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  Prologue


  Sometime during the night, while lying in bed watching TV, district attorney Bill Fitzpatrick put aside his doubts about the confrontation looming between the New York State Police and Waneta Hoyt. Fitzpatrick liked to say that being brought up by Irish people, he never hoped for something to happen, because then he knew it wouldn’t. But this night he fell asleep believing that when the investigators approached Waneta Hoyt in the morning, she would agree to talk. She would tell them how her five children had died more than twenty years ago. She would confess. And the hunch he had pursued for the past eight years would pay off.


  In the morning, the rituals of family life kept Fitzpatrick’s doubts in check.


  Wednesday was a workout day, so he did twenty minutes on his NordicTrack. He showered, put on the gray suit that represented one-fifth of his business wardrobe, and joined the household bustle.


  His wife, Diane, left for her law office in Syracuse when the babysitter arrived at eight-thirty to watch the couple’s two youngest children. Shortly before nine o’clock, Fitzpatrick walked his four-year-old son, Danny, to nursery school.


  The daily walk was part of the special bond Fitzpatrick shared with Danny, the sensitive, round- faced boy he and Diane had wanted so badly. As they started down the gravel driveway hand in hand, the sun shone.


  March 23, 1994, was starting out as the kind of brilliant early spring day that winter-weary Upstate New Yorkers cherish. Barely three hours after sunrise, the temperature had already climbed above 40 degrees. Danny still wore his red ski jacket, but Fitzpatrick didn’t make him put on boots; light rain the past two evenings had washed away most of the snow.


  Father and son walked up the street toward the main road. LaFayette Nursery School stood to their left, across a sloping field dotted with young evergreens. Just before hitting the road, they turned onto a footpath. A row of maples with bare branches lined the left side of the path; tall fir trees stood on the right. As they strolled along the spongy lane, Fitzpatrick launched into a familiar line of questioning: “Danny, what’s Daddy do?”


  “You’re district attorney,” the boy said.


  “Well, what’s that?”


  “You’re a, you know, a policeman.”


  “Well, not exactly, honey.”


  He and Danny had recited this dialogue so often it had become a refrain. This morning, Fitzpatrick introduced a new verse.


  “But Daddy’s gonna do something important today with some policemen,” he said. “We’re going to try to catch somebody who hurt their kids.”


  It all depended on Waneta Hoyt. Fitzpatrick knew the confrontation could end one of three ways: she could confess; she could agree to talk but not confess; or she could ask for a lawyer, stopping the questions cold.


  “Why’d they hurt their kids?”


  Fitzpatrick saw his son’s puzzled look. How to explain Waneta Hoyt to a child barely old enough to parrot the words “district attorney”? How to explain a mother taking her children’s lives?


  “We don’t know, honey. They did it a long, long time ago,” he said. “And the kids never got to grow up.”


  When they reached the front step of the shingle-sided nursery school, father and son completed their morning ritual. Fitzpatrick knelt, wrapped Danny in his arms, and kissed him on the cheek. Danny kissed him back.


  Hugging his son, Fitzpatrick realized how lucky he was to have children. And then it struck him: Waneta Hoyt had not felt that way. Her children had provoked something entirely different in her, something he didn’t understand.


  Doubts rushed to the surface. How would Waneta react when she faced the truth? Did she have a conscience? Could they reach it?


  Fitzpatrick squeezed Danny tight. “This is a big day for Daddy. Wish me luck.”


  “Good luck, Dad. I hope you catch ‘em.”


  Fitzpatrick held on to that hope as he walked home. An hour later, his chief investigator arrived to drive him to the showdown with Waneta Hoyt in Tioga County, seventy miles south of Syracuse.


  Shortly before they set out, two unmarked state police cars started cruising north, up the narrow valley that held Waneta Hoyt’s secret in its fold.


  PART ONE


  The Mother


  Chapter One


  Newark Valley woke to a typical winter morning on January 26, 1965. The temperature struggled to creep above freezing as the Hoyt family stirred from the aging farmhouse in Davis Hollow, a tiny settlement tucked into the valley’s eastern slope. Tim Hoyt left around seven-thirty for his job as a shipping clerk at National Cash Register in Ithaca twenty-five miles away. His mother, Ella, who owned the house, had already gone to her job at a shoe factory in Johnson City, fifteen miles in the other direction. Waneta Hoyt, Tim’s wife of a year, was alone in the house with their three- month-old son, Eric. She was feeding Eric orange and apple juice when his face suddenly turned blue and he started gagging. Waneta had taken Eric to doctors when he suffered spells before, but this one was different. This time he bled from the mouth, she said.


  Waneta ran barefoot across Davis Hollow Road to the home of Rodney and Betty Lane.


  Betty Lane followed Waneta back to the Hoyt farmhouse. When she walked through the back door, Lane saw Erie lying on his side on the kitchen table. A thick substance resembling cereal with pink streaks hung from the baby’s nostrils.


  She watched Waneta pick up the child’s limp body, cover his lips with her mouth, and blow. When Eric didn’t move, Waneta put him down. Lane couldn’t bring herself to touch the baby. She told her husband to call an ambulance and rushed home, shaken by what she had seen.


  “The baby appeared to be dead to me,” she said.


  The sudden death of Tim and Waneta Hoyt’s first child attracted no more attention in the valley than did any other fleeting tragedy. The police didn’t investigate, and the coroner, Dr. Arthur Hartnagel, didn’t perform an autopsy. Hartnagel apparently took Waneta’s word that Eric had suffered earlier spells in which he turned blue; he listed congenital abnormalities of the heart as the cause of death.


  A funeral was held at MacPherson Funeral Home in the village of Newark Valley. Eric was dressed in a light-blue plastic diaper and a blue sweater, and his parents placed a tiny sterling silver ring stamped with a chain of hearts in his wooden casket.


  Eric was buried in Highland Cemetery, in a shallow grave that the caretaker dug by hand. A small gray headstone marked the baby’s place among a grove of pine trees overlooking the valley. Generations earlier, Waneta Hoyt’s family had farmed this land. Over the next six years, she would reclaim it one grave at a time.


  In the valley, the land itself speaks—of the people, their way of life, the passage of time. No part is more remote than Richford, a town of 1,153 pinched between steep hills in the northeast corner of Tioga County. Farmers drawn from western Massachusetts settled the upper reaches of the valley in the 1790s. They coaxed enough crops from the fertile soil to feed themselves and their livestock, but the hills, thick with cherry, maple, oak, and hemlock, sustained them. They harvested hardwoods to feed local lumber mills and processed hemlock bark for tanning hides.


  The wooded hills, the county’s tallest, sheltered as well as isolated. Rain and melting snow drain from the hills, feeding the stream that links Richford to the outside world like a thread. The runoff flows into the east branch of Owego Creek, which ripples south, following the valley floor through the progressively larger towns of Berkshire and Newark Valley before joining with the west branch in Owego, the county seat, where it empties into the Susquehanna River. Like the creek, the life of Richford’s most famous son served as a stark reminder that the road to fame and fortune led out of the valley.


  John D. Rockefeller was born a pauper July 8, 1839, in a house on the east side of the valley. When he was four, his family headed south to Owego, where John D. got the education that would help him build a fortune worth nearly $1 billion. Richford’s oldest residents recall July days during the 1920s when John D. came back to town in a chauffeured car. Boys and girls would line up at Bert Rawley’s general store to get a newly minted dime from the oil tycoon. Otherwise, Rockefeller didn’t give a plugged nickel for Richford. He called his birthplace a “Godless town” and wrote a poem in which he said, “I shudder to think what I should have been if I had stayed in Richford all my life.”


  Richford didn’t care much for Rockefeller either. In the 1980s, local officials questioned whether he deserved a mention on the Welcome signs that motorists saw upon entering the town. Some wanted to honor a more loyal scion of the valley, perhaps a doctor or a teacher who had helped the town’s children. Eventually, the signs went up:


  RICHFORD EST. 1882 THE BIRTHPLACE OF JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER 1839-1937


  The debate reflected the pride of generations that had stayed in Richford to scratch a living from the hills. People like Waneta Hoyt’s ancestors, the Nixons. For more than a hundred years, the Nixon family had farmed the hill west of the crossroads that marks the center of Richford. In the 1880s, Bert Nixon received $800 for a small parcel that became Highland Cemetery. Generations of Nixons passed the farm along until Waneta’s parents, Albert and Dorothy Nixon, came into possession of one hundred acres and thirty-five milking cows.


  Albert and Dorothy’s family grew at the pace of roughly one child a year, starting with the birth of Albert Jr. in 1939. Archie, Ruth, and Dorothy Joan followed. The Nixons’ fifth child, Robert, was born in 1944 and died of spinal meningitis two and a half years later. Another son, also named Robert, died at birth in 1947. The umbilical cord had gotten wrapped around his neck, and he choked to death.


  Between the two Roberts, the Nixons had a baby girl. Dr. Arthur Hartnagel, the country doctor who did double duty as coroner, delivered the black-haired infant on May 13, 1946. The Nixons named her Waneta Ethel, taking her first name from Albert’s sister and handing down Dorothy Nixon’s middle name. With the arrival of their last child, Donna, less than two years later, the five-bedroom farmhouse was full.


  Waneta grew up contented, by all accounts. Her family lived comfortably by valley standards, although Albert Nixon had to work for the state highway department to supplement the income from his small dairy herd. He sanded roads in the winter and repaired them in the summer, while his sons tended to the farm. To help feed the family, Albert and the boys hunted. Years ago, Albert said, rabbits were so plentiful that he could shoot three or four an evening. “My kids ate more rabbit and venison than beef,” he said.


  Although Dorothy Nixon sewed baby clothes in a factory later in life, she stayed at home until her children were grown. She believed women were put on earth to bear children and make their men happy, and that’s how she raised her daughters. The girls helped her with household chores, and for a time Waneta even did housework for a neighbor. Each Sunday, Dorothy Nixon took her daughters into town for services at the First Congregational Church.


  The family’s emotional life seems to have been as spartan at the rest of their existence. The Nixons were considered taciturn people, not given to a lot of hugging and kissing. But the children’s affection for Waneta showed in their endearing abbreviation of her name to Neta. The girlish nickname would endure long after the blush of childhood passed away.


  Neta attended grammar school in Richford for three years, then finished the primary grades down the road in the slightly larger town of Berkshire. Except for a couple of childhood diseases, she enjoyed good health. A severe bout of measles at age eleven left her with poor eyesight. Thereafter, she could see only shadows without glasses.


  Donna, the sister closest in age, became Neta’s favorite playmate, although they developed contrasting personalities. While Neta clung to her mother, Donna tended toward independence; while Neta sought sympathy by fretting about her health, Donna’s self- assurance permitted few complaints. The two sisters became fast friends, riding bicycles together or splashing in Owego Creek.


  Neta, a pleasant, soft-spoken girl, seemed just as comfortable with solitary pursuits, such as reading. Childhood friends recalled seeing Neta off by herself, staring into the distance, as if in a trance. Years later, family and friends would wonder about the faraway look in Neta’s eyes. But whatever secret place she had found to retreat to with her thoughts, no one disturbed it. Accustomed to having so much of their lives played out in plain view of church and school and extended families, folks in the valley seemed reluctant to intrude on an individual’s zone of privacy.


  Neta matured into a slender, five-foot, four-inch teenager with coal-black hair and deep green eyes. She had a fine nose and narrow chin, like her mother. She wanted to be a hairdresser when she grew up, but styling her mother’s and sisters’ hair was as close as she came to fulfilling that ambition.


  In 1960, Neta went to high school in Newark Valley, a ten-mile bus ride from the farm. She was an average student who didn’t play sports or involve herself in other school activities. She kept pretty much to herself because, she explained, “I didn’t like being in crowds.” She noticed boys, however, and her freshman year she picked out one she liked.


  Tim Hoyt, a strapping six-foot-tall, blue-eyed farm boy from Newark Valley, was the last student to board Neta’s bus in the morning. As a senior, he claimed the right to stand at the front, near the driver. A girl Neta knew on the bus boasted that she was going to date Tim. Not to be outdone, Neta told a girlfriend seated next to her, “I’m going to marry him someday.” Tim Hoyt was the first boy Neta dated. Like Neta, he was quiet, wore glasses, and grew up on a struggling dairy farm.


  Tim was the sixth of George and Ella Hoyt’s nine children. The Hoyts lived on a farm on Davis Hollow Road, in a small settlement at the foot of the hills northeast of Newark Valley. Compared with the Nixons, they were a boisterous lot. George A. Hoyt worked for forty-three years as a laborer making minimal money at the Endicott Johnson shoe factory. An alcoholic, he drank up most of his wages, forcing his large brood to scrape along on their own. Every day was an excuse to get drunk. He stopped drinking once, when his oldest son and namesake went off to the Korean War. He went to the back of a church and made a vow: He would stop drinking if God brought young George home safely. It became one more promise George Hoyt didn’t keep.


  “Get him away from the booze and there wasn’t a better man you wanted to be around,” young George said. “You give him a few drinks and he was a mean son of a bitch.”


  The Hoyt children clung to their mother. Sharing the misery of George Hoyt’s destructive drinking helped shape the Hoyt children into a tightly knit band. Tangling with one meant taking them all on, especially the boys.


  Tim grew up sturdy amid the rough-and-tumble play of his four brothers. The boys liked to wrestle in the dump, amid the garbage, trying to grind each other’s faces into half-eaten grapefruit. Like any large family, the Hoyts also loved razzing each other. Once, while riding in the family car, Tim started musing about what he wanted to do when he grew up. He told his brother George about his grand plans for erecting a tower in the sky so he could look out across the universe. But that’s not quite how it came out.


  “He said he wanted to put his rectum up into the sky so he could look out,” George said. “We knew what he was talking about, but he just didn’t understand. And the more he talked about it, the more we laughed.”


  Tim’s gentle nature earned him the nickname Abigail. Even as a teenager, he didn’t go in much for rowdiness. He and his friends liked to cruise the valley on weekend nights, swigging muscatel from a bottle. But Tim mostly drove, while the others mostly drank. Drinking didn’t hold much allure for him anyway. Like the other Hoyt children, Tim paid a price for his father’s drinking: He had to forgo high school sports to help support his brothers and sisters. He never complained. He simply accepted the burden of being George Hoyt’s son, even when it cost him dearly.


  Tim and his brothers Don and Chuck came home from school one day and found that their father had stolen their thirty-five dairy cows. George Hoyt had sold his sons’ herd to finance a drinking binge that took him all the way to Florida. Don and Chuck got angry, but Tim showed no emotion. He couldn’t quite bring himself to believe that the man he loved had betrayed him. Like many children of alcoholics, Tim remained blindly loyal to the person who hurt him the most.


  Neta and Tim drifted apart when Tim graduated from high school in 1961. Tim followed his brother George to New Jersey, where George had gone to make $3.69 an hour in a factory. It was better than farm work in the valley or some $l-an-hour job, George said. Tim didn’t stay away long. He worked at a hospital in Connecticut before returning to the valley.


  Tim rekindled his relationship with Neta, and the couple soon became inseparable. They went to drive-in movies on dates or just drove around, happy to be in each other’s company. Nearly everybody commented on the way Tim and Neta clung to each other. Wherever they went, they were seen holding hands. Even around friends, they stuck together like Velcro dolls. If Tim drifted away from Neta at a social gathering, she’d call him over. If Tim wasn’t touching her, she’d rub his back, place her hand on his knee, or tug at his elbow. Neta wanted all of Tim’s attention, and he was glad to oblige her. And despite her shyness, Neta wanted others to notice her too. As time went on, Neta would try to grab all the attention she could get.


  The prediction Neta made on the school bus finally came true: She and Tim decided to get married. The outgoing Hoyts welcomed Tim’s prospective bride into their family, but Dorothy Nixon didn’t approve of her daughter, a seventeen-year-old high school senior, getting married. She made Neta leave the house weeks before her wedding. Neta moved into the Hoyt farmhouse on Davis Hollow Road with Tim, his mother, and his sisters Ann and Nancy.


  Tim and Neta married on January 11, 1964, a bitterly cold Saturday that never saw the temperature rise above the young bride’s age. The bridegroom sported a crew cut, dark suit, and narrow tie. The bride wore a white short-sleeved wedding gown and a veil. Together, Tim and Neta made an attractive couple in the style of the day. The Rev. Doran Edwards conducted the small ceremony in the parsonage of the Faith Bible Church in Richford. In keeping with tradition, the newlyweds posed for a picture that showed them feeding each other pieces of wedding cake. One thing marred the occasion: Dorothy Nixon shunned the wedding, a harsh blow for Neta, who still hoped to please her mother.


  The teenage bride suddenly found herself in a grown-up world. The principal of Newark Valley High School summoned Neta to his office when she returned for the last half of her senior year. Ann Hoyt went with her new sister-in-law. The principal said he didn’t think Neta would be a good influence on her classmates, now that she was married. “There was a possibility she may come in and tell all about her sex life,” Ann recalled.


  Neta Hoyt left school, never to return. She continued living with Tim and his family in the Hoyt farmhouse. Tim helped support the household as a laborer in the shipping and receiving department of National Cash Register. Neta stayed at home. She made no move to get a job, telling friends that her first interest was taking care of Tim. But the couple’s roles were reversed when Neta became pregnant a month after the wedding; for the next thirty years, Tim would take care of Neta.


  Five months after they were married, Tim and Neta experienced their first family tragedy. Alcoholism had plunged Tim’s father deeper into despair. He sought help at least six times at Binghamton State Hospital, but he never escaped his demons. On May 17, 1964, Don Hoyt went into the silo on his farm in Newark Valley and found his father hanging by a rope. George Hoyt had ended his tortured life at age sixty-four.


  The Hoyts carried on much as before. If George Hoyt had taught his family anything, it was how to endure in the face of adversity. His legacy was a hard working, self-sufficient clan that drew strength from within. Tim Hoyt picked up his life, which revolved more and more around Neta, and went on.


  When Neta went into labor the morning of October 17, 1964, Tim took her to Tompkins County Hospital in Ithaca, thirty miles away. Labor for the first-time mother lasted nearly eleven hours. At 6:16 p.m., Dr. Noah Kassman helped Neta deliver a perfect seven-pound boy. Tim and Neta named their son Eric Allen. Three days later, Tim and Neta took Eric home to the Hoyt farmhouse, where Neta set up a crib for the baby in the bedroom she shared with Tim.


  In the hospital records, nurses wrote that Eric was a healthy newborn with no abnormalities. The nurses let Eric go with a note destined to become a refrain: “Discharged to mother in apparent good condition.” But Eric was not well, according to Neta. The baby suffered spells in which he turned blue, she said, as if he had stopped breathing.


  “Then, one time, he had a real spell, and we took him in an ambulance to the hospital,” she would tell others later. Doctors, unsure what was wrong, gave Eric antibiotics on the chance he had pneumonia and sent him home.


  Eric suffered his last spell on January 26, 1965, two weeks after Tim and Neta’s first wedding anniversary. His death at three months, ten days, didn’t raise any questions at the time. But later, some family members wondered about the strange way Neta responded to Eric. She never cuddled the baby, some of the Hoyts said. She always held him away from her body. Neta needed so much attention herself that she seemed unable to give it to her child.


  Neta’s craving for attention struck some of the Hoyts as odd. They noticed her habit of acting up when she found herself on the periphery of a situation. Chuck Hoyt, the second oldest brother, recalled the time a group of folks visited a farm in the neighboring town of Berkshire. When Chuck and Tim headed to the bam to fetch some bales of hay, Neta tagged along. She was talking to Tim, but he wasn’t paying much attention.


  “So, we’re up at the bam and she’s about twenty yards, twenty-five yards behind,” Chuck said, “and she goes, ‘Oh, I feel faint.’ Plop. Tim turned around. He stopped. Well, he said, let her lay there for a while, she’ll get over it. When she saw that nobody was going to feel sorry for her, she got up.”


  There were other fainting episodes, and over time Neta acquired a litany of health complaints, real or imagined. Family members would ask Tim and Neta how they were doing, Chuck said, and Tim would say, “Oh, fine.” Tim was always fine. Not Neta. She’d say, “Oh, my back aches, and my hair is falling out, and my ear aches, and my toenails are growing crooked,” Chuck remembered.


  Neta sought treatment for whatever ailed her, piling up unpaid doctors’ bills. Her claimed susceptibility to every conceivable illness became a running gag in the Hoyt family. George Hoyt and his sisters started concocting illnesses for themselves. They would come up with a new one almost weekly and give it a fancy name. Neta listened intently as her in-laws discussed their symptoms—dizziness, perhaps, or shooting pains that immobilized their arms. “Lo and behold,” George said, “three days later, she had it.”


  If Neta liked anything, it was being pregnant. Tim’s sister, Marion, joked about the way Neta reveled in the attention people lavished on expectant mothers. “Well, Neta had sex last night,” Marion would tell her brother George.


  “How do you know?”


  “She has a maternity dress on today.”


  While the Hoyts traded stories about Neta’s behavior, they knew better than to mention it to Tim. Their brother’s faith in his wife was absolute.


  After Eric’s death, Neta got a job at Endicott Johnson, the shoe company where Ella Hoyt worked. But Neta quit after nine months because, she said, "I just couldn’t stand the pressure of people around me so much.”


  With Tim looking after her, Neta didn’t worry about the financial hardship. “We never had much money,” she said, “and what little I made never made much difference.” Besides, Tim and Neta wanted another baby right away. A second pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage, but that didn’t deter them; she got pregnant again. Eight months after losing their first baby, the young couple seemed to have their life back on track.


  Tim and Neta still went out occasionally to see a drive-in movie or to play miniature golf, but otherwise they generally stuck close to home. They watched NASCAR races on television and took long walks along Davis Hollow Road. Neta still liked to read, especially Reader’s Digest and medical books that explained illnesses. She spent hours at home working on word-search puzzles or crocheting afghans that she gave to neighborhood children as birthday presents.


  The rest of their social life consisted of visiting with family and friends. Tim and Neta loved card games, especially canasta. Sometimes as many as a dozen people would gather at one of the Hoyts’ homes to play cards. Dealing started in the evening and didn’t stop until early morning. They’d drink cans of beer, lemonade, and soda through the night. Players who got tired could curl up in a kitchen corner or stretch out on the living room couch and rejoin the game later.


  Tim and Neta mixed easily with their neighbors on Davis Hollow Road. The men teamed up to paint fences, fix cars, and dig fence post holes. The women dropped in on each other to discuss the day’s events over coffee. Families generally didn’t own two cars, so the women borrowed each other’s cars to go grocery shopping. If they didn’t want to bring their children along, one of the women would stay behind to watch them.


  A month before Eric Hoyt died, Art and Natalie Hilliard and their nine-month-old son, Dana, moved into a ranch house kitty-corner across Davis Hollow Road. The newcomers soon became Tim and Neta’s best friends. Art and Tim often hunted deer together. Natalie Hilliard, a former Girl Scout, loved campfires, and the couples liked to gather around a campfire in the evening. Natalie considered Neta the sister she never had. They never missed each other’s birthdays, remembering the occasion by buying each other perfume, a blouse, or perhaps a piece of jewelry.


  Neta and Natalie would visit each other at least three times a week. If Neta was making an afghan, she would bring that along and work on it while they gossiped. They talked about everything: unpaid bills, their families, and their sex lives. “Anything and everything,” Natalie said.


  Natalie believed they kept nothing secret.


  Neta went into labor a second time on May 31, 1966. Tim took her to Tompkins County Hospital, where Dr. Kassman helped her deliver another healthy boy. Tim and Neta named their second son James Avery, and everyone soon called him Jimmy. Although hospital records again said the baby was “discharged to mother in apparent good condition,” Neta told family members that Jimmy had a heart problem.


  In 1967 Tim and Neta moved out of Ella Hoyt’s farmhouse, but they didn’t go far. They bought a small trailer—twelve feet wide, but only fifty feet long—and put it on land behind the farmhouse, The young family seemed to be thriving. Tim had joined the laborers’ union and was working construction jobs, Jimmy seemed healthy, and Neta was expecting another baby.


  Julie Marie Hoyt was born at Tompkins County Hospital on July 19, 1968. Nurses noted that she was a normal newborn. Four days later Tim and Neta took the baby home to meet her big brother.


  Jimmy had grown into a two-year-old bundle of energy. He had light brown hair and his father’s pouty mouth and sad, puppy-dog eyes. The toddler liked to run across the open field to Ella Hoyt’s house shouting, “Grandma, Grandma, here I come.” One of Jimmy’s and his grandmother’s favorite pastimes was picking up rocks in search of snakes, bugs, and toads. Ella Hoyt watched Jimmy like a hawk, afraid something unexpected might happen to him, as it had to Eric. But Jimmy’s liveliness spoke only of good health.


  Early on the morning of September 5, 1968, Tim set out for a highway construction site. His job as a laborer relegated him to menial tasks, such as clearing stones or waving traffic by with an orange flag. At least the mild weather on this late-summer morning promised a nice day to work outdoors. Neta was alone in the trailer with Jimmy and Julie. She explained later that she was feeding Julie rice cereal at the kitchen table when the skin around the baby’s mouth suddenly turned blue and she started choking. Neta told Jimmy to go sit on the couch, and she ran outside for help.


  Neighbor Evelyn Bond heard Neta screaming and called the Newark Valley ambulance. Members of the volunteer service tried to revive the baby, but they were too late. Julie Marie Hoyt was dead at the age of one month and seventeen days.


  Dr. Hartnagel concluded that Julie had strangled from eating the rice cereal and ruled her death an accident Once again, Hartnagel apparently took Neta at her word, because he didn’t perform an autopsy and there was no police investigation.


  MacPherson Funeral Home handled the arrangements again. Julie was placed in a cement casket wearing an unbuttoned cardigan sweater over a light-colored top, a diaper, and white shoes. She took her place near Eric in Highland Cemetery, buried without a headstone.


  Outsiders could only imagine how Tim and Neta felt. The couple had been married less than five years and already they had buried two babies and weathered a miscarriage. But it was at tragic moments such as this that the valley offered its comforting embrace. Family and friends grieved with them. And as they tried to help the young couple cope with the loss, the mourners took comfort from the thought that Tim and Neta still had Jimmy.


  George Hoyt remembered that Tim and Neta stopped by his house with Jimmy on the Sunday two weeks after Julie’s funeral. George had a son around Jimmy’s age, and the two cousins ran around the house like squirrels. Jimmy, dressed for action in bib overalls and a red shirt, had the time of his life, George recalled. As he watched his nephew chase Sniffy, the family cat, he couldn’t help thinking about Eric and Julie. At least Jimmy was healthy, he thought.


  The following Thursday, September 26, Tim left home for a construction job in Waverly, about a half-hour drive. Neta fed Jimmy breakfast. He went outside to play, and she went into the bathroom to get dressed. “I heard this screaming for Mommy, and I stepped out into the hallway, and he collapsed coming up the hallway,” Neta recounted later. Jimmy’s nose and mouth were bloody. Neta picked him up and ran screaming from the trailer.


  Natalie Hilliard looked out the front window of her house and saw her best friend running down the road with Jimmy in her arms. Neta carried the boy into the Hilliards’ house and laid his limp body on a couch in the front room. Natalie called for an ambulance, then made another call to alert Tim in Waverly.


  Henry Robson, a member of the ambulance crew, arrived and tried to revive Jimmy. Natalie noticed that Neta’s blouse was open and recommended she button it before any more people arrived. Natalie shooed her son, Dana, into his bedroom, but the curious four-year-old kept coming back to see what was wrong with his little friend. “James is sick,” Natalie explained. “They’re trying to help him. Please go back to your room and play.”


  Robson tried to bring Jimmy around with mouth-to-mouth breathing and heart massage. “I continued doing so until the coroner, Dr. Hartnagel, came and told me the boy was gone, stop what I was doing.” Jimmy died at the age of two years and four months; it was the longest any of Neta’s children ever lived.


  The question of what was killing Tim and Neta’s children hung in the air after the ambulance crew took Jimmy’s body away. Hartnagel didn’t have the answer, and Tim asked the coroner to have Jimmy’s body autopsied.


  Later that morning, Dr. James Mitchell, a pathologist at Tioga General Hospital in Waverly, did the postmortem examination. Mitchell noted that Jimmy was about three feet tall, well nourished, with no obvious signs of injury. He opened Jimmy’s body to examine the internal organs and found no signs of disease. Although Neta said Jimmy had bled from the nose and mouth, Mitchell saw no evidence of hemorrhaging inside the boy’s head.


  The doctor’s four-page autopsy report suggested that acute adrenal insufficiency might have contributed to Jimmy’s death. The adrenal glands sit atop the kidneys and secrete several chemicals that regulate the body’s vital functions. The loss of adrenal function often proves fatal, but it remained unclear whether that had anything to do with Jimmy’s death. Hartnagel wrote on the death certificate that Jimmy had an enlarged thymus. The thymus gland extends from the neck into the chest and normally shrinks with age. Although there was a precedent for attributing the sudden death of an infant to suffocation by an enlarged thymus, the theory hadn’t been taken seriously since the 1920s. With only Jimmy’s body and Neta’s story to go on, the doctors could not determine the cause of death.


  ’s body took the now familiar route from MacPherson Funeral Home to Highland. Cemetery, where he was buried next to Eric. Unlike Julie, Jimmy got a headstone, a tiny gray monument with his name inscribed beneath two doves.


  The jolt of Jimmy’s death coming so soon after Julie’s stirred some talk in the valley. Howard Horton, Newark Valley’s town cop, asked Chuck Hoyt point- blank if Neta was killing her kids. The question came as a shock. Chuck didn’t know what to say, and Horton didn’t press the issue.


  But Chuck heard the same accusation from his brother George. The two were in Ella Hoyt’s house after Jimmy’s funeral when George spit out what was on his mind. "Neta’s killing those kids,” he said. He couldn’t forget how Jimmy had looked the picture of health just a few days before. “Here is a kid, rosy cheeks, like any other kid, going rippity hell through my house,” George said. Now he was dead.


  George Hoyt didn’t give Tim any hint that he thought something was wrong. After all, the doctors had found no evidence of abuse, and Howard Horton dropped the matter. George could do nothing but harbor doubts about Neta. He had no proof, just a country boy’s gut feeling.


  The prospect of another tragedy befalling Tim and Neta weighed on some of the Hoyts. Tim’s sister Ann talked to her brother and Neta about not having any more children. “Well, Mom said I ought to try again,” Neta said.


  “Goddamn it, let your mother have them then,” Ann said.


  Dorothy Nixon had instilled in Neta the notion that a woman must bear children. “And she was trying her damnedest to have them,” George Hoyt said.


  One way or another.


  Chapter Two


  The Old Testament tells the story of a woman in Judah who gave birth to a son. Three days later, another woman in the house also bore a son. One night, as they all slept, the second woman’s baby died. She took the living baby from the side of the first woman and placed her dead child in the woman’s bosom.


  When the first woman rose in the morning to nurse, she knew the dead baby was not her son. Each woman claimed the surviving child as her own, and it fell to King Solomon to settle the dispute. The women argued back and forth until Solomon called for his sword. “Cut the living child in two,” he said, “and give half to one woman and half to the other.”


  In anguish, the child’s mother cried, “Please, my lord, give her the living child—please do not kill it!”


  “It shall be neither mine nor yours,” the other woman said, “Divide it!”


  At that, Solomon declared: “Give the first one the living child! By no means kill it, for she is the mother.” While the wisdom of Solomon resolved the issue of maternity, the sudden and unexpected deaths of infants have remained an open question for nearly 3,000 years. Each age has sought an answer to the tragedy in its own way. According to 1 Kings 3:16-27, the second woman’s child “died in the night because she overlaid it.” For centuries, sudden infant death was commonly attributed to mothers who lay on top of their sleeping babies and accidentally smothered them. Although it made sense for infants to share the warmth of their mothers’ beds in an era of primitive heating, even early authorities deemed it a dangerous custom. A German placard dating from 1291 forbade mothers from taking children under three into bed.


  In time, overlaying came to be associated with negligence. Mothers in seventeenth-century Florence covered their babies with a wood-and-iron device to prevent overlaying. As recently as 1933, British law made it a crime if, under certain circumstances, a baby died in bed with his or her mother. But as sleeping habits changed and more babies died unexpectedly in cribs, people needed another way to explain sudden infant death. While never denying the darker possibility that a parent might deliberately smother a baby, Western societies seemed to recoil at the thought of infanticide. With the introduction of scientific methods into the practice of medicine, doctors began to look for a natural cause of sudden infant death.


  The first attempts to systematically unravel this medical mystery foreshadowed modem research strategies. In 1834 an article titled “Sudden and Unexplained Death in Children” appeared in the British medical journal Lancet. Dr. S. W. Fearn reported nearly identical findings from postmortem examinations of two healthy infants who died in bed. Although one baby had been in bed with its mother, the other was sleeping alone, leading Fearn to question whether either child had been suffocated by overlaying, which was still the standard explanation. Given the similar autopsy findings, he speculated that a sudden and violent heart action had caused the children’s deaths.


  In 1892 a police surgeon named Templeman published a report in the Edinburgh Medical Journal examining 258 sudden infant deaths in Dundee, Scotland. Templeman found that more infants died at night, during the winter and in the first three months of life. Illegitimate infants and those from the poorer classes were particularly vulnerable. His effort to describe the characteristics of sudden infant death is regarded as the first organized epidemiologic study of the phenomenon. Templeman blamed the death toll in Dundee on overlaying, which he saw as an outgrowth of the victims’ squalid living conditions. But a social historian who reviewed Templeman’s study nearly one hundred years later argued that many of the babies probably were victims of infanticide.


  Post-World War II research in Britain and the United States followed these parallel paths. Pathologists performing autopsies with more exacting diagnostic tools amassed a host of tantalizing clues to supplement Fearn’s findings. At the same time, increasingly comprehensive epidemiologic studies sharpened and corrected the picture of sudden infant death drawn by Templeman. Although the presumption of overlaying faded in the light of scientific inquiry, sudden infant death remained an enigma. The uncertainty resonated in the language: Sudden infant death became known as crib death, a term that suggested neither cause nor blame.


  By the early 1960s, theories abounded on what caused crib death: accidental suffocation in bedding; viral infections; allergic reaction to cows’ milk; heart ailments; deficiencies in vitamins or minerals; environmental hazards. Some theories raised expectations until researchers realized they had been led down blind alleys. The notion that hypersensitivity to cows’ milk caused crib death held sway in Britain until several studies proved otherwise. In the meantime, activists in the United States encouraged the false hope that breast-feeding could prevent crib death. None of the research showed what triggered crib death, much less how to prevent it. And despite the growing body of knowledge, doctors could not predict which babies were at risk.


  New findings continued to crop up haphazardly, and researchers began to refer to crib death somewhat derisively as “a disease of theories.” The name reflected the frustration of a generation that had seen medical science conquer killer diseases with new antibiotics and vaccines. For parents mourning the loss of a child, the lack of progress seemed intolerable. But the same factors that made crib death so traumatic for parents also made it resistant to assault by science. At the center stood the awful paradox of sudden death striking an apparently healthy infant.


  Crib death came without warning. A parent typically put a baby down to sleep, then returned minutes or hours later and found a lifeless body. Death was silent; the parent heard no cry of distress. The parent might see telltale signs of death—a pink froth spilling out the nose from the buildup of fluid in the lungs; a loss of muscle tone that left the soft tissues of the nose and cheeks looking compressed from the pressure of lying facedown in the crib—but many such babies looked perfectly normal.


  Doctors were powerless to explain what had happened. Pediatricians who had pronounced children well shortly before they died had little to offer after the fact. The pathologist’s postmortem examination provided small comfort to grieving parents. Autopsies of crib death victims revealed only negative findings; the cause of death could be inferred but never proven. After the pathologist had ruled out all the known causes, the parents’ question remained: “How Doc our baby die?”


  The void left by victims of crib death became a reservoir for grief and guilt. Many parents agonized over whether they could have done something to save their child’s life. Or worse, whether they had done something to cause the baby’s death. Pointed questions from the police sometimes added to their pain. While the chance to have more children gave some parents hope, it filled others with dread. During the 1960s an estimated ten thousand babies died of crib death each year in the United States. Who was to say it couldn’t strike more than once in a family?


  Although crib death took proportionately more children from parents who were poor, young, or black, it knew no class. White couples in their thirties living in wealthy suburbs lost babies too. Not content to remain isolated in their grief, some affluent parents looked to medicine and government for answers. When the response fell short of their expectations, their grief turned to outrage. They believed society was ignoring a devastating medical problem. Some even accused medical bureaucrats of conspiring to keep the public ignorant about crib death. Like many other indignant Americans of the sixties, crib death parents organized to demand redress for their grievances.


  Mary and Fred Dore helped establish the Washington Association for Sudden Infant Death Studies in Seattle after they lost a child to crib death in September 1961. Two years later, Fred Dore, a Washington state senator who chaired the Appropriations Committee, persuaded his colleagues to allocate $20,000 for a crib death study. The bodies of all infants who died suddenly and unexpectedly in the Seattle area were brought to Children’s Hospital, where they were autopsied by Dr. Bruce Beckwith, an early leader in crib death research.


  The organizers of the study were as concerned about the feelings of crib death parents as they were about anatomical findings. After the autopsy, parents received a condolence letter intended to assuage any feelings of guilt. “Your child died of a real disease entity that is neither predictable nor preventable,” the letter said, adding, “You are in no way responsible for your child’s death.” The emphasis on absolving parents of guilt set a pattern that eventually obscured more disturbing explanations for sudden infant death.


  The handful of crib death groups that popped up independently around the country were typically the work of influential parents. In 1962, Jed and Louise Roe established the Mark Addison Roe Foundation in Greenwich, Connecticut. The foundation took its name from the six-month-old son the Roes lost to crib death in 1958, and it counted among its trustees Lowell Weicker Jr., a future U.S. senator and later governor of Connecticut. The organization, renamed the National Foundation for Sudden Infant Death, consolidated with the Washington state group in 1969. The national foundation spread its influence through local chapters organized by crib death parents. The organization’s national leaders saw research as the responsibility of government and the medical establishment and turned their attention to lobbying and public education. Both efforts came to embody some of the worst aspects of special-interest politics—infighting among competing groups, pork-barrel funding, and distortion of the problem the foundation was dedicated to solving.


  The foundation mounted a crusade in the early 1970s to dispel the idea that some crib deaths might be homicides. In their effort to mobilize public opinion, foundation officials played down the inconvenient fact that an autopsy could not distinguish crib death from smothering. Instead, they highlighted horror stories about parents who had been subjected to callous questioning or wrongly accused of killing their children. The foundation focused its public education program on eliminating the suspicions of those most likely to respond to the sudden death of an infant—funeral directors, clergy, police, firefighters, and reporters. Coroners and medical examiners became targets of a different campaign.


  Foundation officials realized early that the authority of coroners and medical examiners to investigate unexpected infant deaths put them in a position to undermine the sympathetic treatment of parents. Foundation officials believed that crib death was caused by a disease, albeit unknown, and they wanted cases treated as natural rather than suspicious deaths. Under the guise of promoting humane handling of crib deaths, the foundation focused on coroners and medical examiners, trying to impose its heartfelt if unsubstantiated views on them. Coroners, often elected officials with no medical background, were susceptible to pressure from local foundation chapters. But medical examiners, with their training in pathology, were less pliable. Some had seen many victims of subtle child abuse and were unwilling to rubber-stamp cases as crib death. Medical examiners who didn’t embrace the foundation’s agenda were publicly attacked. The foundation demonstrated its clout by persecuting New York City medical examiner Dr. Milton Halpem, one of the nation’s leading pathologists and a believer in ruling out foul play before signing out a case as crib death.


  The foundation’s campaign had a chilling effect on investigations of sudden infant death. It became routine for coroners and medical examiners alike to quickly attribute all infant deaths to crib death, often without an autopsy. Police and prosecutors were reluctant to pursue suspicious cases for fear of incurring the wrath of local crib death activists. With the authorities cowed, average citizens had nowhere to turn when they suspected something more depraved in an infant’s death.


  The politics of grief flourished in the gaps left by medical research. Diverse studies had generated reams of information about crib death without isolating a cause. The lack of a coordinated research program fed the frustrations of crib death parents. Researchers couldn’t even agree on a name for what they were studying. That changed in 1969, at the second international conference on the cause of sudden infant deaths.


  Researchers from the United States and Europe gathered in Eastsound, Washington, near Seattle, to mark the progress made in the study of crib death since the first conference in 1963 and to chart new directions for their work. The term “sudden infant death syndrome,” or SIDS, was proposed to describe a malady with increasingly distinct characteristics. Dr. Bruce Beckwith, the pathologist who worked on the 1963 study in Seattle, offered a definition for SIDS:


  “The sudden death of any infant or young child, which is unexpected by history, and in which a thorough post-mortem examination fails to demonstrate an adequate cause of death.”


  Except for the reference to “young child,” the definition endured.


  SIDS was less a diagnosis than a finding by exclusion. When doctors couldn’t figure out what caused a baby’s death, they attributed it to SIDS. Theories abounded about what might cause SIDS, but nobody had answers for the grieving parents. Only questions.


  The conference revealed a growing consensus among researchers that SIDS involved an obstruction of the airway. Several researchers suggested a connection between SIDS and apnea, the temporary cessation of breathing that many infants experience while asleep. The discussion on sleep apnea became the inspiration for Dr. Alfred Steinschneider, a newcomer who would soon change the course of SIDS research.


  Although he had never studied crib death, Steinschneider came to the conference with enough scientific training to sustain two researchers. After graduating from New York University in 1950, he earned a master’s degree in experimental psychology from the University of Missouri. He received a Ph.D. in the same subject in 1955 from Cornell University, then worked a couple of years at the General Electric Advanced Electronics Center in Ithaca and published seven papers in psychology or psychiatry journals. In 1957, the twenty-eight-year-old psychologist turned to medicine.


  Steinschneider enrolled in Upstate Medical Center, a teaching hospital that New York State had taken over a few years earlier from Syracuse University. He quickly became involved in research being conducted by Dr. Julius B. Richmond, the chairman of the pediatrics department, and Dr. Earle L. Lipton, an associate professor of pediatrics. Their work focused on the autonomic nervous system, which controls such vital functions as heartbeat, breathing, and blood pressure, and how it affected disease in newborns. To aid their research, Lipton helped develop one of the first monitors to record apnea spells, a common occurrence in premature babies. A tiny sensor that measured air movement was taped below one nostril. If the baby didn’t breathe after a preset interval, usually five to twenty-five seconds, the sensor triggered an alarm that would alert nurses.


  Steinschneider threw himself into his teachers’ research and started writing scholarly articles with Richmond and Lipton while still a medical student. Their collaboration continued through Steinschneider’s internship and residency, and in 1965, he was invited to join the medical center faculty as an assistant professor of pediatrics. By the end of the decade he was publishing his own papers.


  Steinschneider’s work revolved around the Children’s Clinical Research Center, a federally funded unit within the hospital. The center looked like any other pediatrics ward, with hospital beds and nurses’ station, but it had its own director and a special mission. The department of pediatrics had set up the center so faculty members could study babies in the hospital. Each child had to be admitted under a particular research protocol, and the government picked up the cost of the hospital stay.


  Like many pediatric researchers during the 1960s, Steinschneider was only vaguely aware of crib death. But his familiarity with apnea in newborns came close enough to some of the questions surrounding crib death to earn the forty-year-old doctor an invitation to the second international conference.


  “I certainly was aware of the fact that there were babies dying suddenly and unexpectedly,” Steinschneider later explained. “I knew that as a physician. What came as a surprise to me … was the fact that so many babies were dying.”


  Participants in the conference estimated that one out of every three infant deaths involved an apparently healthy baby who died suddenly of no obvious cause. The enormity of
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