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Dedication


For my family





Epigraph


I doubt whether you can even give your telephone number without giving something of yourself.

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV

All stories are stories of survival, provided they are told.

—RUTH OZEKI
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CHAPTER 1

The Weight of Paper


The door to the Pleasant Valley post office pulled against me as if trying to test my resolve. To swing it wide and begin my dutiful march down the white linoleum floor toward mailbox number 1273 required surprising strength. But I did it, as I had all autumn. I trudged past a wall of small steel doors, each little square a portal to someone’s story, identical and indistinct, save for what they held inside: money owed or confessions rendered, forced gestures or pleas unheard, a small universe of private histories locked within those cold metal facings. Boxy and prefab, the post office huddled next to the oldest building in town on a cracked parking lot surrounded by chain supermarkets. Across the street, a feed store and a garage for heavy-equipment repair sat like comfortable old armchairs for the farmers who came into town once a month. But the car dealerships and pizza shops were what blinked loudest to the drivers snaking past in a never-ending line toward somewhere else.

Unpleasant Valley, I liked to call my middle patch of village between the city of Poughkeepsie and Dutchess County’s hunt country estates, reminding myself that I was an interloper here. I’d arrived five years before, hired in 1994 as a reporter for the Poughkeepsie Journal to hound the teachers union and sift school budgets for waste. I quit after twenty-two months, yet remained in town. I could not say why. To friends, I talked of open fields and the country life. But that was only part of the reason. Something about the city of Poughkeepsie, with its melancholy streets and stubborn boosterism, nagged like a blister.

It was November, and I shivered at the stuffy warmth as I walked toward the back of the building. My mailbox was in the last bank of little locked doors, second row from the bottom. A mural painted on the wall opposite showed bonneted farm wives greeting one another in the market square, baskets clutched in the crook of their elbows, implying that Pleasant Valley had once been a bustling village. I slunk past them in disgrace. The only thing I carried was shame, pounds of shame. I was ashamed to be living here, whiling away my thirties. Ashamed to be sleepwalking through life like I was waiting for a wave to pick me up and rush me to the shores of someplace else. Ashamed to have initiated the quest that brought me to the post office every day in hopes of connecting with a figment, a phantom. Week after week, my box remained empty except for a few free circulars, shoved inside like reprimands.

I wondered if the mail sorters pitied me. I could glimpse them behind the wall, their stout shoulders working like levers to slot each envelope into its assigned bin, fingers capped with pink rubber thimbles. They surely knew no letter ever came for number 1273, though it might be worse if one did. I cringed at the thought of anyone recognizing the return address. There would be no blur of bills and magazines to camouflage my correspondent. I had rented this box for one person alone.

In these final weeks of the twentieth century, mail still carried a discreet sensuality. Another person had touched the page you were now holding, had folded and creased it, then slid the rectangle between thumb and index finger, pushed it into an envelope, and licked the gummy backing. That person had pressed the outside flap down and run his finger along the edge. He had held the envelope in his hands, a whisper of the unknown inside, and determined that it should be sent. For this reason, I’d done my best to avoid the postmistress who jawed with customers when they came by at lunchtime to pick up their packages. But now I was prepared. I’d practiced my pitch, sitting amid the crumpled coffee cups and rotting newspapers in my car. I needed to close my mailbox, cancel my account, and get a refund for the remaining four months of my rental, I’d say. I earned near-poverty wages as a stringer for the New York Times, so a hundred wasted dollars hurt. None of these flinty folk were likely to question the need to save money. They drove rusty trucks and salt-pocked American cars, though their family names dotted my county road maps. Whatever the manager said, this would be my last visit to the Pleasant Valley post office. I was worn out writing to someone who never wrote back.

At the beginning I’d been almost jaunty about this project, as if it were a game I knew I’d win. As if all I had to do was swing by and collect my prize. That vain assumption dissolved into confusion after a second letter met with continued silence. Now the feeling verged on humiliation. My chest was hollow with the ache of ridiculousness as I slid my key into the lock for one last look. I would pull out a final round of inky coupons, dump them in the overflowing garbage can, and be done.

But no. Lying inside the narrow steel slot was a single cream-colored envelope, the paper stock textured and substantial. I paused, staring at my name and address scrawled in rounded cursive across the front. Shaking just a bit, I tore it open.


Mrs. (Ms.) Claudia Rowe

Greetings, I would like to thank you for your letter, but you know as well as I do that you don’t want to be my friend. You want a story. I’m feeling generous, so if your on the ball this may be your lucky day. I don’t need to make friends with some one that will later betray me. So here is the deal.

I want to know everything about you, everything. For every ten pages (typed) I will answer ANY four questions you have for me, completely and honestly. So twenty pages gets you eight questions, but nineteen only gets you four.

I will answer your questions with the completeness and honesty you answer me. I want to know about your hometown, childhood house, elementary school and high school up through college, your first car, your first kiss, the dress you wore under your graduation gown, I want to know the first time (if ever) you gave a guy a blow job, the first time you had intercourse, the last time, people you hate at work, affairs, when (if ever) you dyed your hair, the types of computers you have/use. Remember the more details the better.

This isn’t an article for a newspaper so don’t write it like it is. It should have some heart, a spark. If it is cold and indifferent I may think you’re lying. If I think it is a lie there will be no response.

Good evening!

Kendall Francois



The two pages of legal-sized paper were covered top to bottom, from the left margin all the way to the edge of the opposite side. The handwriting was concentrated, childlike, but each word had been carefully formed and there were no cross-outs or squeezed-in afterthoughts. It suggested someone working with great determination and control. I read the letter once standing in the back of the post office, then drove home, shoved it under a stack of books, and did not touch it again for two weeks.





CHAPTER 2

99 Fulton Avenue


The first rule of reporting is that the writer is never the story, so my tale, by definition, is not journalism. But that is where it began. The desk where I stashed Kendall’s letter was an old office table with steel legs and a polyurethane top made to look like wood. My landlord had hauled it out of his garage as a loaner. I lived above the garage, in a tree-house apartment with my boyfriend, Derrick, the person from whom I was hiding this envelope. A curious deception, as Derrick had been the one to goad me into covering this story to begin with. Every night he came home from reporting environmental news at the Journal, grousing about the paper’s refusal to run anything longer than a brief after two women had vanished. Then three. Then four, and still hardly a word. I had left the newsroom by then, and I saw their inky faces on missing-person flyers taped to storefronts and lampposts, smudged by weather and time, their gazes defiant, distant, drugged. But not until the summer of 1998, after seven women had disappeared, did I pick up the phone.

My first call went to Marguerite Marsh because, of all the missing women, her daughter looked the most approachable. Marguerite’s voice was thin and weary as she spoke to me from her home in Schenectady, an hour’s drive north, but she answered all of my indelicate questions about Catherine—her hobbies and sports teams, favorite songs and unrealized promise. I nudged toward the relationship between mother and daughter, street life and addiction. Being a reporter allowed you to do such things, to barge into strangers’ lives with authority, as if you had the right. This always felt like fraud to me, but victims bowed to it every time. Most were already accustomed to intrusion—from social service agencies and court personnel, hospitals and police—and if not exactly comfortable with the process, they acquiesced. After Marguerite, I called Pat Barone, mother of Gina, and James DeSalvo, brother of Kathleen Hurley. I called boyfriends and detectives and finally, I called an editor at the Times.

“What’s going on up there?” he asked amiably. I’d just finished nine months of babysitting a libel trial notable for one lawyer who demonstrated part of his argument by lying on the courtroom floor, writhing. After that came a domestic violence case that spurred our district attorney to seek the death penalty. My next story concerned a religious cult in the mountains above Woodstock. I was becoming a reliable source of country quirk for the Metro desk. They were always happy to hear from me.

“I’m not sure. I mean, I’m not sure there’s a story. Women keep being reported missing in Poughkeepsie—a lot of women. I’ve made a few calls. But it’s been going on for a couple of years.”

“Keep digging,” said the editor. “And check back with me when you’ve got more.”

[image: images]

I BECAME A reporter because I thought it would teach me to write. Journalism would instill discipline, which I lacked. It would force me to structure my rambling attempts to make sense of the world. It would help me develop focus and clarity, pin down what was real. In that area, I had problems. Everything felt meaningful, the intuited even more than the proven, the rumored as much as the visible. And I cared too much about all of it. Possessed of a lacerating anger that attached itself to every story, I never tried to untangle the genesis of this sensitivity. Instead, I told myself the fire would lend power and energy to my work. Which it had. In my first newspaper job I arrived at my desk by six A.M., and spent weekends off tracking delinquents. I ran down a teenager who’d scrawled swastikas outside a string of Jewish businesses in the Bronx and came up with a portrait of a metal-head dropout that crowned me the New York Press Association’s Rookie Reporter of 1992. I talked my way into legal archives where I had no business, and uncovered the dissolute past of a city school board member who’d been the getaway driver for a failed teacher-assassination plot. All of it chasing answers to the question I never spoke aloud. “You want to know what makes people do the things they do? You want to understand motivation?” said my first editor, cutting to the heart of the matter. “Cover schools.”

No pitch could have hit harder. Whether they were in classrooms or jail cells, or standing on street corners, I ran down the misbegotten and reviled to measure the distance between us and find my way toward comprehension, if not forgiveness. I was not much good at forgiving. But journalism at least allowed me to interview and dissect my fears, flattening human mystery into twenty inches of type.

[image: images]

THE INSTANT I stepped off the train in Poughkeepsie’s sooty old railroad station to start my second newspaper job, I knew I’d made a mistake. The Poughkeepsie Journal had hired me as its education writer, and at the time, being wanted meant more than who was asking, so I’d ignored the tight flutter of foreboding in my throat, boxed up my dishes and furniture, and joined a dozen other would-be writers in a grimy newsroom where rainwater leaked from the ceiling. We pecked at our keyboards, churning out stubbornly cheery tales from the center of a dead-end town and focused the bulk of our coverage on the suburbs. Crime reports came on press releases faxed by the police department. We maintained a list of blacks to quote so the Journal might appear representative of all its readers. And we tiptoed around scandal. Few with money appeared in our pages against their wishes. Nor did the questionable practices of any government official. Not until the city’s personnel manager was gunned down in her church parking lot and the tax assessor was found floating in the Hudson River did the Journal run a few stories indicating that life in Poughkeepsie might not be precisely as we’d suggested. Even then, you had to read between the lines. The Journal managed to sanitize a municipal assassination and attempted suicide, a federal investigation, rampant drug addiction, and the endless drip of low-level corruption.

This polite approach suited Dutchess County, which surrounds the city of Poughkeepsie like a wreath and rates among the most picturesque landscapes in America. In autumn, when scarlet oak leaves rustled in the golden light, it was difficult to argue the presence of a divine plan. Here was a land of horse farms and gracious estates, of winding roads and old stone walls that skirted gently sloping fields. The Vanderbilts and Roosevelts had built their family estates just north of town, and it seemed perfectly reasonable—if you averted your gaze—to believe evil was a universe away. Far be it for the newspaper to say different. Once a year the country gentry of Dutchess might steel themselves to visit the city for a Christmastime benefit at the old vaudeville theater, but they otherwise avoided Poughkeepsie as you would a dead animal lying in the road. Who could blame them? The place was a pockmark, a blotch of stale-smelling bars and bulk-discount stores where broken-down homes crowded together like bad teeth. Main Street was all but deserted, even on the sunniest afternoons, because every thoroughfare had been built to whisk drivers away, toward the gleaming mall just south or the Catskill Mountains beyond. But young men still slouched along the arterial, hands jammed into pants pockets, chins jutting forward.

[image: images]

A WEEK AFTER phoning Marguerite Marsh about her daughter I was sitting in Poughkeepsie’s police station, ready to interview the chief of detectives about the lingering mystery of Poughkeepsie’s missing women. But as soon as I walked into his office, Lieutenant Bill Siegrist shrugged and told me it was all over.

“What do you mean over?”

“Solved. Last night,” Siegrist said, sounding more exhausted than satisfied. He reached for the hotel bell perched on the corner of his desk and dinged it eight times for eight cases, now closed. “Investigation complete. Guy we arrested is called Kendall Francois.” It was an exotic name for Poughkeepsie, and Siegrist uttered it with a mocking lilt.

At the bright little noise, Detective Skip Mannain popped in, snapping a wad of chewing gum and grinning like he’d just won a Super Bowl bet. His eyes gave me a cool up-and-down. “Talk to you when you’re done here,” he said to the lieutenant.

Poughkeepsie’s chief investigator exuded none of Mannain’s swagger. At fifty, Siegrist’s skin retained the pinkish look of a schoolboy scrubbed clean. He preferred early mornings to night duty, Lipton tea over coffee, and his greatest professional gratification came not from recounting heroic arrests but recalling particulars from cases solved long before he’d joined the police force. The Human Encyclopedia, his men snickered. When the district attorney dumped out cartons of old crime scene photos, Siegrist spent an afternoon fishing through the garbage bin, retrieving hundreds to restore at his own expense. They hung in tidy frames around the office, vintage black-and-whites showing a busy Main Street that no longer existed. Siegrist was milder than any cop I’d ever encountered. He was also the first to note my resemblance to Kendall’s victims.

“Ninety-nine Fulton Avenue,” he said, scribbling the address on a scrap of paper and ushering me out the door.

I hurried into the morning sunshine, dialing the Times Metro desk as I tore across town. My destination was a surprise, within sight of Vassar College on a quiet, tree-lined street. I’d passed through this neighborhood many times. Two blocks away skinny women darted between cars, selling ten-dollar blow jobs. But Fulton Avenue felt far from their tawdry commerce. Residents here were professionals, doctors and academics living above well-trimmed lawns crowned with generous porches. The Francois home, however, looked nothing like its neighbors. A sickly mint green, it sat back from the sidewalk atop a few cracked steps, its windows opaque with dirt. An enormous oak had grown into one of the side walls, and even crawling with investigators the house exuded a sense of isolation, as if trying to recede from view. It was easy, perhaps preferable, to ignore.

That was impossible now. Police had roped off the entire block from traffic. Media thronged driveways up and down the street. Teachers accustomed to using Fulton Avenue as a cut-through to their jobs at the elementary school were forced to detour. But mothers ferrying children to the pediatrician across the street were hastily waved along, kids twisting toward us in their car seats. We surged toward the Francois family’s crumbling stoop like blood cells coagulating at the site of a wound.

I knew how a house could both absorb and exude pain, how memories seeped into floorboards and hung from the rafters over a bed. But describing such impressions was the furthest thing from my job. Journalism channeled every energy toward what was concrete. The psychological had little purchase. As print reporters we’d all been warned about waning newspaper readership; our only hope for survival, said an army of consultants, was to provide the “context and analysis” that television could not. Yet journalism in Poughkeepsie remained primarily an exercise in dictation, stitching together opposing quotes from warring parties with deft transitional phrases. All of my time at the Journal I’d been loath to acknowledge this factory work. I wrote earnest stories that made forgotten people feel noticed for a day, and thought I’d done something that mattered, despite my boyfriend’s observation that the newspaper’s only value was in supermarket coupon delivery. Reporters were not real writers, he frequently reminded me. We were hacks, drones, information bulldozers. But staring up at the Francoises’ front porch that sultry September morning, blood in my veins turning to ice water, I knew I was looking at a story that would prove Derrick wrong. It felt as if every mistake in my life had been pushing me toward this moment.

Skin and skulls and old clothes, résumés and feces and broken dishes—all of it came tumbling out of the Francoises’ drab colonial. Children’s pajama bottoms intertwined with old brassieres had to be peeled off a floor sticky with rot. Ripped panty hose lay among used condoms. Decayed food, torn insulation, and broken baby furniture crowded attic steps in a stairwell where the wallpaper was tacky with grime. Chicken bones were scattered everywhere. In the upstairs bathroom, a tube of toothpaste balanced on the edge of a sink overflowing with maggots. Their shells clogged the toilet. The police kept track of everything, a jumble of evidence tangled in cat hair and filth, but there was no sense to any of it and their records, like the home itself, made an unsettling collage. Schoolbooks and soiled underwear in the kitchen. Handwritten love letters next to rape counseling pamphlets. Syringes and a tear gas canister nestled alongside family photos.

Kendall’s father, McKinley, used an oily sofa in the living room as his bed. There he reclined, staring at a mantel still hung with Christmas stockings, though it was late summer. On an end table near his head lay a letter addressed to Kendall’s mother, Paulette, written by a woman who described being raped and beaten by the couple’s son. McKinley spent hours in the basement at night, where a washer-dryer stood along one wall and a child’s bike leaned against a mountain of old boxes. A metal chair had been placed beneath a crawl space for easy access, and inside that dim tomb, Kendall placed his sixth, seventh, and eighth victims. Sandra French lay with her feet wrapped in plastic baggies, knees open as if giving birth, next to Audrey Pugliese, who still wore her Support Can Be Beautiful bra. Audrey was heavier than the others, and she’d fought harder. Kendall had to stomp her throat to end it. Exhausted afterward, he’d left her slumped in a corner for hours. Later, he pushed Audrey into the hole next to Sandy, and a week afterward slid tiny Catina Newmaster on top.

Upstairs in the kitchen, where a bare bulb gave off a bit of light, towers of crusted dishware leaned against pots wriggling with bugs. Unconnected wires hung from the ceiling like vines. Kendall’s younger sister, Kierstyn, slept nearby, in a back room littered with pornographic magazines, men’s underwear, condom wrappers, rubber gloves, and a roll of duct tape. Her mattress—where Kendall raped, but did not kill, a series of women—sat on the floor amid hair scrunchies and maggot casings that rained down from the ceiling. Police said later that at night while she lay awake, Kierstyn thought it looked like the walls were alive.

On the second floor, Kendall might be listening to educational tapes (“How to Study Better and Faster”) or reading Star Wars books or watching his stack of porn videos. It was only him and his mother up there now, and Kendall did most of his sleeping down the hall in his younger brother Aubrey’s vacated bed. His childhood room was where Kendall murdered women. He left Sandra French—at fifty-one, just a year younger than Paulette—lying dead on his Mickey Mouse comforter as he dressed for school and softly closed the door behind him.
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IN THE WEE hours of September 2, 1998, as I lay sleeping next to Derrick, Kendall had been flipping through a stapled-together sheaf of mug shots. He knew them all, these cheating faithless women, and he tore off several pictures: Wendy Meyers, Gina Barone, Catherine Marsh, and Sandra French. He pushed them into a neat pile and placed his hand on top. “I killed them. I did it,” he said, sounding like the matter was really quite tedious, like taking out the garbage or gassing up your car. The other photos he set aside. He’d get to them later. State Police investigator Art Boyko offered a second notebook, this one filled with pictures of black women, but Kendall shook his head. “I don’t need that. There’s nobody in there.”

“Now, when I first came in,” said Assistant District Attorney Marjorie Smith, narrating her last seven hours with Kendall for the spinning tape, “what was the first thing you asked to see? You wanted to see some pictures?”

“Yeah, pictures of prostitutes.”

“Okay,” said Smith, ticking off the names of the women Kendall had selected. “How do you know them?”

“I killed them.”

This prosecutor Smith seemed nervous as hell, he thought. But at least she was polite, sort of like a bank teller. He liked that. Nice manners, never acted displeased with anything he said. Though by the time he pronounced his name for her tape recorder—repeating his story for what seemed like the sixth time that night—he’d grown irritable and bored, spelling out the words letter by letter, like Smith and that square-jawed investigator next to her didn’t already know who he was. They were such dopes, the cops. It was a wonder anyone stayed safe. They’d made him reiterate the same dull sequence all afternoon and through the evening and now, into the early morning hours of the following day. He never changed his tale, never asked for a lawyer. Officially, he didn’t need to tell them any of this. But he knew he had to take charge now. It was time.

After killing someone, there was no thunderbolt that shot through you. No sense that God had seen and would rain down his punishment, as he’d always supposed. Killing wasn’t like that at all. There were details to be handled, bones that wouldn’t fit into bins, bodies that needed to be cut and folded, mess to be contained. But that was just manual labor, like shoveling snow.

“What’s her name?” the prosecutor said sharply, tapping her nails on the photo of a woman with large liquid eyes and a heart-shaped face. Smith knew her from a half-dozen street busts and from prosecuting her boyfriend. She’d watched as Wendy lost custody of her son, and she would make Kendall say this woman’s name out loud. She would make him remember every one.

“Wendy Meyers. I killed her.”

She was one of the first he’d been with after returning from the army. Enlisting was such a stupid decision, though it made sense at the time, a way to escape 99 Fulton Avenue and earn money for college. He’d made friends on the base like he always did, delighting the white boys with his Star Trek impressions, his skill at games.

“What kind of discharge did you get, Kendall?” asked Smith.

“Honorable,” he sighed.

Army brass picked on him from the day one, sneering as he stepped onto their scales, grimacing as the technicians spread their calipers to measure his fat. Failure. Always failure. The red flags screaming “overweight” clung to his record month after month until they’d finally booted him. “Obesity,” the discharge papers said. Then it was back to Poughkeepsie and his parents’ house, with just a few thousand dollars. No college, no job. Though he did have ideas.

He met Wendy on Main Street. She was pretty, with that long brown hair, and reliable, always working so she could get high with her boyfriend later in the motel where they lived across the river. Kendall marveled at all the people his army earnings went to support—hundreds of dollars a week he was doling out. And what did these women do with his hard-earned money, his hopes for love? Stole from him, ran from him, bought drugs to do in hotel rooms while lying in bed with other men.

Anything remarkable about Wendy? the prosecutor was asking, and now he was going to have to tell how she’d humiliated him like all the rest.

“She ripped me off,” Kendall whispered. He chose not to mention that he’d been diagnosed with HIV shortly after their first time together.

Wendy was one in a long series of women who’d shamed him, he told Smith. They’d promise sex, he’d hand over cash, and the women would skitter away. Wendy did it twice. He tried to chase her, wheezing down Main Street as the other whores pointed and laughed. The last time, Wendy was sitting in his bedroom yapping that she had to leave for some appointment with probation, like he was stupid, a fool for her, a buffoon. It was always this way, he thought, women whining to get something from him, then lying to get away.

“Why, Kendall?” Smith asked.

“Why?”

“Why did you want to kill Wendy Meyers?”

How could he explain—why should he? He wasn’t even sure he knew, not in any way that made horse sense, as his grandmother might say. His mind was wandering all over the place, to memories and blankness, to nights in his attic and the death chamber that would surely follow after today. Anywhere but this little gray room.

“I didn’t originally,” he stammered. “I guess I got mad about it and started choking her—I didn’t want to get ripped off again—and once it had gone to that point I figured there was no turning back.”

Wendy fought hard. He wasn’t even sure he’d finished her when the upstairs bathroom occurred to him. It was the only one where the water still worked. He laid her in the tub and turned on the faucets, staring down as Wendy’s leg twitched.

“Then you put her in the attic?” the prosecutor said, leading him. It was better that way, when she asked the questions and he could simply answer yes or no.

“Yes,” he said.

“Where is she now, Kendall?”

“She’s in the attic.”

He was such a lump. Smith could see why all these women had hated him as a customer. She kept thinking of that fat Professor Klump from the Eddie Murphy movies. A 350-pound slob, crushing women who might go days without a meal. If her life had gone according to plan, she wouldn’t be talking to this grotesque man at all. Hell, she’d studied business in school, planned to become a labor lawyer, worked summers in a bank. She was no investigator. Yet here she sat, interviewing a guy who talked about watching women die in his bathtub.

“Why’d you keep at it, Kendall?”

“I don’t know, it seemed easier than getting into a relationship.”

The secret to talking with killers, Smith knew, was believing in the fundamental commonality of all people. Of course you weren’t the same. You’d come from different places, made different choices. But Smith could usually fool herself long enough to bridge the gap and get what she needed. She was probing for such a bond with Kendall—they’d grown up in the same county, attended the same high school and college—but it wasn’t going well. She could not keep herself focused. Could not get past this enormous man confessing to these enormous crimes like they were no more significant than a trip to the grocery store. And she knew she’d be judged. Years later, when law students and criminologists listened to her interviewing this murderer, Smith knew she’d be found wanting.

Kendall had picked up Gina Barone one cold autumn night on the arterial highway that cut through town past old warehouses and abandoned buildings. He had seen her out there for years. But she was ugly, often rude, too high most of the time to be much use. Gina was other things as well—a mother, a Poughkeepsie High School dropout, a girl who’d met her father only once, after searching all over Yonkers to find him—but all Kendall knew was that Gina stood out there, night after night, waiting for partyers from Confetti’s nightclub to stumble past. She saw him, waved toward a vacant lot, and hopped into the backseat of Kendall’s red Subaru, pulling off her pants as he climbed in behind. Immediately, she began to complain. Kendall was too heavy. He took too long to climax, and she wanted to get high. Bitch, bitch, bitch—and he was paying her! Stupid whore in her dirty sweater, finding fault with his performance—like she was the boss.

“How’d that make you feel, Kendall?”

Again, these questions he couldn’t answer. Most of the time he hardly knew what he’d felt—forget about describing it for this white woman.

“I was kind of upset because I didn’t like her anyway,” he said.

“So how come you picked her up that night?”

“She was working.”

“What happened next?”

“I started choking her.”

It hadn’t taken long, two or three minutes, until Gina passed out. Then he could get on top and bang away without listening to her mouth. That worked for a while, until Gina woke up.

“And what happened when she woke up, Kendall?”

“I choked her,” he said, matter-of-factly. This time, he acknowledged, it took much longer—five or six minutes—before Gina went limp.

“What ended it?” Smith was asking. “Why did you stop?”

“She stopped moving.”

With Gina half-clothed and collapsed across his backseat, Kendall drove to his parents’ home. In their driveway, he pulled Gina from the car, heaved her into the trunk, and quietly closed the lid. She lay inside as Kendall ferried his mother to work early the next morning, then returned to pick up his sister and bring her to school. That night, he dragged Gina’s body out and flung it into a corner of the garage, pulling an old mattress down on top. Fall turned to winter, Thanksgiving slid into Christmas, and Gina remained curled on the Francoises’ floor. In April, as the trees began to unfurl lacy leaves, a snowstorm hit. There was one nearly every spring in Dutchess County, always something to push you back into the cold and remind you nothing came easy. The snow lay so heavy on those baby leaves that branches crashed to the ground all over Poughkeepsie. At 99 Fulton Avenue, an entire tree fell onto the Francoises’ garage and lay on the roof for months, like an arrow pointing the way. By early summer, Kendall’s parents began to talk about repairing the damage, so he hauled Gina’s stiff corpse from the building and carried it upstairs, dumping her in the attic like broken furniture. Wendy Meyers and Catherine Marsh were already there.

“When—” Smith fumbled. “How were you feeling when—What were you thinking about—What were you feeling when you had your hands around Gina’s neck?” There, she’d finally said it.

“I wasn’t thinking anything,” Kendall answered.

“Happy? Sad? Mad?”

No psychologist, Smith was nonetheless interested in the ways a mind worked. It mattered little to her courtroom strategy, but Kendall had asked to speak with a prosecutor, which made her a witness, so she wouldn’t be trying this case anyway, and she was curious about what went on inside his head.

“How did you feel?” Smith asked again.

“Mad.”

“What were you mad at?”

“Her.”

“Do you remember what you did that day? Was there anything about it that was remarkable?”

“No.”

“You were just mad at her.”

“Yeah.”

Kendall pushed his chair back to stretch. Smith could hardly blame him, this huge man sitting for hours on a little steel chair. She didn’t know where to go from here. The guy was no idiot, just unreachable. He showed nothing—neither bluster nor remorse, barely any range of emotion at all. She slid the picture of Gina to the bottom of Kendall’s pile and moved on to Catherine Marsh.

“Do you have any idea why you killed her, Kendall?”

That same damn question, Kendall thought. This woman kept repeating the same damn question.

“I was angry at being ripped off so much.”

He could have said more. Could have told Smith what he thought of women in general—always acting like they knew more than you—and about hookers, in particular. Worthless trash. The black girls were worst of all, always so much attitude. Why did this prosecutor even pretend to care about them? But he stayed quiet. Unlike the others, Cathy Marsh had barely fought. She lay there like she’d expected this. He remembered meeting her in the morning at Soldiers Fountain, outside the office where people went to pay their cable bills. He’d handed her twenty dollars, puzzled that she settled for so little when he gladly paid other girls more. They went straight home and upstairs to his old bedroom. Dutifully, Cathy removed her clothes, but that was all he could recall. He knew her face—blue eyes, dimple, gap-toothed smile—and he knew the room where he’d killed her. But whatever had set him off was gone. “I was probably pissed off at someone else,” he said. “She was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Do you have any remembrance of whether Catherine Marsh ever ripped you off?”

“Not ’pecifically.”

All he could remember was the way she lay there. It bothered him. Afterward, he carried her into the bathroom to place her facedown in the tub, already filled with water, like he’d done with Wendy. He poked at Cathy as you might a tangle of wash left to soak, making sure she was fully submerged. Then he hauled her out, drenched and dripping, kicked aside some cardboard boxes and old blankets clogging the attic stairs, and, holding her aloft, proceeded upward, step by step. No one in his family went into the attic anymore. Only Kendall, bearing his mangled trophies. He laid Cathy on the floor next to Wendy, prodded them both, and muttered that it was their fault.

But here was the prosecutor again, trying to slow him down, reminding him that earlier he’d remarked, “Killing people is harder than I thought.”

“What did you mean by that?” Smith asked.

“I don’t know. It’s not like the movies, where they die in a minute or two.”

Smith paused to explain that investigators would need to drive to Kendall’s home and confirm what he’d told them. Was there anything he wanted in the meantime?

“I could really use a doughnut,” he said.

[image: images]

IN FRONT OF 99 Fulton Avenue a few hours later, I watched crime scene investigators in hazmat suits holding bags of evidence at arm’s length. I interviewed bystanders, taking down names and ages, saw their mouths form tight little Os of shock at what they were learning. A nurse at the edge of the crowd trembled as she told me she’d considered Kendall’s mother a friend. They worked together at the psychiatric hospital. She’d known one of Kendall’s victims, too, years ago, in the IBM clean rooms where they stood side by side making computer chips on a high-tech assembly line. Now that girl was being carried out of Paulette’s house in a garbage bin. I could hardly miss the reporter’s gold mine standing before me, the threads of a small-city life knotted in the frame of this frail woman. But she shook her head when I pressed, walking away from me with stiff, tentative steps, as if favoring an injury.

For a week journalists swarmed Poughkeepsie’s crumbling sidewalks. We were looking for anything—a shred of rumor, a snippet of memory—that might explain the truth about this city now torn open on display. We fanned across Main Street, interviewing prostitutes who resented our interest, yet grabbed for the attention like children at a candy buffet. They knew we’d move on the minute we gathered our quotes and anecdotes, but they kept talking. Most had known Kendall for years and claimed they’d reported him to police for rape and assault month after month. There were whispers about Kendall taking a polygraph at Siegrist’s request; suggestions that a detective had walked into Kendall’s home, and out again, five corpses lying a few feet from where he stepped. But this was gossip, dangled by drug addicts and hustlers, so we hammered officials with requests for information, waited for whatever they saw fit to dole out, and gulped it down like fast food.

District Attorney Bill Grady convened regular news conferences to keep us sated. The first took place a few days after Kendall’s arrest, in a training room at the Town of Poughkeepsie Police Station. A janitor had arranged six rows of folding chairs, and the linoleum floors gleamed. Outside, James DeSalvo, brother of Kendall’s fourth victim, Kathleen Hurley, stood in the parking lot and watched us stream in. I had spoken to DeSalvo while gathering background on the missing women a week earlier, before Kendall confessed, and he’d greeted my questions not with the resignation I’d come to expect but a knowing superiority that made me wonder. I had imagined the pompous schoolteacher as the killer, thrilling at the families’ tears and pain. But when I met DeSalvo outside the police barracks, he was just a nervous man lost in a swarm of reporters, trying to appear well spoken and stumbling over his words.

Inside, Dutchess County’s chief law officer was preparing his remarks. A slight, balding man with pale hair and watery eyes, Grady’s low-key style camouflaged canny political instincts. A son of the county’s longest-serving district attorney, Grady had worked in the office all of his adult life, and held the distinction of being New York’s only sitting district attorney who’d never passed the bar (an allowance made for service in Vietnam). Whenever I found myself in his chambers asking questions, whether about a death penalty case or courtroom protocols, Grady would pull a weighty tome from the bookshelf behind his desk and flip to the appropriate statute. He was uncomfortable around the national media, which had lately found increasing reason to descend on Dutchess County, but had come to enjoy bantering with those reporters he considered friendly.

Always unhurried, he waited while we settled ourselves, then announced the name of the latest woman to be pulled from 99 Fulton Avenue.

“She is Audrey Pugliese—”

“I know her!” shrieked the man next to me. “Oh my God, I did her hair!”

On his opposite side, a heavyset black woman stared straight ahead, immobile as a statue.

At news conferences I often sat near people who were not journalists, partly because the frantic scribbling of other reporters made me nervous, and partly because anyone who was not taking notes usually had some other, more interesting reason to be there. The shrieking man had been flapping around 99 Fulton Avenue for days, trilling his outrage like a drag queen on ether, and now he identified himself as Kendall’s cousin. Mon-Ray Francois was not, in fact, related by blood or marriage, but he had grown up with the Francois children, slipping on their family name like a well-worn overcoat.

Grady continued. It now appeared that all eight of Francois’s victims were white women. But despite the obvious racial divide, race was not a motive. Reporters raised their eyebrows. Grady went on. Investigators had expected to find eight victims inside the home because eight women, in total, had been reported missing. But the bodies at 99 Fulton Avenue were not precisely those police anticipated. A woman they’d never heard of lay in the heap, and Michelle Eason, the only African American they had hoped to find, was nowhere. All identifications were now complete. The Francois family, Grady added, had known nothing of Kendall’s crimes and would not be charged.
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IT TOOK A month to clear the Francois crime scene, cataloging bits of human skin alongside snack wrappers and old bedding. State Police investigator Art Boyko ruined two pairs of boots walking through the rot strewn across their floors. Each night after work he crept back into his own home through the basement, where he stripped off his clothes and tied them in trash bags before stepping naked into his wife’s clean kitchen.

Boyko had smelled decaying flesh a thousand times, the same cloud of stomach-churning rot that blanketed most murder scenes and suicides left too long before discovery. But in the basement of 99 Fulton Avenue he’d staggered backward at the weight of this stench. It hung about the place like billows of smoke, choking everyone who entered. People who’d never even seen a dead body knew the meaning of that smell. His wife had pulled away from him, eyes wide, as soon as he stepped through the kitchen door. Boyko had his methods for handling this: a scalding shower with deodorant soap scrubbed into his skin until it was tender-pink, then a walk to clear his mind. In the predawn hours after clearing bodies from the Francoises’, he wandered his development, triggering motion sensors that spotlighted
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