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			“We all have to decide for ourselves 
how much sin we can live with.”

			—ENOCH “NUCKY” THOMPSON

			Atlantic City Boss, “Boardwalk Empire”

		


		
			For my mom, Dora Fronczak, 
thanks for always being there, 
for your unconditional love, 
and for being my best friend.

			And for my dad, Chester Fronczak, 
I miss you every single day, 
and will love you always.

			And for all the other searchers, lone wolves, 
and lost sons and daughters out there. 
You are not alone; we are each other’s family.
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			PROLOGUE

			Far Northern Wisconsin
Fall, 2020

			We sat across from each other on folding chairs in his backyard, a hilly half-acre with scrub grass and scattered gravel and a sawed-off, rusted steel barrel on blocks for a smoker. We were bundled up against the cold lake winds, me more than him, and we talked about the past.

			“Look, you can wish and dream all day, but that ain’t reality,” the old man said, frustrated that I hadn’t already caught on. “Reality is two things. It’s what you can remember having, and it’s what you have in front of you now, and that’s it.”

			“The rest is history,” he said.

			He was in his early eighties, with wispy white hair and a thin white beard, and every wrinkle on his face and bend to his body spoke of some lesson learned along the way. He had been around, he told me, seen a lot, mixed it up. Played in country bands, hustled pool, rode the trains for a while. Lived in a ditch for a few days. He took pride in how much he understood about life—not life the way some people pretend it is, but life as it happens in the hard places, like the one-bar town where he lived up north, by the big lakes, frozen half the year, forsaken the rest.

			“I don’t go looking for trouble, never have, but if it finds me, I don’t back away,” he said. “Come bleed or blister, what are you gonna do to me, whip my ass? It’s been whipped before, you ain’t gonna get a cherry for it.”

			I had to keep pushing him to tell me again, to explain it further, to connect the dots that I obviously wasn’t connecting. He didn’t seem to mind talking about it—though he said he had never spoken about it with anyone before, and never would again once I was gone—but he was running out of ways to make me understand the futility of what I was doing.

			I began to feel like Fox “Spooky” Mulder on The X Files, meeting the Well-Manicured Man for the first time and prodding him for information.

			“I know your head and your heart is hurting and all you got for it is a bunch of lies and unanswered questions,” the old man said. “But life is about whats, not whys. You ain’t ever gonna get to the real rock-bottom truth. That’s ’cause there ain’t no bottom. The bottom’s gone. The sooner you accept that, the better.”

			I told him I couldn’t accept it. A boy had been kidnapped out of his mother’s arms. I was raised believing I was that boy, but I wasn’t. I had everything taken from me—my name, my identity, my history. I needed answers. I needed the truth. And he knew the truth. He just wouldn’t tell me what it was.

			“Why?” I pushed him. “Why is the truth so unknowable?”

			“You can’t ever open that door ’cause if you do, it’s already too late and you’ll be dead,” he said.

			“But what about the FBI? What if they find you?”

			“The FBI?” he said. “The FBI ain’t a pimple on a truly bad man’s ass. And I’m talking about some truly bad men.”

			“Okay, then,” I begged, “so just tell me. Just give me the name. Who took him from his mother? Who kidnapped that boy?”

			The man turned his weathered face to mine and looked at me like I was the dumbest person he’d ever met.

			“Kidnapped?” he said. “Son, haven’t you figured it out already? There was no kidnapping. The boy wasn’t kidnapped.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			Atlantic City, New Jersey
March 6, 2020

			It was early March on the East Coast—wet, windy, and cold. I’d taken a red-eye from Las Vegas and landed in Newark, New Jersey at 7:00 a.m. with only a couple of hours of sleep. The whole Covid thing was just beginning to be talked about. I felt tired and weary, and I wondered if I’d caught it on the plane.

			I rented a red Jeep Wrangler and drove two hours south to Atlantic City. It was my sixth or seventh time crisscrossing the country to get to the gambling mecca since I started my investigation in 2013. The Jeep’s GPS guided me to the Clayton G. Graham Public Safety Building, the four-story, stone-and-brick police headquarters on Atlantic Avenue, across from the towering Tropicana casino.

			I found a parking spot around the corner. This was a visit I’d resisted making ever since I discovered a shocking truth about my identity in 2013. But now, the time had come. Embedded in the sidewalk in front of the building were several large bronze plaques commemorating fallen police officers, the plaques half-puddled with rain now. I walked past them, up three stairs, and went inside. I cleared the metal detector, and an officer pointed me to a door, past which I found two marked windows. I said hello to a middle-aged woman sitting behind Window 1 and told her why I was there.

			“It’s a missing persons case,” I said.

			“How long has the person been missing?” she asked.

			“Fifty-five years.”

			The woman looked at me like I was joking. I told her a little more about the person I was searching for, and about our relationship, and the strange circumstances of her disappearance. I explained how I’d spent the last eight years of my life trying to track her down, turning over every rock, asking every question, sparing no expense or sacrifice, trying everything.

			“Have you tried Google?” she asked.

			Now I thought she was joking. But she wasn’t. I told her that, yes, I’d tried it, but even so, she spent the next fifteen minutes plugging away at Google, hoping to stumble across some information that somehow I had overlooked. I let her go ahead and try. Who was I to turn down help of any kind?

			Finally, the woman pushed a sheet of paper through the slot beneath the bulletproof glass. She told me to fill it out and come back. I took out a pen and, in twenty-seven blank lines headlined Please Describe What Happened, I wrote down a story I’d told hundreds of times before.

			In 1965, I was found abandoned outside a department store in Newark, New Jersey. The Newark PD and FBI mistook me for Paul Fronczak, a baby kidnapped from a Chicago Hospital in 1964. I grew up as Paul Fronczak, but in 2012 I took a DNA test and discovered my true identity—Jack Thomas Rosenthal. I was born to Gilbert and Marie Rosenthal and I have a twin sister, Jill Rosenthal. Through investigations I learned that at the time I was abandoned in Newark, my twin sister Jill disappeared without a trace. More investigations showed that something bad might have happened to Jill—though there is no evidence or clues to suggest where she is or if she’s still alive. She simply vanished, and family members were told never to mention the twins. I have Jill’s birth certificate, but my biological relatives who might know what happened—including Jill’s sister Linda and brother Fred—refuse to talk to me. I need to find my twin sister, because I believe she is still out there.

			Signed,
Paul Fronczak
March 6, 2020

			What I didn’t include on the form, or tell the woman behind the window, was that Jill Rosenthal, my twin sister, wasn’t even the first missing person I’d devoted hundreds of hours to finding—and that the other person had also been missing for more than fifty years.

			Two colossal mysteries, each a half century in the making, and there, smack in the middle of both, was me.

			The search for my twin sister was relatively new to me, but in a way, I’d spent my whole life looking for the other missing soul. Many times, I was certain I’d found him, only to realize I hadn’t found anything at all. A farmer in Arkansas. A lawyer in Florida. A teacher in North Carolina. A salesman who looked exactly like the age progression photo. For a while, they were all the man I was looking for, until they weren’t. Every dashed hope was another cruel reminder that I might not ever find him, no matter how desperately I wanted to, or how hard I tried.

			This is not some pulp crime novel that wraps up neatly in the end, I kept reminding myself. This is life. Sometimes it doesn’t add up.

			Even so, I never stopped looking. Why?

			Because the truth mattered. Finding the missing man mattered.

			We tell ourselves stories about who we are, what we’re made of, what legacies our parents left us, as a way to shape the events of our past into what we call an identity. If we can’t find a way to tell these stories, the stories begin to tell us. Maybe we dream them. Maybe we act them out. Maybe we start behaving in ways we can’t understand. Or maybe, if the story is too painful, too unspeakable to tell, we allow ourselves to be defined by stories other people tell us.

			When I was young, I was told my name was Paul Fronczak. That was a lie.

			I was told I was kidnapped as an infant, and returned to my grieving parents two years later. That wasn’t true either.

			I was told the date of my birth, my family history, the ways in which I was or wasn’t like my parents and brother. None of these things were true.

			Everything about my life was a story invented by other people, not out of malice, but out of fear of confronting a lie.

			Finally, eight years ago, I did face down that lie, and I started hunting the truth.

			The circumstances of the lie connected me to another person I had never met—the real Paul Fronczak. I’d been bound to him for half a century, and him to me, in deep and complicated ways, though for most of that time, neither of us knew the other existed. We were flip sides of the same coin—him, the boy who was stolen; me, the boy who was thrown away. Neither of us knew our real names or birthdays, and both of us had been deprived of the same vital thing—our true stories.

			I’ve spent quite some time searching for this man, this shadow me, and I’ve paid a high price for my resolve—my marriage fell apart, my parents and brother stopped speaking to me for two years, jobs came and went. So many people told me I would never find him, and even if I did, it would be too late. Leave it alone, they said. Let it go.

			But I couldn’t. So I didn’t.

			In 2017, I wrote The Foundling, a book about my life and the search for my true identity. The book began with two unsolved mysteries and ended with two unsolved mysteries, even though, in between, against all odds, I actually did solve the mystery that was most personal to me—the puzzle of who I really was. With heroic help from a team of genealogists, led by the brilliant CeCe Moore but staffed mostly by amateur sleuths, I learned my real given name—Jack Thomas Rosenthal—as well as the identities of my biological parents and relatives.

			The very instant this riddle was solved, however, it was replaced by another astonishing mystery.

			Because in the same phone call in which CeCe changed my life by revealing my real name, she absolutely floored me with another discovery:

			I’d been born a twin, and my twin sister, Jill, had been missing for more than fifty years.

			Imagine learning you weren’t born alone, as you’d assumed all your life. Imagine learning the person closest to you—the person most like you, and most likely to know you—was a twin sister who hadn’t been heard from in more than fifty years.

			Imagine twins named Jack and Jill, except Jack never knew about Jill, and Jill was God knows where.

			The Foundling ended on two cliffhangers:

			Where was Jill?

			And where was the real Paul Fronczak?

			This book picks up the story of those two searches, and of the incredible clues, leads, and disguised truths that led me to the very edge of what was, for me, the promised land.

			And then, incredibly, at the very end of this book, you will read about yet another bizarre twist in my story—and the beginning of yet another family mystery, this one going back sixty-three years. This new mystery, as it unravels, could change everything I thought I knew about my biological family so far.

			The story that follows is about many things.

			It’s about how the past calls out to us in the present, just as the present sometimes bleeds back into the past. It’s about how we don’t move on from history so much as replay it through our decisions and actions, wittingly or not.

			It’s about how the vagaries of human nature act as spoilers in our quest to nail down our true identities, revealing at once the necessity of the quest, and its utter folly.

			And it’s about how a mission of self-discovery changes you, so that you’re inevitably a different person from who you were when you began the quest—yet one more thing that makes neat conclusions all but impossible.

			Mostly, though, this book is about our instinctual need to belong.

			Look at wolves. Wolves may haunt the dark corners of our dreams, but in truth they aren’t that different from us. Like humans, they travel in packs, form borders, fight each other over domestic disputes, and protect each other from outside threats. They are defined by the blood that runs through the family line, and if they disperse, instinct reunites them. They can recognize a prodigal wolf after many years apart.

			Then there is the lone wolf.

			Sometimes, a wolf separates from its pack and strikes out on its own. Different things cause the break—a desire to mate, dissatisfaction with the hierarchy, or even the simple mistake of wandering away and getting lost. The lone wolf roams the forest without a family structure, left to forge paths and fight aggressors alone. In the mythology of the American Male, the term lone wolf suggests a strong, uncompromising individualist, happy to go his own way rather than run with the pack.

			But this metaphor for rugged masculinity is a lie.

			A lone wolf does not want to be alone. No creature on earth seeks a life of long-term isolation, least of all wolves, who favor groups, make friends, choose mates. Every fiber of a wolf’s being, every twist and wrinkle of its nature, draws it to other wolves. The lone wolf is an outlier, a freak, doomed to struggle, and deprived of the comforts of pack life.

			The lone wolf yearns, and what it yearns for is home.

			This is the story of lone wolves, yearning to be home.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			Las Vegas, Nevada
Early 2019

			It came in like hundreds of other tips, leads, and dead ends—a whistle on my cell, meaning a message on my website. The subject line got straight to it:

			This is the baby you’re looking for.

			No other description—just, the baby. Not that any description was needed. I knew exactly who they meant.

			They meant the man whose life I’d been living.

			At that point, it was just a crumb of information, neither true nor false. I would need to break it down, tear it apart, race it around. The process would involve mistakes, setbacks, undercover work, and the help of an expert genealogist. It would require more than a little bit of luck.

			But as I dug deeper into the anonymous tip, I began to feel as if it could be the big break I’d been so desperate for. As if, against absurdly long odds, I might be on the brink of cracking the oldest kidnapping cold case in the history of U.S. law enforcement. As if all the years of pain and dejection and loss and expense had all been worth it, and I might be able to deliver on a sacred promise I made to my mother back when it all began—Mom, I’m going to find the son they took away from you.

			But first, I had to answer two fundamental questions.

			Was this baby—now a fifty-five-year-old man and father of three living in a small town in northern Michigan—the very same baby who was kidnapped out of his mother’s arms in a Chicago hospital in 1964?

			And if he was, could I somehow go back in time—more than fifty years back, through decades of dust and cobwebs and secrets and lies and shadows—and finally make things right?

			My hope, my prayer, was that maybe, just maybe, I could.

			So I went back to the past—a past that began in Chicago.
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			Chicago, Illinois
April 27, 1964

			Chicago PD Detective Ed Kearns, badge number 11705, got the call from Central Command at 2:45 p.m. on a foggy Monday—proceed directly to the Michael Reese Hospital, at 29th and Groveland Streets, in Chicago’s Bronzeville neighborhood, on the city’s rough South Side.

			The crime—a possible kidnapping.

			Det. Kearns revved up his blue-and-white Chevy Biscayne cruiser and raced to the hospital, a few hundred paces from the western shore of Lake Michigan. Fifteen minutes later, he parked near the entrance to the six-story, dark-brick, Prairie-style building. Several squad cars were already there. An unmarked sedan pulled up at the same time, carrying FBI Special Agent Girard Annino, an Air Force veteran charged with starting the FBI’s own investigation that day. Kearns made his way to the fourth floor, where the first officers at the scene, Lt. Reingold and Sgt. Kelly, filled him in.

			“An infant was supposedly kidnapped by a female dressed in a nurse’s white uniform,” Reingold explained.

			Kearns got straight to work interviewing witnesses. The story that emerged was both simple and maddening—a low-tech crime with the very highest stakes.

			At its center was a woman named Dora Vuckson, the daughter of Croatian-born parents who, seven years earlier, moved to Chicago from Escanaba, Michigan, a small town bordering Little Bay de Noc on the state’s Upper Peninsula. Dora found work as a bank teller, and one day handled a deposit for Chester Fronczak, a Chicago factory worker whose parents came from Poland. It took Chester five years of asking, but eventually he persuaded the pretty young teller to go on a date with him. They got married in a Catholic church, and two years later, Dora Fronczak checked into Michael Reese Hospital to give birth to their first child.

			Paul Joseph Fronczak was born at 1:20 a.m. on April 26, 1964, in Room 418 of Meyer House, the maternity wing of Michael Reese Hospital. Paul weighed seven pounds, two ounces, and he had a healthy head of black hair and slightly olive skin. He was as perfect as could be.

			Dora, darkly pretty with a shy smile, and Chester, who had a machinist’s thick forearms to go with doleful eyes, briefly met and held their son that first day, though the infant spent most of his time in the hospital’s nursery unit. The next day, Monday, April 27, Chester went to work at the Hewitt-Robins factory with a box of cigars to hand out to co-workers, while Dora was allowed to hold her baby for longer spells while feeding him. At 9:00 a.m. that morning, a nurse brought the swaddled boy from the nursery and gave him to Dora, who fed him peacefully for thirty minutes, until another nurse entered Room 418.

			Without a word, this other nurse walked over to Dora’s bed, lifted the blue cotton blanket that was covering baby Paul, studied the infant’s face for a moment, then lowered the blanket and walked out.

			In retrospect, this might have seemed like odd behavior to some, but at the time it didn’t strike Dora as alarming.

			Later that day, at 1:40 p.m., that same nurse walked back into Room 418.

			“One of the pediatricians wants to examine your son,” she calmly explained to Dora, who was holding her child for another feeding. “I need to take him now.”

			Dora handed the boy to the nurse. The nurse left and walked briskly down the fourth-floor hallway, clutching Baby Fronczak in a white blanket. A young nurse’s aide at the hospital, Alice Pemberton, spotted her in the hallway, while another nurse, Lillian London, watched her exit the floor through a south end door, which led to the stairwell. At 1:50 p.m., ten minutes after the mysterious nurse took Dora’s baby, Martha Vinson, the nurse assigned to the hospital’s newborn nursery, walked into Room 418 and saw that Dora was empty-handed.

			“Where’s your baby?” Vinson asked. “I need to take him back to the nursery.”

			Dora explained how a different nurse had already come and taken the infant. Betraying nothing, Nurse Vinson left to sort out the confusion.

			In fact, she knew by then that there was a problem. A very big problem. She immediately notified the hospital’s chief of security, Lindberg Dell, who quickly contacted every nurse and supervisor in the maternity ward to ask about the mysterious nurse. Several people had seen her. Oscar Moore, a laboratory assistant in the hospital’s pathology department, even watched her leave the building and walk away onto 29th Street.

			Not a soul knew where Baby Fronczak was.

			Now there was no question in Lindberg Dell’s mind—the newborn had been stolen.

			At 2:45 p.m., a little over an hour after the kidnapping, Dell notified the Chicago Police Department.

			Central Command pulled nearly every beat cop and officer from Chicago’s 21st District onto the case. They issued an All-Points Bulletin and began a door-to-door search of the ten-block area around Michael Reese Hospital. Two lieutenants, six sergeants, and several patrolmen, as well as four detectives from the homicide division—plus nine FBI Special Agents—were all at work on the case within two hours of the kidnapping. The Chicago PD Crime Lab was notified at 3:00 p.m., and two technicians from the mobile unit were sent to fingerprint and photograph Room 418.

			Around that time, police called the foreman at the Hewitt-Robins machine parts factory and asked to speak with Chester Fronczak, the proud father who earlier distributed the fine cigars he had bought to celebrate his first child’s birth. The message they gave him was blunt and brutal.

			“Your son is missing,” they said.

			Chester Fronczak hurried to the hospital and up to Room 418. The staff had not informed his wife Dora that their child was taken, so it fell to Chester to break the unthinkable news. As he knelt by his wife’s bed and took her hand, Chester knew the next words he spoke would profoundly change her forever, because those same words had profoundly changed him. He understood this would be their before-and-after moment, the dividing line between when they knew happiness, and when happiness became something they could never truly know again.

			This was how Dora finally learned her baby was gone.
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			Det. Kearns interviewed Lisa Cohen and Hope Rudnick, two expectant mothers in the room next door to Dora. They, too, had been visited by the mysterious nurse that morning. When they asked her what she wanted, the nurse said she was from the eye, ear, nose and throat department, but then quickly left without further explanation. The two women agreed on a detailed description—the nurse was white, approximately forty years old, five feet, five inches tall, about 145 pounds, with dark, possibly graying hair, a ruddy complexion and noticeably red cheeks, and a build they referred to as “plump.” She wore a white frock like “the type worn by beauty operators and possibly made of nylon,” they told Kearns, as well as white shoes and stockings. Police sketch artist Otis Rathel later used their descriptions to create a composite drawing of the suspect.

			Mrs. Richard Shure from Room 425 told Det. Kearns the mysterious nurse had checked out her baby too.

			Finally, Kearns spoke to Joyce Doane, Dora’s roommate in 418. Joyce confirmed Dora’s account of what happened earlier that day. Were there any other details about the nurse she could provide? Kearns asked. “I didn’t get the impression she was a motherly, kindly sort of woman,” Joyce said. “From looking at her, I think she must have hated the world.”

			The Chicago PD contacted local taxi companies and had their dispatchers broadcast an alert about the kidnapping. Lee A. Kelsey, a thirty-four-year-old driver for the Yellow Cab Company, heard the alert and called the police. He explained that, earlier that day, he’d been parked outside Michael Reese Hospital, waiting for a fare, when the phone at the cabstand rang. A woman told him she was in the Butler Building and would be right down.

			“There is no Butler Building,” Kelsey told her.

			The woman corrected herself and said she was just south of the main building, on her way down.

			“Look for a nurse,” she said.

			Kelsey drove around the corner of 29th Street, and three minutes later, the woman with the baby appeared.

			She fit the suspect’s description, Kelsey said, right down to the baby she was carrying in a white blanket.

			“Take me to 35th and Halsted,” the woman said.

			Kelsey drove south, then west on 35th Street, until the woman changed her destination—35th and Union, four blocks short of Halsted. Kelsey dropped her off at the corner and went on his way. He later told cops he was sure he had driven the woman before. “I once picked her up in the area of 35th and Wallace and took her to a restaurant, and then returned her to 35th and Wallace,” Kelsey recalled.

			Chicago’s Area 1 Homicide Task Force dispatched several officers to search the area around 35th Street, but found “no further information and no other leads.”

			By the end of April 27—Day One of Records Division Case No. C-128014—some two hundred policemen and FBI Special Agents had worked the streets of South Side Chicago, searching six hundred homes and talking to more than one thousand people. After that, the pace of the investigation only intensified. More than 2,600 Chicago area hospital employees were interviewed, while the files of hundreds of registered nurses were examined. Police combed through the medical records of any women with recent stillborn babies, along with the case histories of thousands of babies whose births were suspicious or complicated. Both the Chicago PD and the FBI set up offices to field the hundreds of calls and tips that poured in every day.

			Eventually, investigators on the case questioned nearly forty thousand people across the country.

			It was the largest police manhunt in Chicago history—more aggressive, even, than the citywide search for public enemy number one, John Dillinger, in the 1930s.

			There were dozens and dozens of promising tips. An anonymous caller identified a woman who, he said, had worked as a nurse in several maternity wards, and who, when her ex-husband gained custody of their child, tried to burn down his house. A woman who strongly resembled the police sketch of the kidnapper was approached and interviewed at the Lincoln Park Children’s Zoo. A passenger in a taxi told police he’d overheard the driver say he’d killed the Fronczak baby. A Miss V. Fox, the chief operator for the Stewart Exchange of the Illinois Bell Telephone Company, listened in on a patched call and heard the party say, “We took that baby from the hospital.”

			Not a single lead panned out. Every woman who looked like the police sketch had an alibi. Interesting tips turned out to be prank calls. Most of the hundreds and hundreds of supplementary police field reports led nowhere. Mothers on trains who appeared to be trying to conceal their infants were merely bundling them against the cold. Both Dora and Chester Fronczak appeared on TV, their haunted, exhausted faces pale in the camera lights, and appealed directly to the kidnapper.

			“Take good care of him and see that he gets enough to eat,” Dora, too weak to stand and speaking in a whisper, pleaded several days after her son was taken. “He is everything we built our hopes for the future on. Please return the baby to us.”

			Nothing came of their pleas either.

			Many years later, Bernard Carey—one of the two FBI Special Agents assigned to live in the Fronczaks’ Chicago home and monitor incoming telephone calls for two weeks—recalled what it was like to work on such a heartbreaking case.

			“It was a very sad detail,” Carey said. “There was such a sadness in that house. We were waiting every day for anything that seemed like a ransom call, but it never came. We didn’t get even one slightly suspicious call. That was the hardest part. Having to go up and talk to the parents every night and say, ‘I’m sorry, but there was nothing. No calls, no leads, nothing.’ It’s very sad to say, but when I finally left the house detail, I remember thinking that this case would never be solved.”

			Decades later—a lifetime, really—my mother Dora finally talked to me about what happened to her that awful day in Room 418-B.

			“I felt so terrible for handing the baby over,” she told me. “More terrible than you can know. People say, ‘Well, she was dressed like a nurse, how could you have known?’ But I should have known. I should have known. I shouldn’t have just handed him over. A mother should know.”
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			Weeks passed, then months. What would have been Baby Fronczak’s first birthday, and then his second, came and went without any news of where he might be. At the one-year mark, Lt. John T. Cartan of the Chicago PD told reporters that one hundred volumes of testimony had been pored over, with no breakthrough—partly because, as Cartan put it, the stolen boy was “a 99% perfect baby with no blemishes or birth marks,” and thus nearly impossible to compare to other infants.

			Still, he said, “We haven’t given up yet. Two detectives are working on it. We average a couple of leads a week.”

			At the two-year mark, the task force actively working the case was down to a single detective.

			The story faded from the headlines, then from newspapers altogether. Officially, Case No. C-128014 stayed open, though the reality was that the investigation had been all but shelved. There was no list of suspects to monitor, no leads to pursue, nothing of any substance to hold on to. Whoever it was that took Baby Fronczak from his mother Dora’s arms had, in effect, committed the perfect crime.

			Short of a miracle, it was an unsolvable case.

			This is when I entered the story, and became forever entwined with it—the miracle that wasn’t a miracle at all.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			The first thing I should say is that I don’t remember the day I was abandoned. Lord knows I wish I did. I’ve sat down and thought hard and really focused on peeling back layers of trivial memories to get closer to the details of that day, to this fundamental imprint on my brain, but I just can’t get there. I cannot get myself back to July 2, 1965—432 days after the Baby Fronczak kidnapping.

			The place was Newark, New Jersey, three states and eight hundred miles due east of Chicago. It was around 3:00 in the afternoon, and it was eighty degrees and partly cloudy. I was a little boy, not even two years old, wearing a clean blue suit and a blue boy’s cap, sitting in a stroller on the sidewalk outside McCrory’s, an enormous, four-story, eleven-bay, brick department store on the corner of Broad and Cedar Streets.

			The stroller—and I—were unattended.

			Back then, Broad Street was one of the busiest streets in all of New Jersey. It was part of what had once been called Ladies Mile—a strip of high-end department stores that catered to Newark’s wealthiest women. On that day in 1965, the sidewalk outside McCrory’s was undoubtedly bustling, both with shoppers and passersby. The entrance to McCrory’s, where I was, was especially narrow, creating a funnel of people going in and out. Buses and trains discharged even more people right on or near Broad Street. The area was Newark’s Times Square.

			Even so, I sat in that stroller for close to two hours without a parent or guardian or any adult stopping to see if I was okay. I may have cried during those two hours in the stroller; I have no way of knowing. But I imagine I did.

			Finally, at 5:00 p.m., someone called the Newark Police Department to report an abandoned child outside McCrory’s. The caller declined to give his or her name.

			“Child in distress,” the dispatcher radioed to all patrol cars.

			I was taken directly to Newark Hospital for a health check. I weighed twenty pounds and stood thirty inches tall—both below average for a twenty-one-month-old boy—and I had a cold and a runny nose, but otherwise I was in decent shape. I spent the night in the hospital, nameless, unidentified. The next morning, the police notified the Newark Bureau of Children’s Services, and a case file was opened. I was given an official designation that has stuck with me all my life.

			I was labeled a “foundling”—an infant abandoned by its parents and left for others to care.

			The job of finding out who I was fell to a random Newark detective named Joseph P. Farrell. It turned out Farrell had a particular sensitivity to cases involving missing children, and that sensitivity played a big part in shaping my future.

			Farrell’s father, Joseph Farrell Sr., was a New York City police lieutenant who was known as a national expert in pickpocketing. Farrell Jr. followed his father into law enforcement, and was twenty-six years old when he started training to become a New Jersey state trooper. The agency, created eleven years earlier, was led by the legendary Norman Schwarzkopf Sr., a West Point graduate who personally trained the earliest troopers. Their mandate was to go after Mafia drug dealers, rumrunners, moonshiners, and gambling rings. Joe Farrell was still in training when, on March 1, 1932, he was summoned to East Amwell Township, in New Jersey’s Hunterdon County. He couldn’t have known he was being pulled into one of the most infamous kidnapping cases in U.S. history.

			Soon enough, he learned that Charles Lindbergh Jr., the twenty-month-old son of aviation hero Charles A. Lindbergh, had been abducted from his family’s home in the dead of night.

			Along with other trainees and troopers, Farrell spent hours searching the thick woods around the Lindbergh home, desperate to find any sign of the missing boy. They turned up evidence—a ladder, footprints—but not the child. The search for Charles Jr. lasted ten weeks. On May 12, 1932, a delivery truck driver named William Allen stopped on the side of Princeton-Hopewell Road, near the small town of Mount Rose and 4.5 miles from the Lindbergh home. He stepped into a grove of trees to relieve himself and saw something peculiar on the ground. When he looked closer, he could tell it was a partial skeleton, the skull caved in, much of the body torn away by animals.

			“My God,” he yelled to his co-worker Orville Wilson, “there’s a child, a dead child, over there!”

			A genetic defect—overlapping toes on the small right foot—helped Charles Lindbergh identify the remains of his son. The best guess was that the body had been in its shallow dirt-and-leaf grave for seventy-two days, which meant the child was likely killed on the very night of the kidnapping. Joseph Farrell’s intensive search of the woods, and every subsequent search, had all been for a body, not a child.

			They’d all been chasing a ghost.

			The Lindbergh case stayed with Farrell as he moved on from the troopers and became a Newark police officer. He took great pride in being part of New Jersey’s largest police force. “He loved the uniform,” Farrell’s daughter Elizabeth Stewart told me when I visited her in 2019 to talk about the case. “Back then they wore these long overcoats that buttoned all the way down in front, and you had to unbutton your coat to get your gun out, but he loved all that. He liked pressing his uniform shirts.”

			Newark was not as dangerous as it would become in later decades, but it was still a rough place in the 1950s and ’60s, rife with vice and gambling. But Joe Farrell was a big man, six foot two and stocky, and he could more than handle himself. “I remember being at a party with him, and a fight broke out in a crowd,” Elizabeth remembered. “I turned around to say, ‘Hey, Dad,’ but he was already in the middle of it, breaking it up. He was powerful, but he never used his power until he absolutely had to.”

			On July 3, 1965, Det. Farrell was assigned to my case—the foundling case. He quickly covered the bases, running ads in local newspapers with my description, questioning contacts, taking my picture to send out to other departments. He came to assume—rightly so, it turned out—“that someone living outside the Newark area must have abandoned the child,” he told a reporter. Farrell also surmised that the choice to leave me at McCrory’s meant that “someone wanted me to be found and cared for.”

			Still, Farrell could not produce a single good lead. No one had seen who pushed my stroller up to McCrory’s, or at least no witness had come forward. Nor was it possible back then to do any testing that would reveal a connection to any relatives. Farrell’s only hope was that someone would reach out with information about me, but no one did.

			The only inference to draw was that whoever my parents had been, they had no interest in being my parents any longer.

			Instead, I became a ward of the state, in the custody not of a human being but of an agency. After spending weeks at Newark Hospital with an unshakeable cold, I was officially handed over to the New Jersey Bureau of Children’s Services, which placed me in an adoption home—a sort of holding place for orphans—in the central New Jersey town of Watchung. In late July 1965, on an evening when I was running a temperature and still showing signs of a cold, a Children’s Services official covered my head with a blue blanket and brought me to the door of Claire and Fred Eckert, who ran the adoption agency out of their Tudor-style home and became my new guardians. I was wearing a half-sleeve shirt and a diaper. Claire and Fred were waiting for me at the door, along with their daughter Janet. Claire took me in her arms and looked at my face.

			“You smiled,” Janet Ingrassia would tell me many, many years later, when we finally met again. “Your eyes were so big.”

			The Eckerts gave me a name, just as they did with every nameless child they took in. I became Scott McKinley. Claire chose it because she felt it was a strong, American name. She also picked a birthday for me, April 15, which roughly aligned with the age I appeared to be. And she gave me a religion—Roman Catholic. She did these things so she could baptize me at St. Joseph’s Church in Watchung, in a brand-new white outfit she bought for me with her own money. Again, this was something the Eckerts did for all the children in their care, so that in the eyes of God, at least, we would no longer be strays or outcasts or wastrels. We wouldn’t just be case numbers and police files. Claire gave me an identity—a claim to my own humanity—just as she did for the hundreds of other foundlings she embraced.

			I wound up spending nearly a year with the Eckerts, though I don’t remember any of it. But I came to learn that Fred and Claire had a very special relationship with me. “He is one of the most perfect boys I have ever known,” Claire wrote in a letter in 1966. “He has charmed us all with his dearness and kind little ways. He has such a great love of life, and he has made us aware of so many things. He was my special boy.”

			The children in the Eckerts’ care were all wards of the state, and they stayed with the couple only until the state found them permanent homes with adoptive parents. But Claire’s daughter Janet later told me that if no one came forward to claim me, the Eckerts—who have since passed on—planned to keep me and raise me as their own.

			“My parents did not want to let you go,” said Janet, who was barely out of her teenage years when I was there. “They took such a shining to you, and they really just gravitated to you. We all did. I have so many memories, vivid memories, of the days and afternoons we spent with you. You playing your toy guitar, swimming in the pool, running down the driveway to meet my father when he came home from work. Even what you liked to eat”—soup with saltines, milk and cookies, soft-boiled eggs with butter. Some mornings, Janet recalled, Claire would give me a little dash of her morning coffee in my glass of milk.

			“You became part of our family,” Janet said.

			Perhaps I had the same feelings as the Eckerts did—that they had become my new family. As I said, I can’t remember anything from back then. But even if I did embrace the Eckerts as my new parents, it was not my destiny to be their son. Even though I’d settled into a wonderful and apparently joyous routine with the Eckerts, I was soon separated from my second family, and sent off to a third—all before I turned three years old.

			[image: ]

			Newark Det. Joseph Farrell was three weeks into my case when he had an idea. “He would tell us it was just a hunch,” his daughter Elizabeth explained to me. “He was sensitive to the crime of kidnapping and sensitive to the sadness of a child being taken from his family. So he played a hunch.”

			My case was not a kidnapping case—it was an abandonment case. But Farrell remembered another recent case that did involve a kidnapping—the Baby Fronczak case, still unsolved after more than a year. It had been a national story, and the one existing photograph of Dora and Chester’s son—the official hospital photo—had been circulated across the country. In his office in Newark, Det. Farrell dug up that picture, and held it up against the photo he’d taken of me at the start of the case. He did not see a striking resemblance.

			Then he tracked down photos of Dora and Chester Fronczak, to see if any of their facial features matched mine. Again, there was nothing to persuade him there was a match.

			But neither was there anything to make him give up on his hunch.

			Farrell wrote a letter to the Chicago PD chief of detectives, Otto Kreuzer, and asked him to forward the Baby Fronczak file. Kreuzer obliged. He also alerted the FBI, which pounced on the fresh lead. The Special Agent in Charge of the Chicago office, Marlin Johnson, ordered medical tests to be performed on me—blood, bone, skin, and hair tests, plus an examination of my ear configurations. One of our unique human characteristics is the specific shape and contour of the rims of our ears, and police sometimes used this ear test to identify people. Because the staff at Michael Reese Hospital did not make a set of foot or fingerprints for me—the practice wasn’t yet customary—and in a time when DNA analysis was still two decades away, the ridges of my ears were pretty much the best identifiers authorities had to work with.

			Two FBI agents showed up at the Eckerts’ home and made clay molds of my left ear—the only ear visible in Baby Fronczak’s hospital photo. The FBI also had Claire Eckert take me to a local hospital to have blood samples drawn, and to the Trenton office of the Bureau of Children’s Services, so staffers there could take current photos of me. The FBI agents assigned to the case pored over all this new evidence for eight months, conducting what the FBI called “extensive investigations and exhaustive medical studies.” They scrutinized the ear ridges of ten thousand children, to compare against those of the stolen boy.

			All ten thousand children were eliminated, except for one.

			Me.

			The eight-month investigation into Farrell’s hunch could not “absolutely establish that Mr. and Mrs. Chester Fronczak” were my biological parents, an official report declared.

			“But,” it concluded, “neither has this fact been excluded.”

			In other words, it was worth it for the FBI to take the next, potentially painful, and surely fateful step—have the Fronczaks look me over in person, to decide if I was theirs.

		


		
			CHAPTER 4

			I can’t say that what happened next was a crime. It was well intentioned, and not particularly reckless. In fact, it was an act of benevolence, and on some level, it made sense. A child without a family, and a family without a child—wasn’t the instinct to bring them together a profoundly human one?

			It started with Dora and Chester Fronczak receiving a letter from the FBI in April 1966, just about two years after the kidnapping. “An unknown male child was found abandoned in Newark, New Jersey,” the letter read. “Extensive investigation was conducted by the Newark Police Department in an effort to determine who abandoned this child; however, no positive information in this regard was developed.”

			Even so, the letter went on, the child was roughly twenty-two or twenty-three months old, which put him in the age range to possibly be the Fronczaks’ missing son. With that in mind, the FBI explained, they sent the boy’s blood sample to Michael Reese Hospital for analysis, and now they wanted the Fronczaks to do the same.

			Technicians from three different hospitals wound up examining the blood samples, all in search of some rare blood trait that would have linked the boy to the Fronczaks. It took more than a month to run all the samples, but in the end the results were “inconclusive,” according to one FBI report.
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