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natomy of a Confession: The Debra Milke Case is the story of the 1990 

murder trial of Debra Milke. Two men murdered a four year-old boy. 
One of them casually implicated the boy’s mother. Even before she was 
questioned, the police hung a guilty tag on her. The prosecutor believed 

it because the police did. The judge let the jury hear her confession, but not 
vital exculpatory evidence. The jury believed she did it because the cop was so 
convincing and the mother so unmotherly. That label came from her own family. 
No one in her courtroom presumed her innocence — not the cops, prosecutors, 
jurors, judge, or her own lawyer. America’s most vaunted legal principle — the 
presumption of innocence — was nowhere to be found.

This book also tells the story of Detective Armando Saldate, his history of coerc-
ing confessions and violating Miranda standards, and the role the Phoenix Police 
Department played in the cover-up and misconduct in its handling of the Milke 
investigation. 

Like the very best of true crime narratives, Anatomy of a Confession is a vivid and 
shocking reminder of what America’s vaunted presumption of innocence is sup-
posed to be all about, and what can happen when the criminal justice system fails 
and presumption of innocence becomes just the opposite, a presumption of guilt.
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