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			This book is dedicated to the people of Cheshire, Connecticut, and its surrounding towns who refused to “die a little” when unspeakable evil invaded in the middle of the night. Their story is one that should be mandatory reading for grief counselors, all who grieve, and every community that has had the misfortune of suffering the cruelest of tragedies. 

			 

		

	
		
			

			Preface

			Central Connecticut—A Lesson in How to Heal

			During summer vacation, when I was nine years old growing up in a small town south of Rochester, New York, my next-door neighbor, a fourteen-year-old girl, and her sixteen-year-old friend from down the road went missing. They’d gone swimming in the creek by a railroad trestle early on a Saturday evening and had not returned. Their bodies were found a month later alongside the railroad tracks not far from my house. 

			The day after the bodies were found, Monroe County Sheriff Skinner told the local paper, “It looks like our man is a sex fiend. [The knife wounds] make it certain that this is a sex murder. . . . This is the most brutal case I’ve seen in this county in my thirty-seven years in the department.” 

			The wounds were said to be a combination of stab wounds and “slashes.” As a kid I had no way to process information like that, but it nonetheless made for a troubled sleep. The boogeyman was real, and he was nearby.

			The murderer was never caught. 

			The neighborhood, once happy and a little bit loud, went silent. No one ever mentioned the murders. Doors were locked and kids were kept closer to home. The back fields, once crossed with dirt paths worn by the bare feet of playing children, now grew over, forever hidden by unchecked foliage. 

			No one discussed the thing that had happened. Within six months, it was as if those girls had never existed. In a sense my neighborhood died a little with the two victims. 

			I compare that dreary response to the inspiring celebration of human character that has blossomed in central Connecticut since three members of the Petit family were murdered during a home invasion on July 23, 2007, and I am filled with amazement and admiration. Although the fear and grief suffered by the survivors was the same as that which my community felt when I was a child, the way people dealt with their pain could not have been more different. 

			Instead of retreating, they marched forward. Rallying around the heroic words of the surviving husband and father, vigils were held in honor of the victims at first, then rallies in support of tougher legislation, then fund-raisers in support of the victims’ favorite charities. The townspeople heard the call to action and they responded. 
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			Introduction:

			Double-Locked Doors and Restless Nights

			In this cold, cold world, with its explosion of electronic media and information overload, the omnipresent grappling for our attention has led to entertainment forms that appeal solely to our baser instincts. Who—say, in 1950—could have predicted that there would be in the first years of the twenty-first century a briefly popular genre of film known as “torture porn?” Even in the mainstream—and by this I mean what used to be referred to as broadcast television—much of our entertainment is derived from the sophisticated simulation of violent death. In fiction we have all become amateur crime-scene investigators. In nonfiction we have granted a certain celebrity of infamy to those who commit the most shocking of crimes. Many true-crime books published these days change names to protect the innocent yet put the correct names of the criminals in bold letters right on the cover. There is an argument that it should be the other way around. Perhaps we should deny the sadistic and the sociopathic their fifteen minutes of fame, change their names when we write about them, put black bars across their eyes when we publish their photographs. It’s a thought. 

			The best way to get from here—the world in which you can go into candy stores and buy Serial Killer Trading Cards—to there, a world in which criminals are routinely denied recognition, is to take baby steps. First step: Let’s recognize the murderers whose deeds are briefly depicted in this book for what they are, pieces of slime whose crimes are so brutal and ugly and horrible that they could have lowered the quality of life for everyone, especially for those in the vicinity. Theirs was a crime against humanity that seeps into your pores and crawls into your dreams, that makes for double-locked doors and restless nights hearing phantom footsteps in the den below. 

			This is not the story of the two nonentities who attacked one summer night, although out of necessity they must appear. It is rather the story of an idyllic little town in central Connecticut—the town of Cheshire, population 29,000, median household income $80,466—a town that could have buckled under, its world sullied forever, a black spot evermore blocking it’s sun, but instead did not. 

			It is the story of a community that has stuck together and supported one another during the hardest possible times—a community that, only in crisis, has discovered its own formidable strength. 

			It is a story of anger and how even the most liberal of neighbors have rethought their opinions of capital punishment. 

			And it is the story of a husband and father who lost everything yet somehow clung to his sanity, who in a town of thousands of lights became the brightest beacon of all.

			 

			This is a true story. When possible, the spoken word has been quoted verbatim. However, when that is not possible, conversations have been reconstructed as closely as possible to reality based on the recollections of those who spoke and those who heard those words. In places, there has been slight editing of spoken words, but only to improve readability. The denotations and connotations of the words remain unaltered. When requested, the anonymity of some sources has been protected.

			 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1:

			Outside the Stop & Shop

			A mind without conscience or shame is a predatory thing. If we could tap into the stream of consciousness of a sociopathic B&E man, we probably wouldn’t recognize much—just a dark, dark place, a yearning for kicks, a need for that jazz that accompanies invading the sanctuary of others. With an exaggerated sense of self-domain, he is a creepy-crawl junkie. B&E men who work in the daytime spike their veins by breaking the boundaries, by being where they shouldn’t be, by stealing others’ belongings and making them their own. But there’s a special breed of B&E man, the kind that works at night. For him there is an additional mainline adrenaline rush that comes from the risk—the risk that, while he creepy-crawls, he will wake an occupant. Maybe a man, but even better a wife in a nightgown, or better yet, a tiny feminine voice, frightened in the dark. And then there will be a situation that needs controlling…

			 

			Sunday evening, July 22, 2007. The two breaking and entering (B&E) men were trolling for victims—for someone with a house worth violating that night. Since one of them was a local, he knew the perfect spot. On the west side of the town’s main drag, Highland Avenue, was the Maplecroft Shopping Plaza. 

			There was a Dress Barn, Marshalls department store, Rite Aid Pharmacy, Family Haircut, Hallmark, Subway, Cheshire Video, Jenny K Cleaners, and a Bank of America. The biggest and busiest store, however, was the grocery store called the Super Stop & Shop. They could sit for as long as they wanted and watch customers come and go. No one would say “boo.” 

			Though most of the plaza was parallel to the road, the Super Stop & Shop, at the north end, ran perpendicular to the line of stores and the road. It was one of those gigantic megastores, a food planet, with aisles just for ketchup or for gluten-free foods. It had a People’s United Bank and a Dunkin’ Donuts built into it. There were entrances and exits on either end of the store. It would have been awkward to park and watch both, so the men picked one exit and parked facing it. 

			It had been a hot summer day, and even with the sun lowering in the sky, the temperature was still in the eighties. An attractive middle-aged mother and her eleven-year-old daughter, both blondes in shorts, exited the store carrying grocery bags. The men in the car sat up a little bit straighter. 

			The blondes radiated wholesome American perfection. It was as if the summer sun focused just on them—and the predators knew what that meant: affluence. The two had found what they were looking for.

			The mother was Jennifer Hawke-Petit. Absolutely beautiful, but without a shred of vanity. She had spent her entire life nurturing others. As a mother and a school nurse at the town’s boarding school, she spent all of her hours caring for others, a glowing surrogate mom to the community. As the pair climbed into the car, there was no indication that the mother had, for the past eight years, bravely battled multiple sclerosis, a disease of the central nervous system. The girl was her beautiful eleven-year-old daughter Michaela (pronounced Mi-KAY-la). They were part of the Petit family, which also included seventeen-year-old Hayley, and father Bill, a well-known doctor. 

			Maybe the younger of the two men recognized the mother and daughter. He was a “townie.” When he wasn’t in jail, he was usually nearby. And the Petits were well-known around town. Many people who didn’t know them personally knew who they were. They were social leaders. There was a solid chance he’d seen them around.

			As Jennifer drove the white Mercedes out of the parking lot and onto Route 10, she and her daughter were less than ten minutes from home and only a couple of hundred yards from where Jennifer worked. Feeling safe and happy, they were completely unaware that a pair of monsters was on their tail. 

			The two men shadowed the white Mercedes from a safe distance as the mother and daughter drove the serpentine route to their home on the west side of town, in the Deaconwood neighborhood of Cheshire. The white car pulled into the driveway of a luxurious home on hilly Sorghum Mill Drive, three miles from the Super Stop & Shop. It was a beige clapboard colonial on a corner lot. The men following them didn’t need the real estate stats to figure it out: The family was wealthy. 

			Although the house’s address was 300 Sorghum Mill Drive, the house faced Hotchkiss Ridge. Only the garage built onto the side of the house faced Sorghum Mill Drive. The house must have been worth a half-million dollars. The house was set back from the street and, especially from the garage side, partially obscured by trees. 

			Money and blondes. The monsters felt that they had found the perfect target. And make no mistake, they needed money. One needed his daily fix of pot and crack cocaine. The other was hooked on methamphetamine.

			The stalkers didn’t stop. They made a mental note of the address and kept driving. They’d be back. There were preparations to be made. They drove to the Wal-Mart in the nearby town of Wallingford, where they bought an air rifle and rope.  If someone woke up, the men would need a way to handle it. The air rifle was to subdue; the rope was to restrain. Their shopping done, they each went home for a few hours.

			The younger one called his ex-girlfriend. No, make that girlfriend. Her father had taken her south to Arkansas. All he needed, he told her, was money to bring her back. She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but that was what he said. Lots of money, he said. Fifteen large. He told her he’d get it. Soon. The girlfriend would later recall that he seemed “jumpy,” like he wanted “to get somewhere and do something.”

			At close to midnight, the men left their homes and met up once again. On his way out, the young one had to listen to his mom yak. Why was he going out so late? Why was he wearing dark clothes? He told her he was meeting a guy named Steve about a job.

			They started out in two vehicles and drove back to the Maplecroft Plaza, parked one, and drove together in the other. Then they went to the mother and daughter’s neighborhood and found a secluded site down the street. There they parked. And waited. 

			 

			What an odd pair to be in Cheshire, Connecticut, a town that looked like a postcard picture. Cheshire was straight out of a 1950s movie about life in Everytown, USA. 

			As you came into town, the sign said:

			 

			WELCOME TO CHESHIRE

			The Bedding Plant Capital of Connecticut

			 

			Cheshire, Connecticut, is in the geographic center of the state. At the time of the crime, it had a population of 29,000 and a land area of 32.9 square miles. Like the rest of central Connecticut, the land was undulating and the roads were winding. If you were waiting for a flat stretch of straight road to pass the truck in front of you, you’d have a long wait. Every road had solid double lines down the center. It was a town where houses tended to be set back from the road, often with trees between the houses and the street. Good for hiding. Hiding and watching.

			The town had forty-five police officers and six detectives. It was once a market town for farmers, and there were still plenty of farmers on the outskirts growing flowers and vegetables for sale locally and in other areas. By the twenty-first century it also functioned as a suburb of Hartford and New Haven, and many residents were business people and professionals who worked in the city. 

			The hills were not just woodsy, they were rocky as well. Great boulders and ledges stuck out—as if the great glacier of the Ice Age had been particularly aggressive when slouching its way through Cheshire. It was a town where there were still houses more than two hundred years old, and yet there was new construction everywhere. For years now the open fields had been disappearing, replaced by housing. 

			All of the houses were well kept and different from one another. Families had dogs. No one lived too far from Main Street. And even here, in this pleasantest of towns, the thirty-year-old house and its sylvan surroundings on the corner of Sorghum Mill Drive and Hotchkiss Ridge seemed special. And, as many townsfolk knew, the residents of that house were special as well. 

			Inside the house was domestic bliss. Though there were often guests—people loved to go there because of the warmth, the hospitality, and the fun—today it was just family. Dad was home. Being a physician, he had little spare time, but it was Sunday and he’d managed to get in eighteen holes of golf with his dad. He was Dr. William A. Petit Jr., one of the world’s leading authorities on the treatment of diabetes. 

			The house had eight rooms, a sun porch, and a brick fireplace. In the backyard there was a basketball hoop and an enclosed trampoline. In the garage there were crates filled with soccer balls and lacrosse sticks. Dr. Petit, Jennifer, Hayley, (known as Haze to family and friends) and Michaela, (nicknamed KayKay) were all home. The whole family was together on a Sunday. 

			They were an active family. If there was a cause worth working for, chances were they were on the front lines. If money needed to be raised or a neighbor needed help, they were there, no questions asked. The charitable cause that took most of their time was multiple sclerosis, which made sense. That was the ugly disease that had attacked their family.

			Earlier in the day the two daughters had found time to go to the beach club for a swim. Now it was Michaela’s turn to make dinner. That had been the reason to go to the Super Stop & Shop. They needed to get the ingredients for one of Michaela’s vegetarian masterpieces.

			If Michaela was watching TV, chances were good that the budding young chef was watching the Food Network, trying to pick up some tips. On this night, she made a pasta sauce of native tomatoes, garlic, olive oil, and basil, and she mixed up a balsamic vinaigrette for the salad. Her dream was to one day concoct, like a mad scientist, the perfect root-beer float.

			Daughter Hayley was the jock of the family. She rowed on her high-school crew team and had been a basketball star. She was also co-editor of her high school’s literary magazine. Usually healthy, she’d had her problems recently, too, having been briefly hospitalized just before graduation with a collapsed lung.

			“She had to make it to that graduation ceremony. She was not going to let her class down,” her high-school principal Mrs. Ford later recalled.

			Hayley had plans, too. She was going to be a doctor like her father. Medicine had been her career ambition ever since her father gave her a child-size medical bag and instruments for her fourth birthday. Her all-time favorite TV show was Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman. It was her idea to name her kid sister Michaela in honor of that show’s main character, Michaela Quinn.

			She had been accepted at Dartmouth. Early admission. Dad’s alma mater. Just a month before, the house had been the scene of a joyous party, celebrating Hayley’s graduation from the all-girls Miss Porter’s School in Farmington. Tables were set up outside. In the center of each table was a bouquet of daisies. Daisies have great symbolic meaning to students at Miss Porter’s School, who often refer to themselves by the unofficial nickname the Fighting Daisies. A student gathering place at the school is known as the Daisy Café. Daisies are a strong and robust flower that can thrive under all sorts of circumstances. They are bright and beautiful, yet they endure, and are useful in a wide variety of ways. Because of this, daisies have been part of girls’ school tradition since the nineteenth century. In a lovely, final ritual, each graduation at Miss Porter’s featured a thick woven chain of daisies that was carried by all the students as they sang. And then a portion of the chain was taken and placed on the grave of Sarah Porter, the school’s founder, who was buried not far from the school. 

			Everyone knew that Hayley was smart and athletic and really into school. But her friends knew she also had a sly sense of humor. She knew how to have a good time. She knew how to make you laugh and smile. 

			Dr. and Mrs. Petit couldn’t have been more proud of the lovely way their children had turned out. 

			The pasta dinner was delicious. Afterward the girls read Harry Potter. Hayley was reading the last book in the series. Michaela was reading the first.

			It grew dark.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2:

			The Waking Nightmare

			Two burglars were wearing hooded sweatshirts as they entered the Petit home through the basement door at 3:00 a.m. It was July 23, 2007. The night air was cooler, about 65 degrees. And damp—felt like a storm might be coming. They weren’t surprised to find the door unlocked. Cheshire was the kind of town where some people even left their front doors open at night. They felt so safe that they didn’t see the need to lock them.

			The two men had assumed that everyone would be upstairs asleep, as was almost always the case when they entered homes in the middle of the night.

			And they had been entering homes in the middle of the night frequently. This was at least the third house they had illegally entered that weekend. They had gotten into the first two through back screen doors, but hadn’t netted much: $140 in cash, credit cards, and an ATM card. This night would be different. This was the mother lode.

			This burglary was different in another way, too. On the sun porch, asleep in an easy chair, was Dr. Petit. The intrusion either woke him, or the intruders feared he would wake. Either way, the two men knew they had two choices: run or attack.

			They attacked, hitting the man in the forehead with a baseball bat. Now unconscious, Dr. Petit was tied up at the hands and ankles, and then pushed down the cellar stairs. With the husband out of commission, the mother and her two daughters were alone with the monsters. Defenseless.

			 

			At approximately 4:30 a.m., about an hour and a half into the attack, the two men exited the Petit home together, leaving their captives bound and helpless. Something must’ve happened. Maybe one of their captives recognized them. Maybe they just felt overcome by a mean streak. Whatever it was, they had decided how this show was going to end. 

			The young man drove his own car. The older man stole one of the Petits’ vehicles, probably the SUV. They drove to the intersection of Prospect Road and West Main Street, where they filled plastic containers with gasoline at a BP gas station. 

			The BP was perfect because there were slots right on the gas pumps, so they could put their stolen credit card in and it automatically charged the card for the gas. They didn’t have to deal with any real live human being who might wonder why they wanted so much gas in containers during the middle of the night. 

			They put the full containers in the Petits’ car.

			Directly across the street from the gas station was the rocky side of a hill that had been blasted out so the road could go through. Diagonally across, about fifty yards east of the gas station, was the entrance to a housing development called Quarry Village. On either side of the entrance were two stone pedestals with old-fashioned street lamps on top. Outside of those were wooden gates, painted bright white. The young man drove his car into the Quarry Village complex, past the sign that said, “No Soliciting. Private Property. Violators Will Be Prosecuted.”

			The houses were multilevel, but more out of necessity than design, because the entire development was on a hill. A garage might be at the bottom of the hill, while the front door was at the top. Each house was painted the same shade of industrial gray with white trim. 

			The speed limit on Quarry Village Road was twenty miles per hour, and a sign read, “Slow. Children Playing.” The younger man parked in a small parking lot—big enough for eight to ten cars at most—at the side of the entrance road. He climbed into the Petit vehicle with the older man. They then returned to the Maplecroft Plaza parking lot, dropped off a few items in their other vehicle, and returned to the Petit house. The outing probably took about twenty minutes, certainly less than half an hour.

			As the early summer morning lightened the sky, the intruders had concocted a scheme that would net big bucks. They told the mother that, if she wanted to save the lives of her daughters, she would go with one of them to the bank, withdraw $15,000, and return. Do as they said, and everything would be okay. If not, well, things would go badly. 

			And so, in a desperate attempt to keep her daughters alive, Jennifer agreed to go to the bank as soon as it opened in the morning with one of the invaders. If only they would leave. “Deal,” the men said, but reminded her that if anyone called the cops, her husband and daughters were dead. She said she understood. At 9:00 a.m. the older man took Jennifer out to her car. The young man remained behind to take care of some things at the Petit home. 

			 

			At 9:19 a.m. the older man arrived with the mother at the Bank of America branch on Highland Avenue in Cheshire. It was only a few hundred yards from where the men had first spotted Jennifer and Michaela the previous day, at the opposite end of the shopping plaza. 

			It was an overcast Monday morning. Inside the bank, everyone was moving slowly, holding cardboard containers of coffee and softly discussing weekend activities. Jennifer entered the front door through the vestibule that held the ATM machine. She had to take a left to get into the main part of the bank that housed the tellers and customer service. Straight ahead was a large glass window to the manager’s office, but you couldn’t see in because the blinds were down and closed. 

			The bank had just opened and there was already a pretty good crowd. Everyone liked to get their banking done first thing on Monday morning so they could get on with their week. There were about twenty people waiting in line for one of the five tellers, a couple of more using the ATM machines, and one woman sitting at a customer service desk talking to a bank employee about opening a new account.

			The older man parked his car right in front of the bank, positioning himself so that he would be able to look inside and see what his hostage was doing. If it looked like she was squealing, he wanted to know right away so he’d have an opportunity to hightail it out of there.

			He allowed Jennifer to go into the bank alone. They had agreed that she would withdraw $15,000 from her savings account, and then immediately return to the car. Her hands were shaking so badly that she had trouble writing on the withdrawal slip, but finally she managed it. 

			The already-long wait for an available teller was made worse by stress, and she finally decided to cut the line. Her face displayed so much urgency that no one complained. If she was trying to camouflage her predicament, she was not successful. Others in the bank could tell by the grim expression on Jennifer’s face that something was wrong.

			She went to the last teller, in the far corner of the bank. She pushed the small piece of paper through the slot at the base of the window. Banks were keen to pick up on suspicious activity, so even without Jennifer’s nervous demeanor, withdrawing that much money in cash would have raised a red flag.

			 The teller looked at the piece of paper and saw that it was not a routine withdrawal slip but a message. Jennifer had written something to the effect of, “I need to take $15,000 out of my savings account in cash. I have to have the money because my family is being held hostage. If the police are notified my family will be killed.”

			One of the customers in the bank at that moment was fifty-year-old former graphic artist Deborah “Debbie” Biggins, who was opening a new checking account. She took note of Jennifer because the woman seemed unusually tense and in a rush. 

			“I was feeling impatient about getting the paperwork for my new account started. The next thing I knew, I looked over and saw a tall blonde woman. I saw she was holding a white piece of paper and I thought it was a deposit slip or a receipt,” Biggins later recalled. She could feel the fear emanating from the woman. “She was stiff. It was all bad. I felt it.” 

			After Jennifer left with the money, Biggins saw the teller hand Jennifer’s note to the bank manager, who was a woman named Mary Lyons. 

			“I saw the teller hand the slip of paper to the manager, and the manager walked right behind me to her office. The manager then peeked through the blinds of her office, looking at something out in the parking lot, and a sense of panic fell on me. I thought the bank was being robbed. I asked the customer service rep, ‘What’s going on?’”

			The customer service rep didn’t know but was obviously just as concerned. Letting her finger slip from the window blinds, Mary Lyons reached for the phone.

			Lyons called the police to report suspicious activity. According to police, that call was received at 9:21 a.m. She said that it appeared as if one of their customers was taking out cash under duress. 

			More than once Lyons was put on hold by the dispatch operator. She was then told to call back on another line with a further description of what had occurred at the bank.

			It took approximately five minutes before the incident at the bank was first broadcast to police in the field at 9:26 a.m., including the name of the nervous woman who had withdrawn the money, and her home address, 300 Sorghum Mill Drive. 

			 

			The older man had the blonde mother in the front seat with him where he could keep an eye on her. It seemed like it took forever to get out of the parking lot. A red light then held him up before he could pull onto Highland Avenue, heading south, past St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, right past the Cheshire Academy where Jennifer worked, through the posh section of town, past the First Congregational Church, which had been built hundreds of years before but had been recently painted. It was shining white with four columns in front and a high steeple and clock tower. There was a small park between the church and the road. 

			They turned right and wound their way along Cornwall Avenue. The houses on either side of the road were large. Some had been built large. Others had been small once but had undergone several expansive renovations. 

			The world was up and at it. There may have been joggers running alongside the road, people walking their dogs, neighbors out by the mailbox talking about Sunday night’s television shows. 

			They drove past the Farmington Linear Park Bike Route (commonly known to Cheshire residents as “the bike trail”), Cheshire Roofing, and a nail salon, then past farmhouses with lots of land and huge gardens, and Doolittle School’s ball fields. There were a couple of stop signs, but who knows if the man stopped.

			Up ahead was a tree-covered mountain, at the base of which was Mountain Road, where they turned left. They stayed on Mountain for only two blocks before making another left onto Sorghum Mill Drive, through a hundred yards of woods and a few more blocks of houses. The area was so hilly that even the front lawns had hills in them. It could be hard to figure out street addresses, but some houses had put their street numbers on rocks near the road. 

			The older of the two predators then pulled up and into the woman’s driveway. The trip from the bank had taken approximately seven minutes. 

			 

			Debbie Biggins was still in the bank when the police arrived. She recalled, “Not long afterward the police rushed in—at least five officers—and they fanned out through the lobby. They left right away without talking to any customers.”

			“What is happening?” Biggins asked a bank employee.

			“It’s just something that happened outside, it has nothing to do with us,” the bank employee replied.

			In the meantime, back at the police dispatch, there was some confusion. According to an anonymous law enforcement official, “The call [from Mary Lyons] came in as a suspicious transaction with a hostage situation, but it wasn’t clear.” 

			That first broadcast referred to an “incident” at the Petit house and gave a description of the car that had been used to take Mrs. Petit to and from the bank. The first officer who responded to the radio dispatch call to head to Sorghum Mill Drive was on Higgins Road just past Oak Avenue—less than a mile from the Petit home.

			At 9:27, the officer at Higgins and Oak said, “What was that number on Sorghum?”

			“Three hundred Sorghum Mill Road. Three-hundred,” dispatch said.

			“Unit one copy, I’m turning there now,” the first-responding officer replied.

			The cop made a quick K-turn on Higgins Road and headed west. He zoomed past Watch Hill Road on the right and Towpath Lane on the left before taking a right onto Sorghum Mill Drive. The street only went thirty yards or so before it curved sharply left, a sharp enough turn that even a police car would need to slow down. Then up a hill and past a wood on the right, he arrived outside the Petit home at 9:28. He was instructed not to approach the house. So he walked behind the house and hid behind a tree, watching the rear of the house.

			After a few minutes other cops showed up as well. They saw that there was a 2005 Chrysler Pacifica SUV in the driveway, which belonged to the Petits. The other car in the driveway was the white Mercedes that the mother and daughter had used to make their Super Stop & Shop run the previous evening.

			A computer check popped out the license plate numbers for both of the Petit vehicles, and sure enough, those were the only two vehicles in the Petit driveway. 

			Despite the five-minute gap between when Mary Lyons called 911 and when police dispatch first broadcast the “incident at 300 Sorghum Mill Drive” to police officers, it was still a seven-minute drive from the bank to the home, and later law enforcement officials would, under assurance of anonymity, wonder how the older man got to the house before the first police officer. But he did.

			Minutes later, more police officers arrived at the scene, but no one knocked on the door. On the police radio a voice could be heard saying, “Hang back from that location.”

			Because the initial 911 call had said that the family would be killed if the cops came, none of the police officers were in a hurry to bust down the door and charge inside the house. They would wait, try not to be noticed, and act only when ordered to do so. 

			The orders came down to wait until there were sufficient numbers to raid the house. Members of the SWAT team were summoned, which was known as the SRT (Special Response Team) in Cheshire. Some police called in and asked for their tactical (that is, bulletproof) vests to be brought to them from headquarters where they had left them. The sky was not brightening. Dark clouds hung low. The Petit house was hard enough to see from the street under the brightest of conditions. It was even harder with a summer rainstorm about to strike.

			At 9:44 police dispatch broadcast the phone number for the Petit home. No one called the number. 

			By 9:54 many law enforcement personnel, including SRT members, were on the scene, establishing a perimeter around the Petit house. (See appendices for a transcript of police activity for the thirty minutes following the Bank of America 911 call.) With everything in the house quiet, police waited. 

			And waited.

			 

			As soon as the older man and Jennifer had returned home from their trip to the bank, he strangled her to death and left her atop a coffee table on the first floor of her home. Hayley and Michaela were still bound to their beds with rope upstairs. 

			Down in the basement, his head still bleeding from the bat attack, Dr. Petit woke to what he believed to be the sound of his wife screaming. Even though he was suffering from a severe concussion and he felt as if his skull had been cracked open, he managed to free his hands. 

			His fingers were stiff and wouldn’t work right. He tried and tried but couldn’t undo his legs. So he did the next best thing. He began to hop. When he fell, he got back up and hopped some more. He hopped up the cellar stairs, crashed out the back door, and hopped into the backyard. 

			Unaware that the police were already surrounding his house, he had one thing on his mind—to incite his neighbors into calling the police. His desperate anguish could be heard by the police officers in the vicinity. 

			“We got an eighteen [Cheshire Police code for a person] somewhere out . . . it sounds like it’s coming from your direction, so just be aware of it. Sounds like he’s outside, somebody’s outside anyhow,” an officer said.

			Unfortunately, Dr. Petit’s cries could also be heard by the two men inside the Petit house. He got as far as the house next door at 285 Hotchkiss Ridge before collapsing from exhaustion and from the effects of his head wounds.

			 Still not approaching the Petit home, police went to William Petit’s aid. The wounded man lay prone on the ground under his neighbor’s overhang, the house directly to the east of the Petit home. 

			Police saw right away that the man was suffering from severe head injuries. Blood still oozed from a wound on his forehead above his right eyebrow. He had tumbled onto his right side and his ankles were bound together with interlocked plastic zip ties. 

			A neighbor heard Dr. Petit’s shouting and made a second 911 call to the police. One of the home invaders peeked out an upstairs bedroom window. They knew that they had to act quickly. 

			The men poured gasoline around and on Jennifer’s body and on Hayley and Michaela, who were still alive. The criminals thought they were smart. They thought they would get away clean if they could just incinerate the DNA they had so cruelly deposited at the scene. 

			They lit the fire and left the house. They ran out the front door of the house and climbed into the Petits’ Pacifica.

			Police radios squawked: “We got a house fire. We gotta clear the house.”

			 It was 9:58 and it was starting to rain. Outside, police could hear horrible screams coming from the upstairs bedrooms.

			 

			The bleeding man under the overhang said he was William Petit, the homeowner of the house on fire, and that his wife and two daughters were still inside. He’d heard screaming. He begged the police to hurry. He told them that his family had been the victims of a home invasion, and that burglars had hit him on the head, tied him up, and shoved him into the basement of his house. An ambulance would arrive a few minutes later and take him to St. Mary’s Hospital in Waterbury. 

			As police went to Dr. Petit’s aid, other police stationed near the Petit driveway saw two panicky white men exit the house, hurriedly jump into the Petits’ SUV, and back out of the driveway. The police shouted in vain for the men in the vehicle to stop. The SUV continued recklessly into the street, smashed into a cop car, and pulled away, heading north. The police cars in front of the Petit home turned on their lights and sirens.

			The driver tried to make a getaway down the street, unaware that two Cheshire police cars, belonging to SRT team members Sergeant Chris Cote and Officer Tom Wright, were parked nose-to-nose blocking the street at the spot where Burrage Court made a T with Sorghum Mill Drive. Cote and Wright had left their cars and, carrying semiautomatic rifles, were headed for the Petit house. Stationed at the roadblock was Officer Jeff Sutherland. 

			When the driver saw Sutherland standing in the street and the two cop cars blocking his way, he gunned the engine and aimed the vehicle at Sutherland. The officer managed to get out of the way, but the SUV crashed into both cruisers. The front end of the SUV and those of both cop cars were smashed in by the impact. The police cars were struck so hard that they spun apart, opening up the street. 

			Fortunately for the police at the scene, the impact was also hard enough to disable the SUV and cause its front-seat air bags to deploy. The Pacifica rolled to a stop thirty feet further down Sorghum Mill Drive, which suddenly looked like the site of a demolition derby. The SUV’s front tires rested on a neighbor’s finely manicured lawn. 

			At that moment, a neighbor named Walter Ryan was walking his dog along Sorghum Mill Drive. “I saw the car come out of the driveway and ram into several police cars. Then I saw the flames coming out of the house. Then I saw police with their guns out, running across the lawns yelling, ‘Get out of the car!’” Ryan said.

			 When police hauled the assailants out of the SUV, they could see that they were an odd couple. One of the men appeared to be in his twenties, the other middle-aged. The young man was tall and thin with thick hair. The older man was short and stocky, his head shaved bald.

			The young man, who had been driving, was wearing DeWalt work boots, two pairs of white athletic socks, a pair of grey boxer-briefs, a pair of Carhartt pants, a long-sleeved black T-shirt, an Adidas hoodie, a pair of cotton work gloves, and a pair of light-colored latex gloves. He was subsequently identified as Joshua Komisarjevsky (Koh-mih-sahr-JEV-skee), born August 10, 1980, a career criminal with a long history of breaking-and-entering offenses. 

			The middle-aged man, who had been a passenger during the truncated escape attempt, was later identified as Steven J. Hayes, born May 30, 1963. He was wearing a blue hoodie, a gray cotton T-shirt, black socks, and Adidas sneakers.

			Both were out of prison on parole.

			Lying in the road next to the car was a cell phone. Police processed it as part of the crime scene, and later found it to be Komisarjevsky’s cell. 

			As soon as the men were taken into custody they were transported to the Cheshire Police Department, located at 500 Highland Avenue. 

			 

			As the apprehension took place, the house fire rapidly worsened. The Cheshire Fire Department was on its way. The rain was growing harder, steadier.

			Police officers opened the home’s front door and observed a “line of fire” consisting of a bright orange flame on the floor and in the hallway. There was no more screaming.

			The fire department showed up and quickly put out the fire. It was 10:01 a.m., thirty-one minutes since the 911 call from the bank.

			 And it was then, with the attackers in custody and Dr. Petit on his way to the hospital, that the firemen inside the burning home discovered the full horror of the situation. There, they found three lifeless bodies.

			As Dr. Petit’s father, William Petit Sr., would later say, “Five minutes earlier, and they would have saved everyone—but that’s not the way it worked.”

			Found inside the home and seized were three plastic, opaque, partially melted one-gallon containers. Two of these containers were found on the second-floor landing, while a third was found in the first-floor hallway.

			State troopers were called in. Homicide detectives were notified. The county medical examiner was called. Sorghum Mill Drive was blocked off to traffic on both sides. The house and the cars were all crime scenes. 

			By noon a deluge was falling upon Cheshire, and it was making life even more miserable for the police, who were attempting to figure out what had happened at the Petit home. They put up a tent in the middle of the street so that they could stay relatively dry as they compared notes. 

			Crime-scene investigators processed the Petit family vehicle, the 2005 Chrysler Pacifica that had been stolen by the two men and crashed into the police cars blocking the street. They photographed and seized several items from the vehicle. These included a black Carhartt winter cap with what appeared to be eyeholes cut in it, five latex gloves, two white cotton gloves, and four separate sets of interlocking plastic zip ties.

			Komisarjevsky’s car, a 1998 Chevrolet Venture, was found a mile and a half from the scene of the murders, in the parking lot of the Quarry Village housing complex. Investigators determined that it had been utilized in the crimes. Just down the street from the complex was the gas station where the men had filled their plastic containers.

			Crime-scene investigators processed the Venture and photographed and seized two empty packages of Stanley latex gloves, nine pairs of latex gloves (five white, three “light-colored,” and one blue), two black-and-blue rubber gloves, an open package of GE eight-inch cable ties, and a brown cotton shirt that had two holes cut in the back portion of it, which were suspected to be eyeholes. 

			Police located and searched Hayes’s vehicle, which was parked in the Super Stop & Shop parking lot. They photographed and seized two wallets from that vehicle. One contained identification for Hayley Petit, and the other contained the ID of William Petit. Sometime during the night one or both of the intruders had made a run out to Hayes’s car and then returned to the Petit home, probably during the gasoline run.
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