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“I’ve seen the future, brother: it is murder”


—LEONARD COHEN





Prologue
Secrets


On May 31, 2007, a young college graduate fired up his computer and took the plunge. He entered his credit card information and just like that was granted access to the erotic online website known as Alt.com. Alt.com, for the uninitiated, is Match.com on steroids—and naked. Got a fetish or an outlandish desire that needs attending? Then Alt.com is for you. Alt is short for alternative, and the website bills itself as Your online adult personals, BDSM [meaning bondage, domination, and sadomasochism], Leather & Fetish Community. Most Americans know nothing about Alt.com, but it claims to have nearly three million active members who consider it a way of life, a balls-to-the-wall dating site where members post photos, personals, and all manner of erotic exchanges.


And on the last day of May 2007, this young man began to pursue such an alternative lifestyle—in secret. Once granted access, he created his online persona, calling himself sexaddict53885, and posted a photo of his naked torso and, as is de rigueur on the site, his erect penis. Then he typed in his basic stats:


Birthday: February 12, 1986


Hair color: Blond


Hair length: Short


Eyes: Blue


Height: 6 feet, 4 inches, 193–195 cm


Race: Caucasian


Lives in: Boston, Massachusetts


I think about ALT lifestyle: All the time


Role: Submissive


Level of Experience: I am new at this


He listed some of the sexual activities he enjoyed, including anal sex, wearing a collar and leash, and cross-dressing. Then he wrote up his profile: I am currently a graduate student looking to experiment with the BDSM lifestyle ... I am very interested in being dominated, and made to do different things.


Alt.com encourages users to list their “ideal person” and sexaddict53885 wrote: I am looking for anyone open minded try [sic] new fetishes or show me what you know. I enjoy women ... but I really want to meet a tv/tg/ts for friendship and experimentation. I am looking for doms and switch’s [sic], but I am open to experimenting with subs.


To translate, tv/tg/ts is shorthand for transvestite, transgender, and transsexual. Doms are those who dominate, and switchs are those who go back and forth between being dominant and submissive.


With his profile filled in according to his deepest, most secret desires, sexaddict53885 began to cruise the site and build his list of “friends”—other Alt.com members who caught his fancy. The “friends” he chose were both male and female, and included a variety of cross-dressers, transgenders, and dominatrices, some of whom posted photos of themselves engaged in sexual activity. He also chose people he could possibly meet, and most of his friends were close to his stated location of Boston or were from upstate New York around Syracuse.


It would have been unthinkable for any of sexaddict-53885’s real-world friends to imagine him being involved in something like this; they did not know this side of him, the thrill-seeking side. In fact, there was a lot about him that his friends didn’t know: his love of gambling, his cruising of the erotic personals for both men and women on Craigslist, and the sexually charged emails he exchanged with men who dressed as women. In sexaddict53885’s normal life, he was nothing like this—as he himself said in his profile, he was a graduate student. But having this secret life must have been a thrill in itself.


Who was this new graduate, sexaddict53885? The username, the torso photo, the height and weight, even the birthday, all match the identifying details of Philip Markoff. In May 2007, Markoff had just graduated from the University at Albany-SUNY and was about to enter the Boston University School of Medicine. There was nothing illegal about his secret life, nothing at all, but, if the police are correct, his joining that website and indulging his alternative lifestyle might have been the beginning of Markoff’s descent into a deadly game of thrill seeking that ended in murder.
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A Sweet Blonde


It was Trisha Leffler’s first visit to Boston.


Her flight from Las Vegas landed at around 6 p.m. on April 9, and she caught a cab to the hotel she’d booked on Hotwire.com—the Westin Copley Place in Boston’s upscale Back Bay, a mecca of shopping for locals and tourists alike. But Trisha wasn’t in Boston to shop, see the Red Sox, or walk the Freedom Trail. She was there to work, and after settling into her room—taking a shower and throwing her dirty clothes on the floor—she logged onto her new computer and placed an ad on Craigslist.


For the uninitiated, Craigslist.org is an online bulletin board and the go-to site for just about anything you might desire. For anyone under thirty, it’s a way of life, a permanent way station on the Internet to be checked whenever you’re looking for an apartment, a job, a coffee table, a book club, a nanny, or a hookup. It’s a friend when you’re bored, a counselor when you’re blue, a release when you’re sexually frustrated. It is its own universe. Craigslist is not only the dominant online bulletin board—it’s the only one most people can name. More so than even Google or Microsoft, Craigslist is master of its domain.


The ad Trisha posted that evening was simple but not direct. It meandered around the main point but, if you came across it, listed in the board’s erotic services section, you knew what was being offered. “It basically said, if you’d like to come spend some time with a sweet blonde, give me a call so we can spend some time together,” Trisha recalled. “That’s basically the ins and outs of it.”


Trisha, a twenty-nine-year-old resident of Las Vegas with a criminal record for soliciting prostitution, put her cell phone number in the ad, then sat back and waited. She’d come a long way from her Mormon roots. Trisha, a bleached blonde, was raised a Mormon in Utah, but by the time she was in her early twenties, she was living full-time in Las Vegas. She began to sell her body, but it wasn’t always easy, not when the next batch of younger and more enticing hookers arrived almost daily. So she branched out, and sometimes hit the open road. When she got some money together, she would travel to a different city based on two criteria: it had to be new and interesting, and it had to provide some work.


That’s how she found herself in Boston on the evening of April 9. It was now late on Thursday night, bleeding into Friday morning, but it was a drinking night, and for certain guys—alone, or bored with their wives and girlfriends—it was the perfect night to spend some time alone in a hotel room with a “sweet blonde” who made no demands. And Trisha is a nice person, if a little lost in the world. Her best friend seems to be her tiny Pomeranian named Pixie. She’s put on a few extra pounds over the years, but her calling card is her easygoing nature, and it’s not hard to understand why men enjoy spending time with her. She’s vulnerable, agreeable, and quick to laugh.


She waited for the call that was sure to come, because if Trisha knew one thing, it was this: men in Boston were no different from men everywhere else. Sure enough, her cell phone rang. A few guys were interested but there was nothing definite. And then a man called who sounded more serious. Trisha could tell from his questions.


What part of town are you in?


Copley Square.


In a hotel?


Yes, the Westin.


Okay.


What kind of work do you do?


I’m a student.


Okay, so you wanna come by?


Yes.


Trisha had noted in her ad that she had different rates. You could spend a half hour or an hour with her, your choice. “He asked me how much it was for the half hour and the hour and I told him it was two hundred dollars for the hour,” she said.


Okay, an hour sounds fine.


Okay, so call when you get to the hotel and I’ll tell you what floor I’m on.


Trisha maintains that there was no talk of sex, and no explicit promises were exchanged. “He was just gonna pay me for my time,” she said. “And about a half hour or twenty minutes later, he called me when he got to the Westin.”


Hey, I’m the guy who called.


Are you here?


Yes, what floor are you on?


Thirteen.


Ah, thirteen, my lucky number.


Trisha employed the routine she always uses when meeting a client for the first time; giving the man her floor number but that’s all. She meets the client at the elevator and sizes him up. “If I don’t feel comfortable, then I’ll just walk away from the person. That way, they don’t know exactly what room number I’m in,” she said. “If I’m not comfortable, I just tell ’em, ‘No thanks.’ ”


Trisha was done up in a short black, jersey-knit dress that showed off her curves. She walked down the hall to the elevator bank, and the moment the doors opened, she liked what she saw. “He was tall, a good-looking guy,” she said. “When I first laid eyes on him, I was comfortable because, you know, he was a regular-looking guy. It didn’t look like he had any other tendencies other than just spend a little time and leave. I just said, ‘Hi,’ and he said, ‘Hi,’ and I motioned for him to follow me. I didn’t really wanna talk out in the hallway.”


The man was dressed in a black leather coat, dark jeans, and a tan shirt. He had blond hair and light-colored eyes, and Trisha estimated that he was in his late twenties.


“So we went into the room, and as soon as I closed the door and I had turned around, he was standing there just inside the door. That’s when he pulled out the gun. I immediately started shaking. My heart started beating real fast.”


Trisha later said that the gun was black and “definitely not a revolver. It was a semiautomatic and it looked to be a pretty big caliber.” Remaining as polite as ever, the man ordered Trisha to lie down on the floor. She knew one thing—it was best to remain calm. She did what he asked. The guy was well over six feet and towered over Trisha, who is five foot two and weighs about 135 pounds. “He put the gun back in his pocket and stepped behind me, and he kneeled on the ground with one knee in between my legs and told me to put my hands behind my back, which I did. And then he tied me up, one hand at a time.”


You don’t have to do all this. You don’t have to tie me up. I’ll give you whatever you want. You don’t have to tie me up.


If you just be quiet, no harm’s gonna come to you.


At that point, the good-looking stranger pulled on a pair of black leather gloves. “In the back of my mind, I’m thinking, it’s a toy and it’s not loaded,” she said of the gun. She was reassured by the guy’s gentlemanly manner. “He was very calm. He didn’t tell me to shut up, he told me to be quiet. I guess you could call him polite. He didn’t call me names or swear at me.”


Where’s your money?


In my purse.


He mistakenly picked up Trisha’s makeup case from the desk.


In here?


No, my purse is in the top drawer of the entertainment center.


She had $800 in cash. “He immediately went for the money, took it out, and put it in his pocket. Then he knelt down on the floor and rifled through my purse. He took out my wallet, taking each credit card out, and asking me what kind of credit cards they were.”


It was Trisha’s habit to carry gift cards. Some had money on them, some did not, but she liked to carry them so that if she was ever in a bind, she could call a friend to put extra cash on the cards. For her, it was easier than carrying regular credit cards. She did have one bank debit card, which caught the man’s eye.


What’s your pin number?


“My adrenaline was rushing so much, I couldn’t think of a lie, so I gave him the pin number.”


That better be the pin number or there’s gonna be a problem later.


This tall guy, who had remained calm throughout the robbery, put all the cards and Trisha’s wallet in his pocket. Suddenly, she was worried, not so much about getting killed but about getting home. Without her ID, getting back to Vegas—getting anywhere—was going to be a major hassle. It’s funny the things that go through one’s mind at a time like this. Without thinking, Trisha blurted out:


Can you please leave me my ID so I can get home?


“And he took it out and studied it for a good minute like he was memorizing my address and then threw it down with all the rest of the stuff.”


So far, so good, thought Trisha. She decided to push her luck.


Can you please leave me at least one credit card?


I thought you said there wasn’t any money on them.


There’s not but I can have people put money on it so I can get home.


Which one do you want?


The one ending in 7649.


The stranger cleverly slipped that one into his pocket and threw down a different one. Then he picked up a camera—a Sony Cyber-shot—lying with her stuff and asked Trisha if it was hers. It was. She didn’t see him take it right then and there, but later she realized it was gone. Now that the guy had all her money, her two American Express gift cards, and her debit card with her pin number, Trisha wondered what was next, and thinking of the possibilities made her very nervous. “I’m still shaking but his demeanor was actually pretty calm, like he had done this before. He seemed to know what to look for.”


Whatever was coming, Trisha wanted to face it head-on. She was uncomfortable lying on the hotel carpet.


Is it okay if I sit up?


Okay.


He helped her sit up, but her hands remained tied behind her back.


Where’s your phone?


On the table.


He took her cell phone and began going through the numbers, but he was fumbling with it.


What are you doing?


I’m erasing my number.


Can I do it for you?


No, I’ll take care of it. I got it.


He still had his gloves on, and after erasing the number, he took the battery out and threw it behind the entertainment center. “He didn’t want me to get to it right away,” she said. “He started looking around my room a little bit but I didn’t say anything to him, and then he picked up a pair of my underwear from the floor and put them in his pocket. He didn’t smell them or anything. I thought it was weird but I didn’t ask him what he was doing. I didn’t care to know. I wanted him out.”


The thong panties, left in a pile of dirty clothes, were white and cream colored and had been purchased at Victoria’s Secret. “If he looked over at me then, he would have seen the smirk on my face,” she said. “I was like, ‘What the hell did you do that for?’ ”


The stranger did not see the smirk but he wasn’t ready to leave. He continued to walk around the room, as if looking for something else. He examined her brand-new computer.


Is this yours?


Yes, but it’s three years old. You don’t want that.


He left it where it was and continued to look around.


Is there a safe in here?


Yes, but there’s nothing in it.


He opened it anyway, and then kept circling the room. “I was getting antsy and I wanted him to leave. He was moving furniture around.”


What are you doing?


I’m looking for something to tie you to. I need time to get out of here. Or should I just cut you loose?


Yeah, cut me loose. I won’t call anyone. I’ll give you time to get away.


I don’t believe you.


He was playing a game of cat and mouse, and Trisha wanted out. “I started suggesting things he could tie me to, so he would leave. I said, ‘What about this, what about that?’ but he thought I could move those things. Finally he tied me to the bathroom door and moved away from me.”


Trisha couldn’t see what he was doing. “I heard him rustling in his pocket for something. I heard the zipper on my suitcase, and then he ended up putting three pieces of tape over my mouth. I noticed at that point he was not wearing gloves and I let him put the tape on me.”


Days later she would realize that he had taken a second pair of her underwear, a V-shaped pink thong with black bows. It was a new pair she had bought for an upcoming photo shoot.


But at that moment, with the stranger still in her room, Trisha was not thinking about underwear. Her eyes were focused on the huge silver knife with a black handle that the stranger now had in his hand. She suspected the worst, but instead of coming in her direction, the man used the knife to cut the phone lines. “I guess he didn’t want me to have a direct outlet,” she said. She waited for his next move. Even after everything that had happened, she could not help noticing how tall and good-looking, how normal this stranger seemed. She never would have guessed that he’d be one of the problem ones. He took a long, slow look around the room.


Just stay where you are. In fifteen minutes I’ll call security and tell them I heard something in the room. They’ll come up and set you free.


And then the man left.


Trisha waited, tied to the bathroom door, her mouth duct-taped shut, her hands tied behind her back. He had, she said, used plastic zip ties for both hands. She did not move. She had to be sure he wasn’t outside the door, waiting for her to do something. She didn’t want to give him a reason to come back and kill her.


But then, after hearing nothing, “I twisted out of the ties in ten or twenty seconds. I took the tape off my mouth and crumpled it up and waited one more minute.”


“I wasn’t going to call the cops, but then I thought he might still be in the hotel,” she said. If there was any chance of the cops or security catching him, this was it. She stepped into the hallway and looked both ways. Nothing. She grabbed her room key, ran to the nearest door, and pounded. After a moment, a man opened the door.


Trisha was still shaking. The man, a Tennessee doctor in town on business, was hesitant to open the door all the way, but Trisha begged him, “Please, I need to call security. I’ve just been robbed.”


The man opened the door and let her in. It was 12:45 a.m. on April 10.
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Aftermath


For the next two hours, Boston Police detectives spoke to Trisha, and, she says, they took her story seriously from the very beginning. “They roped off the room as a crime scene and brought me down to another room to interview me,” she said.


Trisha’s night had gone badly, but she had good luck when it came to the investigating officers. One of them was Sergeant Detective Dan Keeler, a legend on the Boston Police Department who had closed more than two hundred murder cases in a dozen years, more than enough to earn the nickname “Mr. Homicide.” Keeler made his mark at the very beginning of his career in 1980 when he leaped off the Boston University Bridge and fell sixty feet to rescue a depressed man trying to drown himself in the Charles River. Keeler wound up saving the man’s life. In questioning suspects, he had an aggressive style. Over the years, Keeler had run into some static with the District Attorney’s office and had been transferred out of the homicide unit, which is why he was now responding to Trisha’s robbery report. Now in his late fifties, he is still a cop’s cop, and he is always there for crime victims, including Trisha.


As the questioning began, Trisha was a reluctant witness who would say little more than that she was from Las Vegas. Certainly, she was leery of the police, having been arrested before. And at that point, she had no way of knowing whether that night she’d be arrested yet again. Keeler, in his gentle but firm way, began working on her, and as one of his bosses later said, “He was the perfect guy to respond because he’s very good at getting the facts from someone.”


“He was very nice and understanding,” Trisha said. “A great listener, and he cleared things up for me when I had questions about what was happening the night of the robbery.”


When the questioning was over, Trisha was escorted back to the hotel, where management assigned her a new room on a different floor. She originally had planned to be in Boston for a week, but now she wasn’t so sure. The incident had left her shaken and she knew she had been lucky to escape unscathed. The guy who robbed her had barely even touched her, except for when he tied her up with the zip ties. There had been no sexual assault, and she had suffered no physical harm. He could have done anything he wanted to but had done nothing. Thinking that maybe luck was on her side after all, she elected to stay in Boston. The robbery had not made the papers, so there was no heat on her to leave. The biggest hassle was that the cops took Trisha’s cell phone and her attacker had taken most of her credit cards and money.


The next morning, she headed for police headquarters in Roxbury where she’d promised the detectives she would look at mug shots. She also wanted to get her phone back. She didn’t see anyone remotely familiar in the photos but then the cops showed her some grainy still photos they’d pulled from the hotel’s surveillance cameras. There was the big, blond guy with the leather coat and hat walking outside the hotel. The photo was not great but Trisha recognized the man immediately—he was the guy, she said, who had held her up less than twenty-four hours before. Investigators also told Trisha that they’d learned her attacker had used her debit card about an hour after the robbery. He’d gone to an ATM outside a nearby pizza parlor and had accessed her account using the PIN number she’d given him. It had worked fine but the joke was on him—Trisha had only $20 in her account. He withdrew it anyway.


Trisha was afraid, but she was stuck in Boston until a friend put some money on her credit card. She also wanted to recoup some of her losses.
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A Real NYC Girl


On Monday, April 13, the day after Easter, Julissa Brisman packed a bag and boarded an Amtrak train from New York City to Boston. She had a few massage clients lined up and intended to find some new ones by placing an ad on Craigslist.


Julissa was a twenty-five-year-old New Yorker through and through, and the only reason she was going to Boston, home of the hated Red Sox, was for work. Her parents were Dominican, but if you asked Julissa her nationality, she might very well say “New Yorker.” She loved the city that much and admitted to having withdrawal symptoms when she was away too long. She let her Facebook friends know it: AHHHH!! I miss NYC soooo much!!! I miss the rude cab drivers and Bi-polar [sic] weather!! Hahaha ... lol.


To Julissa, everything about the Big Apple was “chill”—even the noise. You had to get with it or get out of it was her reasoning, and if you so much as covered your ears when a screeching train pulled into a subway station, well, then you were so not a New Yorker. She loved the magical things that were always happening to her in the city, like the time she dropped her iPod onto the subway tracks, and a guy immediately jumped down to fetch it for her. That’s the kind of thing that happens to very attractive young females in the city, and that was Julissa through and through. She led a fun life and was in love with her hometown. On her Facebook profile, Julissa had bragged that she was “a born and raised N.Y.C. hottie finally getting a hold of this Wonderful thing we call Life!!”


For good measure, she quoted the quintessential if semifictional New York character Carrie Bradshaw from the HBO series Sex and the City: “The most exciting, challenging and significant relationship of all is the one you have with yourself. And if you find someone to love the you you love, well, that’s just fabulous.”


One thing’s for sure: Julissa was not shy about exploiting her come-hither looks. A part-time model, she loved posing for photographs in bikinis, scanty clothes, and underwear. She was a little over five feet tall and weighed maybe a hundred pounds; her shape was close to perfection by nearly any man’s standards. A few years earlier, when in her early twenties, she had worn her hair straight, bleached it blond, and become the ultimate New York City party girl.
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