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Murderers are not monsters, they’re men.
And that’s the most frightening thing about them.

ALICE SEBOLD, THE LOVELY BONES
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is the product of interviews, research, police reports, and newspaper articles. Events that involved me as a child, teenager, or young adult were drawn from memory.

The names of survivors of sexual assault have been changed, as have certain others to protect innocent people.

Events that are described were re-created from anecdotes shared with me by Stephanie’s friends, teachers, students, coworkers, romantic partners, and acquaintances, as well as by police officers and attorneys involved in her case.

As much of this book relies on the memories of others, I am forever grateful for their generosity in sharing them.




PART I

Discovery




1

JUSTIN AND CHRIS had just started picking up speed on Justin’s dirt bike, Chris balancing on the pegs, when the bike sputtered and stalled out. They were twelve years old in the spring of 1998, scrappy but both still a little short. Chris had brown hair and eyes, Justin blond hair and blue eyes, and mischief was often their goal. They were itching for speed, for action, for whatever freckle-faced boys yearn for on April afternoons.

That day the boys pushed the bike off the road near the intersection of Telegraph and Hurd, outside Holley, New York, a town that is home to one diner, one gas station, and an annual squirrel hunt dubbed the Hazzard County Squirrel Slam.

Past a hedgerow, the boys spotted a small stream. They loved to fish, so they couldn’t believe their luck when they got closer to the shallow water and saw a flurry of foot-long fish in the water. “We’ve hit the jackpot!” said Justin.

The boys didn’t have fishing poles, so they tried any other method possible—attempting to grab the fish with their hands, spear them with sticks, dam the water flow with twigs and rocks, and herd the fish as they moved in toward one another. Chris started chasing a big one downstream, wielding a stick—then stopped suddenly.

“Did you get him?” Justin called.

“C’mere,” Chris whispered. “Just c’mere.”

Justin made his way to where Chris stood, staring down at the water, and saw what had made him stop.
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The stream where Stephanie’s remains were found, 1998



 

Bones protruded from the water’s surface, half submerged and half in the sun. The boys poked at them once or twice with sticks; they weren’t bloody or fresh, just clean animal bones, and they’d seen scores of those. But soon they spotted something dome-shaped, with concave eye sockets and a few teeth.

A human skull.

*

THE BOYS GOT out of there fast. They knew the Hurds, whose farm it was, did not take kindly to trespassers.

“We can’t tell anyone,” Chris said, and Justin said, “Nope.”

They ran back to the dirt bike, which thankfully started right up.

But that night, Justin couldn’t shake the image of the skull in the water. As he ran himself a bath, he confessed to his older brother. “I swear it was real,” he said. “It was a real human skull.”

“Are you sure?” his brother said.

“I’m sure,” he said.

As Justin lay in the bath soaking, thinking about the bones, his stepfather, Chad, knocked on the door and called in, “Is there something you need to tell me?”

While Justin pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt instead of pajamas, Chris lay on the floor in the living room of his own house. The phone rang. His mom came and sat down close to him, and repeated the same question: “Do you want to tell me something?”

Justin and Chris sat in the back seat of Chad’s car in silence, wondering if they were in trouble. Chad pulled over in a little clearing next to Bob Taylor’s house, and the boys led him through the bushes to the creek. Chad aimed his flashlight where Justin and Chris pointed, doubting he’d see anything. The boys had probably got carried away.

But then his beam of light landed on the splotched skull with dark eye sockets. “My God,” said Chad, “there it is.”

They drove home to call the Orleans County sheriff, who came out right away to survey the scene. Soon the boys were herded back into the thicket for the third time that day.

Walking through the brush, the sheriff was on high alert. The late-night call was a shock; this rural county, sandwiched between Buffalo’s Erie County and Rochester’s Monroe County, didn’t see much in the way of human remains, especially not discovered by preteen boys. The sheriff scanned the woods, his flashlight lingering on a couple of old beer cans. “Were you guys really out here trying to catch fish?” he asked.

The boys’ eyes widened. They’d never had a sip of beer in their lives.

“It’s right in there,” Chad said, taking the attention off Justin and Chris to shine his light again on the skull in the water.

“We’ll deal with you tomorrow,” the sheriff said to the boys, then headed back to his car to radio for backup, and for the coroner.

*

THE POLICE HAD even more questions for Justin and Chris on Wednesday. They thought the boys had heard a rumor about a skeleton and gone looking for it. Justin and Chris maintained their account of the broken-down dirt bike and the gold mine of fish. And when a detective searching the area caught a “twelve-inch sucker” with his bare hands, they finally believed the boys.

Pathologists gathered all the remains they could find. They even collected several nearby birds’ nests, which they hoped would contain some telltale scrap of fabric, anything that might help solve the mystery of who this was and what had happened. They compared the remaining upper teeth of the recovered skull—the lower jawbone was missing—to a set of dental records they’d had on file since 1991. By Wednesday evening, the police were able to say definitively what some of the cops were already suspecting.

It had been nearly seven years since the night she disappeared, on July 31, 1991. Now they knew where she’d been: decomposing in this shallow creek.

Finally police could deliver the report that hundreds of people had been waiting for all those years, including her immediate family down in her hometown of East Brunswick, New Jersey—my stepfather, Jerry, and my stepsister, Melanie.

It was her. It was Stephanie.




2

I WAS TWENTY WHEN my mother married Jerry Kupchynsky, and thus married into his family’s mystery. A photo of my new stepsister Stephanie, who was then still missing, stood on the table with the wedding cake. It was the same photo as on the missing-person posters that had hung all over Monroe County for years. Stephanie’s face at an angle, her wavy hair and sideswept bangs frosted auburn, a blush across her cheeks, her lips shiny with coral-colored gloss. Her eyes, large and brown as a Van Morrison song, gazing not at the camera but at someone out of frame, to the side, as if she were listening to the setup of a joke she wasn’t yet sure was funny.

When Stephanie went missing from her apartment in Greece, New York, almost seven years earlier, she was twenty-seven; I was fourteen.

Her disappearance jolted the New Jersey town of East Brunswick, where we both grew up. Everyone knew the few facts about the case. A beloved violin teacher gone from the home she shared only with her pet birds. The sheets missing from her bed. Her checkbook found discarded on the side of the road. Her car abandoned in an airport parking lot.

That was all anyone knew—a beautiful woman was gone.

In the absence of any more facts, I spun stories in my mind. An illicit romance. An elopement. An escape to another life. An intruder, sweeping her off into the night. Alien abduction. Amnesia.

Her father, Jerry, the head of our school system’s music department—a stoic man with an impenetrable Ukrainian accent—drifted hazily through my band class that fall. He had suffered from Parkinson’s disease for longer than I knew him. His accent, paired with his head bobbings and arm wavings, inspired what my middle school friends and I thought were hilarious impersonations. “No su-it cases”—instrument cases, he meant—“in ze audience,” he would say at concerts in the high school auditorium, standing five foot six at the podium. After Stephanie vanished, it wasn’t funny anymore. He was even more hunched, more somber. As a younger orchestra director, he’d been famous for pulling devious pranks and bellowing at out-of-tune or off-beat instrumentalists. But he’d softened and stopped making jokes by the time I started high school. Dipping my head and casting my eyes in his direction, I told my friend, “He looks broken.”

*

SITTING AT DINNER with my family in the weeks after Stephanie went missing, wiggling my feet in their black Converse All Stars under the table, I would ask, “How can someone be there one minute and not the next?” My parents hushed me with stern looks: Don’t scare your younger sisters. But I was transfixed. Nothing like this had ever happened to anyone I knew. And Jerry awed me, forging forward day after day despite not knowing whether his daughter was still alive.

My own father—a loud, aggressive, six-foot-tall tough guy, Brooklyn born and bred—was nothing like Jerry. One morning when I was fourteen, just around the time of Stephanie’s disappearance, my mother came to my bedroom in tears, holding a crumpled phone bill she’d dug from the trash. “Your father’s having an affair,” she told me. She asked me not to tell my younger sisters. Even then, I understood it was probably not his first.

Later that day, as I sat in our backyard, my father came out to talk to me. “Your mother says she told you about your father’s affair,” he said. “Well, your father wants you to know he’s very sorry.”

“Mm-hmm,” I said.

Although he was a cruel man, abusive by any measure, it took me years to be able to use that word for my father’s treatment of me. Yes, there were a few times I went to school with bruises on my arms where he’d punched me. He shook me violently when he was angry, and at least one of my friends called the Division of Youth and Family Services about him. Whenever I threatened to call, myself, he’d say, “Go ahead; they’ll just come take you away from your family.”

A neighbor of ours told me that one winter, when I was two years old, walking with my dad on the sidewalk, I wanted to walk on the unshoveled icy snow instead of the pavement. “You’ll fall if you walk there,” he warned, but I wouldn’t stop. So he shoved me to make me fall on the ice.

“You’ll learn to listen,” he said.

Another time, when he walked me to the bus stop in first grade, I had to run home for my lunch box. As I ran back to the bus stop, I could see him leaning over and gesturing vehemently to an audience of laughing kids. My heart sank. I knew, even from a distance, that he was mocking me. “Your dad said you’re so stupid you’d forget your head if it wasn’t screwed on!” the kids jeered.

By the time I was in high school, he was reminding me daily how worthless I was, that I was useless, a “lazy good-for-nothing,” that I would “never amount to anything,” that no man would ever love me. It was constant, insidious. And there was his ever-present rage and yelling, his consistent hitting, punching, and kicking. Naturally feisty, I found it impossible not to fight back. When pushed, I bared my teeth and battled; maybe that’s why my mother and sisters did not.

When I was sixteen, he punched me on the arm as hard as he would have punched an attacker, and the marks his knuckles made were visible for a week. He once kicked my sister Vanessa in the crotch so hard she couldn’t walk; she was seven. Another time, my sister Laura hugged me after she’d emerged from surgery; she had numerous operations over the years on her ears. I hadn’t wanted her to hug me, and I snapped at her. My father hit her for hugging me; she was twelve. But still I got the brunt of his attention. And honestly, the emotional and psychological abuse was much more intense for me than any physical violence, the pain of which was temporary and could be labeled clearly.

After my mother discovered my father’s affair, his abuse of me intensified. I’d lost all respect for him after his pathetic attempt to apologize to me, and almost every dinner turned into a screaming match. My sisters, from whom I kept the secret, could not understand why I was always at odds with him. “Why can’t you just keep quiet?” Laura would say, sitting with me at the top of the stairs while I cried. “You just make things worse for yourself.”

When I left for college at seventeen, my father, lacking his usual target, focused all his cruelty on my younger sisters. But Laura was sixteen by then and wouldn’t take it. “Go ahead,” she once said to him. “Hit me! I’ll kill you!” Another time, when he began shaking Vanessa, then twelve, my mother threw a glass at him, and it shattered against the wall.

My mother finally found the courage to leave him when I was nineteen. We moved with her into a small blue split-level house in another part of town. Jerry Kupchynsky, my old music teacher, was our next-door neighbor. His wife, Jean—Stephanie’s mother—died the same fall, after a long struggle with multiple sclerosis. It was 1996. By that time it had been five years since Stephanie’s disappearance; little had happened, and the case had stalled.

My mom befriended Jerry over the fence while they pruned tomatoes and pulled weeds together. Soon I received a quaint letter from Jerry in my college mailbox, asking for permission to date my mother. I was stunned; my father had never cared what I thought about anything he did, and Jerry was almost twenty years older than my mother. I thought they were just neighborly companions. But there was more there, much more. To me, he seemed gentle; he loved our dog Ben, and he expressed a desire to take care of my mother. Jerry felt like a better deal, like an upgrade from my father. He was gruff, but I trusted him. He was indomitable, but I thought I knew him, and I couldn’t imagine him hurting anyone the way my father had hurt us. So I called Jerry from my dorm room to give my blessing.

*

THE TWO BOYS stumbled across Stephanie’s bones seven months after the wedding. The medical examiner kept Stephanie’s remains for testing, so it was another six months before we could have her funeral. I sat in the back row at the church on Route 18. That was when I first set eyes on Tom Redmond, the man my mother said Stephanie was going to marry. He sat between his two sisters in a pew near the front. An enormous portrait of Stephanie, half laughing at the whole ordeal, watched over my other stepsister Melanie as she played the Méditation from Thaïs on her violin. Stephanie’s ashes rested in a tiny box up at the front of the church, and were later buried at the foot of her mother’s grave in Vincentown, New Jersey.

Jerry often said I looked like Stephanie, that when he stared into my eyes, he saw hers. It’s true: my dark-brown eyes, almost too big for my face, are the same as hers. As Jerry’s illness progressed into dementia, he often conflated Stephanie and me, as if seeking to resurrect her. One time, when I met him and my mother at Carnegie Hall, he grabbed her arm as I stepped into view. “It’s Stephanie!” he gasped. A few years later, when he was in a nursing home, we visited him on Christmas Day, my birthday. My mother asked him, “Do you remember who has a Christmas birthday?” Jerry looked right at me. “Of course,” he said warmly. “Stephanie.”

Jerry died of Parkinson’s disease in November 2009, his daughter’s murder still unsolved. I sat by his deathbed with my mother for five days, where I thought I sensed Stephanie’s presence on the other side of the worldly veil, waiting for her dad to join her.

She’d had a hold on me all that time. Why she haunted me wasn’t clear. Was I seeking some ideal sisterhood, uncomplicated by the stains of abuse that mired my relationships with my own sisters in cycles of criticism and defensiveness? Did I think I could reach across death to procure that perfect sister? Did I think she was a kind of parallel me who’d fallen prey to some dark force I’d always known was out there? Did I think that if I could pinpoint how it happened, I could keep myself safe?

I’d started writing about Stephanie earlier in 2009, just months before my stepdad’s death. But I wrote myself into an impasse; it all felt too heavy. I put it away and thought that meant I was over Stephanie; of course, I wasn’t. I did not know that her case would be reopened in Greece the very same fall that Jerry died.

I turned away from Stephanie for six years, but still she called to me. Now, in 2015, I return to her. I contact Sandra Doorley, the district attorney of Monroe County, hoping she can help. “When will you be in Rochester?” she writes.

So I go, to try to unravel Stephanie’s story, though I know it will end the same way: with her annihilation. Above all, it’s some sort of reclamation and deliverance I think I crave, and maybe the truth will provide it—for Stephanie, my strange vanished double, my ghostly twin.
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“YOU KIND OF look like her,” Sandra Doorley says.

The Monroe County district attorney is perched on her enormous desk on a rain-chilled morning in June 2015, sporting a blond ponytail and leopard-print skirt. Her office windows overlook Rochester’s copper statue of Mercury, with one arm stretched to the sky. I’ve driven through five hours of downpour to start my journey where Stephanie’s ended.

I know from her emails that Sandra has not been able to let go of Stephanie, either. “This is a story that needs to be told,” she says. She has hauled boxes full of binders and files from a storage room, and they sit on a conference table waiting for me, like presents at a birthday party.

Sandra talks first about other stories that stick with her, cases she’s worked on as DA or, before that, ADA of Monroe County.

Michelle McMurray: raped, murdered, and tossed from a fire escape at age seven in 1976 while her mother ran out for cigarettes. Found, Sandra says, with “her panties pulled halfway up” and wearing “a little Snoopy T-shirt.” Michelle’s murderer was not indicted until 2006.

Nature photographer Christine Sevilla: strangled by her husband, whose “career was on the downfall,” her body abandoned in a section of a nearby park called Devil’s Bathtub.

College freshman Alexandra Kogut, beaten to death in her dorm room by an angry boyfriend, who used Alexandra’s mundane belongings—including a clothes iron—to kill her after an argument. Her killer boyfriend claimed that the abuse he’d sustained from his father as a child predisposed him to murder. Sandra argued that he had a pattern of domestic violence and was guilty; the jury agreed with her, and he was sentenced to twenty-five to life. She describes to me the disaster he left in the dorm room. The kicker, she tells me, is that the school painted the walls and housed new students there the very next year. Sandra doesn’t pull any punches. Her cheerleader looks and easy laugh cloak a tough and tenacious interior.

Sandra rifles through a box, then shows me photos of the shallow creek where Stephanie’s remains were found. Little numbered placards mark the spots where various bones had drifted. Next she shows me photos of Stephanie’s bones—those that had not been carried off by animals—displayed on a sterile coroner’s slab, each bone in its correct place, a jigsaw puzzle missing a quarter of its pieces.

Around noon, a man with a booming voice whisks Sandra off to lunch, leaving me alone in her office for two more hours to explore the boxes’ contents.

*

ONE THING I’VE learned about Rochester is that crime is common.

The night before, Dan, the bartender at the Owl House in the South Wedge—a hipstery, gentrifying neighborhood of Rochester—clued me in to the city’s “Fatal Crescent,” a coded, pejorative name for the intensely segregated, poverty-stricken five neighborhoods to the north of Rochester’s downtown area.

In New York State, Rochester consistently has the highest murder rate, sometimes jockeying with nearby Buffalo. In 2015 it had a murder rate more than four times that of New York City. In fact, the only year since 2000 that New York City had a higher murder rate than Rochester was 2001, because of 9/11. In 2016 Rochester averaged twenty-one homicides per 100,000 people; the national average was five.

Mostly due to poverty in Rochester, in 2012 Monroe County had the highest rates of infant mortality in the state. In 2015 Rochester’s own rocwiki.org stated that “Rochester has more people living at less than half the federal poverty level than any other American city of comparable size, with 16.2% of its people living in extreme poverty,” and that “Rochester is the only mid-sized city in the country where slightly more than half its children live in poverty.”

Kodak and Xerox, huge regional employers for decades, struggled to remain relevant around the turn of the century; they shed employees just as the Detroit auto industry had, destroying the livelihoods of many residents of Rochester and its surrounding towns. Together with Bausch & Lomb, they formed the Big Three of the area, at one point employing roughly 60 percent of the area’s residents; now it’s below 6 percent. Kodak alone had over 60,000 local workers on its payroll; by the end of 2016, this number had dropped to under 1,600. Virtually no comparable jobs could be found anywhere in the region. The depth of poverty since has been staggering, as well as the corresponding explosion of crime and murder, a great deal of it gang-related.

But still, something about Stephanie’s murder struck a nerve with Rochester’s jaded citizens. Bartender Dan remembers it. Shari and Nat, my Airbnb hosts, remember it—even that Stephanie was a much-loved music teacher. Sometimes I meet someone around my age who grew up in Monroe County, and they remember Stephanie, too. Sandra has clear visions of the posters hanging around town.

I force myself to think about this. Stephanie had the benefit of a family and friends who papered the city with her image. Also, Stephanie was beautiful, which wields a certain privilege of its own. And Stephanie was white; it’s a fact I can’t ignore.

PBS news anchor Gwen Ifill coined the term missing white woman syndrome, the tendency of American media to focus on these “damsels in distress.” Eugene Robinson wrote in the Washington Post in 2005 that “the pattern of choosing only young, white, middle-class women for the full damsel treatment says a lot about a nation that likes to believe it has consigned race and class to irrelevance,” suggesting that the disparities in media coverage merely reflect the prejudices of the consumers of that media. People’s inherent biases paint certain victims as more innocent than others, creating both a racial and a gender hierarchy among the missing and murdered.

Black women are murdered at a rate three times that of white women. The 2018 murder of Nia Wilson helped bring into stark visibility the dearth of media coverage when black women are murdered. Because of the criticisms of the way Nia Wilson was portrayed by the media—for example, her local news station used a photo of her holding a cell phone as if it were a gun, painting her as a criminal and not a victim—her story became national news. Jordyne Blaise wrote in the Atlantic that “the story of her death has morphed into an allegory for the ways in which black people in America experience violence, sparking discussions about excessive use of force by police, media bias, America’s history of racialized terror, white privilege, and black pain. When black folks, women especially, are killed in tragic ways, their families and communities rely on these discussions, critiques, and public pleas for them to be recognized, because the alternative is to risk not being seen at all.”

Black women go missing at much higher rates, as well, but the media is four times less likely to report a missing black person than a missing white one. In Canada, a missing aboriginal woman is twenty-seven times less likely to be reported by the media than a missing white woman, a damsel in distress.

Think Laci Peterson, Chandra Levy, Natalee Holloway. White, middle-class, and attractive—just like Stephanie.

None of this changes the fact that Stephanie was my stepsister.

*

“TAKE THIS,” SANDRA says when she returns, and gives me a gleaming CD. “It’s everything.”

Stephanie’s case didn’t develop much in the two years after her remains were found in 1998, and it went completely cold when the lead detective, David Connors, retired in 2000. When Greece police officers Stan Chizuk and Mike Ives picked up the cold case in 2009 after scandals left the ranks of the Greece Police Department in utter disarray, they scanned every piece of relevant paper onto a CD, the same one Sandra now hands over without a second thought. It’s as though it’s weighing her down, and she wants to be rid of it. She is passing the baton to me.

This is where it all truly begins—the moment Sandra hands me that shining CD.

*

ONE OF THOSE blazing-hot D.C. days, the kind that makes you remember you’re south of the Mason-Dixon Line, I wake up in a little apartment around the corner from where my sister Laura lives with her husband and my two little nephews.

It’s not long after my visit to Rochester, and I’m about to meet Stan Chizuk for the first time. He has retired from the Greece Police Department and is working on a naval base in D.C.

Lost for a moment in the underground tunnels of Crystal City, I emerge into a hotel lobby where Stan is waiting for me with his wife, Michelle, an effervescent woman with a bright Rochester accent who leaves us to go shopping.

The Rochester accent brings to mind the characters in Fargo. Mary, merry, and marry sound like the same word. Rochester becomes “Ratchesteh,” and the open vowel a in cat is pressed into a diphthong, “kee-at.” The accent can be charming, hospitable. But in a darker context, like recordings of Stan’s partner Mike Ives interviewing criminals, there’s something unsettling about the incongruity between those folksy, brassy vowels and the grisly subject matter.

I sit across from Stan Chizuk at the Holiday Inn bar. A bulldog of a man who chuckles and trips over words in his enthusiasm, he comes across as more of a gentle giant than a hard-nosed interrogator.

It is strange to be here when all the action happened almost four hundred miles north. But I start my voice recorder, feeling waves of impostor syndrome rise up in me; I’m no investigative journalist, just a woman with questions. Still, people keep feeding me every morsel of information they have.

I’m getting used to talking to cops; Stan is the third one I’ve met in three weeks. There’s Dave Connors, who I met up in Rochester—the original head detective on Stephanie’s case, from the time she vanished in 1991 until he retired in 2000—a cynic who suspects everyone, who ekes out details little by little, seemingly wanting to hoard them for himself. When I call him later with a question about some file on Sandra’s CD, he says, “Wow, she really did give you everything, huh?”

There’s Todd Baxter—the former Greece police chief who pushed to solve Stephanie’s case after it was reopened in 2009, now the sheriff of Monroe County—a politician whose charisma disarms me. I find myself nodding along to everything he says when we meet for coffee. As much as I like him, I suspect he’s sometimes performing.

And there’s Stan Chizuk, who took over Stephanie’s case in 2009. His amiability belies his sharp eye for detail. He seems to trust me, and he’s the one who will become my true friend over time. He’s a family man, a stereotypical-looking cop, and—unlike me—a Republican. (On a subsequent Independence Day, I’ll send him a message saying “Happy 4th to my favorite Republican!” and he’ll write back, “And my favorite Democrat: alcohol and fireworks don’t mix.”)

But at our first meeting in D.C. in the summer of 2015, that’s all in the future, and I have no idea what to expect. Stan has a bag full of photocopied files for me, most of which I already have on Sandra’s CD.

Like Sandra, he clearly remembers the missing-person posters plastered all over Monroe County in 1991, when he was a rookie cop in Canandaigua. The posters gave only Stephanie’s height, weight, hair and eye color, and age—five foot four, 120 pounds, light brown, brown, twenty-seven—and the fact that as of August 1, 1991, she had been officially missing.

“There’s an aftermath to your sister’s death,” Stan says. His choice of the word sister is one many other people will also make, even after I tell them Stephanie and I were not related by blood. Is it because they think I look like her? Is it because the drive and fascination I have for her story draw me somehow closer to her?

I ask Stan, too, why he thinks this case has worked its way into the minds of so many people, whether they’d met Stephanie or—like Stan and myself—had not.

“I’ll be honest with you,” he says. “This was a case you take personally. What her family was robbed of, what she was robbed of, was a terrible injustice. Her case deserves to be told. Your sister was a tremendous person. She loved her students; she was that teacher who would take her students out for ice cream. She was the girl next door.”

I know what Stan means when he says “the girl next door”—a beaming, pretty girl who people said made the world a better place. But phrases like these are dangerous, I think. To assign a real person an archetypal identity is at best an oversimplification, at worst a form of dehumanization.

Maybe that’s why, when Stan calls my stepsister “the girl next door,” I feel my body tense.

“A beautiful young lady, the cold case part of it—this has what the American psyche likes. This is what they make movies about,” former Greece police chief Todd Baxter says to me one day. He’s right. I know this story. But again: this time, she’s mine.

*

SINCE STEPHANIE’S DISAPPEARANCE, the descriptions all portray her the same way: a sunny girl with a bright future, sweet and beloved. Perhaps there’s the occasional mention of her struggles—I’ve heard talk of how she stopped taking Prozac about a week before she vanished—but mostly she is vibrant, pure, and simple.

When I meet Stan in D.C., I still only know the barest facts of Stephanie’s life: she was born and grew up in the same town I did, she went to college and became a music teacher—as I’d originally planned to do, too. She taught on Martha’s Vineyard for two years, an experience that culminated in a deep depression. Then she moved to Greece, New York, taught for one more year, and met the man she planned to marry just months before she was murdered.

The files on Sandra’s CDs will tell me a story that starts with Stephanie’s death. But I want to go further back than that. So at the Vermont cabin where I cloister myself for three weeks after my trips to Rochester and D.C., I focus first on Stephanie herself.

I want to know her alive, in all her complexity. Who was the woman who moved through the world with a body around those bones? What was the mind inside that mottled brown skull? And what, if anything, placed her in the reach of someone evil enough to kill her?

I call her friends, her lovers, her teachers, her students. Only that way can I begin to know my “sister.” Like me, none of them has been able to let Stephanie go. Like Sandra and Stan, they brim with information, anecdotes, testaments to how important Stephanie was to them. It’s as though they’ve been sitting on the sidelines, waiting for someone to ask them to dance. Through their stories, I can almost experience things I never did: I can hear Stephanie’s voice, touch her hand, laugh at her wacky jokes, smile because she smiles.

And yet there’s one big difference. These people loved her when she was alive.

For hours and hours they talk to me; sometimes it’s hard to get off the phone. All they want to do is talk about Stephanie, as if they can conjure her with repetition of her name. Her childhood best friend Jane says, “It’s been so good to think of her, to skip over that terrible thing in my memory, to remember there was a Stephanie before that.” That’s the story they want to tell.
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“IT’S A LANDSLIDE!” the girl holding the ballot box on the auditorium stage said. “Her name is Stephanie Joy!”

Jerry Kupchynsky had agreed to let his high school orchestra students name his baby democratically, and this is how the baby girl born on February 17, 1964, came to be called Stephanie. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, she was the opposite of her red-haired and freckled sister Melanie, two years older.

She started playing the violin, as her sister had, at age five. Mediocrity was never an option in Jerry’s house, though Stephanie was rambunctious and tougher to wrangle than the dutiful, docile Melanie.

Their playing, too, reflected their contrasting personalities: Melanie was more technical and keen, her instrument perfectly tuned and every note in place, while Stephanie was more reflective and soulful, playing with more emotion even if she also made more mistakes.

Still, by the time Stephanie reached sixth grade, she had surpassed every kid in her own grade. Her violin case was never closed, and her music stand was piled high with marked-up sheet music. She was always either just finishing practicing or just about to start.

Stephanie’s mother, Jean, had been stricken with MS after she gave birth to Stephanie, and spent much of her daughters’ childhoods being shuffled back and forth to hospitals. Jean was a talented pianist, but Jerry made her sign a strange contract stating she’d never interfere with the girls’ lessons. Jerry wanted to be in complete control of the girls’ musical education, and he didn’t want his wife to contaminate whatever he accomplished. When Stephanie was eleven, Jean moved for good to a health-care facility, leaving Jerry to raise the girls.

He held the family together with a rigid authority and mediocre cooking. Stephanie often liked to escape to her best friend Jane’s house, “borrowing” Jane’s mother so she could feel, for an afternoon, a little more normal. At home she was constantly on the phone with Jane, stretching the spiral of the cord behind closed doors. Jane remembers hearing Jerry’s voice, calling in his thick accent up the stairs from his studio, “Stephanie, are you practicing?”

Stephanie hated practicing. Then again, so did Itzhak Perlman.

In high school, she became more outgoing—and more ungovernable. Her room, once messy with dolls and toys, was now strewn with clothes, makeup, and albums. And Stephanie’s friends all agree: she was a blast. Jerry didn’t allow her as much freedom as other kids had, so she wasn’t always combing through records at the mall after school or bowling at Carolier Lanes on Saturday nights. But when she was around, she pulsed and glowed.

Music blasted from her stereo as she practiced dance moves in front of the mirror in her bedroom, surrounded by posters of Pink Floyd and David Lee Roth. She had a way of pushing her tongue to the tip of her teeth when she laughed that reduced her friend Sharon Case to tears. She gushed over the “soooooo cute” gopher in Caddyshack after she saw it at Movie City 5. She hung around in the parking lot and in the hallways of the music wing at school, gabbing with her friends, always late for class. One fateful day in English class, her friend Michele heard a muffled humming coming from behind her, where Stephanie sat. Michele turned to find that an enormous purple wad of grape Bubble Yum had exploded onto Stephanie’s face. Gum was everywhere: covering her eyes, stuck to her hair. Michele poked a finger through to Stephanie’s mouth so she could breathe and hauled her off to the girls’ bathroom. Their friend Holly followed them in to see what the commotion was. “Help me bring her back to life!” Michele said, and they giggled so hard pulling gum from Stephanie’s eyelashes and bangs that they almost peed their pants.

Stephanie’s sister, Melanie, loved to please her father. She was a peace-keeper, a role model, even something of a daddy’s girl. She practiced violin without complaining, she looked after her little sister, she wore the cute dresses she was told to wear when she was trotted out to various public performances.

But it simply wasn’t in Stephanie’s nature to appease anyone. As with her violin playing, she had more passion and longing than she did precision and obedience. She rebelled against any confinements her father tried to impose.

Stephanie would wait until her father was asleep
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