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Last week in The Guardian, I 
described Frank sterling’s wrongful 
conviction and exoneration after serving 
nineteen years for a murder committed 
by a man named Mark christie. Frank 
was wrongfully convicted based on a 
coerced, false confession obtained while 
he was hypnotized during a twelve-
hour interrogation. christie was free 
to murder again and took the life of 
four year old Kali ann Poulton. she 
would be alive today but for irrespon-
sible police, prosecutors and judges who 
failed to do their jobs. 

Frank and I met as prisoners back 
in 1993 at elmira correctional Facility 
where we both attended a college 
program. he asked me, almost out of the 
blue, if I was familiar with legal work. I 
told him I was familiar with the law, but 
only as it pertained to my case. he said 
he was primarily concerned with a Fifth 
amendment issue and showed me his 
legal brief.

The issue was similar to one in my 
case. Both convictions were based on 
false confessions. shortly after meeting 
Frank I was sold on his innocence – a 
rare thing in prison. I told him I was 
innocent, too, and gave him a legal brief 
in my case. We believed in each other, 
and we supported each other emotion-
ally and morally throughout the next 
decade and a half.

We met approximately every six 
weeks to discuss possible ways to 
prove our innocence and regain our 
precious freedom. We talked about 
methods used in recent exonerations; 
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whether they might 
be helpful to our 
cases; the people 
involved; to whom 
we could write; etc. 
Frequently, I brought 
the wrongful convic-
tion magazines, Justice 
Denied and Innocence 
Denied, to our meet-
ings. We shared whatever 
scraps of exoneration news 
we could get our hands on. 
We kept up with case law 
developments that might have 
retroactive application to our 
cases. We commiserated about 
our failed attempts at appeal. I 
helped him in certain subjects 
in our classes, and he tutored 
me in the computer repair 
vocational shop. as Frank said during 
a recent media interview, we could not 
have made it without one another.

When The Innocence Project wrote 
and informed me they were taking my 
case, I rushed to give Frank the news. 
he was already represented by them. I 
wanted to be sure it was real, they would 
really take my case, not merely evaluate it.

I was cleared before Frank, but never 
forgot him. On the day of my release, I 
spoke about Frank to the many televi-
sion, print, and radio reporters present. 
I told them Monroe county prosecu-
tors were opposing Frank’s attempts to 
get dNa testing done on key evidence 
used against him. I said it again at a 
press conference following my formal 

exoneration. Tragically, 
the media paid no atten-
tion to my statements. 
Monroe county’s 
errant prosecutors 
were never put under 
the glare of the klieg 
lights.

I spoke of Frank’s 
case in my lectures, and 

I wrote about it back in 
2008. We talked peri-

odically by telephone and 
stayed in touch by letters.

Frank was glad when 
I was finally cleared, 
but worried about his 
ability to continue 
without me. No one 
looks after the inno-

cent in prison. But I 
remained with him in spirit. It bothered 
me to be free while he was still locked 
up. “don’t let it bother you”, he told me, 
“my day will come. I’m going to come 
home.”

The telephone call from The 
Innocence Project telling me Frank had 
been cleared came as a shock. Part of 
me remained in prison while Frank was 
not free. suddenly, I was in a state of 
ecstasy: our joint dream of exoneration 
had finally come true.

I missed the train leaving from 
croton harmon to rochester by five 
minutes, and could not afford to fly, 
so I drove over six hours to be with 
Frank. I was not going to miss his 
moment of exoneration. I drove half 

the way to rochester, and stayed over 
at david Kaczynski’s house. dave is 
the executive director of New yorkers 
for alternatives to the death Penalty. 
his brother, Ted Kaczynski, was the 
unibomber.

The next day, I reached rochester 
and met Freddie Peacock outside the 
courtroom. he had been exonerated a 
few months beforehand for a rape he did 
not commit. I saw steven Barnes for the 
second time. he had been cleared a year 
earlier of a murder in nearby Buffalo 
he did not commit. he served twenty 
years in prison. Many people were gath-
ered outside the courtroom for Frank’s 
exoneration, including his trial lawyer. 
I was surprised to learn many of them 
had read my article about Frank’s case 
published years earlier.

Inside, the atmosphere was elec-
tric with anticipation. Frank was in the 
bullpen worried something would go 
wrong. It didn’t. Frank was cleared. I 
hugged him and we said to each other 
repeatedly “We made it! We made it!” 
Moments later, he made a dramatic 
phone call to his mother: “Mom, I’m 
coming home.”

a crowd of people celebrated Frank’s 
freedom at a luncheon in his honor and 
went home afterward.  I stayed around 
during his first days of freedom. The 
first night as we walked outside, he 
asked: “Jeff, is this real?

The next day, his first mission was 
to get a haircut at a familiar barbershop. 
We then went shopping with money 
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On august 12, 2009, the city 

council adopted an ordinance autho-
rizing Mayor young to pay rossignuolo 
$13,800 for “site clearance, removal of
debris and garbage” at Mrs. Warner’s 
property. The ordinance was signed, 
among others, by William randolph, 
the city council President, and George 
W. Brown, the city clerk, and counter-
signed by Mayor young the next day.

The Rigged Bid for 2-6 North 
Bond Street

Like the south 1st avenue house, 
2-6 North Bond street located at the 
corner of Mt. Vernon avenue was 
exposed to the elements for years and fell 
apart. Tedesco declared the property be 
demolished on an emergency basis and 
put the matter out for “competitive” bids 
transmitted by fax to 914-665-2498, the 
Buildings department fax number.

On december 2, 2008, TMI 
Wrecking in Mt. Vernon submitted its 
bid to demolish the North Bond street 
structure for $58,150. TMI’s bid was 
the first one received and clocked in by 
Tedesco’s office at 11:19 a.M.

at 4:59 P.M., i.e., the end of that 
same day, Michael asterono of a.B 
contractors supposedly located at 231 
West 3d avenue in yorktown heights 
faxed Tedesco a $68,000 bid for the job. 
The fax signature shows the bid was 
sent from “deli King,” and apparently, 
a.B. contractors does not exist. The bid 
letterhead contains no zip code, and the 
telephone number listed, 914-960-9314, 
is a cellular telephone which belongs to a 
private citizen.

On december 3, 2008, at 12:43 
a.M., Joe rossignuolo faxed Tedesco his 
“Proposal for emergency demolition” of 
the same property. The bid was clocked 
in by Tedesco’s office on december 2d at 
1:04 P.M, i.e., nearly twelve hours earlier 
than when it was sent.

however, backdating the bid did not 
help rossignuolo because he bid $58,250 
which was $100 more than TMI’s bid. 
as TMI was the lowest bidder, by law, 
it was entitled to the job. It never got it.

Instead, rossignuolo mysteri-
ously got word he was outbid, and he 
faxed Tedesco a second unsigned bid 
he would do the job for $55,000, i.e., 
$3,150 cheaper than TMI. The docu-
ment was clocked in by Tedesco’s office 
at december 2, 2008, at 5:17 P.M., 
more than forty-five minutes after the 

Buildings department office was closed 
and bidding over. The bid was submitted 
on different letterhead than the belated 
and backdated $58,250 bid rossignuolo 
submitted on december 3d.

On december 4th, Tedesco gave 
rossignuolo written notice to demolish 
2-6 North Bond street for which the 
city would pay him $55,000 based on his 
second bid. In addition, Tedesco autho-
rized rossignuolo to tear down 312 
south 7th avenue for a fee of $27,800, 
and 230 south 3d avenue for a fee of 
$29,000. Tedesco’s letter was copied to 
Mayor young and his chief of staff, 
yolanda robinson.

On december 6, 2008, Tedesco 
advised the Mt. Vernon city council 
the buildings located at 2-6 North Bond 
street, 230 south 3d street, 312 south 
7th avenue, and 153 south 11th avenue 
were “dangerous to life, safety … and 
general health” of Mt. Vernon residents 
and must be demolished.

On december 10, 2008, the council 
declared “an emergency existed” at 
these locations and authorized Mayor 
young to pay rossignuolo $111,800 to 
demolish 2-6 North Bond, 312 south 
7th, and 230 south 3d avenue. The 
ordinance was signed by city council 
member, J. yuhanna edwards, Loretta 
hottinger, then-city council President 
who is Mt. Vernon’s corporation 
counsel today, and Lisa copeland, the 
city clerk at that time. The ordinance 
was countersigned by Mayor young the 
next day.

at no time did Tedesco advise the 
council a purchaser was interested in 
acquiring the North Bond street property 
which would have obviated the need to 
pay rossignuolo $55,000 to tear it down.

This set up a head-on collision 
between the Buildings department 
and Mt. Vernon’s comptroller. On June 
10, 2009, First deputy comptroller, 
Thomas rajala, wrote Tedesco that Mt. 
Vernon received a purchase offer for 2-6 
North Bond street and said “I recom-
mend the current demolition efforts by 
cMV (city of Mt. Vernon) be halted.” 
rajala’s letter was copied to his boss, 
comptroller Maureen Walker, and to 
the city assessor anthony deBellis, as 
well as city council President, William 
randolph.

Tedesco wrote rajala in reply and said 
the “site declared unsafe and approved by 
city council for demolition” and copied 
his partisans, First deputy Buildings 

commissioner, soraya Ben-habib, and 
young’s right hand, Brian Boshow.

rajala replied and told Tedesco, in 
effect, there was no rush to complete the 
demolition because “the process started 
several months ago” and warned “the 
city can save money by having a new 
owner do the demolition.”

Tedesco brushed him off, and replied 
“we will continue to clear this site as 
planned.” he provided no explanation 
for his decision, and made no inquiry 
about the prospective purchaser inter-
ested in buying the property.

a source confirmed rajala was 
infuriated by Tesdesco’s high handed 
behavior, and went to the city assessor 
to raise the ante. deBellis then inter-
vened, and wrote Tedesco, warning him 
“you do not have domain over this prop-
erty we do. If you procede (sic) it is at 
your peril aNd expense.”

at this point, Tedesco was trapped, 
so he reached out to hottinger for cover. 
he forwarded her the entire June 11th 
e-mail chain and complained “I am made 
to feel I am personal (sic) responsible for 
some thing (sic) … and doing my job!” 
he asked her “what is legal step to take.”

hottinger never replied. secure in the 
knowledge he could proceed with busi-
ness as usual, Tedesco gave rossignuolo 
the go ahead and he tore down the North 
Bond street and got paid.

But the story does not end there. 
cities are responsible for property 
damage caused by private contractors 
they hire. apparently, rossignuolo 
damaged Verizon equipment when he 
tore down the North Bond street prop-
erty, and on august 27, 2009, Verizon 
served the Mt. Vernon corporation 
counsel with an official Notice of claim, 
a legal step required to obtain property 
damages from municipalities.

By law, the Buildings department 
requires all contractors hired by the city 
to obtain insurance for each job naming 
Mt. Vernon as an additional insured. 
rossignuolo simply had to forward 
Verizon’s claim to his insurance carrier -- 
if he had insurance, as the law requires.

It never happened. On October 19, 
2009, Michael Lentini,, a staff investi-
gator in corporation counsel’s office, 
spoke with rossignuolo, told him he 
damaged Verizon’s equipment and that 
Verizon was going after Mt. Vernon. 
rossignuolo promised the city would be 
covered. Nothing happened.

Lentini spoke with rossignuolo again 
on November 16th and again, demanded 
rossignuolo indemnify Mt. Vernon for 
the property loss. again, rossignuolo 
promised Mt. Vernon would be covered, 
and again, nothing happened.

Finally, on december 18, 2009, 
hottinger wrote to rossignuolo 
demanding indemnification and refer-
enced his prior promises to Lentini that 
“acknowledgement of the claim and repre-
sentation would be forthcoming,” but none 
was ever provided. rossignuolo left Mt. 
Vernon exposed on the Verizon claim.

The Guardian made repeated 
attempts to speak with Mayor young 
about these matters, alerting his secre-
tary the subject matter was “bid rigging 
in the department of Buildings.” young 
did not respond.

Likewise, attempts were made to 
speak with hottinger who was involved 
in approving the rossignuolo payments, 
and the person who put his feet to the 
fire on the Verizon claim. The Guardian 
spoke with one of her assistants and asked 
what, if anything, hottinger intended to 
do about the bid rigging. The assistant 
was not authorized to speak with the 
press and promised to relay the matter to 
hottinger. she never called back.
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friends and supported donated to him. he purchased several blue items because blue 
is a color forbidden to prisoners. I took him to a local diner where he once worked. 
Friends there hugged him. I then took him to see places he had not seen in nearly 
twenty years. I bought him his first real ice cream, and later a slice of pizza. We paid 
surprise visits to old friends. I put him on the telephone with scott christianson who 
wrote about Frank’s case in his book Innocent: Inside Wrongful Conviction Cases. Frank 
had never met him or spoken with him.

Finally, I drove him Frank to see his father’s grave. his beloved father died while 
Frank spent nineteen years in prison for a crime he did not commit. It was a very 
emotional moment.

Jeff Deskovic spent sixteen years in prison for a murder and rape he did not commit.  He 
writes exclusively about wrongful conviction and prosecutorial misconduct.

Criminal Bid Rigging Rife in Mt. Vernon
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