 
Justice data, 69 percent of kids arrested for car theft were black, though black residents make up only 
11 percent of the county’s population.



This steep climb, and stark disparity, doesn’t exist in arrests for other common juvenile crimes like 
assault or misdemeanor drug possession. Not one of the dozens of people interviewed by the Times, 
including the kids, their parents, community leaders and Pinellas-Pasco Public Defender Bob Dill-
inger, allege racial targeting. In many cases, cops find physical evidence on cars that leads them to sus-
pects, or see the car listed on their “hot sheet” before they see the driver.

Gulfport Police Chief Robert Vincent — himself a victim of car theft — said it’s possible that kids in 
Pinellas steal more cars because they know police won’t chase them, forbidden by a policy that consid-
ers chases a threat to pedestrians and innocent drivers.

Clearwater Police Chief Daniel Slaughter said he supports the policy, but it often leads to frustration 
for officers on the street.

“For somebody to have to stand idly by and watch a juvenile drive around in circles at 100 miles per 
hour, waiting for him to kill a kid and then take the blame for it when he kills a kid because they didn’t 
do anything,” the chief said, “that’s not a fun day.”

Teens sent to the Juvenile Detention Center stay in rooms like this one. They’re assigned a mattress 
and sheets upon arrival.

IN MARCH 2016, JADYN IM WAS ARRESTED for stealing a Toyota RAV4 from Palm Harbor. It 
was his fourth grand theft auto arrest in three months. He served 21 days at the Pinellas Juvenile Deten-
tion Center and was released home.

Less than a week later, the 15-year-old stole a Toyota Camry. “What’s up, man?” Jadyn asked the dep-
uty who came to arrest him. He was drinking a soda and holding a bag of sunflower seeds, a sweater 
tied around his waist.

Kids aren’t afraid of getting caught for grand theft auto.

They know that the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice’s point system, which evaluates a child’s 
risk to society, will rarely hold them in detention for more than a few hours: It takes 12 points to hold



a kid after an arrest. A first car theft charge gets zero points. A juvenile could steal two cars in the same 
month and not get held.

They also know that, even if they do get locked up, they won’t serve longer than the Florida statute’s 
limit of 21 days before their charges are resolved in court. They’ll do that time at the county’s Juvenile 
Detention Center, or JDC, a facility that is more stable and comfortable than some of the kids’ own 
homes.

Kids have their own rooms there, painted with ladybugs and inspirational quotes. They get clean 
clothes and eat three meals each day — whole grain pancakes and sausage links for breakfast, chicken 
wraps and fresh fruit for lunch, beef chuck roast with baked potatoes for dinner. There is always des-
sert.

Murals with positive messages are meant to inspire detention center residents.

“It’s like day care,” Kaleb Frank, 17, told the Times. “You get fed three times a day, chilling, playing 
dominoes.”

“You stay with a whole bunch of kids your age that you can associate with, and get their (phone) num-
bers,” said Deyon, the Clearwater car thief, “so when you get out you can just contact them and be like, 
‘Hey, you want to go car-hopping?’”

Many kids spend less than the maximum 21 days in JDC before they’re sent home. They are often 
handed probation or “diversion,” going free with conditions like mental health counseling, substance 
abuse therapy, curfews and community service.

Some are sentenced to months at residential programs, but aren’t transported right away. They’re told 
to wait at home for a bed to open up.



It’s understood by all the players — the kids and their parents, the cops, the lawyers, even the judges 
— that Florida’s justice system is designed to go easy on juvenile car thieves, giving them little reason 
not to steal another car as soon as they’re out.

One-third of all kids arrested in the period examined by the Times, a total of 165, were arrested again; 
dozens of those were arrested four or five times; a handful, six times.

The record was eight.

“The frustration starts when I arrest you three times in the past week and you’re still out,” said St. 
Petersburg police Chief Anthony Holloway. “Why are we doing this? The system’s not working. The 
system’s broken.”

Parents of auto thieves come into Patrice Moore’s courtroom and beg the judge to give harsher punish-
ments to their children, who seem to never learn their lessons. “At the end of the day,” she said, “my 
hands are tied.”

Judge Patrice Moore

Dontrail Jackson Sr. said he wishes his son would have received more consequences after police 
caught him in a stolen Kia Optima in September.

As they tried to get away that night, Dontrail Jr. and his friends drove the wrong way on the Bayside 
Bridge, reaching speeds of 120 miles per hour.

The 17-year-old was in and out of JDC. Three months later, he pleaded down to trespassing and was 
sentenced to probation.

“He wasn’t scared,” his father said. “He went to court with flip-flops on.”



Dontrell Jackson Jr., 17, attends a hearing with his father, Dontrell Sr., and Ashley, his step-mother.

LUIS HERRING JR. says he’s sorry.

For driving over a woman’s foot as he stole her car.

For stealing 30 cars in three years.

He had been let off so many 
times that he didn’t think 
this one would be any dif-
ferent. But, like an increas-
ing number of teens in 
Pinellas County, he wound 
up “direct-filed” into the 
adult system by prosecutors.

Luis, 16, sentenced to spend 
the next four years in prison, 
agreed to an interview with 
the Times. He wanted to tell 
his story to get the kids still 
out there to stop.

He says he was picked on 
as a boy, by older relatives 
who called him “faggot,” 

Luis Herring was convicted of carjacking in February and sentenced to more than four years in 
state prison.



before he was comfortable enough to say he was gay. He responded by fighting, and by developing 
what he calls his “I don’t care attitude.”

“I learned to not care,” he said, “about nothing at all.”

For a while, he just broke into cars. But at 13, he started driving them off. “I always loved driving,” he 
said. “So I think that’s what kept me stealing cars.”

Six arrests didn’t stop him. Nor did the death of his friend Dominique Battle, one of the girls who 
drowned in the cemetery pond.

Then came July 11, 2016, the day that got him here. Luis was angry that morning. He and his brother 
had been fighting. His brother punched a hole in the living room wall. “My mama was upset, blaming 
the world,” he said. “I needed to get to the southside. When I’m frustrated and I just be driving, I think 
that it releases a lot of pain.”

He saw a woman pumping air into her car tires at a St. Petersburg Wawa. As he jumped into the driver’s 
seat, he didn’t expect her to try to stop him. He threw her to the ground, driving over her foot as he 
peeled off.

“I feel like a bad person,” he now says, thinking of all his victims. “I would say sorry, but I know… 
Sorry don’t f------ count. It don’t f------ cover it.”

He has something to say to kids stealing cars:

“Say somebody stole your mama’s car... steals their car, tears it up, breaks it down. Leaves (cigar) guts 
inside of it. Ashes and weed and s--- like that… Now she don’t got a way to work to feed you and your 
brothers and sisters.

“People don’t think of (that),” he says, “because I didn’t think of it that way.”

Word has gotten to Luis, from others behind bars, about one kid in particular. He is gaining notoriety 
on Facebook, all over Snapchat, even on the TV news, for scamming an 89-year-old man out of his car.

Luis met him once, a short little kid, “a damn crook.” Luis says he went after him — car thief chasing 
car thief — when the boy stole his friend’s sister’s Hyundai Sonata and ditched it after crashing.

He doesn’t know this kid’s real name. Just that he’s young. Maybe 13.

He asked reporters, Have you ever heard of terrible T‑Man?

Part 2: Looking for T-Man
One of Pinellas County’s most notorious car thieves is 13. And he already has years of experience.



Through public records requests of 10 law enforcement agencies in Pinellas County, the Tampa Bay 
Times obtained a report for every juvenile arrest for grand theft auto from January 2015 through June 
2016, and used the reports to create the most comprehensive database to date of this crime in the 
county.

Reporters recorded every suspect, every victim and every car. They analyzed details of each case, from 
how a car was stolen, to whether it was involved in a crash or a police pursuit, to whether the suspects 
stole it from someone they knew or a stranger.

They created a spreadsheet of every person involved in a car theft, including passengers of the juve-
niles arrested. They used a specialized computer program to map connections between the people, 
after first consulting with experts in social network analysis. The Times gave the data to Andrew Fox, 
a California State University professor who specializes in juvenile crime and social network analysis, 
who independently analyzed it.

Reporters compiled arrest data from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting system to compare the raw 
number of arrests in Pinellas County to other places in Florida and across the country. The Times was 
unable to obtain data from Cook County, Ill.

Reporters spent eight months interviewing those closest to Pinellas County’s car theft epidemic, 
including teenage car thieves, their families and their victims. They spent days in juvenile court and 
nights in police cars on ride-alongs. They interviewed police chiefs, judges, state leaders and experts 
on juvenile crime.

As a matter of practice, the Times takes great care in deciding whether to publish the name of a juvenile 
charged with a crime. In a number of cases in this series the Times has published the names of even 
young juveniles. In making those judgments, the newspaper considered the child’s age, number of 
convictions, severity of crimes and whether a parent or guardian was present for an interview.
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How state leaders are trying to fix the 
juvenile car theft problem in Pinellas

By Zachary T. Sampson and Lisa Gartner
Times Staff Writers

How can a system allow dozens of kids to be arrested twice for felony grand theft auto, and still go on 
to steal another car?

Florida’s juvenile justice system has undergone drastic reform in the last decade, shifting from locking 
up kids to giving them counseling, curfews and community service. Many young car thieves are sent 
home from court, told to follow the rules and stay out of trouble.

Advocates say no child is beyond hope for rehabilitation. They say the system works for many kids. 
But critics contend it trivializes the crimes of the most flagrant offenders.

“I think there’s some folks out there, the advocates, who think counseling can change all that by say-
ing you’ve got to be good, you’ve got to be good,” said Pinellas-Pasco State Attorney Bernie McCabe. 
“But if they’re not good, what do you do? That’s a question we don’t have an answer for, at least with 
the current system.”



Problem: Stealing a car isn’t enough to land a kid in detention. Pre-trial detention for kids isn’t 
about punishment; it’s about keeping those deemed to be dangerous away from the public until their 
charges are sorted out. To assess this danger level, arrested juveniles are immediately screened accord-
ing to a point sheet called the Detention Risk Assessment Instrument. To be held in detention, a child 
has to earn 12 points. Anything less, and they’re sent home to a parent or guardian. A first-time car thief 
with an otherwise clean record will score zero points. Even a kid arrested again after stealing another 
car two weeks later may score only nine points, not enough to be held.

Solution? This summer, the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice plans to convene a committee 
to examine the risk assessment tool for the first time in nearly a decade, said DJJ Secretary Christina 
Daly. “We recognize that the kids have changed, times have changed,” she said. Asked if she would 
recommend a scoring change, Daly said she didn’t know. But, “the kids that are the biggest threat to 
public safety, I want to see those kids in detention.”

Problem: Even some of the worst offenders can’t be held for more than 21 days, a limit set by 
state law. Decades ago, most cases went to trial within those three weeks. Now, with soaring case 
volumes and plodding bureaucracy, a kid’s day in court could be months off, making the 21-day limit 
arbitrary.

Solution? State Sen. Jack Latvala, R-Clearwater, proposed a bill that would have extended the 21-
day detention limit to 45 days for “prolific offenders” who meet criteria including prior felony arrests. 
The bill, however, was changed in committee so prolific offenders will instead be required to stay on 
an electronic monitor after their 21 days in JDC and until their case is complete. Prosecutors will be 
required to bring a case to trial or a plea agreement within 45 days. The bill, drafted in collaboration 
with Pinellas Sheriff Bob Gualtieri, will affect an estimated 371 juveniles statewide if passed. It is set 
to go before the House for a vote as early as this week.

Problem: Even kids sentenced to serve time in residential programs are sometimes sent home 
first, to wait for a bed to open up. There are only so many spots — about 2,000 — available in pro-
grams across the state. According to a state Senate analysis, children awaiting placement last year 
committed more than 4,300 new offenses across the state.

Solution? Another provision in Latvala’s bill seeks to address this problem. Under the proposal, juve-
niles sentenced to programs will be required to await placement in secure detention until a spot is avail-
able. The bill is expected to cost nearly $6 million. Gov. Rick Scott has also proposed adding 60 beds to 
the state’s residential programs in his latest budget, according to the DJJ.

Contact Zachary T. Sampson at zsampson@tampabay.com. Contact Lisa Gartner at lgartner@tam-
pabay.com.



This is the easiest way to have your 
car stolen

By Zachary T. Sampson and Lisa Gartner
Times Staff Writers

Delivery drivers, don’t leave your cars running when you make a stop.

A teen in Clearwater stole a Chevy Impala driven by a Domino’s Pizza delivery driver, then ditched the 
light-up sign and her purse in a trash bin.

One boy ordered Chinese food, then hopped in the delivery driver’s Toyota Corolla when the man 
walked to the door.

“I used to get people like that,” said Luis Herring Jr., 16, now in prison for carjacking. He would order 
food to a random address, from a phone number obtained on a computer app.

Even a Meals on Wheels volunteer fell victim to kid car thieves.

Bob Scheuerer, a 70-year-old Tierra Verde volunteer who delivers food to the elderly and disabled 
across St. Petersburg, pulled up to a squat house on 13th Avenue S in Childs Park one morning in Octo-
ber 2015. Boys on bicycles pedaled closer.



“Once I handed the person at the door the meal and I turned around, my car was about 50 or 60 feet 
down the road, pulling away at full speed,” Scheuerer said.

Many drivers leave their cars running when they drop off plates, he said. They’re usually gone for less 
than a minute, always in a hurry.

Meals on Wheels “does not have any sort of written policy that says volunteer drivers should turn off 
their car before delivering a meal,” said spokeswoman Julie Piper Finley.

“We assume people are smart enough to figure that out on their own.”

At least 53 times within a period of 18 months, kids stole cars people had left running — in front of 
a laundromat, at a walk-up ATM, at an auto repair shop, at a hospital valet. The drivers had been in a 
hurry — to pick up a kid from the babysitter, or a dog from the groomer, or unload charity items outside 
a church.

Scheuerer, the Meals on Wheels driver, had to borrow a phone to call for help; he’d left his inside. “It 
was like I was just dropped out of space and I had nothing to identify myself.”

He said he had to pay a cab driver $175 to take him to get a new license, a new Veterans Identification 
Card, a new phone.

His Hyundai Sonata was gone for three weeks. In that time, the kids who stole it logged 5,000 miles. 
Police found the sedan outside a fish and tackle store. The front axle was bent, Scheuerer said, and the 
body dinged. It reeked of alcohol, and marijuana roaches littered the floor.

“It’s like they’re invading the privacy of your life,” he said. “It’s just a very empty feeling and a help-
less feeling.”

Scheuerer now locks his car, he said, but many other drivers do not.

Because they’re only gone a few seconds. What could possibly go wrong?

Contact Zachary T. Sampson at zsampson@tampabay.com. Contact Lisa Gartner at lgartner@tam-
pabay.com.



When the car comes back, but the 
thief keeps the key

By Zachary T. Sampson and Lisa Gartner
Times Staff Writers

Lakesha Johnson’s car was stolen twice by teenagers. The first 
time, she said, they got her key from her unlocked car while 
she slept after a chemotherapy treatment.

It’s bad luck to have your car stolen once. But a handful of drivers across Tampa Bay have been repeat 
victims. Their cars were recovered, but not the keys. So young thieves came back for another joyride.

One St. Petersburg woman had just gotten her car back when it was taken again two days later, still 
coated in black fingerprint powder.

When police recovered a car stolen from a hospice patient, the 15-year-old suspect laughed and said, 
“There’s about six more (spare keys) out in the streets.”

Then, there was Lakesha Johnson, 31, who said she was so exhausted from her chemotherapy treat-
ment for Hodgkin’s lymphoma that she forgot to lock her black Infiniti SUV. She left behind a spare 
fob, one she thought would never work because the remote battery was dead. She didn’t know about 
the hard ignition key hidden inside the plastic.

When she awoke from a nap and looked outside, “I thought it was a dream,” she said. “I closed the 



door. I opened the door again. And I’m like, my truck is gone.”

The Infiniti was the first car she was proud to own. She liked the curved hood, sunroof and leather 
seats.

Police found the car intact later that night. The kids ran, Johnson recalled, and officers didn’t recover 
the key. Her dealership was closed, she said, so she couldn’t get the locks changed right away.

Instead, she brought the Infiniti home, blocking it in with a neighbor’s car. But the kids came back, 
used her SUV to push the other car out of the way and drove off.

Her car was gone again.

The Infiniti was missing for a week. Police told Johnson they spotted it, she said, but it fled at high 
speeds. Toll invoices piled up from someone else’s trips over the Sunshine Skyway Bridge.

She said she spent hundreds of dollars each week for a rental car to get to chemotherapy. She rode 
around looking for her SUV but never saw it.

Police eventually caught up to the Infiniti after a crash in Largo. It was totaled.

Gap insurance covered the cost of a new Nissan, she said, but the car is no Infiniti.

She still remembers the way the 17-year-old looked at her in court, like it didn’t matter.

“That little boy was looking at me like, ‘What’s she looking at?’”

Contact Zachary T. Sampson at zsampson@tampabay.com. Contact Lisa Gartner at lgartner@tam-
pabay.com.



HE STOLE A MERCEDES-BENZ 
CONVERTIBLE from a 79-year-old 
man, then showed off in the driver’s seat, 
mugging for a cell phone video. Shook 
off police in a Jeep Grand Cherokee, tires 

kicking up dirt, then jumped a curb and nearly hit a girl 
on her bicycle. Abandoned the Jeep in an alley, but kept 
the pistol he’d found in the backseat.

Have you seen T-Man? He’s in the wind.

Story by LISA GARTNER and ZACHARY T. SAMPSON
Photos by DIRK SHADD 
Times Staff
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TIM BROWN IS ON THE HUNT.

It’s Jan. 5, late morning. The St. Petersburg detective holds his radio in one hand, the other flat on the 
steering wheel of his purple Nissan Maxima, as he traces the streets of Childs Park, a St. Pete neighbor-
hood where stolen cars tend to turn up.

Brown, 52, has spent more than a decade going after kid car thieves. He knows they’ll be out of juve-
nile jail as soon as he catches them. He’s still got to catch them.

The kids call him “Horny Dave.” He’s not sure why they think his name is “Dave,” but 
he hears “horny” means he’s always in their business, desperate to know what they’re 
up to. The kids post Horny Dave sightings on Facebook, warning each other, “Narcs 
out.” At least that’s what Brown hears. He doesn’t bother with that social media stuff.

St. Petersburg Police Detective Tim Brown, 52, has spent more than a decade going after young car thieves.

The very first police report of 2017 had officers looking for an AK-47 with a bayonet attachment, sto-
len out of the trunk of a car on New Year’s Eve, along with two magazines of ammunition. The victim 
had called Brown, said people had seen someone named “T-Man” shooting off the assault rifle at the 
playground down the block. Had Brown heard of him?

Tyron Antez McKinnon. Brown has heard too much about him. Every kid he hauls in is talking about 
T-Man: the wheels he’s on, the speeds he’s reaching, the guns he’s packing.

He’s 13.



Maybe 100 pounds, a baby face on a 4-foot-11 frame. But in the driver’s seat of the cars he steals, 
Tyron is the most dangerous kid on the streets.

“The scary thing is,” the detective says, “if he’s in a car right now, and he still has the gun, he wouldn’t 
have the smarts not to pull the trigger on somebody.”

Tyron McKinnon fans cash in front of his face in a photo posted to his Facebook page. Facebook

THEY CALL HIM T‑MAN, BUT HE IS A BOY. He used to cry every time police got him in the 
back of the cruiser.

At 3 years old, he was living with a guardian, his mom’s cousin. Dad wasn’t around. Mom had been 
caught selling marijuana and cocaine.

At 7, he started setting fires and breaking windows around his neighborhood, according to his guard-
ian; she told police he was getting out of control. He said he was sorry for egging a house, that he 
wouldn’t do it again. By the fourth grade, he was diagnosed with ADHD and sent to a school for stu-
dents with behavior problems. But he wouldn’t take his medication. Said it tasted bad.

He started running away without bothering to put on his shoes, turning up at Subway or the Dollar Tree 
or hanging out with older boys at the park.

He was 10 when he was first arrested, charged with stealing a four-wheeler out of a backyard, hiding 
the ATV under a sheet with Tavion Workman, a 12-year-old boy he knew from school. When police 



took him away, Tyron’s mom and guardian said they hoped handcuffs would teach him a lesson; he’d 
been stealing from them, too.

The charge was dropped. But three months later, Tyron and some friends were accused of surrounding 
a boy on a basketball court and stealing his phone. The victim’s mother confronted Tyron, the boy told 
authorities: She told him she’d call the police; Tyron said, “They’d have to catch me first.”

“F--- you,” Tyron told a police officer who found him five days later on a bike he claimed he had found 
on the side of the road. The deputy gave his guardian a phone number for the Department of Children 
and Families, in case she wanted to send him away.

The trouble started when they lived in Childs Park, his guardian Natascha Williams now tells the 
Tampa Bay Times. “We moved, but he kept hanging with those other kids,” says Williams. “He’s never 
hung with kids his age. Some of the older kids only listen to him, even though he’s young.”

He was in the fourth grade when he was seen stalking the skate park near his house, eyeing keys left by 
the side of the ramp. He had buckteeth, sunspots on his cheeks and Angry Birds on his sweatshirt.

That May, the victim of an apartment burglary recognized Tyron among kids running away from her 
door a day after the break-in. She suspected he was involved. Thieves had taken two Playstations, an 
Xbox 360, an Android tablet and a pair of Jordan sneakers from her home. They also made off with a 
video game: Grand Theft Auto 5.

Erick Wolf, 17, says car owners could stop auto thefts. “Just don’t leave your keys in the car. Put an alarm, 
lock the door. That’s all you have to do.”



TIMES REPORTERS READ MORE THAN 500 POLICE REPORTS and interviewed more 
than a dozen car thieves and their families to understand why so many kids in Pinellas County steal 
cars.

Reporters spoke with the teenagers in their living rooms, on front stoops, in the visitor rooms of jails 
and in the backseats of police cruisers.

Newspapers don’t always identify kids under 18 who are accused of crimes. The Times chose whom 
to name using criteria including number of criminal convictions, parental permission and age. The 
thieves’ own words explained the auto theft epidemic in ways no amount of police reports could.

Erick Wolf, 17, angled his long legs in one cramped cruiser to ease the pressure on his knees. His bangs 

Erick says kids steal because a car is a quick way to get somewhere.

were in his face as he rattled off the reasons to steal a car.

“It’s a fast way of transportation for kids that can’t get ways of transportation,” he said. “It decreases 
time instead of having to walk or take bikes.”

Kaleb Frank, 17, was once arrested after using a stolen car to get to the state fair. Relaxing on a couch 
one night last fall, he talked about the time he pushed a BMW to 160 mph on U.S. 19. The adrenaline 
made him want to do it again. “Don’t have enough to do in life. Pinellas County is boring,” he said.

“We have to make our own fun.”

They call it car-hopping, walking down the street testing door handles in the dark, then groping around 
the insides of unlocked cars for a key.

To hear the thieves talk about it, to read about it in the reports, the idea can come about during a late-
night sleepover or even a walk to school that’s beginning to feel tedious.



One 15-year-old knows to pick a neighborhood street, the quieter the better, where he won’t be seen. 
Not a “front street,” he told reporters one night a few months ago, as he stood at his front door with 
an ankle monitor hanging over mismatched socks. He was caught in a Hyundai Tucson, he said, pro-
nouncing it “Tuck-son.”

Several teens told reporters they go looking for nicer cars in nicer neighborhoods. “People from the 

A 15-year-old wearing an ankle monitor says a quiet street, where he won’t be seen, is best 
for breaking into cars.

southside go to the northside,” said one 16-year-old.

On Facebook, kids post that they’re “noya-bound,” heading north. Some will walk or ride bikes; two 
once called an Uber.The thieves say they wear gloves or socks on their hands, or in a pinch, fold their 
fingers into the bottoms of their shirts to avoid leaving fingerprints. Allye Arroyave, 17, laughs as she 
remembers a friend who wore a sock on one hand, but kept accidentally touching things with his other 
hand. Of course, he had to keep it all — the GPS and registration, the random papers in the glove com-
partment.

Sitting on a couch in her grandmother’s home, she mimes stuffing stolen items down the front of her 
strapless romper. She has little sympathy for the car owner who left a spare key hanging on a lanyard 
from the rear-view mirror and another in the cupholder. “People are idiots,” she said.

They’ll take things other than keys. One 15-year-old pockets change to buy chips and candy at school. 
He says he has a moral code: He won’t take glasses. “People need them to see.”

Once the car starts, the joyride begins. Deyon Kaigler was 14 when he stole a Mazda and drove his 
friends to Clearwater Beach. His friends played in the waves while he sat in the sand, wondering if 
he’d get caught, he told the Times.

Luis Herring Jr., doing time in prison, remembers what it was like, showing up in style to the parties 
every weekend.



St. Petersburg police Detective Tim Brown says kids will car-hop anywhere in Pinellas County: “There’s not one neigh-
borhood. It’s wherever the car takes them.”

THERE ARE CERTAIN THINGS THE DETECTIVE LOOKS FOR, driving around Childs 
Park now. A car backed up tight against a fence, in an attempt to hide its plate. Or an unusually nice 
car parked blocks away from a known thief’s house. Brown lingers at intersections, eyes searching in 
every direction.

“Out in this area, you see, you don’t even really need to get a tag on a vehicle to know it’s stolen,” he 
said. “All you need to do is just see it, and it’ll be driving 100 miles an hour. So that’s why you want to 
make sure you look both ways.”

Tyron has become a pretty good driver, the detective says. But when he first started, he was all wide 
turns; couldn’t make a tight right without hitting a utility pole.

The first time Brown ever laid eyes on Tyron, he didn’t think much of him.

It was a Monday in May 2014, and Brown got a report about a Hyundai Accent stolen from Lake Vista 
Park. The victim had been playing three-on-three basketball when one of his opponents slipped away 
with the keys he had left next to the court.

Brown headed to the Spring Lake Apartments on 31st Street S, which had lately been a popular dump-

“Everybody who’s somebody’s out there,” said the 16-year-old. “You gotta be out there. You want to 
be out there so bad so you’re going to go steal a car to be out there. You’re going to be out there, all out 
the sunroof, all out the window, smoking your weed, you and four other people in this damn car.”



ing ground for stolen cars. Brown found the Hyundai, backed in at the corner of the lot.

He parked his unmarked car about 20 yards away and waited.

A few minutes later, he noticed “a very small” child walking through the parking lot. “I did not pay 
much attention to him at the time and continued to watch the vehicle,” Brown wrote in his report. He 
remembers thinking, No way. It can’t be this kid.

The Hyundai’s parking lights flashed. Someone had used a key fob to unlock the car. Brown saw it 
then, in the small child’s hand. The kid clicked it again, climbed into the driver’s seat and started the 
car. He was barely visible over the steering wheel, which he kept jerking back and forth.

Tyron was four days away from his 11th birthday when Brown first arrested him for grand theft auto.

Many stolen cars end up in St. Petersburg’s Childs Park neighborhood.

WHEN HE’D GET PUT ON PROBATION OR HOME DETENTION, Tyron would leave. 
Police no longer found him at the Subway or Dollar Tree. He now hung out in Childs Park, with a gang 
of older kids who cruised in stolen cars with key fobs dangling from their necks.

In the summer of 2015, two victims, 11 and 13, told police Tyron and another boy took their phones 
and earrings while a third boy held a gun on them. Tyron was 12. He pleaded guilty to robbery.

Later that year, a 15-year-old said Tyron gripped a pistol in his waistband as he and his friends relieved 
the older boy of his iPhone and jewelry at a Halloween party. Tyron wasn’t charged.



Two weeks later he was arrested, charged with stealing a brand-new Hyundai Elantra from a woman 
who left it running while picking up her child’s shoes from a cousin’s house. Brown found Tyron three 
days later, the key fob in his pocket. The Hyundai turned up full of items that weren’t in it when it was 
stolen — a flat-screen television, a bowling ball.

When Tyron was arrested, his guardian would visit him in the Juvenile Detention Center, pleading 
with him to stop. “You’ll end up in jail for the rest of your days, or dead,” Williams said she would tell 
Tyron. “You might steal the wrong car. Someone might shoot you.”

But he kept doing it. And in December 2015, he became notorious.

It was a Friday, one of those perfect, 70-something-degree days. Tyron rode up on a bicycle to a gas 
station at 49th Street and 22nd Avenue S.

Raymond Raftery was tricked out of his SUV.

Raymond Raftery, 89, was just about to pull out of the station, having filled up his Toyota RAV4, when 
he spotted a little boy waving to him from a bicycle.

“You have a low tire!” Tyron shouted.

Raftery says he had no reason not to trust the child. He got out of his car and looked. Tyron told him 
that the tire was on the other side.

Raftery walked, slowly, to the other side of the Toyota.

Tyron’s bicycle clattered to the pavement. He jumped into the car and peeled off, all in one seamless 
move that still bewilders Raftery. The man is 6-foot-1. How did T-Man even reach his pedals without 
adjusting the seat?

Raftery, now 91, says he has been praying for Tyron since. “I figure the kid’s probably got two strikes 



against him growing up. … And maybe, who knows, you can always hope that there’s a spark of 
decency in him and it comes out and he changes his ways and becomes a productive citizen. The odds 
are probably against it, but you can pray and hope.”

Tyron wrecked and ditched the RAV4. But surveillance video from the Exxon wound up on the local 
news, making Tyron a hero among car thieves. The story was plastered on Facebook pages. Girls 
posted on his wall, calling him a “bad ass” and “my baby” and “Baby Boy.”

He showed off for friends and fans in live Facebook videos, almost all selfies, the camera turned on 
him — smoking blunts, jangling key fobs, rapping and waving a gun with older boys.

One night, when police showed up outside a neighbor’s house, Tyron broadcast himself talking trash 
about the cops. “These crackas out here so rookie,” he said.

“They’re not getting no wheels, no, none of that. …”

“What is y’all doing with y’all’s life?”

BROWN’S WIFE THINKS HE’S GETTING TOO OLD FOR THIS JOB. He comes home with 
bruises from jumping fences and running after teenagers. He goes to fitness classes with her to keep in 
shape. Plays third-base in an over-50 softball league. His wife calls it “old man softball.”

He’s a cop’s cop, born into a family of cops, an easy cliché.

He knows if he just keeps running after the kids, keeps them in his sight, back-up will come. He lives 
for those gotcha moments.

He’d love to have one today, as he drives by the Frazier house, one, two, three times.

He’s heard Tyron is staying there, crashing with Marcese, a car thief three weeks away from his 16th 
birthday with an older brother in lockup, charged with attempted murder.

No sign of him.

A sharp turn, and Brown’s Maxima is in the alley behind Third Avenue S. He parks his car and raps on 
the backdoor of a mustard-colored house with a broken trampoline in the yard. A woman in pajama 
pants walks outside — Tamika Smith, Tyron’s mother. She asks Brown how he’s been, and asks him to 
please find her son. Tyron doesn’t live with her, but she has heard that he’s riding in cars, that he’s got a 
gun. She hasn’t seen him in a week and worries he’s going to get hurt.

Brown thinks so, too. He leaves the house and drives past the little playground where Tyron was spot-
ted shooting off the AK-47. “That’s a kid that’s either going to get killed or kill someone,” he says. 
“He’s going to die.”

Brown has spent all day tracing the gridded streets of Childs Park, coughing the remnants of a bad 



head-cold into his fist as he steers. He wants to catch T-Man, get him off the streets before a gun goes 
off.

But it’s getting late, and he can’t find him.

Largo police Officer Steel Nardozzi, left, and Clearwater police Officer Harry Dodson, center, 
check in on car thief Deyon Kaigler, 15, and his mother, Demetria Coley, as part of the Habitual 
Offender Monitoring Enforcement program.

AT NIGHT, MORE OFFICERS SWEEP THE STREETS looking for juvenile auto thieves across 
Pinellas County. Some are with a program called Habitual Offender Monitoring Enforcement, or 
HOME, run by the sheriff’s office with the St. Petersburg, Largo, Pinellas Park and Clearwater police 
departments. In teams of two, 11 officers knock on the doors of kids who have committed five or more 
felonies within the past year or are court-ordered to be home at night.

The officers track more than 200 kids, visiting them several nights a week, sometimes talking on the 
front porch or peering in their rooms while they sleep.

They say they need the program because probation officers with the Department of Juvenile Justice, 
stretched too thin, didn’t come around enough.

The program is expensive — adding up to more than $1 million. “That’s a quarter-million dollar 
investment for my city onto that program,” said Clearwater police Chief Daniel Slaughter. “I’m not a 
social service provider. I can’t educate every kid. I can’t fix every family.”

One night in September, two deputies with the HOME team knocked on a door of a house in northeast 
St. Petersburg. Tyron’s old friend, Tavion Workman, lived here. His older brother Andre, ankle-moni-
tored, came out on the porch with their mother. As one deputy chatted with the Workmans, the other 



Steven Costa, a St. Petersburg police officer with the HOME task force, right, stands outside the home of 
T-Man’s friends Andre, center, and Tavion Workman.

pulled out his flashlight, noticing something else. An SUV was parked in the yard, backed up against a 
fence, seat pushed all the way down, as if someone had wanted to drive undetected.

Back in his cruiser, the deputy entered the tag number into his laptop. A friendly female voice chirped, 
“This vehicle has been reported stolen.”

He radioed the Violent Crimes Task Force — another special unit, made up of 14 other deputies hailing 
from three jurisdictions.

Soon a dozen deputies were standing on the Workman lawn. Tavion, now 14, came outside. Seven-
teen-year-old Andre was ranting: “You see what’s on my ankle! I don’t go nowhere!” Tavion was ada-
mant: “I don’t know nothing about that junk.” His mother pointed out the time; it was after midnight, 
and they needed to be up in a few hours for school. Police called a towing company.

The next week, they arrested Tavion. He had confessed to taking the car from a nail salon, hiding the 
keys in a shoebox in his bedroom.

POLICE ARE TRYING EVERYTHING THEY CAN TO CATCH THESE KIDS: DNA-testing 
airbags, scrolling Facebook pages, flying a helicopter to follow fleeing cars; its camera is so powerful, 
it can tell if a suspect’s shoelaces are untied from 1,000 feet in the air.

But the kids have their own tactics to win this game of cat and mouse.

Luis, the car thief in prison, says some unmarked cars are easy to spot, like the standard Ford Crown 



Victoria. “They’re like, dark brown, bur-
gundy. … We call them hard tops,” Luis 
says.

“You don’t make it obvious that you see 
them. Because if you look at them, that’s 
how they know you know.”

Out on the street, kids try to keep another 
vehicle between their stolen rides and a 
hard top so an officer can’t pull up and read 
their license plate. The cops do the same 
when they see a stolen car, using a “cover 
car” as a buffer to avoid detection.

The kids watch to see if police are follow-
ing them or just happen to be on the same 
street, Luis says. Did the unmarked car turn with them? When it first passed, did the officer tap the 
brakes quickly, or hit the blinker, or make a U-Turn? If so...

“I’m going to smash away,” says Luis. “Do reckless, crazy stuff to get away.”

“You gotta lose them,” says Jacer Brown, who recently turned 18. He would swerve, “go on the wrong 
side of the street.” He wasn’t worried about hurting people, he says, sitting in county jail on charges of 
grand theft auto and leaving the scene of a crash. “You’re trying not to get caught. … You don’t stop.”

St. Petersburg police officers collect evidence after recovering a stolen car.

Jacer Brown, charged as an adult for auto theft, says he stole cars just to try driving. “They 
looked nice so I wanted to drive them.”

The major Pinellas law enforcement agencies generally don’t allow officers to chase stolen cars unless 
the people inside have committed a violent felony. So they’ve had to get creative. Ten St. Petersburg 



police vehicles were equipped with StarChase, a tracking device the size of a Coke can covered in 
super glue. If officers could get close enough to the back of the car, they’d shoot the gadget at the bum-
per.

In December 2015, after a kid strolled into a CrossFit and stole a woman’s car keys, police used 
StarChase to track the Nissan Altima. They arrested two 13-year-olds — one with four sets of keys on 
him, and another who asked, “Did y’all shoot something at the car?”

But the kids got smart about StarChase. Hearing it hit the bumper was enough reason to ditch the car 
and take off running. Three kids skidded to a stop to pry the cylinder from their stolen Ford F-150, 
ditching it on the ground. In February, police said they were discontinuing StarChase, replacing it with 
a less obvious tracker.

Police reports show that the thieves are brazen enough to believe they can outsmart K-9 dogs.

One 17-year-old advised his friends to punch the dogs in the mouth to get away, as though they were 
sharks.

A 15-year-old bragged that he could outrun police dogs and beat any officer in a one-on-one fight. He 
is 5 foot 6 and 110 pounds.

And two other kids, 16-year-olds wanted for stealing a car out of a garage in northeast St. Petersburg, 
spread pepper in an alleyway to attempt to throw off the dogs.

It worked. The dogs lost the track.

But neighbors had spotted them, and even though the boys followed every trick in the book to throw 
off the police — they had even changed clothes to avoid detection — they were soon in handcuffs, 
being taken away. 

IT’S JAN. 10. BROWN IS FILLING IN ON A NIGHT SHIFT, sitting at his desk in a room he 
shares with five other detectives. Behind him is a wall sparsely pasted-up with mugshots. The faces of 
three girls who drowned last year, running their stolen car into a pond as they tried to lose deputies, are 
among them.

He used to tack up the photos of all the kid car thieves he was looking for, Brown says. It got too time-
consuming. There were too many kids, all at the same time. He couldn’t keep up.

Around 8 p.m., his phone rings. Tyron’s been caught.

They found him riding on the handlebars of someone else’s bicycle, ambling through the heart of 
Childs Park around what should have been supper time. They had heard he was staying around here, 
police units set up, waiting.

An officer had recognized him immediately, lit up the street in red and blue, played his siren.



Tyron looked right at him, then jumped off the handlebars and tore down the street.

They caught him in the front yard of a stucco house with a basketball hoop and recited his Miranda 
Rights. It was at least his sixth arrest for grand theft auto. He had long ago stopped crying, in the back 
of the cruiser. He told them to just take him to jail.

But before they brought him to the Juvenile Assessment Center, the deputies drove him to the police 
station. A detective wanted to speak with him.

Brown walks downstairs now, where the cruiser is waiting. About goddamn time, the detective thinks.

He feels relief, but little else. Some other kid will rise to the top of the list. And that AK-47 is still out 
there. Maybe in the hands of the next T-Man.

Brown leans into the car. Tyron’s skinny arms are handcuffed in the backseat. Just take me to jail, the 
kid keeps saying. The detective tries to ask him about the Mercedes-Benz he stole off Central Avenue. 
Tries to get him talking about the Jeep Cherokee, the Volkswagen Jetta, the missing gun.

He won’t answer any of his questions. But, as Brown will later remember, the kid has a question of his 
own. T-Man almost smiles.

What’s Horny Dave doing here? he asks. He doesn’t work nights.

Tyron “T-Man” McKinnon, 13, is sentenced at the Pinellas County Justice Center after pleading guilty to grand theft auto.



TIM BROWN IS ON THE HUNT.

It’s Feb. 10. A freshly printed hot sheet sits in the lap of his jeans with his radio, the voice of his partner 
punctuating what has been a busy morning. They caught three teens rifling through a car at Maximo 
Park, and had to throw spikes on the highway to pop the tires of the getaway car. The kids bailed, then 
jumped off I-275, 20 feet to the ground.

Now Brown spots a Land Rover in a vacant lot in the Campbell Park neighborhood, south of down-
town. It was stolen last night from Coquina Key. He pulls off across the street and waits to see if a thief 
comes to claim it.

Detective Tim Brown stands in the shadows while keeping an eye on a stolen Land Rover 
on the other side of the parked vehicles.

It can’t be T-Man. He was sent away to a low-security residential program after pleading guilty to 
grand theft auto. He won’t change his ways, the detective thinks. But Brown is glad to have him off the 
streets for six to nine months.

He’ll be back in town right around the time Brown retires.

Thirty years with the department this October, and then Brown’s done. He can picture it now — fishing 
from his kayak, sipping Captain and colas in Key West. The thieves will throw a party in his name, he 
laughs. “Horny Dave gone.”

Brown leaves his post by the stolen Land Rover, driving off to look for other cars. He passes a boy on 
his bicycle. He thinks it might be Antwan Summers, a 14-year-old he has arrested for grand theft auto 
before.



Detective Brown drives up to talk to Antwan Summers, 14, on his bicycle.

Antwan went to a program, and got out in October. By December, he was back in a stolen car. I wonder 
if he’ll run away, the detective thinks. Brown makes a U-turn and rolls down his window.

“Hey, I need to talk to you, Antwan,” he says.

“Huh?”

“I need to talk to you.”

“All right.”

“Pull over here. You’re not in trouble.”

Antwan loops like he’s going to stop, then jumps off the bike, pushes it to the ground in front of the 
detective’s car and runs away.

Brown looks down. He laughs. Antwan dropped something: The key fob to the Land Rover.

A dozen officers descend, a K-9 prowling the yards. Neighbors come out of their houses to watch. 
Someone on the radio spots Antwan crossing 15th Avenue S.

“Go, go, get him,” Brown says out loud to himself. “Woo! Here we go.”

But they look all day for Antwan, and they can’t find him.



HE STOLE A JAGUAR FROM A BEACH DRIVE CONDO; cops found it with a shattered 
windshield and a bullet hole. Pinched an SUV from a 65-year-old woman who had just returned from 
church, then was caught in a Hyundai stolen from a 70-year-old man delivering Meals on Wheels. 
Refused to get out of an Acura MDX when an officer pointed a gun at his head, then stepped on the gas 
and almost ran him over.

Have you seen Antwan? He’s in the wind.

Through public records requests of 10 law enforcement agencies in Pinellas County, the Tampa Bay 
Times obtained a report for every juvenile arrest for grand theft auto from January 2015 through June 
2016, and used the reports to create the most comprehensive database to date of this crime in the 
county.

Reporters recorded every suspect, every victim and every car. They analyzed details of each case, from 
how a car was stolen, to whether it was involved in a crash or a police pursuit, to whether the suspects 
stole it from someone they knew or a stranger.

They created a spreadsheet of every person involved in a car theft, including passengers of the juve-
niles arrested. They used a specialized computer program to map connections between the people, 
after first consulting with experts in social network analysis. The Times gave the data to Andrew Fox, 
a California State University professor who specializes in juvenile crime and social network analysis, 
who independently analyzed it.

Reporters compiled arrest data from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting system to compare the raw 
number of arrests in Pinellas County to other places in Florida and across the country. The Times was 
unable to obtain data from Cook County, Ill.

Reporters spent eight months interviewing those closest to Pinellas County’s car theft epidemic, 
including teenage car thieves, their families and their victims. They spent days in juvenile court and 
nights in police cars on ride-alongs. They interviewed police chiefs, judges, state leaders and experts 
on juvenile crime.

As a matter of practice, the Times takes great care in deciding whether to publish the name of a juvenile 
charged with a crime. In a number of cases in this series the Times has published the names of even 
young juveniles. In making those judgments, the newspaper considered the child’s age, number of 
convictions, severity of crimes and whether a parent or guardian was present for an interview.

About the story
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Part 3: Wrong Way
At 15, Isaiah Battle was Pinellas County’s No. 1 car thief. He had every reason to stop.



A St. Pete street, a teen car thief, and 
the most unlikely victim

By Lisa Gartner and Zachary T. Sampson
Times Staff Writers

Gulfport Police Chief Robert Vincent’s unmarked cruiser was stolen from his driveway along with police gear and keys to 
every door in the Gulfport police station.

Coming back late from a weekend away at a wedding, Robert Vincent and his wife wanted to go to 
sleep. They unloaded the car in the driveway of their home in St. Petersburg’s Fossil Park neighbor-
hood. Call it haste, or exhaustion, but either Vincent or his wife forgot to lock the Subaru Outback.

In the middle of that November night in 2015, while Vincent and his wife were sleeping off their trip, 
teenagers found keys in the center console.

But they didn’t belong to the Outback. Rather, they were the keys to Vincent’s other car — the one he 
uses for work. And the ring they were on held much more than just the car key.

Months later, after a 15- and 16-year-old were charged with the theft, Vincent would be asked to state 
his name and occupation for the court.

“Robert Vincent,” he said, spelling out his last name.

“I’m the chief of police for the city of Gulfport.”



His first thought was, This is embarrassing.

Vincent woke up that Monday morning and didn’t see his car at the curb. Had he forgotten where he 
parked it?

“I mean, I go out and preach all the time, ‘Lock your car,’ and then here we are,” Vincent says.

Who had stolen the car? The chief had no idea. And this was bad. The unmarked cruiser, a Dodge Char-
ger, held two bags of police gear: disposable handcuffs, a riot helmet, first aid kit and Vincent’s police 
jacket.

Soon, St. Pete police found the cruiser abandoned 2 1/2 miles away. Most of the gear was gone, and so 
were the keys.

The key ring held not just the fob to start the Charger -- but the keys to every door in the Gulfport police 
station.

Lerodrick Brister, 16, originally didn’t cooperate when police put him in an interview room. But his 
friend, in a separate room, admitted to the whole thing. He told police that he and two other boys pan-
icked when they realized the car they’d taken was a police cruiser.

Lerodrick pleaded guilty. He served time in a program and went to court last August for a restitution 
hearing that would determine how much money he owed his victims. The department never got some 
of its gear back, including a riot helmet, still possibly floating around St. Pete.

The police chief testified about the ironic indignity of being a theft victim, then stepped down from the 
witness box to walk back to his seat in the courtroom. That’s when Lerodrick stood up, his body half-
twisted toward Vincent, and said, “I wanted to say, I’m sorry for my actions.”

The chief studied the boy for a silent three seconds.

Then Vincent reached forward to shake Lerodrick’s hand. “Well, that certainly goes a long way.”

The presiding judge commended Lerodrick for his apology. Then, something very different happened.

Judge Patrice Moore told the boy that it probably would not matter whether he ever paid the chief and 
the city the $800 he owed them.



The debt may come up if he applied for a student loan or tried to buy a car, but as his life now stood, no 
one would come hound him for the money. “Nothing may ever happen to you,” Moore said.

The judge knows a lot of children who come through her courtroom are poor and not worried about 
payments. She tries to push them into jobs, to see a better future.

But that approach angered the police chief. The next day, he fired off a letter to the judge detailing his 
“disappointment and frustration.”

“Your instructions to Mr. Brister were insulting to me, and I am certain, to the members of this commu-
nity,” he wrote. “The root of the problem is a lack of consequences for kids who break the law.”

Months after he apologized to Chief Vincent in court, Lerodrick posted again and again on Facebook, 
saying he wasn’t going to school, wasn’t up to much of anything except chasing money. Who stayed 
home?? Who up?

He uploaded pictures of himself throwing up his middle finger, fanning cash in front of new cars. Ill 
rob da whole city before i die broke.

In March, the owner of an old Chevrolet Astro reported his gun stolen, a .22 Ruger. Stray fingerprints 
on the passenger door led police to Lerodrick.

When they handcuffed him on March 15, the teenager did not admit to anything. They took him to face 
his charges including armed burglary and grand theft auto.

But this time, instead of driving him to juvenile detention, they dropped him off in county jail.

He was 18 now.

Contact Lisa Gartner at lgartner@tampabay.com. Contact Zachary T. Sampson at zsampson@tam-
pabay.com.



Three boys dead after fiery crash in 
stolen SUV, Pinellas sheriff says

By Laura C. Morel, Zachary T. Sampson and Lisa Gartner
Times Staff Writers

Three boys died in the high-speed crash which occurred along Tampa Road in Palm Harbor.

DIRK SHADD | Times

Deyon Kaigler said in December that he was done stealing cars. His friends were still posting videos of high-speed joy-
rides to Facebook, wearing key fobs on lanyards around their necks. But Deyon, 16, had decided it was too dangerous.

“I value my life,” he said. “I’m not trying to be dead.”

Just eight months later, on Sunday morning, three boys died and Deyon was led away in hand-
cuffs after a fiery, high-speed crash sent a stolen Ford Explorer pinwheeling through the air 
down Tampa Road in Palm Harbor, bursting into flames.

Eight teenage car thieves from Pinellas have now died in the past two years, and dozens of 
innocent people have been injured, amid a juvenile auto theft epidemic so pervasive that even 
kids who vow to stop are then climbing back into stolen cars.

“When you have 14-, 15-, 16-year-olds that are dying because of their actions, it needs to stop,” said Pinellas Sheriff 
Bob Gualtieri. “This is a deadly game.”

Deyon

CHRIS URSO | Times



The boys who died in the Ford Explorer were driving more than 100 mph, playing a “cat and mouse” game with another 
stolen car at 4:40 a.m., before they likely ran a red light and hit the Toyota Camry of a 29-year-old man on his way to 
work, the sheriff said.

Both the Ford Explorer and the Chrysler Sebring it was speeding with were stolen Thursday from a car dealership in 
Clearwater. Deputies spotted the vehicles early Sunday morning turning into a subdivision in Oldsmar, where there had 
been a recent rash of burglaries.

The cars were then spotted on Tampa Road. They split up, and 
the Explorer hit the Camry before smashing into a billboard pole 
and several parked cars, spinning and rolling down Tampa Road 
in flames. Two of the dead boys were found in the wreckage; the 
third had been thrown onto the street.

The boys who died were identified as Jimmie Goshey, 14; Dej-
arae Thomas, 16; and Keontae Brown, 16. Keontae’s brother, 
14-year-old Keondrae Brown, was also in the SUV but survived. 
He was taken to Bayfront Health St. Petersburg and was in stable 
condition Sunday.

Deputies found the Chrysler Sebring at Sunset Point and Keene roads in Clearwater. Kamal Campbell, 18, and Deyon 
were taken into custody and face charges of grand theft auto and resisting arrest without violence.

The driver of the Camry, Ricky Melendez Jr., suffered a fractured ankle and tibia, as well as a broken collarbone, 
according to his father.

“My heart just dropped,” Ricky Melendez Sr. said. “After looking at the crash, I don’t know how he survived.”

A continuing epidemic

Local officials said the deaths were a tragic but inevitable consequence of the ongoing auto theft problem.

“This scenario plays out daily throughout Pinellas County,” Gualtieri said. “The only difference between what didn’t 
happen yesterday and the day before that and the day before that is they didn’t roll, hit a car and get killed.”

In March 2016, three teenage girls from St. Petersburg died when they crashed a stolen car into a cemetery pond while 
trying to flee from deputies.

The epidemic was recently the subject of “Hot Wheels,” a Tampa Bay Times series that found that Pinellas kids driving 
stolen cars crash at least every four days. Teenagers here have made a sport of “car-hopping,” walking neighborhood 
streets looking for unlocked cars with keys left inside to steal. In 2015, police in Pinellas arrested juveniles 499 times for 
grand theft auto, more than in any other Florida county.

Reporters spoke with judges, police, lawyers, victims and the young car thieves themselves, who said that auto theft has 
become popular because kids don’t see many consequences after they’re caught.

Each of the teens involved in Sunday’s crash had “extremely extensive criminal histories”; several had committed car 
thefts like those chronicled in the Times series, the sheriff said. Many young car thieves wear gloves to avoid leaving 
fingerprints while they car-hop; one of the boys died still wearing his.

A phone sits on the street near the spot where a stolen SUV 
crashed early Sunday morning in Palm Harbor, killing three.

CHRIS URSO | Times



Clearwater police Chief Dan Slaughter called the deaths “senseless.”

“Many have worked so hard to avoid this inevitable tragedy,” Slaughter said. “The juvenile justice system needs to do 
a better job with conducting juvenile risk assessments so chronic offenders who are endangering the public, and them-
selves, can be reasonably detained.”

Keontae’s grandfather, Sylvester Brown, said the boy was released from custody just days earlier.

Brown said he wishes the juvenile system had been tougher on his grandson. “Why did they let him go like that?” he 
asked. “They should be more hard on them.”

Keontae’s father, Adontai, said his son “was doing something he shouldn’t have.”

“I admit that — I’m not going to sit around here and sugarcoat and say he’s the best kid in the world,” the dad said. “He 
had his problems, he did stuff that he wasn’t supposed to do, (but) he’s still a kid. He’s still a child.”

He added that it’s difficult to parent a child who has no respect for the courts.

“If they keep getting away with it, you think they’re going to respect the parent? No.”

Jimmie’s cousin Aja Jenkins said the boy played football growing up.

“He was loving. He was kind,” said Jenkins, 23. “He had a good heart. … (Jimmie) fell into the wrong crowd.”

Another ‘wake-up call’

Public officials who have been meeting to brainstorm solutions to the car theft problem said they were “heartbroken” 
and “at a loss.”

“These kids slipped through the cracks again,” said State Rep. Kathleen Peters, R-Treasure Island. “Somehow, what-
ever it is we’re doing did not protect them.”

“We need to intervene before it becomes another tragedy in our community, and we’ve seen far too much of this,” said 
Pinellas County Commissioner Ken Welch. “If anyone felt sheltered, this should, I think, be a wake-up call that we’re 
all invested in this. We’re all invested in trying to reach these young people.”

Welch described the problem as “a combination of a lack of consequence in the legal system, a lack of intervention by 
the community, parents, everyone, to get to these kids early.

“It’s only a miracle that more innocent folks haven’t died so far,” he said. “But I think it’s still a ticking time bomb.”

Pat Gerard, another county commissioner and former Largo mayor, said she was frustrated that Pinellas “wasn’t getting 
a handle” on the epidemic. “Hopefully this is a warning to the other kids that are doing this that, gee, they’re taking their 
lives in their hands,” she said. “We have a small group of kids who are making a big game out of this. And the game’s 
turning deadly. And it’s just not funny anymore. It never was funny.”

U.S. Rep. Charlie Crist, D-St. Petersburg, has pledged federal funding for activities that would engage Pinellas youth 
who are turning to crime. He said he is “praying” for the families of the boys and for the community, as well as planning 
an Aug. 24 roundtable with local teenagers to talk about why they steal cars and what would make them stop.



‘I cannot bury my child’

Deyon’s mother, Demetria Coley, said her 
son was doing well for a while. She had 
helped him get a job at a Kentucky Fried 
Chicken in Dunedin. She moved houses, 
hoping to get him away from a bad crowd.

He started getting in trouble once more in 
early July, running with the wrong kids 
again, she said. “I keep telling him don’t go 
with them, they are not your friends.”

Deyon, who spoke to the Times in Decem-
ber for the Hot Wheels series, was arrested 
for grand theft auto again last month, and 
was later sent home with an ankle monitor. 
It was removed about five days before the 
crash, his mom said.

On Saturday night, Deyon ordered a pizza 
for dinner and ate it in his room. She thinks 
he must have slipped out after she went to sleep.

A single mother, Coley said she has begged judges and the juvenile system to do more to help her and to make her child 
see the consequences of his crimes.

“That’s why these children are dying. Because they keep slapping them on the hand,” she said. “I buried my mama, my 
grandma, my daddy. I’m the only child. And I’m all Deyon’s got. And this is what he’s taking me through.

“I cannot bury my child. They need to help me to help save his life.”

Times staff writer Melissa Gomez contributed to this report. Contact Lisa Gartner at lgartner@tampabay.com. Follow 
@lisagartner. Contact Laura C. Morel at lmorel@tampabay.com. Follow @lauracmorel. Contact Zachary T. Sampson 
at zsampson@tampaabay.com. Follow @zacksampson.

Officers talked with Deyon Kaigler and his mother, Demetria Coley, about his court-
ordered probation back in August 2016.

DIRK SHADD | Times
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WRONG

At 15, Isaiah Battle was the county’s 
No. 1 car thief. He had every reason 
to stop.
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ISAIAH BATTLE BELIEVES IN HEAVEN. When he pictures it, everything is gold, everyone 
sitting on couches among clouds. He is not sure if people in heaven have to share rooms. But if 
they do, he hopes he can share one with his sister, Dominique.

They shared one on earth, in St. Petersburg, back before she drowned in a stolen car in a cemetery 
pond. Two beds where they’d lie side by side and joke about their boyfriends, girlfriends, school. 
Smoke weed and watch whatever was on TV. Tell each other I love you before lights out each night.

The many things they shared also included the backseat of a police cruiser. In the year before his sister 
died, Isaiah was the kid arrested the most for stealing cars in Pinellas County: a Camry from a drive-
way, a Porsche from a man pumping gas. He did donuts in a silver minivan and took his hands off the 
wheel of a Hyundai, holding them above his head like he was on a rollercoaster, laughing.

And she did it, too. When Isaiah was first caught driving a stolen car, Dominique was one of his pas-
sengers. She laughed as police handcuffed her, told them it wasn’t a big deal.

Isaiah went to her wake in shackles, sentenced for his own crimes. He cried over his sister’s body. He 
swore he’d never steal a car again.

But nine months later, Isaiah took an Acura. He sped through the St. Pete night with his headlights 
switched off, blowing stop signs and running red lights.

Why did he do it? After everything that happened, how could he keep stealing cars?

Isaiah and Dominique shared a world very far from heaven, where fathers disappeared and houses 
burned down, where men choked their mother and boys shot their friends. That, Isaiah said, is “a nor-
mal life.” Strangers’ cars were an escape from it.

“I did everything everybody else did,” said the boy, now 16. “I ain’t never had to do nothing out of the 
ordinary.”

Stealing cars had taken so much from him. It had taken his sister. But this life was the only one Isaiah 
knew. Speeding in the wrong direction on St. Pete streets, he would let it take even more still.

Dominique Battle Facebook



ISAIAH WAS 6 WEEKS OLD when his father went to prison for selling cocaine. His 20-year-old 
mother, Yashica Clemmons, was alone with three children under the age of 3: Isaiah, his older brother 
Jovontae and his 1-year-old sister, Dominique. Yashica worked at Winn-Dixie. She wore clothes and 
shoes with holes in them so that her children, growing fast, could have new outfits.

Their father got out of prison three years later. He’d come by on weekends, take the kids out to eat or to 
St. Pete Beach. Isaiah liked to play in the waves, the bigger ones pushing him back to shore. But their 
father was still selling drugs, and this time, the judge gave him 30 years. He went back to prison the 
summer after Isaiah turned 6, and the boy remembers thinking, “Okay, I ain’t going to have him, he’s 
not going to be a part of my life.”

They haven’t talked since.

There was no one else he’d call “dad” among the rotating cast of men who moved into his house and 
beat up his mom. When he was five, he told police that he watched as one of these boyfriends shoved 
her into a bunkbed. Dominique was too shy to tell the officers anything.

They broke up three years later, after another baby and a fight over the paternity test, when he followed 
her to the park where Isaiah was playing football. Yashica had to lock herself and Dominique and the 
baby in a Kentucky Fried Chicken bathroom until the cops came.

Isaiah started getting in fights at recess and P.E., throwing 
punches when a friend got jumped, sometimes taking on a 
kid who looked at him the wrong way. He and his sister went 
to Melrose Elementary, a school on its way to becoming the 
worst-rated in the state. Fighting made him feel good, alive.

Their mom started dating a new man and they all moved in 
together, to a 400-square-foot house a couple blocks from 
Melrose. Neither Yashica nor her boyfriend had a job. The six 
of them shared two bedrooms and one bathroom. They didn’t 
pay for electricity, snaking an extension cord in from a neigh-
bor’s house.

They got a puppy, a pitbull that Isaiah loved. He took it on 
walks and let the dog chase him all around the backyard.

One evening Isaiah’s mother got in a fight with her boyfriend. 
She was afraid of him. So she packed up the kids — Isaiah was 
10, Dominique was 11 — and took them to their grandmother’s house for the night.

That’s when someone burned their house down. Flames completely engulfed the front as the roof col-
lapsed onto the porch. All of Dominique and Isaiah’s things — her clothes, his Nerf gun, their bicycles 
and backpacks — were lost in the fire.

A family photo of Dominique, Isaiah, Yashica and 
Jovontae.

Facebook



Police found two gas cans by what used to be the porch. Their mother was sure it was the boyfriend, 
but a jury acquitted him.

Isaiah spent a week walking the neighborhood, calling for their puppy.

Flames engulfed the family home, destroying many of their possessions.
St. Petersburg Police Department

IF NOTHING ELSE, THEY HAD EACH OTHER: Isaiah and Dominique were like twins. 
Where he went, she went. They walked their little sister to school together, then stole a little 
girl’s bike, pink and white, off the rack. Isaiah posted photos of Dominique on Facebook, stick-
ing her tongue out, riding the school bus, sitting on the trunk of a car. Everything made her 
smile, her brother says. She wanted to be a pharmacist, maybe even a doctor.

One night, their mother’s new boyfriend came home drunk, Isaiah remembers. He said his cell 
phone charger was missing, and that he was tired of the kids disrespecting him. He shoved 
Yashica, even though she was holding their 6-month-old baby.

And he went after Dominique.

He hit her in the face and Isaiah shot out of the bedroom, yelling at this man to leave his sister 
alone. Isaiah was 5-foot-7, 14 and skinny. The man pushed him against the wall, punching him 
in the stomach three times. The boy ran out of the house. Isaiah remembers the man following 
him down the street with a knife.

Isaiah and Dominique tried not to be home much, especially after their family moved into the 
Mosley Motel. Six of them shared one room. The last stop before homelessness, it was a haven 
for drunks and addicts.



Dominique shoplifted from Walmart. She skipped school and hung out at the Tyrone Square 
Mall. Isaiah started skipping too, bored in his classes, bubbling in random answers on tests. 
He walked the neighborhood around Azalea Middle, looking for bicycles to take.

When he found one he’d head to Childs Park, the neighborhood they had lived in when they 
were younger. Isaiah had hated it as a kid, the drive-bys and the murders and the noise. He 
would go to the park in the heart of the neighborhood when he was mad, playing hide-and-
seek and tag and talking to friends until he felt better.

Now, he went there to play basketball with other boys playing hooky. He met older kids who 
had dropped out of school.

Police would call some of them gang members, but Isaiah says they took care of him. He took 
showers at their houses and ate dinners at their tables. If he needed money, they could lend 
him some.

“We won’t let nobody be broke,” Isaiah explains. “I don’t call it a gang. I just call it a family.”

And everybody in this family stole cars.

KIDS SAY IT’S FUN TO TAKE CARS. They brag to each other about how many they’ve stolen and 
the sleekest models they’ve sped away in. They say they are bored and that it’s easy, sharing videos of 
themselves driving at 120 miles per hour. They smile with key fobs, offering rides on Facebook.

But all of the biggest car thieves had something to run from.

Tampa Bay Times reporters analyzed the lives of the most chronic kid car thieves in Pinellas. Using 
a database they built of every juvenile auto theft arrest in the county, reporters identified 14 kids who 
were arrested for stealing five or more cars between January 2015 and June 2016. Reporters then read 
thousands of pages of court documents and police reports from more than a dozen agencies before 
knocking on doors and writing letters to prisons.

All 14 of these prolific offenders are male. Twelve are black, one is Asian, and one is white. At least 
nine live in St. Petersburg — though they’re rarely in the same house for long — and the others live in 
Clearwater, with stops in Largo and Pinellas Park. The majority were evicted at least once; a few fami-
lies, like Isaiah’s, faced eviction three times.

All 14 of them come from fractured homes. Their parents sued each other over paternity and child sup-
port. Some of these kids went to live with guardians. One ran away from a teen shelter.

Eleven experienced domestic violence in their homes, their mothers roughed up by their boyfriends, 
sometimes in front of them. Six were the subjects of child abuse or neglect cases; investigators came 
into their homes with questions about black eyes and burn marks.

One of the car thieves was just a baby when his mother tried to run him over with a car. Another was 



molested while playing football in the neighborhood. He was eight. Yet another future thief stood in 
the doorframe to the kitchen and watched a man choke his pregnant mother, pressed against the dinner 
table. The boy hid in a corner, 6 years old and too scared to see what happened next.

They attended some of the worst elementary schools in the state, Melrose and Lakewood, then went on 
to Azalea and John Hopkins, the most troubled middle schools with the highest truancy rates in Pinel-
las County.

Nine were listed as “suspects” on police reports by their 14th birthdays; one had just turned eight when 
neighbors saw him slamming a stolen tricycle into the ground at a nearby park. Most of them were 
caught for gateway crimes like this before they ever got charged with grand theft auto: They stole bicy-
cles, or they were lookouts first; before the cops ever found them in a car, they found them testing door 
handles, or with strangers’ key fobs in their pockets.

Nearly all of them were 15 or younger when they were first arrested for stealing cars.

Four of them are now in jail or prison.

For Isaiah, that first grand theft auto charge came at 14 years old. Over the next year, he’d be caught 
seven more times. He’d become the most arrested kid car thief in Pinellas County, topping the list of 
14.

If Dominique hadn’t died in the pond that night, she likely would have been arrested over the Honda 
Accord. It would have been her fifth grand theft auto arrest, enough for her to make the list, too. That 
would have been one more thing the brother and sister shared on earth.

Isaiah poses in a car. Dominique on the school bus. Facebook



ISAIAH WAS ACTING AS A LOOKOUT one evening around 8 p.m. His friends were “car-hop-
ping” on 10th Avenue N, looking for unlocked cars with keys left inside to steal. Isaiah was supposed 
to shout if he saw someone coming. But as his friends tried to get into a Saturn, then a Nissan, Isaiah 
failed to notice a woman sitting on her porch. He heard her yell: Should she call their mothers or the 
cops? Isaiah ran.

He made it only five blocks before police put him in handcuffs. They took him to the Pinellas Juvenile 
Assessment Center. The state rarely holds a child for a “property crime” like grand theft auto, or in this 
case, vehicle burglary. Within hours, Isaiah says, he was sent back home.

That was easy, he thought.

“You got used to it,” he says. “My friends were doing it, my friends’ friends were doing it.”

So was his sister. Dominique hadn’t been caught yet. But she was running away. She was taking rides 
from strange men. One of her friends would later tell police that two of these men took them to hotel 
rooms. They gave the girls ecstasy, and charged other men $50 to have sex with them.

Two months after this report, Dominique was arrested for stealing a Dodge Ram.

A FEW WEEKS LATER, ISAIAH PUT HIS HAND IN HIS T-SHIRT as he opened the door to a 
Toyota Camry. It was a trick his friends had taught him, to avoid leaving fingerprints. He climbed into 
one of the passenger seats, and they all took off through Childs Park.

Soon, police were behind the stolen Camry. Isaiah was arrested at gunpoint, his hands up as he got on 
the ground. He called the cop “sir,” thinking if he was polite enough, the officer wouldn’t shoot him. “It 
was scary,” Isaiah says.

Once again, Isaiah was taken to the assessment center.

Once again, he went home. That was easy, he still thought, even though a gun had been trained on him.

Riding around in another stolen car, he told his friend at the wheel, “Let me drive.”

“You don’t know how to drive,” the friend said.

“Yes I do.” But he didn’t, and that’s how Isaiah taught himself to drive.

On March 16, 10 days after his first grand theft auto arrest, police stopped Isaiah driving a stolen 
Volvo. Dominique was one of his passengers. He says she told him it was a friend’s car. He didn’t 
know, he says, that she was stealing, too.

But she had taken it from a man who had asked for her number, then agreed to give her a ride to Bartlett 
Park. When he stopped for gas, she took off in the Volvo.



The cops handcuffed Dominique and Isaiah and put them in the backseat of the same cruiser. She 
laughed and said she wasn’t scared. She asked the officer to take her to the McDonald’s drive through.

Maybe Isaiah should have been worried for her then. But he was still just a 14-year-old boy. He was 
more concerned about being locked up for spring break. He didn’t want to miss all the fun.

THERE’S ALWAYS A KID AT THE TOP OF THE LIST. One thief gets caught enough times, gets 
sent away for a few months to a juvenile program, and another kid takes his spot. He steals everything 
on four wheels and speeds around town. He’s all over Snapchat, everyone’s posting about him on 
Facebook and, to them, he becomes the biggest name in stolen cars.

For one long, hot stretch of 2015, that name was Isaiah Battle.

On April 6, 2015, he lifted a Dodge Stratus a few blocks west of the Walmart near Central Avenue, his 
fingerprints left on the rearview mirror. “Well you have to adjust things to see good when you’re driv-
ing,” he told officers.

In the the second week of May, he chased a school bus in a green Hyundai Santa Fe, trying to impress 
a girl he liked who was on the bus. His friends cheered him on from the backseat. One of his friend’s 
mothers ratted him out: “She told her son that she didn’t want those ‘cars’ around her home,” the police 
report noted.

He took another Sante Fe on June 5, this one white. He got tired of walking, he told the police.

They found the car abandoned in an alley, bullet holes in the back. Isaiah’s mother said she hadn’t seen 
him in a week. Isaiah said a kid named T-Man was with him when he stole it.

A week later, on June 12, he took a Ford Escape from a church on Central Avenue while the owners 
were donating items for charity.

His victims were usually able to identify Isaiah, taller and thinner than most of the other kids at it, says 
Tim McClintick, a St. Petersburg police officer who handcuffed Isaiah several times that summer. One 
person even noticed the shape of Isaiah’s ears, wide and low-slung on his head. He was playing foot-

Officer Tim McClintick arrested Isaiah often.



ball with his friends on July 7 when kids in a stolen Toyota drove by and shot at them. A bullet struck 
the foot of one of Isaiah’s friends, also 14. “It happened so fast. I turned around, I see guns.” Isaiah took 
off running. He thought, “I don’t want to get shot.”

Three days later, July 10, a man saw a stolen Toyota Sienna minivan doing donuts in a parking lot. 
Isaiah took a corner too fast and busted the tires on a curb. Black smoke poured down the street, but he 
kept driving.

The minivan crashed. He ran. 

IT WAS LIKE THIS ALL SUMMER LONG, mostly stealing cars in the dark from victims he 
rarely saw. But as time wore on, Isaiah became more reckless. On the afternoon of August 30, a week 
before his 15th birthday, Isaiah dove into a Porsche while a man pumped gas on Central Avenue. His 
friend at the wheel, they drove off with tires screeching and almost hit a group of children.

He says what happened on Sept. 26, 2015, was an accident.

Isaiah was walking around Childs Park, itching for a car. He spotted a woman cleaning her Chevy 
Cruze in the driveway, all the doors wide open. Isaiah walked back and forth on the sidewalk, waiting 
for the woman to go inside for a drink or a bathroom break. Gospel music from the car radio cast across 
the street.

She walked into the house. He thought she was gone. Isaiah ran to the Chevy. It took him a minute to 
close all four doors.

And she saw him.

When the woman reached into the Chevy to pull him out, Isaiah put the car in reverse. She was halfway 
in the driver’s seat. He dragged her down the driveway, into the neighbor’s yard.

Isaiah could hear her screaming. He abandoned the car straight away. He sent a friend to walk by the 
house, to make sure the woman was okay. Her leg was scraped up and gashed.

The police came for Isaiah the next day. They found him in a friend’s yard in Childs Park, sitting on a 
toddler’s battery-powered toy car. “A little Hot Wheel,” Isaiah remembers.

This time, they charged him with carjacking.

THE JUDGE SENTENCED HIM TO NINE MONTHS at a program in Okeechobee County, the 
farthest he had ever been from home. It was a quiet place, Isaiah says. “Everybody had one thing on 
their mind: going home.”



Isaiah in an interview room at the Gulfport Police Department.
Gulfport Police Department

Dominique was still stealing cars in St. Petersburg. In November, police caught her driving a Chevy 
Impala, bailing from the car and running from officers until her friend, a passenger, was hit with a 
Taser.

Dominique asked the officers how they knew the car was stolen. Then she laughed and said, “Never 
mind.”

Six weeks later she took a Nissan Murano, hitting parked cars as she tried to get away.

She came to visit Isaiah at Okeechobee with their mother, baby brother and sister in the first week of 
March. Isaiah told his mom he was going to change.

He was so happy to see Dominique, now 16 to his 15 years. Isaiah missed staying up talking with her in 
the room they shared, watching TV and laughing.

She caught him up on everything that was going on back home, who was doing what. The kind of noth-
ing, normal stuff that Isaiah wishes he could remember now. It was the last time he saw her alive.

DOMINIQUE AND TWO OF HER FRIENDS HITCHED A RIDE in a Honda Accord on a 
Wednesday night three weeks later. The driver says he ran into Walmart to buy a television, and the 



girls took off in his car. They drove around all night, drinking strawberry-flavored alcohol, eating 
McDonald’s and texting a friend with plans to meet up.

Police began tailing them around 3:30 a.m. The girls switched off the Honda’s headlights and wove 
through a cemetery, pitch-black but for the distant glare of the highway. They must not have seen the 
pond. The car sank to the bottom, all of them trapped inside.

The dive team found Dominique in the driver’s seat, draped over the center console. Her friends were 
in the backseat. The keys were still in the ignition.

It was late afternoon when another kid from St. Pete came running up to Isaiah in the yard at 
Okeechobee. The boy had just received his weekly phone call.

“Hey Isaiah,” he said. “Your sister died.”

It was rec time. Isaiah had been playing ball. The clouds had been drumming them with rain all week, 
but that day was dry.

“For real?” Isaiah asked.

“For real, bro.”

Isaiah doesn’t remember everything that happened next. He knows he was taken to the program 
therapist’s office. He dialed his mother’s number into the phone, but she didn’t answer. He reached his 
friends, back in St. Petersburg.

He remembers leaving the room and being back outside. He cried there, out in the yard, alone but for 
his jailers.

The Honda Accord after it was retrieved from the pond. Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office



The pond where Dominique died. She is one of eight Pinellas car thieves to die in the last two years. Just last week, three boys in a 
stolen SUV died in a fiery crash in Palm Harbor.

HE WENT TO THE WAKE IN SHACKLES. He shuffled up the aisle of the funeral home. She was 
alone, in a black casket.

Isaiah had never seen a body before.

Dominique was wearing a black dress. Her makeup was done too neatly.

“That’s not my sister,” he kept saying.

It hurt him, how much the girl in the casket did not look like Dominique.

Then he noticed something he hadn’t seen before. She had gotten a new tattoo, in large looping letters 
on the inside of her left arm:

“Isaiah.”

He cried.

He leaned into the casket.

He kissed his sister on the forehead.



Dominique had tattooed her brother’s name on her arm. Facebook

Only a pink flag marks Dominique’s gravesite.



WHEN ISAIAH WAS RELEASED FROM OKEECHOBEE five months later, he wanted things 
to be different. He swore he would never steal another car, not after she had died in one, not after this.

His mother had been too sad to go into the room he’d shared with Dominique. Her clothes were still on 
her bed, and her blue bookbag was on the nightstand. There were pink sheets on Isaiah’s bed, from a 
sleepover she’d had with friends. Isaiah lay down on them, but he didn’t sleep at all.

The next day would have been Dominique’s 17th birthday. He bought flowers at Family Dollar, and 
his mom drove him to the cemetery on First Avenue S. There was no headstone where Dominique was 
buried; just a little pink nylon flag. Isaiah put the flowers there, with four “Happy birthday!” balloons.

From his sister’s grave, he could see the Shell station where he had stolen that Porsche. He sat down in 
the dirt and weeds. He prayed that Dominique would watch over him.

Isaiah decided he would get a job. He’d go 
to school. Finish school. He was going to 
stay out of cars.

All of his friends were still stealing them. 
They were having fun and going places. 
He hung pictures of Dominique on his 
bedroom walls. He tried to hang out at 
home more.

It was hard, with her stuff still everywhere. 
Their room smelled like perfume.

He applied for a job at Dunkin Donuts. He 
applied for a job at Publix. He applied for 
jobs at Winn Dixie, Domino’s and Burger 
King.

He went back to school, now at Gibbs 
High, and made B’s and C’s.

He smoked weed. He watched 
television.

He called to check on his job applications. They told him they’d get back to him.

Before, he’d find cash going through cars. Now he asked his mom for $20, $40. Isaiah hated taking her 
money.

She was involved with the International People’s Democratic Uhuru Movement, a community group 
that believes police killed Dominique because she was black. Yashica spoke at rallies, saying her 
daughter was chased into the pond.

He started getting in fights again, at Gibbs, with kids from rival gangs.

Isaiah visited Dominique’s grave on her birthday. Facebook



None of the jobs got back to him. “Nobody wanted to hire me.”

Months passed. He was kicked out of Gibbs. Went to an alternative school in Pinellas Park.

He would come home and sit in that room full of his sister.

THERE WAS SO MUCH TIME TO KILL and so few ways to do it. His world was only as east and 
west as his bike could take him.

But when he was in a car, he could drive around the city: “See what’s around.” He could drive around 
all night. He could listen to music, or he could listen to the quiet. He could cram the car full of friends, 
or he could be alone. He liked to be alone: “I really like to do everything by myself.”

He didn’t have to think about anything: “You just got to be focused on what you’re doing.” He didn’t 
have to be home, or at a motel, or at a shelter. It made him feel free, Isaiah says: He could go anywhere.

But all those times Isaiah was in cars, all those times he could go wherever he pleased, all those times 
he was at the wheel and finally in control, he didn’t. He wasn’t.

Isaiah Battle has never taken a car as far as Tampa. He has never been to Busch Gardens to see if a real 
rollercoaster feels anything like when he threw his hands above his head in a speeding car.

Isaiah could have gone anywhere, but he drove in circles around Childs Park.

IT WAS A 60-DEGREE MORNING IN JANUARY. He was riding his bike from Childs Park to his 
cousin’s, and he was getting tired. He still had 15 or 20 more blocks to go.

He knew what to look for, scanning the street now. His eyes searched until he saw it: heat coming from 
the tailpipe of an Acura. Someone had left it running in their driveway to warm up.

He slowed to a stop. He set his bicycle on the pavement. Did he think about her then?

Isaiah says he did. He always thought about Dominique. Every day, all the time.

But he was also thinking about himself. That he knew it was wrong, but he wanted to do it anyway. 
That what happened to her wouldn’t happen to him.

He crossed the street. His fingers curled around the door handle.

He thought that people who try to do the right thing, even if they mess up once, or even a lot, over and 
over again, might still get to go to heaven.

He climbed into the car, and he drove away.



The aftermath
Isaiah was caught the same day he stole the Acura and charged with grand theft auto, fleeing and elud-
ing, and driving without a license. Prosecutors charged Isaiah as an adult, deciding the juvenile sys-
tem and the death of his sister hadn’t been enough of a deterrent. He is expected to be sentenced to up 
to six years in prison at an Aug. 28 hearing.

Isaiah is sworn into court during a hearing in June.

Yashica sits in the back of the courtroom.



Contributors
Times staffers Caryn Baird, Connie Humburg, Eve Edelheit, Claire McNeill, Dirk Shadd and Alex 
Zayas contributed reporting.

About the reporting
Tampa Bay Times reporters requested police reports for every juvenile grand theft auto arrest in Pinel-
las County from January 2015 through June 2016, reading hundreds of cases to identify the top juve-
nile car thieves in the area. They found that 14 teenagers had been arrested five or more times on grand 
theft auto charges in those 18 months.

Reporters then dug through court and police records involving these kids and their families dating back 
to their births.

They looked at social media pages and jail records. They consulted with developmental psychologists 
to figure out what to research and how to identify potentially significant patterns.

The juvenile with the most arrests during these 18 months was Isaiah Battle, caught eight times on 
grand theft auto charges before being sent to a juvenile program. In January, after another arrest, Isaiah 
was sent to the Pinellas County Jail to await trial as an adult. During this time, he agreed to a series of 
interviews with reporters. The public defender’s office was notified before the first interview by the 
Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office.

The Times decided to identify Isaiah based on his openness and the depth of his discussions with 
reporters. It opted not to name the other 13 kids because they did not speak with reporters, and their 
brief stories included in this part of the series don’t focus on their car thefts. The information centers on 
circumstances outside of their control, life events, including physical and sexual abuse, in which they 
were sometimes the victims.

Isaiah’s mother, Yashica Clemmons, spoke to the Times last year after her daughter and two other girls 
drowned in a stolen car that plunged into a pond. Since then, Clemmons has declined to speak with the 
Times.

About the reporters

is a Times reporter who covers 
crime and breaking news in St. 
Petersburg. His 2016 investiga-
tion into Walmart’s costly prac-
tice of using local law enforce-
ment officers to police its stores 
garnered national acclaim and 
led to reforms. Contact him at 
zsampson@tampabay.com.

is a reporter on the Times 
enterprise team. She won a 
Pulitzer Prize in 2016 for an 
investigation that showed 
how a neglectful school board 
turned some Pinellas County 
schools into “Failure Fac-
tories.” Contact her at lgart-
ner@tampabay.com.

Lisa Gartner Zachary T. Sampson



Top car thieves all had
SOMETHING TO

RUN FROM
The Tampa Bay Times looked into the lives of the 14 
juvenile auto theft offenders with the most arrests 
from January 2015 through June 2016 in Pinellas 
County. Reporters analyzed police and court records 
dating to the children’s births. The teen arrested 
most was Isaiah Battle. After Isaiah were 13 other 
boys, whose stories are told briefly below. The ages 
listed refer to their first grand theft auto arrest during 
this window; charges after they turned 18 were not 
counted. The Times is not naming the teens because 
these anecdotes focus on their lives as victims — 
some of physical or sexual abuse — and circum-
stances that were often beyond their control. During 
these difficult childhoods, many were involved in 
lesser gateway crimes before they stole cars, warn-
ing signs that they were on the wrong path.

By Lisa Gartner and Zachary T. Sampson
Times Staff Writers

6 ARRESTS ■ 15-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
When he’s 6, his mom throws a knife at his stepdad for leaving the kids alone while he went to 
drink a beer. They face eviction at least three times. He first becomes a suspect at age 11 over a 

broken fence in Roser Park. By 15 he is posting on Facebook that he’s “slidin’,” slang for riding in sto-
len cars. Two months later, he is arrested for grand theft auto. Later in 2015, a Snapchat video shows 
him in another stolen car, this one involved in a drive-by shooting. Five months later, he is arrested for 
possessing a gun in connection to the murder of another car thief. His mom tells the courts his stepfa-
ther emotionally abused him and physically attacked him.



6 ARRESTS ■ 15-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ ASIAN ■ ST. PETERSBURG
When he is 3, his dad gets sentenced to 30 years in prison for attempted murder. His mom is 
addicted to drugs, suicidal, in and out of the psychiatric ward. He goes to live with his great-aunt. 

At 14, he is seen running from a suspicious vehicle. The next year, police hear a car alarm and find him 
with keys to a nearby car. He is handcuffed in his first grand theft auto arrest less than three months 
later, on Christmas Eve.

6 ARRESTS ■ 14-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ CLEARWATER
A neighbor spots him and his brother smashing a stolen tricycle into the ground when he is 8. 
An officer doesn’t arrest them, saying they were playing. He’s 12 when his mom tells police the 

boys won’t do their chores. The next year, he is accused of shoving a school monitor and calling him a 
“f-----.” He is arrested after hitting another teacher a month later. At 14, he’s car-hopping, looking for 
unlocked doors and the keys to drive away. He calls himself a “roadrunna” on Facebook.

6 ARRESTS ■ 17-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
A child protective investigator visits when he is 7; his parents left him and his four siblings, all 
younger than 10, home alone. He is 11 when his neighbor punches him in the head. He says he 

didn’t fight back because he didn’t want to get in trouble with his mom. At 17, he tells police he is hun-
gry, looking for money to buy food, when he tries to break into a pickup. He is carrying a corkscrew 
knife. Police find him sleeping in a Ford Explorer behind an abandoned house a few months later. 
He claims he doesn’t know it was stolen. He gets off this time, but is arrested for grand theft auto two 
weeks later.

6 ARRESTS ■ 15-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
Police go to his house when he is 7 for a call that his dad threatened his 13-year-old stepbrother 
with a machete. His father says his stepbrother was on top of the boy, hurting him, and that’s why 

he made the threat. He fights with another boy on the school bus when he is 10. At 14, he refuses to go 
to school because he doesn’t like his clothes. Within a year, he is caught with friends in a stolen car. 
Officers find crack cocaine in the center console. Another time, he laughs and looks insulted when 
deputies ask him about a stolen Kia. “Do I look like I would mess with a Kia?” he asks. At 16, he is is 
sentenced to four years in prison for burglary and grand theft auto.



5 ARRESTS ■ 13-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
He is 6 when another woman, mistaking his mother for a romantic rival, tries to run over the 
both of them with her car, his mom tells police. Less than a year later, a man chokes his pregnant 

mother. By 9 he has been diagnosed with a behavior disorder and tries to take his mother’s car when 
she asks questions about his report card. Police have to break the window to get him out. He runs away 
all the time. At 11 he steals a wallet, then tries to steal a gun. He takes at least two cars before he turns 
12. He is repeatedly taken into custody under the Baker Act, and says that he wants to kill himself, 
“that no one listens to him, and that all people do is talk, and when he tries to talk they talk over him.”

5 ARRESTS ■ 16-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
Neighbors point the finger at him and his siblings after an empty house is vandalized; someone 
smeared feces on the wall to spell “FU.” He is 6, and his mom says her children are innocent. He 

and his friends are playing football two years later when a 22-year-old man stuffs Spanish moss down 
their boxer shorts. By the sixth grade he’s cutting school, getting caught by police at the St. Pete Pier. 
He is arrested on a vehicle burglary charge not long after he turns 13. He tells police he’s been a gang 
member since he was 4 years old. He gets in fights and breaks into more cars. Soon he’s driving off in 
them. At 17, he is sentenced to 22 months in prison.

5 ARRESTS ■ 16-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ CLEARWATER
He is a gang member by 15, part of the “Betty Lane Boyz.” He comes down to Clearwater from 
his home in Pasco County. He and a friend are spotted looking into a Ford Mustang; he tells 

police they were just checking it out, wondering why anyone would buy a two-seater. At 16, he’s tak-
ing cars, several in just a couple months. He shoves a woman to the ground while stealing her car, and 
flees from police. He gets seven years in prison for carjacking.

5 ARRESTS ■ 13-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
He is 1, resting in his father’s arms on a bicycle, the first time police come. His dad says the boy’s 
mother and her friend nearly ran them over in a car. Child protective investigators visit after his 

seventh birthday, noting that though the yard is littered with trash and the screens are torn, the kids 
seem well-fed. There’s no running water at the house, but his mom says they actually stay up the street. 
He’s 11 the first time he’s arrested, for stealing a bicycle. By 13, he’s onto cars, cuffed again and again. 
He targets downtown parking garages around Beach Drive.



5 ARRESTS ■ 15-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ CLEARWATER
His parents argue over paternity, and he goes to live with his aunt. His father goes to prison for 
possession of cocaine. He takes a bike when he is 14 and tells police he just didn’t want to walk 

home. At 15, he tries to steal boat shoes from Macy’s. He and his friends jump another boy at the Juve-
nile Assessment Center. He balls his fist like he is going to hit a deputy. He breaks curfew and steals 
sedans. He and his friends are labeled gang members by police; they call themselves the “Wick Life 
Goons.”

5 ARRESTS ■ 15-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ WHITE ■ ST. PETERSBURG
By the time he’s 15, he’s at an alternative school and friends with a lot of auto thieves. Police 
catch him stealing cars and driving recklessly. He smokes marijuana. When he gives a fake name, 

the cops find him out through his fingerprints. He is connected to cars taken from all over ― Dunedin, 
Hillsborough County, Treasure Island. He says he bought a Chevrolet Camaro for $20; he tells officers 
it was a good deal.

5 ARRESTS ■ 15-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ CLEARWATER
He and his brother are both well-known to the local police. When he’s 13, the two kids fight and 
their mom calls authorities. Her sons leave before officers arrive. The family lives for a while at 

an extended stay motel but bounces around. Investigators find his fingerprints on a stolen Chevy Mal-
ibu. He and his brother are sent to a homeless shelter, but he runs away five days later. He is 15 the first 
time he’s arrested for grand theft auto. He tells police he typically acts as a lookout.

5 ARRESTS ■ 14-YEAR-OLD ■ MALE ■ BLACK ■ ST. PETERSBURG
He is 7 years old when someone reports that he and his sister are showing up to school in dirty 
clothes. Child protective investigators deem the claim untrue. A year later, he is suspected of 

shooting two teenagers with a BB gun. He’s arrested after yelling curse words during class when he’s 
12. He takes his grandmother’s car, and she tells officers he’s hanging out with the wrong crowd. He 
is accused of carjacking and more auto thefts. He laughs when police arrest him and brags that he is a 
good driver who never crashes.



Isaiah Battle, county’s biggest car thief, 
sentenced to 20 months in prison

Isaiah Battle

By Lisa Gartner
Times Staff Writer

LARGO — Isaiah Battle, who at 15 years old became the most arrested car thief in Pinellas County, 
was sentenced to 20 months in prison Monday.

At an emotional hearing that in many ways served as an indictment of the juvenile justice system, Isa-
iah also received four years probation.

“In Pinellas County, youth stealing cars, fleeing from police, and getting in crashes is out of control,” 
said Assistant State Attorney Jennifer Coyler. “This is extremely concerning behavior that puts every-
one at risk.

“The only way to ensure the safety of our community,” she said, “is for Mr. Battle to be locked up.”

Isaiah was facing up to six years in prison after pleading guilty in June to grand theft auto, fleeing and 
eluding, and driving without a license. He stole an Acura in January, less than a year after his sister died 
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in a stolen car, and five months after his release from a high-risk program for juveniles.

Despite his age, prosecutors charged Isaiah as an adult. They argued that the death of his sister, as well 
as his experiences with the juvenile system, hadn’t been enough of a deterrent.

Isaiah’s public defender said he agreed that the system had let Isaiah down. But he asked Judge Frank 
Quesada to give both Isaiah and the Department of Juvenile Justice another chance by sending Isaiah 
back to a juvenile judge for his sentencing.

“I know my juvenile history is crazy long,” Isaiah, now 16, told the court. “I fell into some bad habits. 
... I was doing what everyone else was doing.”

The death of his sister, Dominique, “hurt me and my family so bad,” he said. “I just didn’t know how to 
cope.”

Isaiah said seven months in a jail cell has given him time to think.

“Being in county jail has helped me realize life is short, and I want to turn my life around,” he said.

In a rare move that spoke to the urgency of the auto theft problem in Pinellas, State Sen. Darryl Rou-
son, D-St. Petersburg, appeared to speak on Isaiah’s behalf. He told the court that the teenager was “too 
young to give up on.”

“The court has some responsibility. ...What did we not provide for him during these six months that 
didn’t catch his attention?” said Rouson, referring to Isaiah’s time in a juvenile program. “And if the 
system bears responsibility for not reaching him at the point that we had him, I’m asking you to give 
him another chance.”

Isaiah’s mother, Yashica Clemmons, said her son stole cars to escape the pain of growing up without a 
father.

“I had to be the mother and the father and I did the best I could,” she said. “So sometimes the lights got 
cut off, or the water got cut off, or the rent wasn’t paid because I had to feed my children.”

Isaiah was traumatized after Dominique’s death, Clemmons said. She struggled to find free therapy 
services for him, unable to afford to pay a grief counselor.

“He took it really hard when he lost his sister,” she said. “He was not all right. And to this day he might 
not be all right.”

But prosecutors argued that the juvenile justice system had been a revolving door without conse-
quences for Isaiah, whom police arrested eight times for grand theft auto in 2015. Isaiah was also 
charged with carjacking after he dragged a St. Petersburg woman across the street in her own vehicle.

Isaiah’s story, and the limits of the juvenile justice system — which can only hold thieves for a maxi-
mum of 21 days, and often releases them within hours — were prominent components of a recent 
Tampa Bay Times series, “Hot Wheels.”



Reporters found that kids in stolen cars crash every four days in Pinellas, killing themselves and injur-
ing innocent drivers. Earlier this month, three boys died when the stolen Ford Explorer they were driv-
ing sped over 100 mph and crashed into a man driving to work.

In 2015, more kids were arrested in Pinellas for grand theft auto than any other county in Florida and 
most cities nationwide, including Los Angeles and Baltimore.

“I will say I feel sorry for Mr. Battle, because I do feel the juvenile system let him down a little bit,” 
said Coyler, the assistant state attorney. She read from a statement written by Isaiah, in which he said 
he kept stealing cars because he knew he would serve 21 days and then get out.

“Right now I don’t know there’s anything we can do about it because he’s right: You’re held for 21 
days and then released back to that home environment,” Coyler said. “There’s no real consequences. 
Except for now there is. There are now real consequences.”

Isaiah will get credit for seven months he has served in county jail, meaning he will serve about a year 
in state prison. As a “youthful offender,” Isaiah can face the full six-year prison term if he commits 
another crime while on probation. If he steals another car, the judge said, Isaiah could face 10 years for 
this charge and five additional years for the new charge.

Christian Allen, an official with DJJ, said Isaiah continued to skip school after being released from its 
program last summer. His grade-point average was below a 1.0, and he did not take advantage of men-
toring opportunities.

“We can only do so much to motivate a youth in the community,” Allen said.

Quesada said he could not in good consciousness send Isaiah back to the juvenile system. The judge 
urged him to get his GED while in prison, noting that the boy was at a “high risk to re-offend even now 
as you stand before me.”

“Their recommendation to do it all over again and expect different results leaves a lot to be said.”

Contact Lisa Gartner at lgartner@tampabay.com. Follow her on Twitter @lisagartner.


