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Foreword by Marilyn Bardsley

NIGHTCRAWLER is a story you’ll never forget. It is about a psychopathic killer who lives with his shockingly dysfunctional parents, both of whom have respectable careers, in a house so choked with trash that the powerful odor of human decomposition goes unnoticed. It is also a fascinating portrait of a killer who thinks of himself as a nice guy, someone who is convinced his homicidal anger is justified because his victims cheated him by not fully satisfying his sexual needs.

Former Detective Mark Gado’s 29 years with the City of New Rochelle Police Department in New York and two years as a federal agent on a Drug Enforcement Administration task force gives him a perspective on murder that few other true crime writers have. He leads you into the depths of a two-year investigation as women went missing without a trace and then into a bleak and horrifying crime scene. Gado is an excellent storyteller, bringing together the details of brutal murder, a frustrated community, and the police investigators who had the thankless job to uncover the fate of the missing women.

Gado’s first book, Killer Priest, the true story of the only Catholic priest in American history to be executed for murder, was published by Praeger in March 2006. His second book, Death Row Women: Murder, Justice, and the New York Press, was published by Praeger in November 2007. His 2011 short true crime eBook MOM: THE KILLER is a Kindle bestseller.

As a writer for more than 20 years, Gado has created works that have appeared on numerous websites and in many publications, including Time Warner’s truTV Crime Library. Like many of his law-enforcement colleagues, Gado joined the rescue effort at Ground Zero immediately after September 11. He is also a U.S. Army combat veteran of Vietnam, 1967-1968.


Chapter 1: The Kill

“What sort of person can quietly live with the knowledge that decomposing bodies lie under the floorboards of his house?”

—Eric W. Hickey in Serial Murderers and Their Victims

When a murderer outweighs his victim by 200 pounds, it doesn’t take much effort to kill. He was 6 feet 4 inches, a big man by any standard; there could be no doubt about that. Each of his hands was the size of a catcher’s mitt and his head was as massive as a grizzly bear. His weight fluctuated 20 or 30 pounds either way for no reason that he could ascertain. However, when a man tips the scales at 300, a few pounds more or less doesn’t really make a difference. He never cared about his weight or his appearance, which was most often unkempt and rather slovenly. In fact, he never cared much about anything except sex. It was just the way he was.

He had seen the woman before walking alone in the downtown area because it was where he usually went to find a hooker. He had become very familiar with the collection of women who gathered there and was attracted to one slightly built, pretty woman who had not yet destroyed her body and looks with drugs like the others. She was in her early twenties, and although she had already been arrested for prostitution, she didn’t work every night like some women who needed to make as much as possible to feed their cursed addiction and still have some cash left over to actually live. Barely 100 pounds and only 5 feet 3 inches, the woman looked like a teenager. She knew the big man because she had seen him cruising down the street in the past looking for women. For that reason, she agreed to go to his house for sex, which was a peculiar arrangement because most customers wanted sex in their car. They would usually park in an isolated spot in the municipal garage, drive down by the river or hide behind the Great Western hotel, where there were lots of trees to deter unwanted eyes.

The garbage inside his house was everywhere. It wasn’t just that it blocked her way; it was the sheer quantity of it. In some places it was 2 feet deep, crammed under the beds, tables and chairs. It consisted of soiled clothes, empty bottles and cans, broken furniture, newspapers, pizza boxes, shoes, car parts, broken televisions, car radios and remnants of forgotten meals. The smell was revolting, overpowering and a testament to the ability of people to become accustomed to anything. Everyone—including the mailman, pedestrians, school kids and utility workers—who came close to this house noticed the awful odor that permeated the air like a thick fog.

She could have gagged but the promise of money and her need for the high of narcotics drove her onward. It might have provided her with a kind of false courage and a sense of resignation to do what she had to do. In his room, there was barely enough space to navigate to the bed. The big man took her hand and guided her to the mattress, which was covered with soiled clothes and leftover fast food.

“Here?” she asked.

“Yeah, here,” the man barked.

“Strip,” he said.

“Money first,” she said. Her response triggered an immediate rage inside him. He was easily agitated and quick to become violent, but also careful not to let people see that side of him—at least no one that he let live.

“Take off your clothes!” he demanded.

His eyes narrowed and his jaw muscles clenched. The woman, accustomed to a rip-off, would have been determined not to get beat out of cash again. Some guys just wanted sex and then later simply refused to pay. They knew a hooker wasn’t about to report it to the police. This woman wasn’t afraid to stand her ground; she wanted her money.

“No way,” she said. “Not until I see some goddamn cash!”

“You fucking bitch!” he shouted.

With one swipe of his right arm, he grabbed the collar of her flimsy blouse and ripped it from her body. Her bra went with it. Quicker than she might have believed possible, his monstrous hands were around her throat. She fell backwards onto the bed where her head pressed into a Kentucky Fried Chicken take-out tray. The big man collapsed on top of her and she felt his massive size for the first time. He was impossible to budge; he was like a sack of concrete. She may have instinctively grabbed his wrists to try to pull his hands off her throat as his thumbs embedded deep into her neck, cutting off her breath. Her eyes may have bulged out of their sockets and her lungs probably strained for air, but she most likely could not have screamed. He pressed harder while she kicked and writhed under him like a trapped animal.

“Bitch!” he whispered while he let his full weight, almost three times as much as hers, pressed down onto her body. She would have tried to yell for help, but it would not have done much good. Her body convulsed as she began to lose consciousness. As the big man saw her fading, he choked her even harder, pressing his fingers deeper into her neck. He knew that he had to be quiet because just one floor below his bedroom, his mother, father and sister were watching television.

Within a minute, he saw her brown eyes roll back into her head and felt her tiny body go limp. He knew better than to stop. He held his hands on her throat like a vise for several minutes until he was sure. When he finally eased up, he slapped her face gently to see if there was a reaction. He touched her cheek with his forefinger and moved her head back and forth like a rag doll. There was nothing. Through the closed door, he could hear the faint sounds of the TV downstairs. There was no way he could get the body to the car without his parents seeing him.

He picked up the woman, removed the rest of her clothes and threw the items into a corner with the rest of the trash. He was able to carry her with one arm around her waist. He took her into his bathroom and laid her gently into the bathtub. Turning on both the hot and cold faucets, he flipped her onto her stomach and submerged her face into the water. He held it there for several minutes until he was sure she was dead. After draining the tub, he rinsed off the body and dried it with one of his T-shirts. Holding her up with just one hand, he slipped a large black plastic bag over her body. One was not enough to cover her, so he used several more, until she was completely wrapped much like a bag of trash.

He tossed the bundle over his shoulder and carried her up the staircase into the attic, where a light bulb that dangled from a single wire provided a dim light. The big man crawled into the confined space, which was barely 4 feet high, dragging the lifeless body behind him. When he reached the furthest portion of the attic, he pulled the carcass in front of him and then positioned it with his feet into a dark corner of the room. From only a few inches away, it could barely be seen. Just to be sure, he took one last look before he turned off the light. He couldn’t see it at all. In his mind, he felt he had done a good job.

And there was lots of room up there, too.
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Chapter 2: Vanished

“If one person disappears, it could be anything. If two disappear in the same circle of friends, there is surely something wrong. If three vanish, then it almost has to be homicide.”

—City of Poughkeepsie Police Lt. William Siegrist

Wendy Meyers led a troubled life. She had been arrested on several occasions and had an ongoing drug addiction that she had tried to kick several times. Though Wendy had been born in nearby Westchester County, fate had taken her to the City of Poughkeepsie, New York, where she took to working the streets to make money for drugs and to support her only son who lived down South with his father. Wendy was a slightly built woman who stood just over 5 feet tall. She had long brunette hair and an attractive, symmetrical face, which did not reveal her true age. In 1996, the year that she went missing, she was 30 years old and trying to get back into rehab.

Wendy lived on the opposite side of the Hudson River in a run-down motel located in the small and picturesque town of Highland. The room was clean, manageable, and, most importantly, it was cheap. She lived there with her boyfriend, who reported her missing to the local police after two days had passed without her coming home or calling on the phone. At first, police suspected that he had something to do with Wendy’s disappearance, but a brief investigation indicated that he was not involved at all.
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City of Poughkeepsie
Photo Courtesy of Tom Martin

On the day she disappeared, Wendy left the motel, said goodbye to her boyfriend and caught a ride to the city, which is less than a 20-minute drive from Highland. Investigators later presumed that her destination was the downtown area, where she was known to hang around with a group of prostitutes who chose the area of Cannon Street as their work venue. Patrol officers were well aware of the problem and made frequent passes along Main Street and down Market Street, where the famous Bardovan Theater was located, and through the many parking lots that serve the city’s business center. Despite their efforts, however, the prostitutes, along with a violent and persistent drug trade, resisted any police measures to stop it. Though she never intended for it to happen and her hopes and dreams certainly never included such a scenario, Wendy Meyers became immersed in that culture.

A routine report of an adult gone missing usually does not inspire great interest among investigators. They know the overwhelming majority of such cases are eventually resolved when the subject shows up at home or calls relatives to tell them that everything is okay. Most times, a person disappears following an argument with a family member or a spouse, and returns home after a cool-down period. It is not unusual for police to file away cases of this nature “until further information is developed.” Wendy never returned to the motel, did not call her family and was never heard from again.

Less than two months after the disappearance of Wendy Meyers, another woman went missing. Gina Barone, 29, was frequently observed by patrol officers in the city’s hub where drug activity was at its highest and many known criminals congregated. Like Wendy, Gina was slightly built, 5 feet 1 inch and only 100 pounds, with brown hair and one child at home. In late November 1996, she was seen arguing with her boyfriend on a downtown street. They separated that same day and Gina was never seen again. By early December, her mother became worried enough to report her missing to the police department. After the police interviewed her boyfriend and were satisfied that he had done no harm to Gina, there were no other leads to follow. “She came from a good family and a good background,” said one police detective. “But she had her problems. After she missed her own birthday with her family, they became very concerned and reported her missing.”

In January 1997, another woman vanished off the downtown streets. Kathleen Hurley, 47, left her apartment one morning and never came back. A few days later, after her family did not hear from her, her brother reported her missing. He described her as 5 feet 6 inches tall and 130 pounds. Very little was known about Kathleen’s last few days and investigators were unable to determine any reason why she should leave so abruptly and without contacting her family. Detectives investigated the disappearances, but were unable to locate the women. They simply seemed to vanish without a trace.
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“It was a real mystery,” said Lt. William Siegrist of the City of Poughkeepsie Police Department. “Like the other girls who went missing, Kathleen had the same body type and appearance. It had to be more than a coincidence.” Siegrist, promoted to Chief of Detectives in 1997, was responsible for the investigation of missing persons reports, homicides, robberies and all other major crimes in the city. A quiet, unassuming man with an encyclopedic knowledge of the city and its people, Siegrist came up through the ranks of the police department, working as a crime scene technician, detective sergeant, Chief of Patrol and finally Detective Lieutenant.

Poughkeepsie is a small city where everyone tends to know almost everyone else. They go to the same schools, sometimes work for the same employers, and see each other frequently in bars, stores and restaurants. “I knew Wendy and Gina because our paths had crossed before,” Siegrist said recently. It was not unusual for cops to know the people they arrest personally. In fact, for many of the cops who were born and raised in the city, it is somewhat inevitable.

On March 7, 1997, Marquerite Marsh reported her daughter Catherine missing. Mrs. Marsh told police she hadn’t seen or heard from her daughter since November when they spoke on the phone. Catherine was born in upstate New York, attended the State University of New York, and had two children. She had an ongoing drug problem, which became severe at times, though she had entered rehab in efforts to fight her addiction. The missing persons report describes her as 5 feet 4 inches tall and 105 pounds, with brown eyes and brown hair. Mrs. Marsh said Catherine was staying with friends somewhere in the downtown section of Poughkeepsie. Police efforts to find the women intensified after Catherine’s disappearance. Slowly, the community began to hear rumors about missing women that no one could find.

By April, the local press had finally latched onto the story. The Poughkeepsie Beat, a small newspaper in Dutchess County, published a story with the headline “Four Women Missing.” The article detailed how the police were investigating the incidents and the problems in finding them. “A detective runs down a lot of dead ends in a case,” Siegrist said to the press. “In this case there’s been one dead end after another.” Despite the obstacles, police were already investigating the disappearances with the suspicion that homicide was a possibility. Siegrist called for a meeting with other local police departments to discuss and share information. Siegrist decided that the case should be publicized as much as possible in order to generate new leads. The New York State Police and the FBI also joined in the investigation. Helicopters searched river and forest areas around the city for bodies, while specially trained cadaver dogs patrolled remote locations for human remains.

Detectives interviewed known prostitutes for any pertinent information. Customers who treated hookers violently were considered prime suspects, and detectives developed several names. Each suspect had to be investigated and either eliminated as a possibility or become a person of interest. Police kept several suspects under surveillance for short periods to monitor their activities. Nothing seemed to work. False sightings of the missing women further complicated their efforts. Each event had to be verified, and each one turned out to be false. “It’s very difficult tracking down these women,” one detective told the press. “They don’t have jobs or known addresses. Two of the women don’t communicate with their families on a regular basis and they don’t have grass roots in the community.”

Where were they? What happened to them? And why?
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Chapter 3: Hookers

“They can be left alone and used when needed.”

—Jonathan Rubinstein in City Police

Hookers live chaotic lives. They sleep all day, eat meals when they have food in front of them and work during the night like vampires. Walking through darkened streets, sometimes in the worst section of town, they offer themselves to customers who sometimes rob, abuse, and even kill them. Prostitutes usually have long rap sheets, and it is not uncommon for a working girl to have dozens of arrests in a short period of time. The crime of prostitution in most jurisdictions is only a misdemeanor and the most common jail sentence is “time served,” the period she already spent in jail when she appeared in court for a plea. Most are addicted to illegal drugs like heroin or crack. They will eventually wind up in a hospital or clinic suffering from the effects of an overdose or advanced illness from an STD such as syphilis or gonorrhea. If their drug of choice is meth, their teeth are rotted and their mouths are infected with sores and lesions. Older prostitutes will also have previous stab wounds, broken bones and other assorted injuries associated with abusive “johns.” The health hazards of being a street hooker are many, and more often than not, fatal. It is a very dangerous business.
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Prostitutes Negotiating
Photo by Kay Chernush, U.S. State Dept.

In a sense, police tolerate prostitutes, not only because they occasionally provide vital information about other crimes, but also because they share the same workplace as the street cop. “If they misbehave or commit crimes on the street, the cops are obliged to take action,” writes Jonathan Rubinstein in City Police, “but as long as their behavior on the street gives no cause for indignation they can be left alone and used when needed.” The patrol officer will arrest a hooker, of course, but it has to be because of a complaint or a direct violation that is committed in the presence of the officer, which he or she cannot ignore. Cops will rarely go out of their way to arrest a prostitute. In their eyes, prostitution is not seen as a “serious” crime, like robbery or burglary, which usually, but not always, involves an innocent victim. Police generally arrest hookers in “sweep”-type operations, which occur periodically when public pressures force the department to do something about the problem. These mass arrests usually happen in front of video cameras and with the cooperation of the local press who somehow always know when and where they take place.

Contrary to public perceptions, however, prostitutes do not hate the police, despite the fact that they are sometimes arrested. They see the police as a necessary part of their lives and won’t hesitate to use them for protection from violent customers or rip-offs, which are common in their work. Prostitutes also gather and save criminal information that they know they can offer as a “get out of jail free” card when the situation arises. They know that a robbery collar is worth more than a hooker arrest, which the average cop sees as trivial and time-consuming. Many prostitutes know patrol officers by their first names; they know which ones they can trust and which ones they can’t. They will flirt with cops, talk with them freely and even brag about their police relationships with other hookers. The higher the rank of the police friend, the higher status the hooker has amongst her friends. That’s because a captain can get a prostitute out of jail faster than a patrol officer and they know it.

The first thing a hooker will do when arrested is ask if her friendly neighborhood cop is on duty. She knows that fresh information on a crime or a wanted suspect will buy her freedom. This uneasy alliance between police and prostitutes is one of the many unspoken rules in the world of the street. The code is used by both sides to help each other and, at the same time, maintain a sense of order that, for the most part, is controlled by the cop. “Since the police control the street,” Rubinstein writes, “those who use it regularly must accept their relationships with policemen as they develop.”

Patrol officers who work the same sector night after night come to know and even expect to see certain people on their beat in the same location at the same time. A shopkeeper will close his store at the same time each night; a cab driver will cruise the same street, and teenagers will hang around the same corner. Hookers will work exactly the same location week after week, month after month, until something dramatic happens to change it. The habit is hard to break. Prostitutes feel comfortable in certain locations for a variety of reasons. It may be close to home, near a favorite coffee shop, provide a clear view of approaching police or have easy access to a hidden location for quick sex. So when a prostitute suddenly vanishes from her spot and does not return, a cop may notice, even when no one else does.

One of the leads that surfaced during street interviews was the story of a man who had a history of mistreating women and had assaulted a hooker during a “trick.” The year before, a prostitute agreed to go to the suspect’s house for sex, and when the man didn’t have enough money, she attempted to leave. The police report stated, “he grabbed her arm and had a knife… she refused to sign a complaint against male. Male refused to cooperate with investigation.” No arrest was ever made. The suspect was an African-American who worked locally in one of the public schools and was well-known in the downtown area for cruising through the streets at night. He was also an Army veteran and a college student, a large man, over 6 feet 4 inches and 300 pounds. His name was Kendall Francois.
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Chapter 4: Kendall

“When all aspects of the killing are completed and the perpetrator has had his catharsis, he immediately feels a perverse sense of justification.”

—Robert Keppel, PhD, in Signature Killers

Poughkeepsie is a community of approximately 25,000 people located 70 miles north of New York City and 70 miles south of Albany. It sits virtually on the banks of the Hudson River, where boats of every size and description sail by each day until the river freezes over during the winter months. Poughkeepsie is a city with a collective inferiority complex that may have originated from living in the shadow of two much more significant cities: Albany and New York. In a historic residential section on the south side, century-old Victorian mansions recall a better age. Just a few blocks north, in a decaying downtown area, hookers, drug dealers, and other bad elements have taken control.
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Poughkeepsie, NY
Photo by Dough Kerr

Kendall Francois was born in Poughkeepsie on July 26, 1971, the son of McKinley and Paulette Francois. McKinley worked in a nearby factory and Paulette was a nurse in a psychiatric hospital. Kendall Francois also has two sisters, Kierstyn and Raquelle and one younger brother, Aubrey, who did not live in the same home. As a boy, Francois was not much of a student at school. He was a low achiever and an average learner who made some friends within his circle, despite his obvious weight problem and the persistent taunting from classmates. “He was the kind of kid, whenever he did speak up, the other kids made fun of him,” one friend later said. “Most of the time, he just wouldn’t bother with those kids.” By the time he reached high school at age 14, Francois was taller and bigger than any of the other students. He was 6 feet 3 inches tall and weighed over 250 pounds. “He had a weight problem and was very self-conscious,” one neighbor later told reporters. “The kids would yell out to him, ‘How now, brown cow!’ and he used to get upset” (Fisher-Hertz). Because constant teasing forced the young boy to withdraw into himself, he was perceived as a loner by the others. Probably during this time, Francois began to develop feelings of shame and insecurity, which were likely related to his persistent weight issues.
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Kendall Francois
High School yearbook

His mother, Paulette, once said that although Francois had no psychological issues that she knew of, he was a “mama’s boy.” She described him as a homebody and a person who would rather stay cooped up in his room playing video games and watching wrestling matches than be out with friends or girls. She said that Francois was a laid-back sort of man who didn’t let much bother him. When she compared him to his younger brother, Aubrey, it was very obvious that Francois was not the same. Aubrey was a “go-getter,” in his mother’s words, and showed lots of ambition, while Kendall Francois stood in the shadows in awe of his younger sibling.

With his intimidating appearance, Francois won a spot on the wrestling and the football teams at Arlington High School during his first year. He became a formidable presence on the football field though his personal accomplishments were few. His years at the school were unremarkable, with much smaller and faster athletes surpassing him in every category. Probably due to his massive size, the teasing had stopped. No one would dare insult Francois to his face because no one wanted to provoke his anger.

A few years after graduation, Francois enlisted in the U.S. Army. He completed basic training at Fort Sill in Oklahoma, the first time he had left New York State, and was later assigned to a base in Hawaii where he repaired and maintained two-way radios. He seemed happy in the Army. It provided some structure in his life and a sense of purpose, which he had never experienced before. His Army years ended badly when, because of his weight problem, he was asked to leave the service. “I was supposed to weigh 204 pounds and I never did,” he said. “So I had to get measured for body fat count and one month, the third month I was there, I didn’t make it. But I made it every other time but that one month I got flagged” (Boyko). It must have been another psychic wound inflicted on Francois in a long series of insults that always seemed to focus on his physical appearance.

In 1992, he received an honorable discharge and was back home in Poughkeepsie. He enrolled in the local community college, where he was considered an average student. “He participated in class,” said one instructor, “had a good relationship with me and the other students and seemed to really get something out of class” (Fisher-Hertz). Over the three years he attended the college, he had a 2.97 G.P.A and hoped to be a teacher one day. In the meantime, he bounced around several different jobs, all in or near his hometown. Francois earned very little money, but because he lived in an upstairs bedroom in a house owned by his parents, he didn’t need much.

The Francois home was a two story wooden-frame structure that was typical of all the other homes on the quiet residential street. It was a few minutes walk from prestigious Vassar College, a learning institution that has a reputation of academic elitism. The Francois home was an old house, built some 80 years before, and did not age as well as others in the same neighborhood. It had a rather drab, uninspiring appearance that was not helped by the pale green siding that did nothing to promote its curb appeal. Six broken concrete steps led to a faded aluminum storm door, the entrance point to the home. A sun porch, which contained nine identical windows in a row, was effectively hidden from view by the large amount of vegetation overgrowth in front of the house. On the ground level floor, there was a kitchen, a living room, a bedroom and a bathroom. The second floor, where Kendall Francois lived, consisted of a bathroom and three other small rooms. Above that level was only an attic, which was accessible through a small door located in the hallway.

When Wendy disappeared, Kendall Francois was employed as a hall monitor at Arlington Middle School, located outside the city on busy State Road 44. He patrolled the hallways each day to keep order and directed stray students back to their classes. “He had a clean record,” school superintendent Donald Rothman later told the press, “without incident or anything else.” He was an intimidating presence, towering over everyone in the school, including the teachers, and it usually took only a few words to dispatch a student on his way. Though Francois had a somewhat gentle demeanor and never seemed to get angry, no one would dare defy him. One former student later told the press that Francois was “pretty normal. He hit on the girls a little bit but… he never bothered us.”

Besides his oversize build, students took notice of something else regarding his appearance. It wasn’t only his size that amazed the students; it was also his rather pungent body odor. The man had a smell that could be perceived from even several feet away. Everyone noticed. Teachers remarked about it among themselves, and students joked about it but never in his presence, of course. To do so might provoke his fury, and no one wanted to see Francois angry. The surreptitious jokes continued among students. They laughed about it, made faces when Francois wasn’t looking and even devised a name for him, which they used whenever they spoke of the reclusive hall monitor.

They called him “Stinky.”
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Chapter 5: Missing

“Some killers have said that to take a human life makes them feel like God.”

—Dr. Katherine Ramsland in The Forensic Psychology of Criminal Minds

After months of investigation, police were no closer to solving the mystery of the missing women than they were at the beginning of the year. Detective Karl “Skip” Mannain of the City of Poughkeepsie Police Department was assigned to the case at the beginning, when the fate of the women was totally unknown and no one really knew what to think. Mannain, an ex-Marine born and raised in Poughkeepsie, had many street-level contacts in the city and throughout the county as well. A slim, physically fit veteran of 12 years with the department, he enjoyed being a cop in his hometown and working for Siegrist, whom he knew for many years before he put on the uniform. “Bill is a great cop,” he said recently. “Hard-working, honest, conscientious. You couldn’t ask for a better boss.”

As Mannain delved into the enigma of the missing women, he found little to go on. However, the police could always do something more. They had conducted dozens of foot searches, questioned hundreds of people and systematically went through a list of suspects over and over again. The FBI had been brought into the case and the New York State Police also provided assistance and manpower. Detectives followed up all reports of unidentified female bodies found in the Northeast, and all were eventually eliminated as being connected to the case. The leads continued to pour in over the hot line and investigators tracked down each and every scrap of information. Still, progress was slow.

In September 1997, during interviews with prostitutes, the name of Kendall Francois surfaced again. They told police that he was a frequent customer and was often seen cruising the streets at all hours of the night looking for women. Everyone knew who he was and many of the women had sex with him. On one occasion, police were summoned to Francois’ home when a neighbor reported that he heard a woman screaming for help. When police arrived, they found Francois and a known prostitute, who said that he attacked her. Francois denied it and said that she stole money from him. She did not want to press charges and left the scene. No charges were filed.

Police later decided to ask Francois to come into the police station for an interview. He agreed, and when he was questioned, he told police that he frequently used hookers at his home. “I think I have a sex addiction,” he said. “Sometimes I just ride around and look. I’ve taken some home during the day when my parents aren’t around, too.” He told police about different locations around the city where he had sex with hookers and which ones he preferred. The woman that was screaming at his house, he said, was confused. “She just misunderstood me. I like rough sex.” Police then asked him to take a polygraph test so they could eliminate him as a suspect. Francois refused after explaining that his brother got into trouble once when he took a lie-detector test. He was free to leave.

In October, Dutchess County Social Services reported to the police department that one of their clients, Michelle Eason, failed to show up for a meeting and did not notify their office. When the case worker tried to find Eason, she could not be located and her family did not know where she was. The case worker became concerned for her safety and reported her missing. Eason was described as 5’2” and 115 pounds with brown hair. Unlike the other missing women, Eason was an African American. “When I first learned about Eason,” said Siegrist, “I thought she wasn’t part of the story. But I have mixed feelings about her. I keep changing my mind on whether she was involved in this case or not.”

Only a month later, Thomas Healy showed up at the Poughkeepsie Police Department and reported that he hadn’t heard from his daughter, Mary Giaccone, 29, for months and feared that she was missing. He told police that he last spoke with Mary when she was being held at the Dutchess County Jail in 1996. Healy lived in nearby Beacon, but said his daughter lived somewhere in Poughkeepsie. He described Mary as 5’4” and 110 pounds, brown hair—exactly the same build as the other missing women.

Police immediately inquired around the downtown area and located people who knew Mary. They told investigators she had not been seen since the spring of 1997 and said they had no idea where she could have gone. Police were able to place the date of her last sighting in February. Like the other women, Mary Giaccone had a drug habit that had kept her on the streets and gotten her into trouble. While checking into her disappearance, detectives discovered that Francois still patronized local prostitutes and sometimes got tough with them. Though records indicated that Francois had contacts with the police in the past, there were no recently filed complaints against him. But Lt. Siegrist wasn’t satisfied. He decided to place Francois under surveillance.

For two weeks, rotating shifts of detectives followed Francois from his home to his job at a local school, as he shopped at stores, and when he cruised through city streets. He often drove around aimlessly, but committed no crimes. “One night we tailed him for hours,” said Mannain. “He drove in large circles around downtown. He was careful to use his blinkers when he turned and stopped at all the lights and signs, at first. But slowly, the circles became smaller and smaller until he finally just drove around one block where the hookers worked. He didn’t stop at lights anymore and didn’t use his directionals. No more signaling at all. He almost appeared like he was in a frenzy. Like a feeding frenzy.” Francois didn’t do anything illegal. He simply just drove all over town, stopped to talk to women and then moved on.

“We had to break off after a time and try a different strategy,” said Lt. Siegrist. An extensive background check was conducted on Francois, examining every facet of his life. They retrieved and scrutinized every parking ticket he ever received, every contact with police, and all his Army and school records. There was nothing to indicate that he had killed or kidnapped anyone.
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Chapter 6: Arrest

“I don’t know nothing.”

—Kendall Francois when asked about the missing women

Kendall Francois drove in leisurely circles through the city’s downtown area, by the Civic Center, the Radisson Hotel, around Market Street and back onto the arterial and over to Main Street again. He took the same route he had taken many times before, driving slowly near the curb, where he could eye the women who loitered along the edge of the sidewalks waiting for a potential “john” like him to pull over. He cruised with the windows down, even in cold weather, because he thought he would miss something if he didn’t. As he incessantly ate chocolate candy bars and listened to rap music at the highest volume, Francois made the loop around the city over and over again. After a half-hour of driving, he spotted a woman he had been with before, but had not seen in quite a while. He tried to get her into his car several times, but someone else always beat him to it. On this particular night, he saw her standing alone in front of a deli on Main Street and he immediately pulled to the curb.

“Hey girl!” he called out. “What’s up with you?”

The woman looked over and saw Francois. Her first reaction was to ignore him, but business was slow and she needed cash.

“Hey, K-man!” she replied. “What’s with you? That’s the question.”

Her name was Juliet McMann, a 23-year-old ex-dancer from nearby New Windsor. She had been arrested on several occasions for various offenses and was a known crack addict. Though she had been with Francois before, she did not find him attractive and couldn’t stand his body odor. She steeled herself for the possibility of having sex with him again because she needed the cash. Crack was the overwhelming need in her life, and she, like many of the other women on the street, made a decision a long time ago that she would do anything for it—even have sex with someone like Francois.

They agreed on a price of $40. Juliet got into the car and they drove over to his home, which was less than a five-minute ride from Main Street. As they pulled into the driveway, Juliet noticed that the lights were on in the front room of the house which was where the family watched television. Francois parked the car in the rear of the property. Using the back entrance, they walked up to the second floor and into a bedroom which Francois said was his brother’s old room.

“You got the money?” said McMann.

“Yeah, I got it.”

Francois reached into his pocket and handed her two $20 bills. Juliet stripped and got onto the bed. Francois, without saying a word, purposefully worked his hands onto Juliet’s throat and began to choke her. She grabbed his hands and tried to push them off, but was shocked at his strength. She kicked him with her knees and pushed as hard as she could while Francois pressed even harder. This woman was tough; she realized that she had to win, or die. She grabbed both his hands and yanked with all her power. His hands slipped off just enough so that she could slide underneath him and fall off the bed.

“What are you doing, Kendall?” She was crying and scared. As she spoke, she kept her presence of mind and quickly got dressed.

“I… I don’t know,” he stammered and seemed to be in some sort of daze. “I don’t know what happened to me.”

“Why don’t you just take me home?” she said. “We’ll do it some other time. You can have your money back, too.” She struggled to keep her composure and not panic. The last thing she wanted was for him to attack her again. She knew she couldn’t get away from him twice.

They walked down the steps together and got back into his white Toyota. Francois drove back to where he had picked her up and let her out of the car.

“Take care, girl,” he said, as if nothing had happened.

“Yeah, you too, Kendall,” Juliet replied.

She was terrified. As soon as he drove away, she broke down into tears and told her friends what happened. One friend called the police, and soon, a detective tracked down McMann and persuaded her to file a complaint against Francois. When Siegrist heard about the assault, he realized that it could be the basis for a search warrant of the Francois home. But Juliet was not totally convinced that she should follow through with a complaint. She was afraid of what her friends in the street would think and fearful that Francois would take some sort of revenge.

“She was very indecisive,” Siegrist said. “I tried my best to convince her. So did my detectives. She left the police station that night without signing the statement and there was nothing we could do about it.” In reality, without a signed complaint, it was much more difficult to take any official action. But the situation was not hopeless. The police could still investigate, even if there was no arrest.

Detectives soon located Francois near his home and asked him to come in for an interview regarding the alleged assault. Siegrist described him as cooperative and friendly. “No problem, Lieutenant,” Francois said when he was asked to drive over to the police department. Detective Mannain told Francois that Juliet said he pulled a knife on her. Francois denied it and said it was only a nail clipper that he displayed. Mannain then asked if they could go to his house to retrieve the nail clipper, which would prove she was lying. Francois agreed, and police accompanied him to the Fulton Avenue home.

“When we got there, we entered through the back door near the driveway,” said Mannain. “He only wanted me to go in and no one else. I was trying to build a friendship with him. I felt he kind of liked me a little. I tried the friendly approach at first. When I walked into the home, I couldn’t believe what I saw. It was truly a horror. In the kitchen was a 55-gallon drum that is typically used outdoors filled with old garbage. There was trash all over the floors and countertops. The cabinets had no doors and dishes were piled up everywhere in the kitchen. I went into the living room which was disgusting. There were old, soiled clothes everywhere. Francois insisted that I could only go into his bedroom, which was covered in maybe 2 feet of garbage on the floor. I looked around as best I could but there was just filth everywhere.”

As he examined the bedroom, Mannain looked for anything whatsoever that could belong to the missing women, such as clothes, identification, handbags, anything at all. An ex-military man and self-described neatness fanatic, Mannain was repulsed by what he saw. “The truth is, I was appalled by the condition of the house. The water didn’t flow in the bathroom and the sink was filled with trash. I got a brief glimpse into the basement as we were leaving, but all I could see was debris at the bottom of the steps. He grabbed me by my collar and said we couldn’t go down there.” Mannain and Francois left the Fulton Avenue home and drove over to the police department.
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Unlike before, Francois agreed to take a lie-detector test. A certified polygraph operator was notified and Francois, along with police detectives, responded to the State Police barracks nearby. Francois appeared normal and did not seem nervous as he sat down for the examination. “He was calm, nonchalant,” Mannain said. He was asked numerous questions about each of the missing women to which he denied any knowledge.

“Did you have anything at all to do with the disappearance of Wendy Meyers?”

“No,” he said clearly.

“Do you know anything about the missing girls?”

“No,” François said. “Nothing.”

Over and over again, the examiner asked questions about the known details of the women. Each time, Francois said he didn’t know anything. When it was over, Francois passed the test with flying colors. There was no indication of deception. He had apparently told the truth. Once again, he was a free man.

The police, however, were not convinced. For weeks, they tried to find Juliet McMann, who seemed to do everything to avoid them. Almost a month later, they found her and she signed the complaint. By then, it was too late. Though the arrest could still take place, a legal search of the Francois home would not be authorized by the courts. Too much time had passed between the offense and the filing of the complaint. As a result, no judge would sign off on such a warrant.

Francois was quickly located and arrested. He was brought into the police department, charged with misdemeanor assault and released on bail. He had retained a lawyer and made no statements to the police. Several months later, in May 1998, Francois pleaded guilty in town court and was sentenced to time served, which amounted to a total of eight days. He left the court that day, full of himself, smug that he had defeated the police once again and lamented that he was only trying to live his life as best he could.
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Chapter 7: Summertime

“The perpetrator in question is a white male… very structured, very organized individual, with an acute visual sense.”

—A criminal profile offered by the System to Apprehend Lethal Killers (Stalk)

When Francois passed the polygraph test, it was a strategic blow to investigators. Although polygraph exams are not permitted at trial and cannot be used by the prosecution, police sometimes use them as an investigative procedure to strengthen a case against a suspect. Although the primary suspect had been cleared by polygraph, Francois was not totally eliminated. Polygraphs can be manipulated. Guilty suspects have passed these examinations before, and Lt. Siegrist knew it. Francois was not a stupid man. He was an Army veteran, a college student and had been arrested before. He was no stranger to police procedures, nor was he easily intimidated. Police theorized that Francois could be one of those people who could successfully deceive a polygraph test, but they weren’t positive. There was always the chance that he was totally innocent.

Less than a week after taking the polygraph, Francois was back cruising the streets for women. He had met the police face-to-face and conquered the enemy so he probably felt safe once again. The need for sex was dominant in his life and had taken hold of him once again. To him, the compulsion was impossible to resist.

In the summer of 1998, a private organization that specialized in analyzing crimes and the people who commit them contacted the city police department. The group was called System to Apprehend Lethal Killers (STALK). “The Chief of Detectives Frank Adamson in Kings County in the state of Washington, who was in charge of the Green River killings during the 1980s, called me,” said Siegrist. “He said I should try to use STALK as just another tool in the investigation.” Criminal profiling was a relatively unproven law enforcement tool in the 1990s and had limited success, though the public had a different perception. Hollywood films like The Silence of the Lambs had publicized the terrifying reality of serial killers to a wide audience and suddenly criminal profiling seemed to be the answer to identify these special criminals.

The FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit (BSU) in Quantico, Virginia, pioneered the field in the 1970s, when Agents John Douglas and Robert Ressler led the way in this new method of criminal investigation. Using data gathered from hundreds of multiple-death cases across the country, Douglas and Ressler, who firmly believed that human psychology played a role in serial killings, began to experiment with the idea that by examining murder scenes, physical evidence and condition of the victim, they might be able to predict what kind of a person might commit such a crime. Veteran investigators, who had little confidence in psychological theories, initially viewed the work of the BSU with skepticism. Douglas writes, “Much of the FBI at that time, as well as the law enforcement world in general, considered psychology and behavioral science as they applied to criminology to be so much worthless bullshit.”
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Over the years, as the FBI put together a vast database concerning serial killers and analysts became more experienced in their predictions, the idea of criminal profiling and the painstaking work of BSU gained respect among police agencies. A psychological profile, though it was still an inexact science, might be helpful in the investigation, but the bureau was only able to supply a generic profile that was of no practical use. That was because the case was lacking one of the prime components for an accurate profile: a crime scene.

After some debate, STALK assembled a profile on a possible suspect in the case. Representatives responded to Poughkeepsie, where they were given some access to the details of the investigation and escorted around town to assess the environment. “I pointed out several locations where the prostitutes walk, various locations where the prostitutes lived, and showed him how easy it is to get around the city,” said Siegrist, “but I did not supply information that was not publicly released in the newspapers.” A few weeks later, STALK submitted a profile of the possible killer:

The perpetrator in question is a white male, between the ages of 28 to 50 years. He is [a] very structured, very organized individual, with an acute visual sense. His occupation is one that would utilize these particular attributes, such as a computer technician, contractor or landscaper… As a child, this perpetrator was very shy… he may very well have been involved in peeping in windows also… His legal history consists of DWIs and physical or sexual offenses targeted at women. He is a loner who lives by himself or with his mother… he drives obsessively around the particular area where the girls are missing. He very likely drives an extremely clean van or truck.

In early June 1998, another woman disappeared. The family of Sandra French reported her missing after she left her home in Dover, a small town approximately 20 miles from Poughkeepsie, and never returned. Her car was later recovered not far from the downtown area. “Sandra Jean French apparently left her home about 6 AM Thursday to go to work in Pawling,” reported one newspaper. “She was driving her boyfriend’s car that day according to her daughter… but French never showed up for work. And on Monday her daughter found the car her mother had been driving near the Arlington Bar on Main Street.” Sandra, who was a small woman—only 5 feet tall and 120 pounds—had an arrest record, and some of the patrol officers who worked the downtown sector were accustomed to seeing her on the street. She was added to the list of missing woman as number seven.

The investigation dragged on into the summer of 1998. Police had amassed thousands of pages of information on the case. They had background checks on dozens of suspects, including Francois. “He was still on my mind and was still considered a suspect,” said Siegrist. “In fact, he never left the list.” Pressures were building and the public developed a sense that not much was being accomplished in the case. The District Attorney’s Office decided that a special task force, consisting of investigators from three departments, would be formed to focus exclusively on the missing women.

“Too many names on the list,” said an editorial in the Poughkeepsie Journal. “Too many similarities. Too many unanswered questions… The police task force that has been formed should be able to concentrate efforts so these cases don’t continue to be unresolved. For too long families of these women and residents of this area have been left up in the air as police have tried to track down information.”

Although the press reported that police tended to lessen their investigative efforts when the victims were prostitutes, it didn’t seem that way to the detectives who worked the case. Although there was no evidence that the missing women were dead, police had treated the case as if it were a homicide from the very beginning. During the course of the investigation, hundreds of tips poured into the police department. “The amount of information was staggering, and each one, each communication whether it was a phone call, a letter or a conversation in the street, was given a serial number so that we could keep track of progress,” said Siegrist. “It was overwhelming at times.” Rumors intensified that the police were not doing enough because the victims were prostitutes and therefore, not deserving of police protection. “Nothing could be further from the truth,” said Siegrist. “I heard the comments made that we would have done more if the missing were from Vassar College. It just isn’t true. We had no crime scene. No real evidence. Look, what cop wouldn’t want to solve a case like this? What else more could we have done?”
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Though the task force was formed in July, officials waited several weeks to announce it to the public. They needed time to get the team up to speed, gather all the files together at one location, set up computers and establish the parameters of responsibility. It seemed repetitive to some of the investigators because the agencies involved had already been working on the case together from the start, but they also understood that a formal task force would heighten public awareness and perhaps free up additional resources. On August 26, 2003, Dutchess County District Attorney William Grady called for a press conference to make the announcement. “So far as I know,” said Grady, “this task force is the only one of its kind in the country that was created without having any evidence of criminality relating to the disappearance of these women.” He told reporters that the police were committed to finding the missing women and that no stone was being left unturned. A task force would raise the level of the investigation to a higher level and enable detectives to devote all their time and efforts to the case. “To not do anything further would be totally unacceptable to me and to the law enforcement community,” he said.

Even as Grady announced the creation of the task force in his downtown office, another development was taking place at a police department a few miles away. A young man reported that his girlfriend had left their apartment that morning and never returned.

“I knew Catina Newmaster well,” said Detective Mannain. “I talked to her on a Thursday, I believe, and that Sunday, she went missing. We knew Tina for many years. Most of the patrol officers knew she had a drug problem and I had seen her walking the streets as well. That night I stopped to talk to her and tell her to be careful. There were six or seven girls missing. ‘No, don’t worry about me,’ she said. Tina was a tough girl. Streetwise.” Mannain didn’t know it at the time, but it would be the last time he would see her alive.

Though she had several children, Tina still worked in the street to support herself and buy drugs. Like the other women, she had a slim build, only 5’6”, and she weighed a little more than 100 pounds. She had brown hair and tattoos on her right hip and arm. Some people told police that they last saw her in the early morning of August 26 on Main Street near a local pub. Her boyfriend reported her missing after she did not come home at the end of the day. “I was looking for her all day and night,” he later told the press.

By then, the task force was in full swing, and when the Catina Newmaster missing persons report came in, there was a solid consensus that a killer was at work and it would take extraordinary efforts to catch him. Siegrist had tried everything he could think of to find the suspect, but nothing seemed to work. Deep down, he still believed that Francois was the best suspect, but the fact that he passed the polygraph could not be ignored. If he was a killer, where did he put the bodies? Police had searched everywhere: The river, the woods, along parkways and major roads, public parks and out-of-the-way places that seemed like a good place to dispose of a corpse. Nothing turned up. Could it be that the women were still alive and being held captive somewhere? That thought crossed his mind as well. That could explain why the bodies were never found.

“With no bodies and no real leads,” the Albany Times Union reported, “police have been baffled. The FBI has been called in to assist. Canvasses through the surrounding woods using dogs specially trained to search for human remains have turned up nothing. Neither have helicopter searches.” Media reports again insinuated that police were not trying hard enough because the missing were prostitutes. “We had to defend ourselves constantly from these sort of baseless rumors,” Siegrist said recently. “Of course they upset the police department because we knew they weren’t true. You know, up to that time when the task force was formed, we had seven other homicides and over 30 street shootings. We had to work on those cases as well.”

In early September, Siegrist had a phone conversation with an FBI agent. They discussed available options. The agent suggested that perhaps a police roadblock canvass set up at a major intersection of the city might turn up something new. The agent theorized that police might accidentally stop the killer and notice something inside the car or cause the suspect to panic. Although it was not the best tactic, Siegrist agreed, and set the plan up for the morning of September 2.

Detectives had flyers printed that depicted images of the missing women and a few details of the case. They were directed to set up the canvass on Main Street near the location where Catina Newmaster was last seen and hand out the flyers to motorists as they passed through. The location was also just one block away from where Sandra French’s vehicle was found as well. Police would have a chance to look inside the cars and also have a few words with the drivers. Perhaps they would notice something suspicious or force the suspect to do something dramatic. It was a long shot, but it was better than doing nothing.
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Chapter 8: Escape!

“We made our own luck that day.

—Lt. William Siegrist, City of Poughkeepsie Police

Linda Weber was an attractive woman of 21 when she first arrived in the city during the spring of 1998. She was raised in a small town in Virginia, where she occasionally got into trouble in high school for habitual drug use. She decided to move to New York after she became friends with another student she met in a retail store. A slim, likable woman with brown hair, Weber shared an apartment with her friend while she searched for work. The two women fell victim to the allure of crack, a new and powerful drug that swept across America like a typhoon, and soon descended into prostitution in order to make money.

One day in early June, Weber came home to find Kendall Francois in her apartment. He had paid to have sex with her friend, but when Francois saw Linda, he wanted her instead. After some hesitation, she agreed to go with him to his house on Fulton Avenue, which was only a few blocks away. They drove over in his white Camry and slipped into the garage located in back of the dilapidated house. Francois closed the garage door behind them and then got back into the car on the passenger side.

“We’re gonna stay in the garage,” he said. They had sex in the car and he paid her $40, the agreed-upon price.

After that first time, Francois became friends with the two women, who would sometimes call him when they needed a ride or to go to local stores. He never seemed to mind and was always available. Though he repeatedly tried to date Linda, she would not go out with him. On one occasion, Francois loaned her $16 when she wanted to buy some cosmetics.

On September 1, 1998, Linda was walking alone on Main Street near a Dollar Store when Francois drove by in his Toyota. She was looking to get something to eat but didn’t have enough money. When he spotted her, Francois pulled over to talk.

“Hey Linda, where you going? What you been up to?” he said.

“I’m trying to get something to eat,” Weber replied.

“Come over to the house,” he said. “I got some food and we can talk.”

Linda got into the car and together they drove over to Fulton Avenue. On the way, he asked her about having sex again, but she refused after telling him that she was just hungry. Francois again pulled the car into his garage, but Linda was nervous.

“Aren’t we going inside?” she asked.

“Do you have my money you owe me?” he said.

Linda said she didn’t have any cash right then but would have it soon. She could see that Francois’ demeanor had changed. He was becoming visibly angry.

“Well, you’re gonna pay for it now!” he shouted at her.

Francois immediately reached across the front seat and grabbed her throat with his huge hands. Linda tried to push him away, but it was useless. He pressed his thumbs into her windpipe while she resisted with all the strength she had. She couldn’t breathe and felt her life slipping away.

“All I was thinking was, ‘I’m gonna die,’” she said later. “He had a grip like… I never felt nothing like it and I never been so close to death!”

Francois climbed over the console and got on top of her. Linda fought back bravely and eventually collapsed behind the driver’s seat with her back on the floor of the car. Just then, Francois suddenly released her and seemed to change his mind. He removed her clothes, placed them on the concrete floor of the garage and forced her to have sex with him. Linda was too dazed and weak to resist. After he tired of her, he gave her the clothes back and ordered her to get dressed.

“Don’t be mad,” Francois said. He told her he loved her and was only trying to get her off the streets and away from drugs. Linda, too terrified to say anything that might upset him, said she understood and everything would be fine. After she dressed, she asked him to drive her to get cigarettes. They drove a few blocks to a gas station, where she got out of the car and went inside.

“I’ll be right back,” Linda told him.

As soon as she entered the store, she told the attendant that a man just raped her and tried to kill her. The clerk immediately called the police, but Francois, suspecting that something was wrong, drove off. As he did, he passed an unmarked police car traveling in the opposite direction. Inside the car were Detectives Skip Mannain and Bob McCready from the task force. They recognized the driver instantly. Their cars passed within feet of each other, and when they did, Mannain impetuously yelled out to Francois.

“Hey Kendall! We’re gonna get you one day!”

McCready watched in the rear view mirror as the white Toyota disappeared down the street. As they pulled into the gas station to get some coffee, the clerk recognized the two detectives and realized they didn’t know what had just happened.

“Hey, that girl who just left here,” he pointed down the street. “She told me that she just got raped!”

“What?” said Mannain.

“Yeah. She came in here and told me that this guy tried to kill her,” he said. “So I called the cops.”

The two officers saw her walking away. They jumped into the car and went after her. When they caught up to her, she did not want to talk and tried to leave. “I immediately noticed red marks, like fingerprints, on her throat,” said Mannain. “She was very scared at first, so we tried to keep her calm. After a few minutes, she told us what happened. She said, ‘That black Ken! He tried to kill me!’ We scooped her up and brought her in.”

As they questioned her further about the incident, the frightened woman began to relax. She explained how Francois had almost killed her less than an hour before she went to the gas station. She easily identified Francois and picked his photograph out of police mug books. Mannain and McCready could hardly contain their enthusiasm. Because the crime occurred at the Francois home, the Town of Poughkeepsie Police had to be the lead investigative agency on the case. After Weber provided police with a signed statement, two police officers were dispatched to locate and arrest Kendall Francois.

“We sat on the house for hours waiting for him to come out,” said Mannain. “Weber described him as wearing an orange shirt and brown pants. When Francois finally came out of the house, we saw that he had changed his clothes, which was good for us. Now we could do a warrant to search for the clothes he wore during the assault.”

They asked him to come into the police station for questioning and like the previous encounter, he quickly agreed without asking why. Police drove over to headquarters in silence. When they arrived, Francois was led into a private room, where he appeared unfazed and self-confident. He might have been thinking that he would soon be going home, just as he did the last time when he took the polygraph test he somehow defeated. This time, however, it would be different. Much different.
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Chapter 9: Inside His Mind

“Killing people is harder than I thought.”

—Kendall Francois, September 1, 1998

By the time Francois and the two officers arrived at police headquarters, Lt. Bill Siegrist had been notified. He anticipated a long night. Lingering suspicions reverberated in his thoughts as he obsessively went over each detail of the investigation and how it related to Francois. “Although other suspects came and went, Francois remained at the top of the list,” he said. “And in homicide, when a suspect gets better as you go along, he’s usually the man.”

State Police Investigator Arthur Boyko read Miranda warnings to the big man, who agreed to talk about what happened earlier with Linda Weber. “He’s very cool and composed,” Mannain pointed out. “Calm. Like he had nothing to worry about. I told him we were going to get a search warrant for his home.” Francois told police he picked her up at Main Street and she agreed to have sex with him. He said that he had been with her before and had used prostitutes habitually over the years. He explained he got into an argument with Linda over money and he lost his temper. He admitted choking her, but managed to regain his composure because he didn’t want to hurt her any further. Afterward, he dropped her off at a Sunoco gas station a few blocks from his house. As far as he was concerned, everything was fine and he didn’t understand why she involved the police. The two officers then left the room to conference, leaving Francois alone for a few minutes. When they came back in, his demeanor had changed, Mannain said.

“I want to talk to a top prosecutor,” he abruptly told the detectives. “I’d like to look at the photos of the missing prostitutes, too.”

Though police were surprised, they called an assistant district attorney and retrieved photographs of the missing women. By 5:30 PM, Assistant District Attorney Marjorie Smith, a prosecutor from the town court, arrived at headquarters. While Investigator Boyko engaged Francois in conversation, Mannain brought in a series of photos that were downloaded from the Internet. When the images were put in front of him, Francois separated a number of photos and placed them in a pile on the desk. In the stack were photos of Wendy Meyers, Gina Barone, Catherine Marsh and Sandra French.

“I killed them,” he blurted out suddenly. “I did it.”

When he studied other photos, he said he wasn’t sure he killed any of them. Smith asked him where the bodies were, and Francois replied that he would get to that soon, but added that the bodies were in two separate places. He said that he used prostitutes all the time and some of them had ripped him off, which made him very upset. It had been nearly two years since he had first started killing, he claimed, and told Smith the first woman he murdered was Wendy Meyers.
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Francois said that he had picked her up on Main Street for sex that day and took her to his house. He couldn’t remember if it was day or night. They had “tricked” before, he told Smith, meaning they had sex for money. The previous encounter ended, according to Francois, when she stole money from him. “He asked for a pen and paper,” said Mannain. “Then he drew several diagrams of his house for us and explained which body was where.” He also drew a diagram of the second floor of his home which depicted three rooms he labeled “old room,” “mother’s room,” and just “room.” He pointed out that the “old room” was his, and it was also where he took Wendy for sex.

“What happened after you, or while, you were having sex with her, if anything?” asked Smith.

“She decided she had enough, because she had to go to probation. And, I don’t know, I guess I got mad about it and I started choking her.”

“Why’d you get mad?”

“Because she had ripped me off before and I didn’t want to get ripped off again.”

“When you got mad at her, what did you do?”

“I choked her. I put my hands around her neck. We were on my bed. Laying across it.”

“What was she doing, Kendall?”

“Fighting, kicking.”

“How long would you say you had your hands around her neck?”

“Five, six, seven, eight minutes. Originally she was fighting and then slowly she started to stop.”

“What did you do next?”

“I took her into the bathroom. Filled the bathtub up with water and put her face down in the tub.”

“How long did you keep her there?”

“I’m not sure. Minutes.”

“Did she ever move when you put her in there?”

“Ummmm. Slightly. Reflex maybe.”

“What happened then?”

“I took her out and carried her upstairs to the attic. Laid her down and covered her up with stuff in the attic. A blanket.”

“Why did you want to kill her?”

“I didn’t originally, but once it had gone to that point, I figured there was no turning back and didn’t feel like going to jail just then.”

“Where is she now, Kendall.”

“She’s still in the attic.”

As Smith and Boyko went through the photographs, Francois picked up each photo and tried to remember what happened to each woman. When he came to the Gina Barone photo, he said that he had been with her on several occasions before and that she had ripped him off as well. He picked her up one night downtown and drove to a nearby parking lot.

“Um, I offered her money for sex,” he said. “She agreed. But she wanted to go to a parking lot behind this building that goes directly off the arterial. We went into the back seat in the red Subaru. I paid her and we started having sex. I don’t know, she started to make a bitch. Getting rude and nasty. She was acting like she was, like she was paying me. I was kind of upset because I didn’t like her anyway.”

“Okay,” said Smith. “What happened next?”

“I started choking her.”

“How long did you choke her?”

“Two to three minutes.”

“What happened then?”

“I continued having sex with her while she was passed out.”

“What happened? Was she passed out all the while you were having sex at that point?”

“No. She woke up again. I choked her again for about six minutes.”

“What did you do then, Kendall?”

He said that he drove over to his house while the body was in the back seat. When he arrived at the house, he moved the corpse to the trunk of his car and left it there for a day. Then he took the body out of the car and dumped it inside his garage under a mattress.

“How long did she stay under the mattress?” asked Smith.

“Two or three months. During the winter.”

Francois went on to describe how he murdered the other women, often getting confused about which one came before the other and exactly when they died. When asked about one of the last women he killed, he said he had no bad feelings toward her; it was just something that happened.

“What happened after you were done having sex with her?”

“She stood up and I was behind her. And I grabbed her from behind and put her in a choke hold.”

“Why’d you do that? What was going on in your mind at that point?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Um, just happened.”

“How long would you say you had your arm around her neck?”

“Ah, 30, 40 seconds.”

“And what happened to make you stop?”

“She went limp and fell to the ground.”

“What happened next?”

“I choked her.”

“How long would you say that lasted, Kendall?”

“About three or four minutes.”

“Why’d that stop?”

“I attempted to tie her up with duct tape.”

“Why didn’t that work out?”

“She struggled. She physically struggled and moved and kicked.”

“What happened after you tried to tie her up?”

“I punched her in the face a few times.”

“Why’d you do that?” said Smith.

“To get her to stop struggling.”

“Did it work?”

“No. So I continued choking her.”

“What happened that time?”

“She stopped struggling for a while.”

“What happened then?”

“I stopped for a minute. I don’t know… I was tired.”

“What happened next then?”

“I started again. She started breathing, gasping for air; I knew she was still alive.”

“So what happened?

“Well, then I tried to use my foot to choke her.”

“So she was lying on the floor at that point?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you do with your foot?”

“I put it across her throat. It didn’t work. My foot was too wide.”

“Then what did you do?”

“I started choking her again. Another five or six minutes. Um, until she was dead.”

He said he rolled her into a corner of the garage and left the body there for a while. There was no one home at that time, he said, so he had some time to think about what to do.

“Why’d you leave her there?”

“Recover my strength.”

“You were tired?”

“Yes.”

“After you got your strength back, what did you do?”

“I, ah, put her into the crawl space.”

Francois said he moved some of the other victims up to the second floor and then into the attic. If the murder took place in his room, he was more likely to bring that body up to the attic. After stuffing five bodies into that cramped area, he realized that he would soon run out of space. As Smith went through each of the victim’s deaths, Francois related what he could remember. He had obvious difficulties recalling details of some of the killings and wasn’t sure about two of the photos.
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Rear of Francois’ Home
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“But you don’t remember anything particular about them?” she asked.

“I don’t.”

“They’re just prostitutes that you choked to death?”

“Yes.”

He said that he could have murdered them, but wasn’t sure. He was positive, however, that eight bodies in various stages of decomposition were hidden in his house and some had been there for more than 18 months. Smith then asked Francois if he had ever attempted sex with any of the victims during that time. He seemed indignant at the question.

“No!” he said. “What do you think I am? Sick?”

“Now, you’ve been living in the same home with your mom and dad and a sister over this period of time, right?” Smith asked.

“Yes.”

“And you’ve got five dead people in your attic?”

“Yes.”

“Has it smelled or had you noticed anything about that?”

“Uh, sometimes the smell would seep out, but I told them that there’s a dead raccoon upstairs and I couldn’t find it.”

“So there had been complaints about the smell?”

“A few times.”

“Can you still smell anything up there?”

“If you go into the attic you can.”

“Now, are they up there now?” said ADA Smith. “When we go up there and we look, what are we gonna find?”

“Bones,” replied Francois.

“Is that all that’s left?”

“Umm, there’s maybe some, a little bit of flesh. I don’t know,” he said. “They’re all mixed together.”

“How are they mixed together?”

“Um, some of them are in a large bag together and some of ’em are in an old kiddie’s pool.”

“A kiddie pool like the ones that you put in the back yard?”

“Yes.”

“Is it, are they in it or are they under it, or…?”

“They’re in it.”

“Are they wrapped in anything?”

“Yeah,” Kendall said. “A garbage bag.”

Police brought in mug shot books containing photos of known prostitutes in the Poughkeepsie area. Smith asked Francois to go through the books and point out anyone he recognized or might have attacked.

One by one, he studied each photo carefully and said, “I tricked with her,” or “I brought her to my house a few times,” and “She was the best lay of my life.” Francois told cops he had been with so many prostitutes that he could not remember everyone’s name. Though he was tempted to kill when he had sex, he did not always yield to the temptation. Why he didn’t kill more, he couldn’t say. By the time he was finished reviewing the books, Francois had identified 54 women he had hired for sex.

“And by the way,” he said, “you can tell the guy that gave the polygraph that polygraphs don’t work.”

While Francois spoke with Smith and the detectives, the information was passed on to other investigators who prepared the affidavit for a search warrant. Because their department had limited resources for such an undertaking, they decided that the New York State Police Forensic Identification Unit should be called in to assist with the case. They had the latest technological advances, ample resources and the experience required to conduct what was sure to be a labor-intensive search. Both the town and the city police had worked with the unit before and had great confidence in their ability and its commander, Senior Investigator Tommy Martin.

Martin was a veteran crime-scene technician for the state police. He had already worked many death cases, including the horrendous murder of an 8-year-old boy in an adjoining county, where he employed innovative computer technology to demonstrate the boy’s injuries to a jury. A gregarious man with a quick sense of humor, Martin, who joined the state police in the late 1980s, had processed hundreds of crime scenes by 1998 and kept pace with the expanding technology in the field. “I tried to keep up with the changes in crime scene processing over the years,” Martin said. “Especially in digital photography and computer science.”

Martin was apprehensive but not intimidated when he was first notified that he would be in charge of a search that would most likely uncover a number of corpses. He had processed multiple-death scenes before and was prepared for the worst. Like everyone else in the Dutchess County area, Martin was well aware of the missing-women case. He also knew that Kendall Francois had been considered a suspect for many months, and when he learned that he confessed to murder, he was not surprised. “Word had spread throughout headquarters that Francois admitted to the killings,” Martin said. Later that night, he received word that a local judge had signed the warrant giving police the legal right to search, and even forcibly enter, the home of Kendall Francois.

Martin and the crime-scene team began to prepare for what was likely to be a job that might take days to complete. They asked headquarters for several vans loaded with evidence suits, lights, gloves, boxes, radios, shovels, axes, saws, and dozens of other items that might be used during the search. “Everything I could think of, I asked for,” Martin said. “I knew from experience that it’s better to have an abundance of equipment than come up short when the stuff is really needed.”

After 22 months of anxiety, denial, and frustration, the end seemed to be in sight. At 11:15 PM, while Francois was still talking with investigators at police headquarters, Senior Investigator Tommy Martin, Lt. Bill Siegrist, Detective Skip Mannain, a dozen radio cars from the Town of Poughkeepsie Police, the state police evidence van equipped with searchlights, battering ram and shotguns and an army of police left the side yard, headed over to 99 Fulton Avenue and into the depths of a living nightmare.
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Chapter 10: Gruesome

“The house is garbage-ridden… it’s rancid, it stinks!”

—District Attorney William Grady

The convoy pulled directly in front of the home. It was almost midnight and the street seemed quiet and peaceful on a cool, breezy September evening. No pedestrians were on the sidewalks, and because it was a weeknight, most people in the neighborhood were asleep in their beds. One detective and one uniformed officer exited their police unit, walked to the front entrance of 99 Fulton Avenue and knocked firmly on the door. After several moments, McKinley Francois, Kendall’s father, appeared.

“What is it?” he said. “What do you want?”

“Police! We have a search warrant to search your home!” the detective replied. Before McKinley could respond, police quickly entered the house, ushered the father aside and announced their presence loudly so that other family members would be alerted. Within moments, the police located Kendall Francois’ mother and adult sister and escorted them out of the home. Afterward, they conducted a cursory search to ensure no other occupants were present, while Investigator Martin organized his staff and planned for the long night ahead.
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Outside, police set up yellow crime-scene tape around the entire property, positioned searchlights and established a command center. The team also set up additional tape in the middle of the block to further restrict access to the general public and unauthorized police personnel. It was critical to bar entry to the crime scene by unwanted or unnecessary personnel, which could later damage the case at trial. As the search team slipped on the white Tyvek suits, a few curious neighbors wandered outside. Within minutes, the word began to spread on the block that the police would be searching for bodies in the Francois home.

“It’s like a freak show,” said one neighbor to the press. “It’s shocking that something like this would happen so close to home.”

As police began to examine the interior of the home, they saw for the first time the dreadful living conditions Detective Mannain had observed months before. There was garbage everywhere: under the beds, in the hallways, along the steps and in the closets. In some places, the wooden floor could not be seen because it was obscured by so much trash. The windows were so filthy, the street in front of the house appeared as a blur. Some of the windows were covered with sheets or towels that hung on nails around the window frame. In the kitchen, the sink and stove were covered with dirty dishes and pots that looked as if they hadn’t been used in months. The refrigerator was rusted, moldy, and contained rotting food.

“The so-called living room on the ground floor was not even a functioning room,” said Senior Investigator Tommy Martin. “It was filled to the brim with garbage and junk so you couldn’t even walk into it. There was only one working bathroom in the house and the sink in that bathroom didn’t work and looked as if hasn’t worked in years. It was stuffed with trash.”

The smell inside the building was so overpowering, it made some officers gag. Each man who searched the interior had to wear special masks. “Before we responded to the scene,” Martin said, “I asked for a dozen respirator masks. Actually, I did not anticipate it being as bad as it was. But thankfully, we had state-of-the-art masks, which allowed us to breathe while we were inside.” The putrefying odor was as bad as anything the officers had ever experienced before.

Martin and his team descended a short flight of steps into the basement for a quick look. Trash and junk blocked their way. Pushing some of the obstacles aside to get by, they cautiously approached the furthest part of the room, where a 4-foot high concrete-block ledge indicated the beginning of a crawl space that ran the length of the house. Using their powerful flashlights, they pointed a beam into the darkened space. A few feet away, the light reflected off the smooth surface of a black garbage bag. They could easily see skeletal remains near and around the bag. For the time being, they left the items untouched.
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From the basement, Martin and his partner climbed the staircase to the ground level and then continued up to the second floor where Francois’ room was located. As they ascended the steps, they were careful not to move any of the garbage strewn everywhere. It was best not to disturb anything until evidence technicians completed their work. Martin was aware that in a crime scene that has a large quantity of debris, officers could not immediately judge the importance of every item. Therefore, the prudent thing to do was treat everything as potential evidence.

Investigators quickly located the access to the attic which Francois had described. Martin opened the narrow door, which revealed a short set of steps that led upward.

The officers first noticed the rancid smell. They were accustomed to the odor and had encountered it many times before: The smell of decomposing human flesh. Though the stench was noticeable throughout the house, it was the most intense in the attic. “That house smelled like death,” Martin said. They climbed the rickety wooden steps using the flashlights to see the way ahead. When they reached the attic floor, Martin had to crouch down to avoid hitting his head on the rafters above. There was only enough space to kneel. As he scanned the room with his light, he saw the trash on all sides. Bags of ragged clothes, suitcases, broken chairs, and old furniture pieces lay all around him. His attention was immediately drawn to a corner of the attic, where he noticed an oddly colored item. As he moved closer, he saw that it looked like a child’s swimming pool, just as Francois had described it. When he was close enough to touch it, he grabbed the top part of the pool and bent it over slightly to see inside. He placed the flashlight over the side and aimed the beam inside the pool. The light fell directly onto a human foot, which jutted out of a mass of bones.

“Christ!” he said.

“Everything all right over there?” yelled another cop from the other end of the attic.

“There’s a body here. Maybe more than one!”

After they confirmed bodies were in the house, police decided to safeguard the location, post officers along the perimeter and return at daybreak. “It was just too dark,” Martin said. “Collection of evidence is a meticulous process that requires patience and care. And it wasn’t safe in that house at night. We were sure to trip over something or disturb evidence.”

The next morning, Martin organized search teams and assigned them to different areas of the property. The exterior team consisted of 11 officers, clad in white Tyvek suits and gloves, who went over the entire grounds inch by inch on their hands and knees. “We collected hundreds of articles from the rear yard alone, most of which was unusable and meaningless,” he said. “We also used ground-penetrating radar for the yard. This radar is designed to measure ground density. Undisturbed soil has a different density than recently excavated soil, and the radar is able to distinguish the difference. The only problem was the soil was disturbed when the Francoises had the garage replaced the year before, so the radar beeped during the entire examination.”

The garage was searched from the rafters to the floor, photographed and then taken apart. The concrete floor, which had been recently installed, was totally removed by jackhammers and the ground underneath was then completely excavated. “That was a no-brainer,” Martin said. “Since it was new, it had to be ripped up. Who could know what was underneath?”

In the crawl space, police carefully removed the stuffed garbage bags from the ledge. They knew what was inside. The team had already observed human limbs near the bags, and they had removed a number of bones from the same location. “We found three bodies there, all in a very advanced state of decomposition,” Martin said. “You know, every cop during his career comes across a house that when he leaves it, he says to himself: ‘How can people live like that?’ With the Francois house, it wasn’t the bodies that made us feel that way; it was all the other things.”

Despite the horrendous conditions, the search team had to complete the task according to professional and legal standards. They tagged and cataloged every item recovered at the scene. Each day, Martin crawled through the house, pushed through the garbage and the filth, pulled apart the walls, and examined every fragment of material. When he was finished, he started the process all over again in the next room. “It was tedious, time-consuming and labor-intensive,” he said. “And there was so much useless crap in our way. One of Kendall’s most favorite things in life was Whatchamacallit candy bars. We found those wrappers throughout the house.” All the while, Martin wondered how the Francois family could have lived under those conditions.

“His mother was a psychiatric nurse; his father worked in manufacturing for a local company,” Martin said. “They had a decent combined income. They were intelligent people. Kendall’s brother had a BA, a graphic artist with a good job. But when you think about what the mother must have seen and ignored in that house. Filthy, soiled clothes all over the place. Rotten, half-eaten food. No real bathroom. Animal droppings were everywhere. And the bugs! There were insects, living and dead, in the dresser drawers. Hundreds of them. It was incredible. Everywhere we went there were more surprises.”

In the attic, police removed five bodies. Some of the remains were mingled together in the kiddie pool, as Francois had described. One body was found stuffed into a suitcase. All were in an advanced state of decomposition. Police slid out the pool in one piece and made efforts to keep it intact as much as possible for transportation to the medical examiner’s office.

“Kendall was inherently lazy,” explained Martin. “It was part of who he was. He would get a plate of food from the kitchen and if he didn’t finish it, he would just leave it wherever he happened to be at the time. In other words, it was easy for Kendall to just take a body and dump it in the basement or the attic and forget it because he was just too lazy to do anything else about it.”

In Kendall Francois’ room, police found a New York State license for one of the missing women and numerous articles of clothing that were later traced to the victims. All were on the missing women list.

Outside the Francois home, neighbors, hundreds of spectators and the media had formed a virtual wall directly across the street from the house. Police periodically pushed the crowds back, but they inevitably inched their way forward, despite the yellow crime scene tape that was supposed to keep them out. The media was especially aggressive, and every time police exited the house or a new vehicle pulled in, reporters would shout questions across the street and switch on their cameras in anticipation of getting a response or a brief interview. “We have every reason to believe that we will uncover the remains of up to eight missing women in this investigation,” responded District Attorney William Grady.

In the crawl space under the house, evidence technicians inched their way into the cramped area and pulled out the black bags that were stuffed into the dark recesses of the basement. “It was miserable working in there,” said Martin. “It was hot, humid, and claustrophobic. We removed several bags including a very large ‘bag of bones,’ as we called it. We eventually excavated the entire crawl space area above that concrete block wall and moved it into the rear yard.” From that location, police removed three additional bodies, which were later identified as more of the missing women.

When the team retrieved the last body from the basement, it was obvious that the remains were not as old as the others. That body later turned out to be Catina Newmaster, who had been reported missing only a few days before. Outside, the crowds moved back when the remains were brought out and placed into an ambulance for the brief trip to the medical examiner’s office. Autopsies were ongoing and continued for several days as the extent of the carnage on Fulton Avenue became front-page news across the country.

“Police Uncover Grisly Remains in Town Home,” said one news report. “Horror, Relief Intertwine As News Spreads,” said another. The New York Times reported that when “cops went to the green aluminum-sided house, they were nearly bowled over. Yesterday, investigators wearing masks removed Newmaster’s body from the home on a stretcher.” The New York City tabloids had devised a better name for the Fulton Avenue death scene. They called it the “House of Horrors.”
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Chapter 11: Hoarding

“They kill or rape or torture because they enjoy it, because it gives them satisfaction and a feeling of domination and control so lacking from every other aspect of their shabby, inadequate, and cowardly lives.”

—John Douglas in Journey into Darkness

Francois, of course, was not the only serial killer to hide his victim’s bodies in his home, but it is an odd habit that is not common among this type of offender, and is most often dictated by the circumstances surrounding the crime, along with the suspect’s psychological makeup. Some serial killers such as David Berkowitz killed their victims far from their own homes and left the bodies at the scene of the crime. Others, like Arthur Shawcross and Joel Rifkin, transported the bodies to another location for the purposes of disposal or concealment. Usually a transporter will dump the bodies to avoid suspicion or evade capture. He knows that trying to hide bodies in or near his home will inevitably point to him as a suspect and, of course, he does not want to be the focus of a police investigation.

John Wayne Gacy is probably the most well-known example of a hoarder. During the 1970s, Gacy lured dozens of young men to his home in Chicago, where he tortured and killed his victims. Over a period of 10 years, he buried the bodies in the crawlspace under his home. Gacy was an intelligent man who worked as a restaurant manager and later owned a construction business. Gacy continued his rampage for years, eventually torturing and killing dozens of young men. He was finally arrested after an astute detective visited him in his home and noticed the odor of a decomposing human body emanating from a bathroom vent. The detective used this observation as the basis for a search warrant, and Gacy’s burial ground was finally discovered. He was convicted and later executed, despite alleging a police frame-up.

Jeffrey Dahmer, the Milwaukee serial killer who not only kept the bodies of his victims, but dismembered and consumed the parts, killed at least 17 young boys before police ended his murderous career. His capture, however, happened purely by chance when officers came upon a naked teenager roaming the streets who claimed Dahmer tried to kill him with a butcher knife. Dahmer’s compulsive habit of holding onto his victims provided police with an abundance of evidence for his successful prosecution. At his sentencing, Dahmer claimed he didn’t know why he did such terrible things and “wanted to find out just what it was that caused me to be so bad and evil but most of all I decided that maybe there was a way for us to tell the world that there are people out there with these disorders.”

Like Gacy and Dahmer, Francois’ motivation for murder seems rooted in a deep and violent anger that he could not understand or control. Once that anger was abated by killing, he became momentarily satisfied. It was satisfied only temporarily, however, because as those feelings of gratification waned, Francois felt the need to kill again. When detectives asked why he killed one of the victims, Francois replied that it was nothing in particular that made him angry or in his words, she was “in the wrong place at the wrong time.” In Signature Killers, Dr. Robert Keppel writes, “The most common anger-retaliation pattern is the prostitute killer who picks up his victim on a street corner, drives to a private place, begins the assault, and escalates the violence until he’s completely sated immediate needs for retaliation.” Keppel also points out that covering a victim’s face with clothing, newspaper or garbage bags is a trademark of the angry killer who is attempting to retaliate for a perceived wrong in his life.
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During his initial interview with police, Francois complained that hookers frequently ripped him off and wouldn’t give him enough sex. He said that they told lies among themselves about him and ridiculed him though he offered no proof of that. Given the fact that only prostitutes were missing and not, for example, college students, investigators focused their attention on hookers within the community. Inevitably, clues to the suspect’s identity would be found there and nowhere else. Murderers who stick close to their own “killing ground” must expose themselves to others who don’t fall victim to their actions, though the true sex killer, the kind who is obsessed with and kills for sex, is notoriously difficult to apprehend. “Serial killers and rapists also tend to be the most bewildering, personally disturbing, and most difficult to catch of all the violent criminals,” writes former FBI Agent John Douglas in Mind Hunter.

Francois’ method of disposing of his victims was probably instigated mostly by the circumstances of his crime. He did not live alone at the Fulton Avenue home. His mother, father and at least one sister lived downstairs, and someone must have been home during the time of the killings. Though he was easily capable of carrying the corpse down a flight of steps, tossing it into his car and dumping it in a deserted area, he would have to pass by the living room where his family gathered to watch television or to eat meals. He could have just left the body in his room until no one was at home, but it was risky, because he could never be sure that his sister or mother wouldn’t inadvertently enter his room when he wasn’t there. Because he lived in a working-class area of residential homes, he could never feel totally safe carrying the corpse to his car or transporting it through a crowded neighborhood. Francois also seemed to convince himself that he was only storing the bodies temporarily until he had a chance to dispose of them properly, but the days became weeks and the weeks soon turned into months. The bodies stayed where they were as Francois always found a reason not to move them.

Though the decomposition odors were powerful, the garbage-filled home provided at least a flimsy cover for the disgusting smell. When his mother, Paulette, complained about it, Kendall Francois explained it away by telling her that a number of raccoons had died in the attic and he didn’t have a chance to remove the carcasses. The family, who remained totally oblivious of Francois’ late-night activities, seemed satisfied with this explanation, as foolish as it was. Why his parents didn’t implore Francois to dispose of the raccoon remains was never explained. The family, for whatever reason, seemed resigned to live with the stench.
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Chapter 12: Arraignment

“This is wrong! This is wrong!”

—Heidi Cramer, daughter of Sandra French, murdered by Kendall Francois

While the crime-scene unit processed the mountain of evidence at the Fulton Avenue home, Francois was scheduled for arraignment in Dutchess County Court on September 9. For the first time, the victims’ families would be face to face with the man who was accused of murdering their loved ones. Hundreds of spectators gathered in front of the courthouse and in the third-floor courtroom where security for Francois’ appearance was as tight as it could be. Family members crammed into the first few rows of seats as the defendant was brought in by sheriff’s deputies.

“The courtroom drama began when Mr. Francois, a 6 foot, 4 inch, 300 pound man, with the build of a football guard walked into the courtroom with a thin smile on his lips to be arraigned on a single count of second-degree murder in the death of Ms. Newmaster,” wrote Berger and Gross in The New York Times.

Francois settled behind the defense table while attorney Randolph Treece consulted with his assistant and shuffled papers around on the desk. As he stood meekly in front of the judge awaiting instructions from his attorney, Francois seemed typically unconcerned about the proceedings. He nodded as the court clerk read the formal charges of murder. After the opening formalities were completed, Judge Thomas Dolan spoke.

“How does the defendant plead?” he asked.

“Not guilty,” was Treece’s reply. Francois, dressed in a white shirt, black pants and orange jail shoes, had his wrists and ankles chained. He fidgeted with the remote-controlled stun belt that was strapped around his waist while spectators and family members groaned when they heard the “not guilty” plea.

“He killed my daughter!” one woman yelled from the gallery.

“Murderer!” screamed another.

“Killer!” someone shouted.

Treece then requested that the defense be given an opportunity to examine the eight bodies recovered from the Fulton Avenue home. Though the defense has a right to be present at any autopsy or have their own forensic experts examine the evidence, those efforts would have the consequence of making the victims’ families wait for an unspecified amount of time before they could claim the bodies of their loved ones.

“That man had my mother for three months,” shouted one family member. “He shouldn’t have her for one more day!”

Court officers attempted to calm down the audience, but their efforts were fruitless. People were just too angry.

“We want the body now,” cried out Heidi Cramer, the daughter of Sandra French, who disappeared a month before. “This is wrong!” she wailed in court. “This is wrong!”

The judge had no choice but to grant Treece’s request with the understanding that the examinations had to be completed as soon as possible.

“All of us share the frustrations of the families,” District Attorney William Grady told the press. “For so long, they didn’t know where their loved ones were. And now that they know, they must wait in order to obtain the bodies for burial.”

Court officers hustled Francois out of the courtroom while spectators grumbled and cursed at the defendant, who seemed to be unfazed by the attention. He was brought back to the county jail and placed in isolation away from the general population. A grand jury had already assembled and expected to meet the following week for the purpose of indictment. There was a ton of evidence to sift through before then, and the prosecutor’s office needed to complete the task as soon as possible.

Meanwhile, pressures on the investigators at the crime scene were enormous. Every inch of Francois’ house was searched and photographed. “We worked the scene for 29 days and took almost 4,000 photographs,” said Investigator Martin. To make matters worse, their work had to be done almost in full view of the public eye. Hundreds of people had gathered near the Fulton Avenue home where exhausted technicians continued to catalog and safeguard evidence. Dozens of film crews had set up cameras and lights across the street and recorded every step of the process. Police established a perimeter around the structure, which had to be guarded 24 hours a day. By the time Francois was arraigned, eight female bodies, all in various stages of decomposition, had been removed from the house and identified. Michelle Eason, the only African-American on the missing-women list, was not one of them.

“The night of his arrest, we asked him about Michelle,” said Detective Mannain. “He said no, he didn’t kill her. He would never do that to a black woman, he said, because that’s his race, his people. I don’t believe that. I think he was embarrassed that he killed a black woman and I think he wouldn’t bring her to his house because his mother would really be upset if he killed a black girl at her home.”

There had been another new development over at the medical examiner’s office. One body, which was not one of the original eight missing women, was identified as a 26-year-old woman from New Rochelle, New York, a city located 60 miles away from Poughkeepsie. Her name was Audrey Pugliese and, like the other women, she had a slim build, small frame and brown hair. She was never listed as missing, but somehow it became her destiny to find her way far from home and into the murderous clutches of Kendall Francois.
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Chapter 13: Justice

“I know you won’t look at any of us because you are a damn coward!”

—From the impact statement by one of the victim’s relatives

While Francois remained locked up in the county jail, his defense lawyers fought for his life. On Christmas Eve 1998, the day after François tried to plead guilty to the charges, the District Attorney’s Office filed motions in court indicating that the state would seek the death penalty. Eight premeditated murders qualified Francois for the death penalty, which hadn’t been used in New York since 1963, when career criminal Eddie Lee Mays made his final walk to the electric chair in Sing Sing prison for a Harlem murder. Death penalty cases in New York are notoriously difficult to prosecute and there is much organized resistance to it from interest groups, who are passionate and unrelenting in their efforts to fight what they see as an inhumane and unfair punishment. From 1995 until 2000, prosecutors sought the death penalty in 41 cases statewide. Five were sentenced to death, but their cases are hopelessly tangled in the courts and it is doubtful if they will ever be executed. In 2004, New York’s highest court held that that part of the death penalty statute was unconstitutional and could only be rectified by a new law, which hasn’t been enacted yet.

By the spring of 2000, the New York Court of Appeals had reviewed the Francois case. At issue was the defense attorney’s attempt to plead out the case before a prosecutor can file a notice that it intends to seek the death penalty. The defense wanted to settle the case in order to get a life sentence for Francois and thereby spare him the electric chair. Case law, however, was clear on that point. In Hynes v. Tomei, 92 NY2d 613 (1998), the court stated, “A defendant may not plead guilty to first degree murder while a notice of intent to seek the death penalty is pending.” In effect, only a jury in the State of New York can sentence a defendant to death. Defense attorneys did not recognize the right of the prosecution to force a person to go to trial and insisted a defendant has a right to enter a guilty plea at any time during the prosecution process.

That argument was rejected by the appeals court in a unanimous decision when they upheld the ruling in the Hynes case. To do otherwise, they said, would result “in an unseemly race to the courthouse between the defense and prosecution to see whether a guilty plea or notice of intent to seek the death penalty will be filed first.” After the court issued its decision, the trial was scheduled for October 2000. The police department and the district attorney’s office geared up for what was sure to be a media sensation when all the details of the killings would be revealed to the public. Some of the victims’ families, however, were not so eager to hear those facts.

After much negotiation between the defense and the district attorney, they agreed upon a deal to avoid a trial. Francois would be allowed to plead guilty and accept a life sentence without possibility of parole. Though Grady still supported the death penalty, he agreed to the arrangement to avoid a trial because some victims’ relatives did not wish the details of the murders to be made public. “Many of the families do not want their children and grandchildren needlessly exposed,” he told reporters. One newspaper editorial pointed out that “by getting Francois to plead guilty, the district attorney avoided what could have been a long trial and appeals process, neither of which would have come with any guarantee of a death sentence.”

On August 7, 2000, Kendall Francois appeared in county court for the last time. As he sat quietly at the defense table, relatives of the victims made tearful impact statements to the court.

“You are a damn coward!” one said.

“If there was an instance where the death penalty should have stood on solid ground, this was it,” said Heidi Cramer, daughter of Sandra French.

Linda Weber, the woman who survived an attack by Francois and provided the statement that led to his arrest, delivered the final words which riveted the attention of the court.

“I hope you remember me for the rest of your life,” she said through tears. “You will never be forgiven for what you have done. I hope they kill you in prison!”

While Francois stood mute in the tense courtroom, Judge Thomas Dolan sentenced the defendant to eight consecutive life terms with no chance of parole. Amid shouts of “murderer,” “killer,” and “Goodbye, Kendall!” sheriff’s deputies escorted the big man through a side door and back to a holding cell. Paulette Francois, Kendall’s mother, who avoided making any comments about her son during the long ordeal, issued a statement through her lawyer after sentencing. “We have always believed that death followed by more death is not a solution and never will be,” she said.

[image: ]

Attica State Prison New York
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In 2003, a reporter for The New York Daily News, Douglas Montero, interviewed Kendall Francois inside Attica, one of New York’s toughest prisons. “I wish I didn’t commit the crime,” he said. “It was wrong. There was something wrong with me. I just don’t remember being such a monster.” He was unapologetic to the families of the victims, claiming that he didn’t need to apologize to anyone. He said that he was not like the other killers at Attica, who were cold-blooded and remorseless. He was different, he insisted.

“I’m one of the nicest people you will ever meet,” he said. “I just do bad things.”
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