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Foreword







When I was asked to work on the multi-agency investigative team now known as the “Bike Path Rapist Task Force,” I could never have imagined the events that would transpire in the years ahead. On the first day, the higher-ups told us that we were not to use the words “task force” in our dealings with the media, because it had undesirable political connotations and might lead people to think a “metro police force” could be tried out in the area. It was decided that a team of investigators would be staffed from four separate local police jurisdictions including the Erie County Sheriff’s Office, the New York State Police, the Town of Amherst police department, and the City of Buffalo police department. Along the way, more personnel from these four agencies were added as different investigative talents and skills became needed. When all was said and done, the task force had consisted of between five and twelve investigators at various times. Most people considered the task force a huge success, especially after the dust had settled and we had put the cuffs on the man Sheriff Tim Howard later called the “monster known as the Bike Path Rapist.” The investigation led to the arrest, conviction, and sentencing on three separate counts of murder of Altemio Sanchez, who was living what appeared to be a normal life as an average family man, factory worker, husband, and father of two in the Buffalo suburb of Cheektowaga, New York.


Ironically, the Cheektowaga police department, although they assisted us at various times during the investigation, had not been a part of the task force, because none of the crimes that we were commissioned to investigate had been committed within their jurisdiction. During the course of the investigation, I had done some research on what is called “geographical profiling,” and was amazed at how accurately it could pinpoint the most likely areas where a serial criminal might reside, work, and commit crimes. As the saying goes, if given an option, an animal usually will not soil his own cage. I later found out that it is uncommon for serial killers and rapists to commit crimes in their hometowns.


The investigation culminated with an arrest that should have been the pinnacle of my career in law enforcement, but was partly overshadowed by a struggle between cops trying to do the right thing and an out of control district attorney trying to protect his turf.


I cannot begin to imagine the pain and suffering that this monster has caused countless victims and family members during his reign of terror, nor will I ever forget the emotional women as they wept while trying to discuss the crimes. I also won’t forget the feeling of helplessness we had because we would never be able to charge him with the twenty-six rapes of mostly teenaged girls that we believe he had committed, because the statute of limitations had expired.


Along the way, through this twisted and jumbled investigation, we stumbled upon the heartbreaking realization that a young diagnosed schizophrenic named Anthony Capozzi had been wrongfully arrested and convicted for two rapes he could not have committed and had served twenty-two years out of a thirty-fiveyear sentence. These crimes were later proven by DNA to be the work of none other than the Bike Path Rapist. As if this wasn’t strange enough, the Erie County district attorney and his staff were adamant that they were not going to pursue the information that we had uncovered about Capozzi unless we could give them “hard physical evidence” that he did not commit the rapes in question. The first question that popped into my head was “Why?” Why do we need “hard physical evidence” that Anthony did not commit the rapes in order to get him released from prison, when there was absolutely no physical evidence, hard or otherwise, linking him to any crime scene anywhere back in 1985 when he was arrested, tried, and convicted?


My heart goes out to the Capozzi family for their never-ending support for Anthony, and the tight bond that they have maintained throughout this unconscionable ordeal. They have held their heads high, knowing that some day the truth would surface. I am both humbled by their humanity and compassion for others, and grateful to God for being given the opportunity and ability to be involved in helping such a wonderful family to finally attain justice for their son and brother.


I have often said since then that this investigation could not have been resolved successfully, especially in such a short time, without the participation of every person who was involved with the task force. Good or bad, right or wrong, everyone served a purpose during the many months leading to the conviction of Altemio Sanchez and the release of Anthony Capozzi. There were many other investigators who did much more work than I did on these cases, but for one reason or another were not able to come forward and speak about them. I felt that I had no choice but to speak out publicly about the Bike Path Rapist case; I hoped to pressure the powers that be into taking a deeper look at some of the more obvious flaws in our legal system, flaws that allowed prosecutors to diddle around and play word games while a person’s life hung in the balance.


The Bible says that “iron sharpens iron.” I take that to mean that as long as dialogue is taking place between people, there is a good chance that the correct decisions will eventually be made, and the truth will surface from it, no matter how long it has been suppressed. I believe that is what transpired in this case.


—Detective Dennis Delano Cheektowaga, NY




INTRODUCTION






The Detective, the Case, and the City







In a seventy-year-old precinct house at the intersection of Church and Franklin Streets in the guts of downtown Buffalo, a tiled room on the third floor is home to the Homicide/Cold Case Unit. Four detectives share its space, with one closet-sized office and another interview room large enough for two chairs and a computer. A dryerase board fills an entire wall, where cases are charted in different colors to convey their status. Mug shots tacked to bulletin boards reveal sketches of killers both wanted and apprehended. Alongside the bad guys, photos of cops in trench coats stare with hardened features.


Here, a daily battle is waged between death and longforgotten truth.


Detective Dennis Delano’s desk is near the door. It is symbolic, perhaps, that his work zone is separate from his colleagues, because Delano is an independent thinker who is often frustrated by politics and the slow pace of bureaucracy.


At fifty-six, Delano is a big man, with an ample stomach, a wide neck, and fingers thick as rolled nickels. A full head of dark hair, a rounded nose, and spreading jowls lend him an intimidating appearance. Listen to his gravelly voice and imagine a suspect melting beneath his glare.


He is a a man without pretensions, a quintessential “Buffalo guy.” Delano does not care for self-importance or inflated egos. He has only one goal: Unearth the truths that time has blurred.


“A bit of an attitude,” was how Dateline NBC described him. Many of his colleagues agree, comparing his rough demeanor to Andy Sipowicz from NYPD Blue. Some go further, suggesting the sign above a nearby aquarium—DOES NOT PLAY WELL WITH OTHERS— describes the man as much as the temperamental and eponymous fighting fish “Little Dennis.”


There is one thing no one disputes. Delano is a firstrate cop.


“I deal with dead people and their families,” Delano explained in muted tones. “You can’t help but make it personal.”


He was behind this desk on November 15, 2006, when the chief of detectives requested he join a team to hunt a long-standing serial killer. For more than twenty years, a nameless man dubbed the “Bike Path Rapist” had attacked, raped, and murdered women and girls in Western New York. After twelve years of silence, forensics had matched DNA from a recent crime scene to the killer everyone thought had disappeared. It was a request that would change lives.


In the course of the next several months, a team of exceptional officers from different law enforcement agencies collaborated to capture a serial killer who had run amok since the early 1980s. He turned out to be an ordinary man with a wife and two kids. With his arrest, a community reclaimed its peace of mind.


But Delano and his colleagues discovered something else along the way: An innocent man had been convicted and was serving time for rapes he did not commit. Anthony Capozzi, suffering from mental illness, had spent twenty-two years in prison. Detectives were convinced of his innocence, but could find no hard evidence to prove it.


“I had never come across a situation like this before,” Delano explained. “We didn’t know what to do to get this guy out. He was coming up for parole but they had denied him five times already and they were going to deny him again. I was waking up in the middle of the night knowing this guy was sleeping in a little cell, and he didn’t belong there. It was unconscionable.”


Justice was long delayed, but Delano did not give up. Encouraged by fellow task force members, who left daily notes urging him to “Free Capozzi,” Delano’s moral strength kept him focused. Through tenacity, justice prevailed. Because of Delano and his fellow investigators, a long-forgotten file was discovered containing DNA slides that proved the Bike Path Rapist had attacked the women Capozzi had been convicted of raping. Capozzi was released just before Easter 2007.


There have been big cases for Delano, both before and since, but this story is unlike any other.


“It’s really the apex of my career,” Delano said reflectively. “There’s nothing else to compare it to.”


Reminders are kept close by. A photo on Delano’s bulletin board freezes one poignant moment that made all the setbacks worthwhile. Four women—the mother and three adult sisters of Anthony Capozzi—are locked in a jubilant hug only seconds after they learned Anthony had been exonerated.


✴


When Delano was invited to join the task force, it was a logical progression in his diverse and successful career.


“There aren’t a whole lot of accidents,” Delano reflected, discussing the abilities of the men and women who worked together to capture the killer. “Our past experiences give us talents in certain areas. Life often leads you in a direction, and people with influence notice and steer you that way.”


Becoming a cop was never Delano’s career goal. In fact, as a young man, he had an aversion to police.


“Before I got married, I was a drummer in a hard rock band in the 1960s,” Delano explained with a smile. “I wasn’t too fond of cops back then. They would come in, break up our parties, and I used to throw things at them. I wanted nothing to do with cops.”


Ironic, then, that Delano would become synonymous with the virtues of the Buffalo police. As a young man, he worked many different jobs. He built concrete walls, enlisted in the military at age seventeen, and married at eighteen. Always interested in firefighting and first aid, after the service he joined a volunteer fire company. He drove ambulances and went to paramedic school through Erie Community College. Delano was certified in New York State but couldn’t get a job.


“There was a TV program called Emergency about a paramedic unit in Los Angeles. I knew they needed paramedics in California, so I went to the library, looked up addresses, and wrote letters to every town on the coast. I could challenge the exam there, but I needed a sponsor. One company agreed to sponsor me if I worked for them.”


His wife had a job in Western New York as a nurse at the Veterans Administration Hospital, but she was willing to leave—jobs were easy to come by, especially in California. They held a garage sale and literally sold everything, then bought a van and drove to the West Coast. Their son had just been born and their daughter was seven.


Delano became a fireman-paramedic, assigned to the seedier part of Hollywood. After working there for a year, he had discovered two loves: the water and the weather. Otherwise, he hated California.


“I couldn’t stand all the uppity people,” Delano recalled. “The ones who weren’t uppity were the surfer boys. They walked around calling everybody dude. Half the firemen I worked with owned surfboard repair shops.”


It was a far cry from his native city. The fit between man and geography was out of synch. Absent the sincerity and blue-collar lifestyle he had experienced growing up in Buffalo, Delano’s impatience flared.


The couple flew home for a family wedding and realized how much they missed living there. After spending time at their old hangouts, seeing friends, they dreaded going back to California. Within a month, everything was sold again. They bought a camper van and returned to Western New York.


“My brother was parks commissioner at the time and he told me the fire department was looking to expand,” Delano recalled. “This was beautiful. I had experience no one else did, so I was sure to be hired. But they were only interested in adding minorities.”


Another brother, Paul, was a homicide detective. He urged Dennis to consider law enforcement. Paul visited Dennis’s house and talked about upcoming police exams. He even brought applications. Dennis was working for an aluminum siding business, but found it tedious during the depths of winter. He began taking different civil service tests. He applied for the state police, city police, and Erie County Medical Center security. Starting in 1980, he worked for three years at the county holding center as a sheriff’s deputy, then three more years with the Buffalo Municipal Housing Authority in plainclothes, until he became a Buffalo cop in 1985.


Delano spent sixteen years in the Auto Theft Squad until it was abolished as part of a departmental reorganization. A unit was formed called Major Crimes, dealing with homicides, robberies, and assaults. After a few years, Buffalo’s brass realized this was not the most efficient use of their detectives.


“It was almost impossible to investigate a homicide one minute and a bank robbery the next,” Delano recalled. “That’s when the department went back to a Homicide Unit and I transferred to it.”


During his time in Major Crimes, Delano took it upon himself to learn the skills needed to become a top investigator.


“I didn’t have a clue how to investigate a murder, and police training is scarce. I was left to figure things out on my own. Fortunately, I had a brother who had been an ace homicide guy before he retired. I asked him how to do things. He suggested going back and reading old files to see how guys solved cases in the past. That way I would learn the order to proceed.”


Unfortunately, there was little organization to the homicide files. They were scattered in boxes throughout the building wherever there was extra space. Delano discovered folders slowly and began studying. His fascination grew. Using his own money, he bought textbooks and read about gathering details at investigation scenes. He used the Internet as a research tool.


“I always want to be the best at whatever I’m doing,” Delano said.


So he asked everybody for advice. He trudged down to the building’s basement, found old files, and blew the dust off cardboard box tops. His brother Paul pointed out interesting cases that were never solved, so he pulled them to have a look. All this was done on his own time, and he started getting better at it by training himself. He read a few files and thought, This one could still be solved. After he put a couple cases together, the bosses began to notice.


“Soon I was overwhelming myself with old cases. Then some funding came through so I dispersed a few to other guys. But when the money went dry, all the files ended up back on my desk.” Delano laughed as he recalled the circular route of cold cases. “Then it was worse than before because I didn’t know what other investigators did or didn’t do.”


Medical problems began to interfere with Delano’s day-to-day life. He suffered from sleep apnea, frequently dozing at his desk. He took work home and completed it at odd hours, when rest was elusive. The man who had never used a sick day in more than twenty years was granted medical leave. He went from questioning suspects to undergoing stress tests. His health concerns grew, and in 2005, he considered retirement.


“I was denied Social Security benefits, or I would have,” he said. “I’m glad now it worked out the way it did.”


In May 2006, the Buffalo police formed a Cold Case Squad, with room for four full-time detectives. Because of his special interest in old files, Delano was invited to join. But after eight months away from the job, questions lingered about his wellness.


“I wanted to try,” Delano admitted. “It seemed like a good use of my skills. I told the boss that if my health didn’t hold up, I would just go back on medical leave. The first case I pulled was one from 1974 that I’d been working all along, and that was solved.1 Shortly after that, the Bike Path case came up, and I said I’d love to be part of that.”


✴


Located on the eastern edge of Lake Erie, Buffalo evolved into a national trading center with the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825. Products from the Midwest passed through Buffalo en route to the Hudson River and New York City. By 1832, its population quadrupled, from 2,500 to 10,000. In a short time, it became the nation’s premier inland port.


Prosperity continued steadily. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Buffalo’s population made it the country’s eighth largest city. Fifty years later, it was still the fifteenth largest American metropolis and a hub of industry and culture. But gradually the good times ebbed away. The Erie Canal lost its influence due to the opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway in 1957. The 1970s were not kind to the region. Steel mills closed, railroads lost their prominence, and pollution reigned. Buffalo became the embodiment of a rust belt city.


By 2005, years of steady population decline left Buffalo as the nation’s forty-sixth largest city. A recent report ranked the urban core as the second poorest in the nation.


The community projects an inferiority complex; there is a palpable feeling in the air that better things must be happening elsewhere. This may be caused partly by the weather, which gets a bad rap, even though cities to the east like Rochester and Syracuse annually accumulate more snow. And then there are the long-term failures of its two major sports teams, football’s Buffalo Bills and hockey’s Buffalo Sabres. For four straight seasons, from 1991 to 1994, the Bills advanced to the Super Bowl, only to lose. (Cynics suggested Buffalo’s area code be changed from 716 to 044.) In existence since 1970, the Sabres, likewise, have lost both times they advanced to the Stanley Cup finals. Still, people remain passionate about sports.


There are two sides to Buffalo. Summers feature moderate temperatures with low humidity. People in Western New York are largely unpretentious, down-to-earth. It maintains its reputation as a blue-collar community, although modern times feature a mix of industry, health care, and education. Wealthy pockets exist in certain city neighborhoods and the suburbs.


Traffic is manageable and the infrastructure is sufficient to handle the region’s daily needs. A thriving arts community, an elaborate park system, and historic architecture are all boasting points.


It is within this community that a serial rapist lived, attacking women anonymously beginning in the 1970s.


Case History


No one is sure how the Bike Path Rapist eluded capture for more than twenty years. His attacks were scattered across Western New York, linked by common elements including morning assaults, use of a rope or wire garrote, comments made to each victim, and physical descriptions of the attacker.


When the task force formed in November 2006, the case was well known among police, the media, and even ordinary citizens. Since the 1980s, there had been several crimes attributed to the Bike Path Rapist:






	A forty-four-year-old woman was dragged from the exercise path around Delaware Park on Thursday, June 12, 1986. After raping her, the attacker tightened the ligature around her neck until she was rendered unconscious.












	A seventeen-year-old victim was raped along a wooded shortcut behind Frontier High School in Hamburg, a suburb south of the city, on Monday, July 14, 1986.












	A sixteen-year-old female was accosted near a train track in Buffalo’s Riverside neighborhood and dragged to a nearby junkyard, where she was raped on Friday, June 10, 1988.












	Using the same path as the prior Riverside victim, a fifteen-year-old girl was raped near an abandoned building on Monday, May 1, 1989.












	On the morning of Thursday, August 24, 1989, a fourteen-year-old high school student walked to summer school along the Willow Ridge Bike Path in Amherst. She was seized with a ligature, lifted over a wire fence, and dragged to a clearing in a wooded area near the trail. She was raped and left unconscious after he tightened the garrote around her neck.












	A thirty-two-year-old businesswoman walked the Ellicott Creek Bike Path at 7:30 a.m. on Tuesday, May 31, 1990. Unlike the other victims, she did not see her attacker, but only felt a cord loop around her neck from behind. She was quickly rendered unconscious and raped. Although there was no semen sample, authorities believe the location, time of day, and method of assault link this to the Bike Path Rapist.








The next two rapes escalated to murder.






	Linda Yalem, a student at the University at Buffalo, was accosted just after noon on Saturday, September 29, 1990, along the Ellicott Creek Bike Path. After an intensive search, her partially clothed body was discovered off the path the following day.


	Majane Mazur was a thirty-two-year-old mother struggling with drug addiction and working as a prostitute when she went missing in October of 1992. Her half-naked body was discovered in a field along a railroad track near Exchange Street in one of Buffalo’s more desolate industrial areas. It was not until 2004 that DNA test results connected this homicide to the Bike Path Rapist.


	On Wednesday, October 19, 1994, a fourteen-yearold girl was raped behind a junkyard off Military Road in Riverside.








Then, without explanation, the attacks stopped.


✴


Most surviving victims had seen the rapist well enough for composite sketches to be created. He was, they agreed, a white male with Mediterranean features, possibly Italian or Hispanic. He stood between 5'5" and 5'9", had dark hair beneath a baseball cap, with a mustache and thick eyebrows. He was thought to be between twenty-five and forty years old. He generally wore exercise clothes: sweatpants and jacket, a jogging suit, and sneakers. He carried a fanny pack and sometimes used duct tape to gag or blind his victims.


His most common method of attack was to pose as a jogger. After spotting a lone female, he ran toward her from the front while boldly staring into her eyes, then averted his gaze as he passed. Once beyond the victim, he acted quickly, pivoting and sprinting back to loop a ligature around her neck. Securing control from behind, he kept a tight stranglehold and moved to the front, sliding the knot around the windpipe, alternately choking and releasing pressure to control consciousness. Survivors recall passing out within seconds as their throats constricted. The victim would be dragged into a wooded area, away from view. As she faded in and out of lucidity, depending on the tightening or loosening of the garrote, the rapist commanded her not to look at him, despite the fact she had seen his approach. He often forced women to cover their heads with a piece of clothing.


His signature was a “double ligature” indentation on victims’ necks. Some women still bear the scars after more than two decades.


The attacker may have employed one long wire that was looped twice, or had two ropes attached at either end. “He didn’t always get the cord over the victim’s head cleanly,” Delano explained. “Several women had rope burns on their cheeks and chin where he scraped when he tried to loop them from behind.”


Attacks occurred primarily in the morning, the earliest being 7:30 a.m. and the latest just after noon. He pre-selected locations, not victims.


The attacks occurred between May and October. This was not a coincidence; during those months the foliage provided cover.


“I picture this guy like a little troll lurking in the brush waiting for a woman to come by,” Delano said. “If the opportunity was right, he’d rape her. He had to stalk women at that time of year, because once leaves weren’t on the trees, he’d have nowhere to hide.”


It was puzzling that no third party saw the rapist before or after an assault. The fact that he remained anonymous for so long was extremely uncommon and one of the things that frustrated Delano the most. In a majority of cases, a witness sees a struggle or hears noises alerting them to a crime being committed. With these attacks, nobody but the rapist and the victim saw anything.


“Nobody saw this guy,” Delano noted. “He was completely invisible, like a ghost. It’s strange because he was not just in a location briefly for the rape, he was hanging around these areas beforehand, scouting things out, yet somehow remained undetected.”


One woman may have watched the killer accost Linda Yalem. She contacted Amherst police a week after the 1990 murder. On that Saturday, she traveled along a highway overlooking the Ellicott Creek Bike Path. She reported a man in a yellow sweatshirt crossing a footbridge with his arm around a woman’s neck, only yards from where Yalem’s body was discovered. The witness, however, assumed the couple was engaged in horseplay, and she did not realize the event was suspicious until later.


How did the killer remain invisible? One conjecture was that he disguised himself in a park employee uniform. This could allow him to move along paths with a cloak of anonymity. If he had been spotted, no one would think twice about encountering a maintenance worker. But that contradicted reports by victims that he dressed in workout clothes, so the angle was abandoned.


Science helped narrow the search, but DNA analysis was in its infancy in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Results showed his genetic makeup was a mixture of European and Native American. Later tests also revealed that between 1992 and his last known attack in 1994, he lost the ability to produce sperm. This could have been caused by any number of factors, including testicular cancer or a vasectomy. While this information provided a clue, it did not pinpoint a predator.


Investigators were puzzled when the violence ceased after 1994. As months of silence stretched to years, theories abounded: The nameless man was imprisoned, had moved away, or was dead.


No jailhouse snitches came forward with information. No similar attacks or DNA matches were reported around the Western New York region or elsewhere in the country. Perhaps the Bike Path Rapist had taken his secret to the grave.


He might have, had he not resumed action after a dozen years. On the sixteenth anniversary of his first murder, the Bike Path Rapist struck again.


✴


When he was in high school, his mother unveiled an awful truth. For years, its stark reality was too overwhelming to think about. When he did, anger rose inside him, like a slithering brown worm. In many ways, the revelation changed the way he viewed life.


He had been a mistake.


When he was born, there were three other children, all under the age of four. Signs of trouble were evident in his parents’ marriage: Dad took solace in alcohol and other women, while Mom had her hands full trying to maintain the house and raise kids.


In Puerto Rico in the 1950s there were few options to terminate a pregnancy. But his mother was adamant that she did not want another baby. She secured a combination of pills, with the promise that if ingested, they would induce a miscarriage. She swallowed the drugs, but the intended effect never occurred. On January 19, 1958, her last child was born.


After his capture, decades later, he would wonder if the bad medicine had somehow been absorbed into his system, altering his genetic makeup. Were those pills a factor in the malevolent behavior? Was his condition inborn, because of choices his mother made during her pregnancy?


Learning this awful truth—he was not wanted—was devastating as a teenager. But his mother revisited the issue from time to time as he grew into adulthood. For the rest of his life, that burden weighed heavily on him. A few months before her death in 2005, she reiterated that his existence had been a mistake.


“Sometimes that triggers me, thinking what she said,” he recalled placidly. “But I told her, I’m fine, Mother.”


In spite of this millstone, he was a survivor. Until he met his wife, no one had wanted him. He had never been popular, never had many friends or girlfriends while growing up. Still he carved a niche for himself, marrying and raising two children of his own.


But he wasn’t fine. That knowledge triggered something deep within, and a dark filament flared. It had been twelve years since he had done any bad things. Yet when his mother said that, he wanted to hurt women again.





Footnote


1 In 2008, Buffalo stagehand Leon “Rusty” Chatt was convicted for the murder of Barbara Lloyd.




Joan Diver







Indian summer signals an ending, a last burst of warmth before air dips colder and frost blankets the morning landscape. On Wednesday, September 20, 2006—a comfortable Indian summer night—Shelly Fuller* of Amherst wanted to savor such a day.2 After dinner, Fuller walked the Ellicott Bike Path with her fourteen-pound cocker spaniel–poodle mix, Tully.


The Ellicott Bike Path is a paved five-mile trail that winds through Amherst. Adjacent to streams and woods, the path weaves across the campus of the University at Buffalo (UB).


Fuller was familiar with the bike path, often traveling there during the day, but her husband had a meeting that night and she knew opportunities to be outdoors were waning with autumn’s approach. Scanning a bulletin board near the parking lot on North Forest and Maple Roads, Fuller saw a woman enter the path nearby. Fuller recognized the perils of using the trail by herself, and decided to stay close by the woman so neither would be alone. As the dog sniffed the ground, Fuller detoured toward a September 11th monument and circled the site with Tully.


The sun was setting faster than she expected, and when Fuller looked around, she realized her unofficial walking companion had continued out of sight. Fuller backtracked along the path toward a narrow lane of blacktop with woods on both sides. Suddenly, Tully froze, eyes and ears alert, nose twitching at invisible scents. Facing left, with head held stationary, the dog emitted a low growl.


Perhaps it was a squirrel or rabbit in the woods, but Fuller thought she heard something larger moving through the brush. Could it be a deer? Thick foliage prevented her from seeing the source. Frightened by her dog’s reaction, she moved off the path toward a ridgeline of trees near a gully.


“I heard what sounded like a person stepping in the wooded area behind me,” Fuller said. “I looked up and down the path but I was completely alone.”


She began to jog when she spotted a lifeline. An older man appeared on the trail ahead of her, near a footbridge. Although several hundred feet away, Fuller yelled and waved to get his attention, but he did not notice and soon disappeared from sight.


In the evening stillness, a rustling resumed behind her.


Approaching panic mode, Fuller thrust her hand into her pocket and brushed against her cell phone. She had forgotten it was there. With quivering fingers she used speed dial to call her husband, then remembered he was in a meeting and his phone would be off. As the stalking noise grew closer, Fuller pretended she was talking to someone nearby.


“I’m almost at the bridge,” she said loudly into the phone. “Do you see me?”


Breaking into a sprint, with Tully in tow, she raced to the span and crossed, sweat beading her forehead.


Looking back, a man emerged from the woods on the other side of the stream. He bent down to retrieve something from the brush. Fuller’s heartbeat pulsed, and she took off running again.


As she neared a clearing that opened onto North Forest Road, Fuller heard something approach behind her. The man from the woods was pedaling a mountain bike with straight handlebars, coming directly toward her. In his late forties or early fifties, he had deep-set brown eyes. His forehead was covered with a baseball cap, but his eyebrows were darker than the hair on the side of his head, and his round face scowled as he passed. He was athletic looking, wearing gray sweatpants, sneakers, and a green T-shirt over a long-sleeved white undershirt.


Fuller sensed relief as he went by, and quickly made her way toward the tennis courts. She felt safer within view of players volleying back and forth. She wondered where the man had hidden the bike, because she had not seen it before crossing the bridge.


But the biker was not through. He had turned around and was now riding toward Fuller once more, staring with a look of controlled rage. She had done something to upset him.


“He rode past me again, and gave an evil, smirking grin,” Fuller recalled. “He looked mad as hell.”


Fuller kept her eyes locked on his, meeting the gaze, trying to remember every detail about him. It was now too dusky to see distance, but fading from Fuller’s sight, he rode slowly back toward the woods where she had first heard him prowling.


When Fuller reached her car, she sat down, locked the doors, and exhaled. Her adrenaline had been sky high, and was now slowly getting back to normal. She began to weep. There was something evil about the encounter. The man held a secret and she had stumbled upon it.


Fuller went home and doodled with a pad and pencil. She sketched a portrait of him, with strings of hair flowing from beneath the baseball cap. She added a dimple to his chin, and a thin line of mustache. Darkened circles provided shading around the eyes, but she admitted they were not accurate. The nose wasn’t quite right either. She was not sure how to fix it.


Fuller remained upset that night. She remembered the story of the Bike Path Rapist, and went online to search out information about his attacks. Although he had been quiet since 1994, several past assaults had occurred along the trail she walked. Almost sixteen years earlier, University at Buffalo student Linda Yalem had been murdered near the spot Fuller had walked just hours before.


In the morning, she called the Amherst police and recounted her story. She requested that officers be alert at the bike path, because she sensed something bad might happen. Later that day, Fuller went to the station and dropped off her sketch.


The following Sunday, September 24, she and her husband walked up and down the path, stopping females who traveled alone. The couple recounted Fuller’s story, warning anyone who would listen.


Five days later, just past the neighboring town of Clarence, Joan Diver was strangled and killed along a secluded bike path.


✴


He led a double existence, but was unable to explain his behavior. He never told his wife, never confided in anyone. It was a burden he carried alone.


“I don’t know what makes me be one person one time and the next something clicks in my head where I commit these crimes,” he said.


Some of the anger was rooted in his boyhood, when he claimed to have been abused by his mother’s boyfriend. By high school, those memories bubbled to the surface, and he considered seeking a counselor. But how do you confess such a thing, especially as a shy teenage boy? As he grew older, he wanted to share the story with his sister. But she was tough. She wouldn’t want to face that; he knew she would take his mother’s side. His mother had been aware of the abuse, but was too scared to say anything, and that angered him. What woman refused to defend her child? She was so afraid of her boyfriend, in fact, there was one night when she slept in the woods, staying out until dawn, shivering through darkness, until he left the house the following morning.
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