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A simple child,
That lightly draws its breath,
And feels its life in every limb,
What should it know of death?

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH




In medicine one must pay attention not to plausible theorizing, but to experience and reason together.

—HIPPOCRATES, PRECEPTS
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Burial Grounds


Discovery consists of seeing what everybody has seen and thinking what nobody has thought.

—ALBERT SZENT-GYÖRGYI
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Years later, it seemed a perverse irony that the unearthing had begun with the conception of a baby.

It was on a spring day in 1994 that the saga and the first hints of its ramifications emerged from the burial ground of distant memory, but it could be said that the entire intricate affair had begun to percolate at one particular moment nearly a decade before: late on the afternoon of April 4, 1985, when Stephen Van Der Sluys came home to find two men in coats and ties talking to his wife at the front door.

In the upstate New York community of Canandaigua, deep in the Finger Lakes region between Rochester and Syracuse, Van Der Sluys lived with his wife and children, trying to outrun the darkness of his well-hidden past. The men at the door were not here about the past, however, but about a recent and much more easily grasped situation. This was a simple case of sexual impropriety, and the visit by a pair of New York State Police investigators came as no surprise to Van Der Sluys. He had set things in motion himself by walking over to the teenage girl’s house and confessing his indiscretions to her father.

“Guess you’re looking for me,” Van Der Sluys called out as he walked up from the driveway. The investigators turned to see a small man, no more than five-five, five-six, who struck them as bearing a resemblance to—what was that actor’s name? Robin Williams, that was it. They nodded their hellos and identified themselves for the record; Van Der Sluys asked how they were doing. One of the detectives, Bob Beswick, a mild man who had been out of uniform only a few months after twenty-two years of chasing speeders on the Thruway, found Van Der Sluys’s casual good humor disarming. Long afterward, Beswick would remember glancing at Van Der Sluys’s open-faced wife, Jane, hearing the drone of the television occupying the couple’s two small children inside, and wondering what it was about a guy like this. He would smile uncomfortably at the memory of how little he really knew about Van Der Sluys that day.

“Would you mind coming down for a talk?” Beswick asked. Sure, Van Der Sluys said, he’d talk to them. He told Jane he’d see her later. The investigators led the way to their standard-issue Chevrolet and showed Van Der Sluys to the rear seat. Beswick was set to back out the driveway for the fifteen-minute trip to troop headquarters when Van Der Sluys stopped him. “Why don’t we just talk right here?” he suggested.

“All right, Steve,” Beswick said, putting the car in park and switching off the ignition. “We can talk here.” He turned to face Van Der Sluys. “You know why we’re here.”

“Uh-huh,” Van Der Sluys said.

“Have you had sex with that girl?” Beswick asked.

“Yes.”

“Did you get her pregnant?”

“Yeah, I did.”

And then Van Der Sluys, with scant urging, told the detectives where and when and how many times and in what fashion, a tidy chronicle of statutory rape that they were later amazed to find matched up almost perfectly with the diary his sixteen-year-old mistress had been keeping. Having unburdened himself in the driveway, Van Der Sluys sat back for the brief ride to the booking room at the county jail. From the doorway, Jane Van Der Sluys watched somberly as the car pulled away. She was pregnant with their sixth child.

Bill Fitzpatrick, the chief assistant district attorney of Onondaga County, was swimming in work that spring. There were so many murders splashing across the Syracuse papers, sensational trials leading the local TV news, that the prosecutor might have thought he was back home in Brooklyn. Fitzpatrick had tried seven murder cases in 1984, his first full year as Dick Hennessy’s top homicide man, and more were on the way. There were also the internal politics of the D.A.’s office to be aware of, and occasionally to worry about. With Hennessy, you had to watch your back, even if you were one of the golden boys—probably more so. And from the day he had walked into the office right out of Syracuse Law in the spring of 1976, Bill Fitzpatrick was definitely one of the golden boys.

So Fitzpatrick had a few things on his mind during those months in 1985. But when word came from Syracuse police headquarters a block away that Stephen Van Der Sluys had turned up in a little town near Rochester, three counties and an hour’s drive west, and was sitting in jail for getting a teenager pregnant, Fitzpatrick was instantly intrigued by the possibilities. A New York City police detective’s son, he was at heart a gumshoe in a lawyer’s suit, a prosecutor who sometimes found it difficult to let the sergeants do their jobs. This could have been trouble if not for the engaging way he got cops to think of him as one of them. He wanted solid police work, but he’d take half a case, a less-than-sure thing, if he believed in it. An old case, especially. Bring him the abandoned files in their dusty cardboard boxes. Cases without conclusion, cases that knocked around, unsolved, unavenged—these were Bill Fitzpatrick’s kinds of cases.

Van Der Sluys, Stephen. It had been eight years since Syracuse police detective Frank Budzielek had opened a file on a hunch after a visit to the morgue one day. Budzielek had stayed with it, but had never managed to advance much beyond circumstantial suspicion. A year ago, closing in on retirement, he’d said what the hell, I’m out the door anyway, and finally persuaded his captain to let him bring what he had to Fitzpatrick, who loved it, wanted to run with it, only to have Hennessy shoot it down: You guys have nothing; come back when you have something. Now Budzielek was gone, a smart young detective named John Brennan was digging into the cardboard box he’d left behind, and Van Der Sluys was available for questioning. Maybe this was the spark Fitzpatrick had been waiting for.

For Syracuse detectives working in the Criminal Investigations Division in the 1970s, morgue detail meant stopping by the city medical examiner’s office every so often to match up police reports in unusual death cases with the M.E.’s autopsy findings. Though the stated purpose was to make sure suspicious deaths didn’t slip by without investigation, morgue detail rarely turned out to be anything more than routine administration: Pick up the incident reports at headquarters, look up the autopsy results, write the cause of death on the incident report, sign it, file it, move on.

Frank Budzielek was the rare investigator who regarded the assignment as something better than a chore. As far as he was concerned, there was no telling what you might find down there. An earnest man whose right arm featured a tattoo of a sailor beneath letters spelling FRANK, Budzielek had grown up in Syracuse, one of eleven children of Polish immigrants who had settled on the city’s east side. He had put in four years in the navy and ten at Western Electric before taking a pay cut to join the police department in 1964. Moving up to Criminal Investigations a few years later, he turned out to be a conscientious street detective with uncommonly good instincts for the work. Suspicious by nature, he possessed a gift for sensing when things were askew. He liked to tell people how he caught a liquor store gunman in his first ten minutes as a detective—he was “just lucky when it comes to shit like that.” He once recognized a name on a routine burglary report and turned it into a year’s work in a corner of the D.A.’s office. A dozen indictments for insurance fraud and conspiracy were the payoff.

Budzielek’s fondness for morgue detail eventually earned him the sobriquet Doctor Death. Sometimes, he’d watch an autopsy being performed, “so if there’s anything unusual,” he’d explain to less intrepid detectives, “they can tell me right there and I don’t have to wait for the report.” It had been this way from the beginning. In fact, he could trace his affinity for the morgue to the day he first realized that hints of crime were sometimes hidden in the medical examiner’s green file cabinets. It happened soon after his assignment to the morgue in the winter of 1977.

To get a feel for his new work, Budzielek had decided he ought to go through the previous months’ reports, even the closed cases. If nothing else, he figured, he’d learn how to do the paperwork. Flipping through the files, he came upon the recent case of a three-month-old baby girl who had died suddenly in her crib one January night at the dinner hour. “… Brought outside by the parents … mouth-to-mouth administered … no avail … Eastern Ambulance … Community Hospital … pronounced dead 1845 hours.… Parents transported in Car 60 … notified by Dr. Kulfas about the death of their daughter.” Turning the page, Budzielek saw a brief report by his predecessor on morgue detail. “Learned from Medical Examiner’s Office that victim’s death was attributed to SUDDEN INFANT DEATH SYNDROME,” the detective had written a couple of weeks after the baby died. “Death Certificate signed by Dr. Martin Hilfinger. Natural, Case Cleared and Closed.”

Sad, a little baby like that, Budzielek said to Victor Fisher, a morgue assistant tending to his own paperwork nearby.

It happens, said Fisher, not looking up. He’d worked at the morgue since 1959, and there was little he hadn’t seen. For nearly twenty years it had been his job to drive to death scenes, pick up the bodies, prepare them for autopsy, strip them, weigh them, take the photos. It was a line of work he had become interested in after attending a cousin’s funeral. Now he was more or less in charge of the day-to-day operations, and there wasn’t much in the morgue that moved without his knowing about it.

“What’s the name on that?” Fisher asked for no apparent reason.

Budzielek peered at the report, a cigar between his teeth. “Van Der Sluys. Heather Van Der Sluys. Three seventy-six Bryant Avenue.”

Fisher looked up from his work.

“That’s strange,” he said. “There was another baby in here just a few months ago, same last name. Not really a baby, a little older. Must have been back sometime in the fall.”

“Is that right?” Budzielek replied.

Back at police headquarters, he tracked down a report describing the death of Heath Van Der Sluys, a sixteen-month-old boy who had died, just as Fisher had recalled, in October. Different address. Same parents. The boy’s father had told the police that he’d found the child unconscious, had shaken him, that a quarter had dropped out of his mouth. It was all right there in the police report, so the medical examiner had ruled the death an accident.

Frank Budzielek had problems with this. Two dead kids, one family, three months apart—what were the chances? He talked to the patrolmen who had responded to the emergency calls, found that the father was home alone with the kids both times. Budzielek began thinking that maybe morgue detail had yielded quick paydirt—the suggestion of a homicide, maybe two. But it was only a hunch, and proving a hunch was no easy thing in a case like this. A cop with a suspicion about a dead baby was up against two prevailing views: Medical examiners’ rulings were gospel—did he think he knew more than the doctors? They say it’s natural, it’s natural. And, anyway, people didn’t kill their own children—no, you could not go question the grieving parents. Not without some pretty goddamn good evidence. But sure, said Budzielek’s captain, look into it if you want. In your spare time.

Budzielek did—for seven years. Along the way, half a dozen more people picked up paths of the trail: investigators in two other counties hundreds of miles apart, a funeral director who found himself in a strange place at the right time, a father-in-law who guarded his suspicions for his daughter’s sake. But in all the years of poking around, building files, tracking, watching, wondering, all anybody had really done was to reach a perfectly logical conclusion without the benefit of any evidence that even a prosecutor as eager as Bill Fitzpatrick might serve up to the most submissive grand jury.

Now, in the middle of 1985, only months after Budzielek’s retirement and with the impending births of two more babies fathered by Van Der Sluys, the investigators would take their shot at last. But it would be neither the final consequence of Budzielek’s hunch, nor the most important one. Another decade later, when the rest of the story played out—an unlikely chain of events linking thirty years, two ill-fated families, and the power of one misconceived medical premise—those involved would see that these moments were not the climax. They were the genesis.
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Jane Bowers met Stephen Van Der Sluys at an assembly of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the spring of 1971, when he was nineteen and she was fifteen, though it wasn’t until a year later, when Steve drove three hours from his home in Syracuse to see Jane, that her family realized she had a boyfriend, and that they did not like him.

It was not often that Jane’s parents took a disliking to a fellow Witness, but they found themselves wondering whether Steve truly carried with him the word of God. They thought he was slick and insincere, and perhaps a little too elusive. Steve had graduated from Syracuse Central Technical High School, though it was not quite clear how he’d spent the two years since or in what direction he was headed. He told Jane he had turned down a college football scholarship, which struck her as curious. Steve was only five-foot-five. Still, for her there was no denying his charm. But where some people thought he was the life of the party—the shy and sheltered Jane among them—Jim Bowers judged his daughter’s boyfriend a phony. “If he wanted to get on your good side,” he recalled, “he would give you a compliment above and beyond what was required.”

Jane had grown up in the countryside outside Mechanicville, a small industrial city not far from the state capital of Albany. With long dark hair and an innocent nature, she had always been what her parents considered the most agreeable child in the household. If she had a rebellious streak, it usually surfaced around her parents’ uneasiness with the question of dating. When, barely eighteen, Jane announced that she and Steve were going to be married, the Bowerses scrambled to change her mind. With as much diplomacy as they could muster, they sat their daughter down and offered the opinion that perhaps she was too young to get married. When this failed, they came right out and said Steve was not the one for her, but this too was unavailing. With most of the congregation of three hundred in attendance, Jane and Steve were married on September 10, 1974, at the Kingdom Hall in Troy, the same room in which they had met three years earlier. Steve wore a white tuxedo with wide black lapels. Jane, who hoped to become a seamstress, made her own wedding gown, as well as the dresses for all her sisters and bridesmaids. Her father escorted her down the aisle, his grim face preserved by the wedding photographer. Later, at the reception at the firehouse, he sat alone and cried.

Heath Jason Van Der Sluys was born a few weeks short of nine months later in Syracuse, where his parents moved immediately after their wedding. A couple of months after Heath’s birth, Steve’s mother died of cancer, and the young family moved in with his father on South Salina Street, a forlorn residential section where the city’s main thoroughfare ran out of steam. Steve was a young man with a taste for some of the big-ticket items of modern American life, flashy General Motors cars especially, but he seemed to have no particular game plan for acquiring the necessary means. Not infrequently, checks arrived from the Onondaga County Department of Social Services.

The summer following his mother’s death, after which his father received a life insurance settlement, Steve decided his own family should be insured. He called a broker named Douglas Profitt, and on May 1, 1976, took out a $10,000 insurance policy on his son’s life. He explained to Jane that it was the type of policy that could be cashed one day, so was a way to start saving for Heath’s education. Three weeks later, Heath turned one. In accordance with the Jehovah’s Witness prohibition against marking birthdays, the day came and went without fanfare.

When he began to walk, Heath made a production number of bedtime. He would climb the stairs a step at a time, turning with a big smile after each ascent, a journey that would take fifteen minutes and end with a round of applause for himself. The other thing Heath liked to do was to steal food from his grandfather’s Pomeranians. He would sit on the floor, inch toward the dish, and grab a piece of dog chow when he thought the coast was clear.

Steve wrote a page of verse for his son: “A Poem About Heath Without Any Teeth.” He taught his son how to make the dogs run out from their hiding place by squeezing a squeaky toy under the couch. On the other hand, he expressed a young father’s lament, often complaining about how much attention his wife was giving the baby at his expense.

At 3:30 on the afternoon of October 8, 1976, a Syracuse police officer responded to a report of a Signal 78: A baby was choking at 3808 South Salina. Arriving at the address, the officer, joined by two others, found sixteen-month-old Heath Van Der Sluys on a couch in the living room, unconscious. The child’s father stood over him, distraught.

“He choked on a quarter,” Stephen Van Der Sluys told the officers. “I found him in his crib, and he wasn’t breathing.” He was home alone with the baby; his wife was at an appointment with her obstetrician. She was in the ninth month of her second pregnancy.

The policemen took turns blowing air into Heath’s mouth, trying to revive the child for nearly twenty minutes while waiting for an ambulance to arrive. Finally, paramedics ran into the house and whisked Heath’s lifeless body to Community Hospital. A little while later, Victor Fisher arrived from the medical examiner’s office to pick up the body.

Van Der Sluys explained to the police, and to Jane when she returned from her visit to the obstetrician, that he had put Heath down for a nap in his crib around noon. Ten minutes later, he went into the bedroom to put a quarter into a container on the dresser. It was one of those ceramic cubes with letters of the alphabet on the sides. If Steve’s idea of a savings account was a life insurance policy, this was Jane’s. After a while … clink … clink … clink … Heath would have a new pair of shoes.

“He was asleep, so I left the quarter on the diaper pail next to the crib so I wouldn’t wake him,” Steve said. “Then later when I went in to wake him …”

At the medical examiner’s office, Dr. Martin Hilfinger examined Heath’s body and gave an immediate, if preliminary, finding to a detective who had been dispatched from the Criminal Investigations Division. “When the baby was examined at the medical examiner’s office there were no signs of child abuse,” the investigator wrote in his report. “The baby was very clean and there [were] no bruises or scratches. The child’s home was also very clean and neat.… Closed pending results of autopsy.”

But there would be no autopsy. Dr. Hilfinger felt no need to cut this child open. The quarter, it seemed, was the culprit. “Infant Dies; Chokes on Lodged Coin,” the Syracuse Herald-Journal reported the next day in a three-paragraph item. Two days later, a large crowd of friends and relatives, nearly the size of Jane and Steve’s wedding reception, assembled at the Onondaga Kingdom Hall for the funeral of their firstborn child. A hearse from the Butler Funeral Home, which, following tradition, did not charge the family for its services because of the age of the deceased, carried Heath’s body to White Chapel Memorial Gardens Cemetery. Jane went home and swallowed Valium for a week. Twelve days later, on October 22, she gave birth to her second child. It was her husband’s twenty-fifth birthday.

The baby was called Heather, a name Steve and Jane had picked before Heath’s death. They liked the way the two names sounded together. And although they would never have the chance to collect their children by calling out Heath! Heather! they decided to stick to the original plan when Jane gave birth to a girl. Steve thought there was something poetic about it. He also saw the practicality of putting to immediate use the $10,000 check that arrived a week later from Springfield, Massachusetts, the home office of the Monarch Life Insurance Company. With cash, and an enthusiasm that Jane found disquieting, he went out and bought the car of his dreams, a brand-new Pontiac Trans Am, in black.

Soon, he and Jane had a new home as well. Not long after Heather was born, Steve’s widowed father married Jane’s sister Debbie, and asked his son and daughter-in-law if they wouldn’t mind finding their own apartment. Just as well, Jane thought. A fresh start. Days before Christmas, she and Steve loaded up the Trans Am and moved into the second floor of a two-family house on Bryant Avenue, on the city’s west side. It was a move up. The house was in a nice residential neighborhood, at the crest of a gentle hill near Burnet Park, which had a zoo and an arboretum. And Heather, unlike her brother, would have her own room, though it wasn’t clear which of the three bedrooms it would be. The old house was drafty, and Jane took to moving Heather’s bassinet from room to room in search of the warmest spot. Compared with Heath, she was a fussy baby, but at her six-week checkup, Dr. Robert Chavkin found her to be perfectly healthy. She smiled and cooed, recognized her mother, stared at objects, wriggled around while on her belly, did all the things a six-week-old baby was supposed to do.

In 1909, the New York State Legislature passed a section of law intended to prohibit a particularly wicked version of what had become known as “graveyard insurance.” In its purest form, this was the practice, apparently rife in the Pennsylvania coal regions in the mid-nineteenth century, of shady insurance companies scouring the countryside for sick people on whom they could write policies and then sell them to equally shady customers who would, in effect, be placing bets on the deaths of the insured. By the turn of the century, there was evidence that the practice had evolved into an even more black-hearted routine, and in response the New York Legislature made it illegal for companies to sell insurance on the lives of children under one year of age—“to withdraw from unscrupulous parents,” the attorney general explained in 1915, “the temptation of securing insurance upon their babies’ lives and then compassing their death to obtain such insurance.”

Though the law never left the books, the legislature loosened the regulations along the way, and by the 1970s, parents could insure their own children regardless of age, as long as the sum did not exceed twenty-five percent of the parents’ own insurance. On December 1, 1976, two days before his daughter’s six-week checkup, Stephen Van Der Sluys drove his new Trans Am to Doug Profitt’s office and signed up for another $10,000 policy on his infant child’s life.

Four weeks later, on the night of December 30, Jane was asleep, the beneficiary of her daughter’s newfound ability to sleep through the night, when she awoke to find Steve standing over the bed, holding Heather and screaming. “Something’s wrong with Heather! She’s not breathing! Jane, wake up! The baby’s not breathing!” Bolting from the fog of sleep, Jane grabbed Heather, who was limp and pale, her eyes open but unfocused. While Steve called for an ambulance, she began blowing into Heather’s mouth, alternately jerking her abruptly in the darkness. She swept her finger across Heather’s throat; there were no obstructions, but it caused the baby to vomit what seemed to be a mixture of milk and blood.

The ambulance workers came bounding up the stairs. They practically ripped Heather from her mother’s arms and ran with her out into the cold, neglecting to wrap her in a blanket, which distressed Jane. She and Steve ran after them and got in the front seat of the ambulance as it sped off for Upstate Medical Center.

When Dr. Chavkin came to see her at the hospital the next day, Heather seemed fine. She was active and alert, just a little uncomfortable from a spinal tap she’d been given the night before to rule out meningitis. But Jane was not convinced Heather was perfectly fine. Steve had persuaded her that the baby must have a “condition,” a breathing problem of some kind. She’d heard the nurses mention something called apnea. And during the four days she spent at the hospital while Heather was observed, tested, and given precautionary antibiotics, Jane had heard that an apparatus called an apnea monitor could be taken home if necessary. It sounded an alarm if a baby stopped breathing. She made a fight of it—“I’ve lost one, I don’t want to lose another,” she told one of the pediatric residents—but she could not persuade him or anyone else that home monitoring was necessary. The doctors concluded that something in the baby’s throat—what, they couldn’t say—had probably obstructed her breathing. When Jane brought Heather to Dr. Chavkin’s office three days later for her regularly scheduled appointment, she was calmer. “Mom, she’s okay,” Jane told her mother over the phone, as if to reassure herself. “They did every test they could and found nothing wrong.”

Still, it had been a terrible three months, to say the least. With Heather’s birth coming so soon after Heath’s death, Jane and Steve barely had time to mourn their loss. Perhaps, in a way, Jane thought, this was good. Heather kept her from dwelling on the tragedy. Her religious faith helped her—she would be reunited with Heath in an “earthly resurrection,” she was sure—but the manner of his death left her with great conflict. Why had Steve left that coin there? She asked him this only once. “Well, you weren’t home either,” he’d said, desperately slinging the guilt back at her. And now they had Heather to worry about.

On Friday, Jane got her hair cut. When she got home, she hated the way it looked. Staring at the mirror, she decided what she needed was a curling iron. It was a cold, snowy afternoon in Syracuse, not quite the perfect time to be cruising the streets in search of beauty supplies. Jane debated the point aloud, finally deciding to go ahead with the mission with Steve’s encouragement. Yes, the roads looked bad, but Steve’s offer to stay home with the baby, who was sleeping anyway, pleased Jane. Aside from the hospital visits the previous week, she hadn’t been out of the house much lately.

Supper was cooking, and Steve was talking about taking a shower when Jane went into the kitchen to check on Heather before going out. She touched the baby’s back, rubbed it gently. This would usually wake her, or at least cause a reassuring move of an arm or leg. But now the baby was still. A horrible thought flashed through Jane’s mind, and she grabbed Heather up instantly. And Heather woke up.

Jane left the house and headed over to her sister’s. Debbie had a discount card for Karch’s beauty supply store. Jane picked up the card, drove to Karch’s, found the right curling iron, then headed home. The roads were icy, but Jane made the round trip in less than an hour.

Arriving home, she headed straight for the bathroom to try out the curling iron. Steve was shaving. “How’s Heather?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Jane said. “I didn’t check her yet.”

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Steve said when Jane made a move for the kitchen. “Finish your hair.”

When she got to the kitchen, Jane glanced at the baby, still resting on her stomach, her usual position. She looked in on supper, then turned to the bassinet and picked Heather up. Her body was limp; this time, her eyes were closed.

“Not again! Not again!” Jane screamed, running toward the bathroom. She did not try to resuscitate her daughter. She knew she was dead. She just held her and paced as Steve followed her command to call the police. When two officers arrived at 376 Bryant Avenue, they found a pathetic tableau: a sorrowful young mother and father standing in front of a frame house at dusk, holding the lifeless body of their child.

The police report took note of the crisis the week before, then offered a preliminary conclusion: “Victim apparently died of natural causes, pending autopsy of Medical Examiner.” The diagnosis was confirmed by Dr. William Alsever of the Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office, whose autopsy report ran seven pages before reporting that no cause of death had been found. On the death certificate, Dr. Hilfinger, Alsever’s boss, signed the case out under the common term for ambiguous circumstances like this one: Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, commonly known as SIDS.

Syracuse is the home not only of two major universities, with their respected schools of medicine, law, and communications, but also, since 1900, of one of the country’s more prestigious institutions devoted to the study of funeral service. In the 1970s, a popular hangout for students from the Simmons School of Mortuary Science was the John G. Butler Funeral Home on South Salina Street, where an especially fortunate student might be offered the chance to live in one of the seven bedrooms in exchange for helping out around the funeral home. The unspoken payoff of the arrangement was the chance to serve an informal apprenticeship and learn the business from the inside.

One of these privileged students in 1977 was a young man named Bob Chase, an aspiring funeral director who was finishing up his studies at Simmons when the body of Heather Van Der Sluys arrived from the medical examiner’s office the second Saturday in January. The baby was the second child in her family to be handled at Butler in less than three months, Chase learned from the manager, who assigned him the task of preparing the body for burial.

Extreme sadness was, of course, part of the permanent environment at an establishment such as Butler’s, and one of the canons taught at Simmons was that funeral service could be an emotionally challenging pursuit that, like police or clergy work, required a certain professional distance. But Chase would not soon forget the grief that gripped the faces of the baby’s young parents and their relatives, particularly the child’s maternal grandfather, who once again made the three-hour trip from Mechanicville.

This time, however, there was more than grief enveloping Jim Bowers’s mind. While Jane blamed the hospital for refusing to send Heather home with an apnea monitor, her father had other ideas about why his granddaughter had died. The circumstances of Heath’s death had seemed strange to him, but he had kept his feelings to himself. Now, with Heather’s death just three months later, he was inclined to believe the uneasy feeling welling in his gut, the feeling that his son-in-law, of whom he’d always been wary, was somehow responsible for the deaths of his grandchildren.

Jim shared his suspicions with his wife, offering the pointed observation that Steve had been alone with both children when they died. After twenty-four years, Anita Bowers was used to her husband’s mistrustful nature. He was still convinced that one of Jane’s younger sisters, who had died at birth—drowned in her own amniotic fluid, the doctors said—had been the victim of a “sloppy delivery.” One dynamic of the Bowerses marriage was that Anita would usually side with whomever Jim suspected of inappropriate or dishonest behavior. It was a kind of checks-and-balances system that Jim in fact appreciated. He felt it provided a helpful counterpoint to his penchant for distrust. On the mind-numbing question at hand, Anita remained true to form. “If there’s anything wrong,” she told Jim, “Janie would suspect it. And she would tell us.” To which Jim replied: “Sometimes a wife is the last to know what’s going on.”

With only an uneasy feeling to go on, Jim decided that the best course of action was to try to persuade Jane to move back home to Mechanicville. He would set Steve up in his store-cleaning business. And he would keep an eye on him. If there were more children, he would watch over them. He would look after his daughter’s interests. When he proposed the move to Jane, she said she would talk to Steve about it. A few phone calls later, she reported that he thought it sounded like a good idea. Steve got on the phone. “You really do love us,” he told his father-in-law.

Perched on the banks of the narrowing Hudson River, twenty miles north of Albany in Saratoga County, Mechanicville was established at the turn of the twentieth century by Italian immigrants who made the site into an enterprising little settlement. But by the 1970s, the town’s best days were long past. Most of the landmarks of local commerce—the freight terminal, the paper mill, the brickyards—were abandoned relics of another era, and the population, ten thousand at the close of World War II, had dropped nearly in half. People commuted to offices in Albany. Teenagers hung out at the McDonald’s. Urban renewal turned a good chunk of the center of town into a parking lot for a Grand Union supermarket.

For many years, 411 Park Avenue was the home of Les Sibley, who had owned Mechanicville’s Chevrolet dealership since the 1930s. Sibley’s house was long considered one of the best in town, a formidable brick building with a hipped roof on the town’s most prestigious residential block. But since the death of the Chevy dealer, it had become just another big old house cut up into apartments, the stately brick now covered by shingle. Jane and Steve Van Der Sluys’s apartment was on the third floor. It had two bedrooms, a big living room that had once been the attic, and new flooring throughout. The current landlord sold linoleum for a living.

Jane’s mother and father lived in the countryside outside town, an area of gentle hills known as Willow Glen. Jim Bowers was a Baltimore native who had been brought into the fold by a Witness who also taught him how to read. He met and married a girl from northern New York while in the navy, and they settled in her home state. Bowers was a friendly, straightforward man, and his good reputation had helped him build a thriving industrial cleaning business. When his daughter and son-in-law moved to Mechanicville, Jim, as he had promised, taught Steve the ropes and gave him a floor-cleaning machine and a few of his accounts, including one of the big ones, the Grand Union in the town of Rotterdam. Steve, showing some promising initiative, traded in the Trans Am for a Ford Econoline van and eventually hired a helper. But he proved a poor businessman and an unpopular boss, working irregularly and often pressing his wife into service when his helpers quit in disgust. By late summer, however, Jane couldn’t do much of anything. She was pregnant with her third child.

Within the family there was trepidation about the coming birth. The baby was unplanned, and Jane talked often about her conflicting feelings. She still wanted children, but her fear of losing another baby was unrelenting. She and Steve joined a local support group for couples who had lost their babies to the mystifying SIDS. The grieving parents gathered in a meeting room at Albany Medical Center to talk about their pain, their guilt, their apprehensions about having more children. In the lexicon, Jane and Steve were SIDS parents. Jim and Anita, meantime, had their own concerns, which they were not shy about making clear. Was their daughter really a SIDS mother—or something much worse? At one point during a discussion about their worry for the child on the way, Jim let it be known in Steve’s presence that it had not escaped his notice that Steve was alone with both Heath and Heather when they died. “You’ll see,” Steve said, a bit flustered. “We’ll have some children that will live.”

Despite an unusual early-fall ice storm that sent her parents sliding off the road on the way to Saratoga Hospital, Vickie Lynn Van Der Sluys was safely delivered on the afternoon of October 14, 1977, nine months and one week after her sister’s death. Jane snapped a picture of Steve in a hospital gown, cradling the baby, gazing lovingly at his tiny daughter. Five days later, the baby was taken directly to Albany Medical Center, where she spent forty-eight hours on an apnea monitor. A doctor examined her, pronounced her in excellent health, and sent her home.

Jim and Anita made the most of their proximity to Jane and the baby, the first grandchild they had had the chance to know well. They loved seeing Vickie, with her curly hair and big blue eyes, and spoiled her like any self-respecting grandparents. But, of course, there was something more. If there was one signal that Jim Bowers managed to get across to his daughter, without provoking an estrangement he knew would result if he made an explicit accusation, it was that he did not trust her husband and would do all he could to ensure that Steve was never alone with the baby. He would keep Jane close, but he would keep Steve closer. And so, the Bowers–Van Der Sluys clan became a strangely intimate family. They worked together, ate meals together, and worshipped together at the Kingdom Hall on Route 67.

In the baby’s first months, Jane checked on her constantly as she slept. At nine months, Vickie Lynn was again put on an apnea monitor for a few hours at Albany Medical Center, just to confirm that she was as healthy as she looked. By Christmas 1978, Vickie was a walking, talking fifteen-month-old who had survived well beyond the high-risk period for SIDS. To all appearances, meanwhile, Steve was crazy about Vickie Lynn. The family photo album became filled with images of Daddy and Daddy’s Little Girl: Steve sitting on the living room floor, propped against the sofa, scanning the TV listings, Vickie sitting on his outstretched leg, the comics spread before her. A sequence of snapshots of Steve feeding Vickie spaghetti in silly ways, the last few a series featuring father and daughter eating from opposite ends of a single strand, meeting in the middle with a kiss.

As the months passed, the family’s trepidation waned. Jim, in fact, became so relaxed that when he needed help cleaning the Mechanicville Grand Union after a meeting at the Kingdom Hall one Thursday night in January and Jane volunteered, he thought nothing of Steve staying home alone with Vickie. Jane went home and changed into her workclothes, checked on Vickie, and headed for the stairs. Steve called out that he’d see her later.

The Grand Union was a two-hour job. Jim and his son Richie handled the machine, Jane mopped the edges. The store was just up the street and across the parking lot from Jane’s apartment, but it was after midnight when they finished, so Jim dropped his daughter off. “ ’Night, Dad,” she said, walking up to the big old Sibley house.

This time, Jane did not even pick her daughter up. “I knew when I saw her that she was dead and so I left the room,” she would later recount, stripping the memory of emotion. She didn’t even remember screaming.

She called her father. Her mother answered the phone.

Anita Bowers listened in abject disbelief. “Jim, go down there and do something,” she pleaded to her husband. “She can’t be dead.”

Jim took the phone. His daughter was crying. He asked no questions. He said he’d be right down. He called the Mechanicville police department. “This is Jim Bowers,” he said. “I think my granddaughter might be dead.”

An ambulance could be heard shrieking through the empty streets of Mechanicville. Then came a dispatcher’s voice on the police radio: “We need a ten-fifty-two at four-eleven Park Avenue.” It was a request for the coroner.

When Jim arrived at the house, Frank Kearney, the owner of Kearney’s Garage, was driving up with a policeman. Kearney was the Saratoga County coroner. The three men climbed the stairs to the third floor.

The apartment was convulsed in activity. The rescue squad workers, the police, the coroner were crowded into Vickie’s room, surrounding the crib. The parents were questioned at the kitchen table. The neighbors emerged to check on the commotion. In the midst of the turmoil, Steve was quiet; to some he seemed numb with shock, to others oddly calm, even aloof. Then he said, “Excuse me. I gotta go cry.”

Jim Bowers turned to the coroner. “I hope there’s an investigation here,” he said.

As a politically elected coroner with no professional qualifications—he’d actually defeated a doctor for the job—Kearney could not pronounce death or make any medical rulings, but he could assign the county pathologist to perform an autopsy. He went into the kitchen, called the owner of the Dunn Funeral Home, and asked him to come five doors up the street and remove a child’s body to the pathology lab at Saratoga Hospital. “It’s the Van Der Sluys family,” Kearney said. “They’ve lost a baby.”

The funeral director dressed quickly, came up the street in his station wagon, and climbed the stairs to the third-floor apartment. He looked in at the people gathered in the kitchen. I know everyone here, he thought.

After graduating from the Simmons School of Mortuary Science and working awhile at the Butler Funeral Home, Bob Chase had left Syracuse, come home to Saratoga County with his wife, Pat, and taken over the Dunn Funeral Home, just down the street from the old Sibley house. Steve and Jane Van Der Sluys were his neighbors. Now he was in their apartment, about to carry away yet another of their dead children. “Something’s not right here,” he whispered to Ralph Peluso, one of the policemen. He wrapped the baby in her blanket and carefully lifted her into a small wooden box, then carried the box downstairs into the winter night. Half an hour later, Vickie’s body arrived in the pathology lab in Saratoga Springs.

Jane and Steve spent the night at her parents’ house, stopping first at the hospital emergency room where Jane was given a sedative. Not until the next day did Jane feel up to hearing Steve recount what had happened while she was cleaning the Grand Union. “She wanted a drink of water,” he said. “She was acting real strange, she wasn’t herself, she was making funny noises when she breathed.… I gave her the water … then she drank the water and she smiled at me and then I laid her back down.”

Case 212 for the twelve-member Mechanicville police department began and ended with a one-page report that contained the account of the “complainant,” James Bowers—minus his cryptic whispers—and a diagram of the apartment. Instead, the police deferred to the four words Dr. Jack Paston, the county pathologist, wrote at his desk in Saratoga Springs the day after Vickie’s death. As far as he was concerned, the child had died suddenly, unexpectedly, and of a cause unknown, as thousands of babies did every year. Fifteen months was on the old side, but, Paston decided, it wasn’t unheard of. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, he wrote.

It is for reasons of public health, and not preservation, that the remains of the dead are embalmed. This was one of the first things Bob Chase learned in mortuary school. Several of the great plagues of history, in fact, were hatched in the water that ran down the hills of cemeteries, picking up the bacteria of the dead on its way to the drinking supplies of the small villages of Europe. But if preservation was only a side effect of the disinfecting process, it was the side effect Chase had in mind when he picked up Vickie Lynn Van Der Sluys’s body from Paston’s pathology lab and brought it to the embalming room.

Babies and very small children are often not embalmed in the conventional way because their blood vessels are too tiny. Instead, they might be “fume embalmed,” exposed to disinfecting chemicals in a bag, or in the casket. This was how Chase had prepared Vickie’s sister Heather in Syracuse. But he resolved to embalm Vickie, and to do an especially good job of it. Though he was not charging the family for his services, Chase also chose a casket, a Wilbert Cherub, which was made of space-age plastic. “I thought to myself,” Chase later recalled, “This body is coming back up someday.”

Vickie was buried in Hudson View Cemetery, next to her mother’s baby sister, the one who had died at birth. Chase’s work was not finished, however. A man in his position had to be extremely careful about a matter such as this, but the more he thought about it, the more he talked about it with his wife, the more he became persuaded that he ought to run it by one of the new acquaintances he’d made since moving back home.

Harvey LaBar, a big, lumbering man with a booming voice, was a true son of Mechanicville. He knew every inch of the town—even knew the spot, fifty miles north, where you could jump across the Hudson if you took a running start—and like many of those of his time and place, he’d worked in the brickyard and the paper mill, then served in Korea. And for the past sixteen years, he had been a member of the New York State Police’s Bureau of Criminal Investigation.

When LaBar came by the funeral home, Chase laid out his apprehensions with as much professional restraint as he could summon—the three deaths, the Syracuse connection, how he couldn’t let it go. LaBar listened with interest; he remembered hearing the ambulance sirens that night, and the call for the coroner on the police radio he kept on top of his refrigerator. He took copious notes, then reported back to his BCI captain. “The funeral director thinks this guy killed his kids,” LaBar summed up, slightly overstating. “And I believe him.”

Arriving at Jim Bowers’s house in Willow Glen, LaBar found a man who had a litany of complaints about his son-in-law and a fair amount of suspicion about the manner of his grandchildren’s deaths, but who seemed to be struggling with himself to be fair-minded, if only to protect his daughter. Steve was a nice enough guy, Bowers told LaBar over coffee at the kitchen table, but the young man seemed to complain constantly about his rotten luck. He had trouble holding on to jobs and staying out of accidents, and seemed to live mostly on checks from the government and insurance companies.

LaBar asked Bowers about the children. “I have my suspicions,” Jim said, “but it’s nothing I can prove. And he’s still my daughter’s husband. I don’t want to say anything that would make things worse for her than they already are.”

LaBar went down to the bar in the back of Mechanicville’s central firehouse to talk to the rescue squad members who responded to 411 Park the night of January 11. Several said they were suspicious of Van Der Sluys—thought he was “strange,” and not particularly overcome by grief. But they hadn’t passed these observations on to the coroner, because they were afraid they’d be told it wasn’t their business. LaBar’s next query was to the Syracuse police department. By phone, he reached a captain in the Criminal Investigations Division, who recognized the case immediately. Sure, he told LaBar, he’d be glad to send the police reports on the first two children. You know, he said, we have a guy here who’s been suspicious of this from the beginning.

Few things in life stunned Frank Budzielek, but when he heard that a third Van Der Sluys child had died, all he wanted to do was jump in his car and head for Mechanicville, wherever the hell that was. This, however, was the sort of initiative that needed approval in triplicate. Approval was not forthcoming. Not our jurisdiction, said the captain. There was only one open case here, and it was in Saratoga County.

“I am sorry to learn of the death of your daughter and wish at this time to extend my most sincere sympathy,” began a letter sent to Stephen and Jane Van Der Sluys on February 20, 1979. “We have received the claim papers which you have completed. Since your daughter died within the contestable period we are making our customary investigation. As soon as it has been completed we will advise you further.”

The letter was signed by Nanette Pyrek, an assistant claims examiner for the Massachusetts Mutual Insurance Company. In October 1978, Van Der Sluys had called a life insurance broker named Chuck Mayberry and said he wanted to buy a policy for his family. You need a plan, Mayberry had said, and drew up a proposal that covered only Van Der Sluys and his wife. Van Der Sluys said he wanted to include their one-year-old daughter. On the application, there was a section on family history. Steve mentioned his two previous children, offering the vague suggestion that the doctors seemed to think they may have died of something hereditary. Mayberry expressed some fear for Vickie’s health and volunteered that perhaps the couple ought to look into adopting next time. Nonetheless, when the final application was signed at Steve and Jane’s kitchen table six weeks later, on December 6, Vickie Lynn was insured for $30,000—the maximum the law allowed, based on the $120,000 policy Steve had on his own life. At the bottom of the application, under Remarks, Mayberry wrote: QUICK ISSUE. A month later Vickie was dead. The day after her death, Van Der Sluys called Mayberry. “Chuck, I have a problem,” he said.

When Nanette Pyrek wrote to Van Der Sluys in mid-February to say the insurance company was working on his claim, she did not mention that its “customary investigation” was in this instance not so customary, and that it had been going on for more than a month. A few days after Vickie died, claims investigator Dick McCormack called Coroner Frank Kearney, who told him about Dr. Paston’s autopsy findings. McCormack called Paston. The final report wasn’t finished, the pathologist told him, but, as McCormack later wrote in his file, “There was nothing on the deceased to indicate any foul play or cruel treatment on the part of the parents. To his knowledge this was a natural death due to a crib death.”

McCormack tracked down the records from Vickie’s two uneventful visits to Albany Medical Center. On the back of one of the forms, he found a notation about the deaths of her two siblings. He called Paston back.

“Were you aware of this?” he asked. The pathologist, getting the investigator’s drift, said he had heard about it subsequent to the autopsy, but it didn’t change anything. “He stated that even though there had been two previous infant deaths, there was the possibility that a crib death is a hereditary illness in a family,” McCormack wrote in his log. “He stated this is being fully researched.” Paston directed McCormack to a Dr. Susan Standfast, who ran a Sudden Infant Death Syndrome unit at the State Health Department in Albany. According to Paston, she was in charge of investigating all crib deaths in the state. Nanette Pyrek authorized three more hours of investigative time.

When McCormack reached Standfast, she told him he had it all wrong: The state didn’t run investigations, at least not the kind he was interested in. She was doing scientific research on risk factors for SIDS. She was interested in the Van Der Sluys case, and had asked Paston for information from the autopsy because she wanted to explore the “very remote possibility” that two crib deaths could occur in one family. “Therefore,” McCormack wrote in his report, missing the nuance of her implication, “she could add nothing.” In Albany, Nanette Pyrek began processing the paperwork on the Van Der Sluys claim.

Paston’s ruling was also a case-killer in the eyes of Harvey LaBar’s boss, a man who liked to play the percentages and had a particular distaste for wildgoose chases. By early February, he was ready to cut LaBar off the Van Der Sluys case. How could you pursue a homicide investigation, he felt, when you have the county pathologist saying it’s a natural death? But he saw that LaBar had put a good deal of time into the case and agreed to let him stay with it a little while longer.

In his office LaBar had a book that a retired county coroner had left him. It was a classic volume by Milton Helpern, the New York City medical examiner in the 1950s and 1960s, the man widely credited with popularizing modern forensic pathology. LaBar looked up the section on Sudden Infant Death Syndrome and learned Rule Number One about crib death: From the pathologist’s point of view, it was indistinguishable from homicide. You could call the smothering of a baby one of those perfect crimes because it looked the same as SIDS at autopsy, which is to say it looked like nothing. In that regard, Paston’s finding was technically correct. If Van Der Sluys had smothered Vickie, the last person to be able to confirm it would be a pathologist.

LaBar began casting about for someone who knew something about SIDS and ended up in Susan Standfast’s office in Albany. She had first encountered the Van Der Sluys family, Standfast told LaBar, after Heather’s death in Syracuse two years before. The Onondaga County medical examiner, like his counterparts in nineteen other upstate counties, was cooperating with a study of SIDS she was conducting with a federal grant. Following the protocols, Dr. Hilfinger had sent her slides of tissue sections and other autopsy material on Heather. Now she had Heather’s sister, which raised all kinds of interesting questions. The important thing to know, Standfast told LaBar, was that contrary to what some people seemed to think, SIDS was not hereditary. Further, she pointed out, Vickie was much older than the typical SIDS victim.

“What are the probabilities of two or three children dying like this in the same family?” LaBar asked Standfast.

“Astronomical,” she said.

Would she put this in writing? No, she said. Her field was medical research, not odds-making.

What McCormack and LaBar’s cursory medical inquiries suggested was that Paston was not especially sensitive to the subtleties of what medical examiners like Milton Helpern called infanticide. Perhaps it was that although Paston was a perfectly competent hospital pathologist, he was not a forensic pathologist: He was not inclined, by training and practice, to probe for evidence of crime that was not plainly visible at autopsy. As he told both LaBar and McCormack, he had spent several hours carefully examining every inch of this child and had found nothing amiss. LaBar knew that it would have been out of character for Paston to do something so bold as to include the two previous deaths or any other circumstances in his diagnosis or to ask a lot of questions. Under Paston’s interpretation of the coroner system, he had only one job and that was to examine the body on the table. The rest was for the police.

LaBar turned his attentions back to Van Der Sluys. It occurred to him that what he had here, basically, was an insurance thief. In the Mechanicville police files he found a burglary report in which Van Der Sluys had claimed that thousands of dollars’ worth of stereo equipment and other possessions had been stolen. The police found everything in a garage behind his apartment, but for unclear reasons they didn’t arrest him. “He seldom works but always seems to have money,” LaBar wrote in his file. “On public assistance, workmen’s compensation, claimed several disabilities as results of auto accidents and on-job injuries. He has made at least two fraudulent burglary insurance claims.” This is the kind of guy, LaBar observed, who buys a disability policy, then—what a coincidence—has an accident a month later.

In March, LaBar noticed that Van Der Sluys had a new car. In fact, it was hard to miss this particular car on the streets of Mechanicville. It was another Trans Am—not just an off-the-floor model but the silver-and-gray Limited, featuring a leather interior, a T-roof, a $15,000 sticker price, and the assurance of General Motors that it was one of only fifteen hundred of its kind. Jane had wanted to save the $30,000 payment from Massachusetts Mutual, but Steve thought he had won the lottery. He proceeded to consume conspicuously. His new Hickey-Freeman suit, a belt with an onyx buckle, and two coats he bought for Jane—one leather, one rabbit—pleased him particularly. He was, however, most openly thrilled about the Trans Am, prompting Jane to scold finally, “You shouldn’t be so happy.”

Had he known she’d said even that, LaBar would have been surprised. He considered Jane Van Der Sluys an enigma. Did she know what was going on? Could she be as naïve as she seemed? LaBar concluded that she was just a very submissive, amazingly trusting wife, a young woman who seemed to have grown up in a house where the man was boss. It was also true that as a devoutly religious person, and as her parents’ daughter, she, like them, valued the marriage commitment above most worldly things. She could overlook a lot.

In April, LaBar and his senior investigator, Bob Bryan, went to Ballston Spa, the Saratoga county seat, to brief District Attorney David Wait on the Van Der Sluys case. Their ultimate goal was to persuade the prosecutor to open a grand jury investigation. LaBar had done the spadework; now he needed the legal backing for a deeper look.

“So,” said Wait, “what do you need?”

“Well,” said LaBar, “we’d like to exhume the body.” Wait grimaced. He wasn’t going down that road, not now, anyway. How about subpoenaing the life insurance records? LaBar had a pretty good idea where the money for the Trans Am came from, but a canvass of local life insurance brokers had failed to turn up anyone willing to look through his files without a court order. He had no idea Jack Paston had had several conversations with an investigator for Massachusetts Mutual. Wait agreed it all sounded suspicious. But no, he wouldn’t give them the subpoena. For one thing, whom would he subpoena? Get back to me, the D.A. told the detectives, when you have something more.

What that might be, short of an eyewitness or a confession, LaBar had no clue. He and Bryan decided the time had come to knock on Van Der Sluys’s door. They would ask him to come down to the station, and of course he’d say sure; they’d sit him down, do their good cop—bad cop routine. At 6 feet 3 inches, 230 pounds, with a voice that could explode without notice and a fondness for picking up his old Underwood typewriter with one hand and slamming it down on the big wooden interrogation table, LaBar was the bad cop.

They drove over to Park Avenue, climbed the stairs of the old Sibley house to the third floor, and rapped on the Van Der Sluyses’ door. The apartment was empty. LaBar called the landlord. Van Der Sluys? They moved out. No forwarding address. LaBar called Jim Bowers. No, he didn’t know where they were. Jane said they were heading south for a while.
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Frank Budzielek had been hoping something would break in Mechanicville, which he referred to as “up north,” even though it was due east of Syracuse. Kept at bay by his captain, refused permission to cross county lines, he’d had no reason to consult a map. From Syracuse he’d watched and waited for Harvey LaBar to make a case in Saratoga. When he heard from LaBar that Van Der Sluys was gone, he was not particularly troubled. He’ll be back, Budzielek thought. They always come back.

It wasn’t a reason to quit. He kept gathering scraps. Occasionally, something—a newspaper article about SIDS, or maybe just a mental itch—would reactivate his interest in the Van Der Sluys case. Every once in a while, he’d call and try some new approach with Dr. Hilfinger, the medical examiner who’d signed off on SIDS as Heather’s cause of death. Hilfinger said he was sorry; he’d done the autopsy and nothing was going to change the findings. Budzielek began focusing on personal finances. From a friend, an ex-FBI man who did a lot of private insurance investigation, he learned that Van Der Sluys had collected insurance on all three of his children’s deaths. Still, this was unofficial intelligence, not legally subpoenaed evidence. And even if this was a major discovery, there was still a slew of open questions. For instance: Where was Stephen Van Der Sluys?

In Mechanicville, Harvey LaBar would sit down at the computer every once in a while, log into the Department of Motor Vehicles, and punch in:


VAN DER SLUYS, STEPHEN
DOB 10/22/51



The first few times, 411 PARK AVE MECHANICVILLE NY came on the screen. After a while, LICENSE EXPIRED came up. But the computer checks became a part of his work routine. Maybe, eventually, Van Der Sluys would show up back in New York and get himself a new driver’s license. On August 11, 1981, more than two years after he’d knocked on the door of the empty apartment on Park Avenue, LaBar logged on. He hadn’t tried in a while. VAN DER SLUYS, STEPHEN, he typed. The computer answered: 6174 SILVER BIRCH ROAD VICTOR NY.

LaBar checked his map and found Victor in Ontario County, way over near Rochester, the other side of the state. He called the state police station in Canandaigua, a lakefront town a few miles from Victor and the headquarters of Troop E. An investigator named Bill Morshimer answered in the BCI office, and LaBar filled him in. Morshimer said he’d poke around. When he did, he learned something that worried LaBar: Jane Van Der Sluys had given birth to her fourth child that April, shortly after she and her husband had returned to New York. Morshimer went down to the Victor rescue squad and put a notice up on the bulletin board: The state police were to be informed immediately if a baby-in-distress call came from 6174 Silver Birch Road.

Soon after Vickie’s death, Steve and Jane had moved to Oklahoma. Steve had decided he was tired of Mechanicville. He was tired of Jane’s family. Jane had to admit, so was she. They needed a fresh start, and Steve had a plan. He would enroll in the Tulsa Welding School, where he would learn a special kind of aluminum welding. Then they’d head back north and he’d start a welding business with a friend from Rochester.

Shane Van Der Sluys was conceived in the swelter of a Tulsa summer, and in the months before his birth the following spring in a hospital on the edge of Lake Ontario, his mother began taking steps to ensure there would be no more ambulances and autopsies. For one thing, there would be no money on the life of their next child. It was not that Jane suspected Steve. Rather, she had reduced any possible cause-and-effect to superstition. She did not want to tempt fate with Shane’s life and told Steve: No more insurance policies.

What she wanted was a baby monitor, the kind the doctors in Syracuse wouldn’t send home with Heather after the frightening episode the week before her death. Sometime before Shane’s birth, Jane called the local chapter of the National Sudden Infant Death Syndrome Foundation. The woman who answered directed her to a pediatric respiratory specialist at the best hospital in Rochester, Strong Memorial.

As he sat before this couple and listened to their tragic tale, Dr. John Brooks did not betray that he thought there was something askew. There seemed to be no medical pattern to the deaths of their three children. The second death sounded like a standard SIDS case, complete with the “near-miss,” as such frightening episodes had come to be known, only days before she died. But the third one seemed too old, and the first was ostensibly a freak accident. There was also something a little strange about this couple, Brooks thought, the husband especially. He seemed a little jumpy, at times even hostile.

“Has this ever happened before?” Van Der Sluys asked the doctor. “Three in one family? Has that happened to other people?” Brooks said that it was rare but not unheard of.

“So it has happened.”

“Yes,” Brooks said. “It has happened.” He would later recall wondering if a genetic metabolic problem had caused the deaths of the earlier children. On a gut level, he hoped this was the case.

Brooks concluded that the best course was to look forward, not back. The ambiguity of the case led him to a thought. His department was conducting research on the brain stems of newborns. It was related to the current leading theory of SIDS, which held that some babies had a subtle physiologic abnormality that caused them to stop breathing during sleep—apnea, it was called—and never start up again. Some people thought this anomaly could run in families, and many regarded “near-misses” as a warning sign. The theory had led
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