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	For Isis Alexandra

	 

	 

	If there must be trouble let it be in my day,

	that my child may have peace.

	—Thomas Paine

	 

	 

	 


 

	Disney Girls (1957)

	 

	Clearing skies and drying eyes, now I see your smile.

	Darkness goes and softness shows, a changing style.

	Just in time, words that rhyme, well bless your soul.

	Now I’ll fill your hands with kisses and a tootsie roll.

	 

	Oh, reality, it’s not for me and it makes me laugh.

	Oh, fantasy world and Disney girls I’m coming back.

	 

	Patti Page and summer days on old Cape Cod.

	Happy times making wine in my garage.

	Country shade and lemonade, guess I’m slowing down.

	It’s a turned back world with a local girl in a smaller town.

	Open cars and clearer stars, that’s what I’ve lacked.

	But fantasy world and Disney girls, I’m coming back.

	 

	Hi Rick and Dave. Hi Pop, good morning, Mom.

	Love, get up guess what, I’m in love with a girl I found.

	She’s really swell because she likes church,

	bingo chances, and old-time dances.

	 

	All my life I spent the night with dreams of you.

	And the warmth I missed and for the things I wished,

	they’re all coming true.

	 

	I’ve got my love to give and a place to live, guess I’m going to stay.

	It would be a peaceful life with a forever wife and a kid someday.

	 

	Well, it’s earlier nights and pillow fights and your soft laugh.

	Fantasy world and Disney girls, I’m coming back.

	 

	—Bruce Johnston,

	from Surf’s Up, The Beach Boys, 1971
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	Americans celebrate the allied victory in Europe with a scale model of the Statue of Liberty in New York City’s Times Square in May, 1945.

	 

	 

	 


 

	A Troubled Peace

	July 1947 to February 1957

	 

	You can get much farther with a kind word and a gun

	than you can with a kind word alone.

	—Al Capone

	 

	Whether you believe you can do a thing or not, you are right.

	—Henry Ford

	 

	There is no Democratic or Republican way to clean the streets.

	—Fiorello LaGuardia

	 

	 

	 


 

	Fear Itself

	 

	In his first inaugural address, in the midst of the Great Depression, Franklin Roosevelt said the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.

	And, in time, a nation took those words to heart.

	After all, Americans had prevailed in a heroic struggle for independence, repelled an English invasion in 1812, sent the Mexicans packing, preserved the Union, and been victorious in their efforts to help rescue the peoples of Europe in the Great War.

	America was slowly moving away from isolationism, and the attack on Pearl Harbor would change our role in the world.

	The Monroe Doctrine had spelled out America’s intention to protect its hemisphere.

	The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan would greatly expand the boundaries of our commitment to freedom and democracy abroad.

	After surviving the Great Depression, and once again being on the winning side of a world war, Roosevelt’s words resonated.

	American’s had nothing to fear and moved toward the second half of the twentieth century with confidence and determination.

	Their children would be prosperous.

	And safe.

	But then things began to get a little too disquieting to ignore.

	And fear itself became a genuine concern.

	 

	 

	 


 

	The Hook

	 

	On January 30, 2003, an article in a daily newspaper caught my eye. The piece reported the arrest of a 69-year-old man at his home just miles from where I lived at the time in Columbia, South Carolina.

	Ten years earlier, in a box of used books purchased at a yard sale, I came across a book by a prison inmate—written while he awaited execution.

	Those two discoveries stimulated my interest and my imagination, and subsequent investigations have led me here.

	This, on one hand, is the story of two men accused of taking the lives of three fellow human beings and changing the lives of many.

	Two men born 8 days apart in 1934.

	Two men who died 57 days apart in 2017.

	Crimes committed 140 days apart in 1957.

	At a time when Americans were beginning to feel less and less confident about the safety of their families.

	One convicted murderer spent nearly fifteen years on death row at New Jersey State Prison in Trenton—one-time home of Lindbergh baby kidnapper Bruno Hauptmann and Rubin ‘Hurricane’ Carter—continually professing his innocence.

	The other perpetrator escaped arrest and conviction for more than 45 years.

	At the same time, this is an account of the hits and misses of the law enforcement agencies and legal institutions which—over the course of nearly five decades—eventually stumbled upon justice.

	Finally, it is a look at the post-World War II American experience leading up to the murders in 1957, and the profound changes to come after.

	When Rock & Roll, rebels without a cause, and catchers in the rye burst upon the American scene.

	When the fear of nuclear annihilation and real-life scary monsters crept into the national consciousness.

	And when those three murders in 1957, and a growing sense of national insecurity, may have had mutual effect.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Exits and Entrances

	 

	I was born in the summer of 1947.

	I came to appreciate the advantages of the timing.

	I was never required to be in school on my birthday.

	For the first ten years of my life, I knew little about the world outside the borders of a predominantly Italian-American neighborhood called Gravesend—nestled between Bensonhurst and Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn, several miles from Coney Island.

	 

	 

	At the beginning of 1945, the four most powerful men in the world were Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, Josef Stalin, and Adolph Hitler.

	On April 12 of that year, President Roosevelt passed away at the Little White House in Warm Springs, Georgia.

	Harry S. Truman took office.

	On April 30, Hitler ended his own life in Berlin.

	On July 26, Churchill resigned as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom following a landslide Labor Party victory in the general election.

	Clement Attlee took the reins.

	Stalin remained in power.

	And Joe had plans.

	The big question, as 1947 dawned, was whether Truman and Attlee could stand up to Stalin’s bullying as forcefully as had their predecessors.

	I learned, over time, that 1947 had been a particularly eventful year—apart from my appearance on the scene.

	President Truman was never a strong proponent of what his successor would later call the Domino Theory.

	But the red scare was real in Congress and among the American people, and Harry Truman needed to demonstrate his strength.

	He had big shoes to fill.

	On March 12, 1947, the President announced the Truman Doctrine.

	“I believe it must be the policy of the United States,” Truman said to the Congress, “to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures. I believe we must assist free peoples to work out their own destinies in their own way. I believe our help should be primarily through economic and financial aid which is essential to economic stability and orderly political processes.”

	The Truman Doctrine called for financial aid to countries in political turmoil. A policy further developed in the Marshall Plan.

	The doctrine was triggered by the interest in keeping the Turkish Straits, connecting the Black and Mediterranean Seas, from Soviet control.

	At the same time, Greece was in the throes of a civil war that threatened to put communists in power.

	There was no disguising Truman’s message.

	The United States was moving from a policy of détente to a policy of containment with respect to the Soviet Union.

	On March 21, again due to pressure from doomsayers, Truman signed Executive Order 9835—also known as the Federal Employee Loyalty Program—established to root out communist sympathizers within the government.

	And in July, as ground was broken for the new headquarters of the United Nations in New York, Truman signed the National Security Act creating the Department of Defense, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the National Security Council.

	The Cold War, a term coined by Bernard Baruch, was in full swing.

	Meanwhile, notwithstanding the emphatic objections from former prime minister Churchill, the United Kingdom was greatly reducing the extent of what remained of the British Empire.

	In August, the British left the Indian subcontinent after a two-hundred-year rule and, soon after, left Palestine. But not before the partitioning which would create a separate India and Pakistan, and a divided Jerusalem.

	The exit of the British meant freedom of self-government for millions, while at the same time activating conflicts between Hindus and Muslims and between Israelis and Arabs that proved devastating.

	Al Capone, Henry Ford, Bugsy Siegel, and Fiorello LaGuardia all gave up the ghost in 1947.

	As well as a twenty-two-year-old aspiring actress who would come to be known as the Black Dahlia—and whose brutal murder would never be solved.

	Hillary Rodham, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Stephen King, O.J. Simpson, and David Letterman checked in.

	In 1947, Edwin Herbert Land demonstrated the first instant camera—later known as the Polaroid—and Earl Tupper patented a plastic food storage container.

	Actor Ronald Reagan and his wife, Jane Wyman, named names at the hearings of the House Un-American Activities Committee.

	Jackie Robinson took the field in Brooklyn—breaking the Major League Baseball color barrier.

	Thor Heyerdahl and a crew of five set sail from Peru in a raft, the Kon-Tiki, that would travel 4,320 miles in 101 days.

	Pan Am became the first worldwide passenger airline.

	Test pilot Charles Elwood ‘Chuck’ Yeager broke the sound barrier—flying a Bell X-1 rocket-engine aircraft he nicknamed Glamourous Glennis.

	The Taft-Hartley Act, limiting the power of trade unions, was passed by the congress despite President Truman’s veto.

	A White House presidential address and the World Series were televised for the first time.

	Meet the Press, created by journalist Martha Rountree, premiered on NBC. Rountree was the first, and only, female moderator.

	An unidentified object crashed near Roswell, New Mexico. Reported by the United States Army as merely a weather balloon, it was believed by many Americans then—and to this day—to be a flying saucer carrying alien beings.

	The film Miracle on 34th Street, featuring nine-year-old actress Natalie Wood, was released by Twentieth Century Fox in May.

	Het Achterhuis (The Secret Annex) was first published in Dutch. It would later be translated into English and released as The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank.

	A play by Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire, directed by Elia Kazan and starring Jessica Tandy and Marlon Brando, premiered at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre in New York and ran for 855 performances.

	What came to be called The Great Blizzard of 1947 began on December twenty-fifth, crippling the northeast. When snowfall finally ended the following day, it was measured at 26.4 inches in Manhattan’s Central Park.

	 

	It would be many years before I learned of these events in the year of my birth, or of their impact.

	But that December of 1947, a six-year-old girl in Ramsey, New Jersey would experience the whitest Christmas in more than a half-century.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Roswell, Rockwell, Rock & Roll

	 

	On Tuesday, November 6, 1956, Dwight David Eisenhower was re-elected thirty-fourth President of the United States.

	Ike—and vice-presidential candidate Richard Nixon—carried 41 of 48 states (Alaska and Hawaii were not granted statehood until 1959), 457 of 530 electoral votes, and 57.4 percent of 61,607,280 popular votes.

	Two weeks before the election, on October 23, Soviet tanks had entered Budapest in response to the revolutionary uprising. In early November, the Soviets staged a full-scale invasion to retake control of Hungary.

	Eight days before the election, on October 29, Israel had invaded Egypt—stage-one of the Protocol of Sèvres, a joint agreement with England and France to end Egyptian control of the Suez Canal—an act threatening intervention by the Soviet Union.

	As Eisenhower contemplated another four years in the White House, the cold war was becoming increasingly frigid.

	 

	 

	Although the Domino Theory (suggested by Eisenhower in 1954) was not crystal clear to the majority of Americans—following Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the communist takeover in China, and the development of the atomic bomb in Soviet Russia—the threat of nuclear war was palpable.

	Air raid drills were sending school children ducking under their desks.

	Government committees including the Senate Committee on Government Operations, headed by Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin, and the House Un-American Activities Committee (which former president Harry S. Truman would later call the most un-American thing in the country) were investigating the armed services, Hollywood, and private citizens in an attempt to identify and prosecute or blacklist suspected communists and Marxist sympathizers.

	Julius and Ethel Rosenberg had been accused of passing atomic secrets to the Soviet Union, tried and convicted of treason in 1951, and executed in 1953.

	Leaving behind two young sons.

	Regardless of the unusual and frightening Rosenberg death sentences, there remained strong support along the Main Streets of America for all efforts to stop the enemy—the Russians, the commies, the Reds—from overtaking the world.

	And the cold war became a subject for novelists, demonstrated by Ian Flemings’ Casino Royale, published in 1953, and Mickey Spillane’s later Mike Hammer novels.

	Mike Hammer was a straight, honest private eye who had soured on a real world of corrupt cops, crooked D.A.s, and judges who had sold out. He was the avenger, the man who took justice into his own hands, a man who shot first and asked questions later. However, Hammer’s focus seemed to shift drastically by the time The Girl Hunters, The Snake, and Survival—Zero came along.

	America’s obsession with the Cold War was so great it convinced Mike Hammer to stop chasing the garden variety of gangsters and to concentrate instead on stopping domestic Communist subversion.

	Kenneth Davis went so far as to refer to Mike Hammer as a reflection of the McCarthyite soul of the country, “the ultimate cold warrior, a super-hero for frightened Americans who had heard tales of baby-eating Stalinists. Mike Hammer’s methods went beyond loyalty oaths, smears, and blacklisting. The evil of the Communists was battled by the only weapons Hammer possessed—a blast from his forty-five, a bone-shattering kick, strangulation by Hammer’s meaty hands.”

	As much as Ian Fleming had, Mickey Spillane brought attention to a new kind of adversary, whose evil was universal.

	And Spillane’s protagonist was a lot more recognizable to the American working-class reader than the suave, cultured, and world-wise James Bond.

	However, for some Americans, the paranoia and persecution became a call to protest government practices—marking the infancy of a counter-culture that would reach maturity in the following decade.

	 

	 

	By election night, 1956, long-time icons were beginning to be replaced by a new crop of individualists—in music, film, and writing.

	The Billboard charts in the early fifties were dominated by number one hits by the likes of Patti Page, Doris Day, Nat King Cole, Perry Como, Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, and Eddie Fisher.

	On July 9, 1955, (We’re Gonna) Rock Around the Clock by Bill Haley and the Comets climbed to the top of the charts and held the spot for eight weeks.

	Rock & Roll had broken into the mainstream—and would go on to break all records.

	On March 23, 1956, a self-titled album by a twenty-one-year-old kid from Tupelo, Mississippi produced four number one hits and earned a total of twenty-five weeks at the top of the charts.

	The RCA Victor record was simply called Elvis Presley.

	By 1957, Elvis, Buddy Holly, and The Everly Brothers monopolized the charts. By 1958 it was all Rock & Roll.

	With the release of Love Me Tender in November, 1956, and Jailhouse Rock in 1957, it looked as if Bud Anderson (Father Knows Best) had seen his last days as a teen idol, and that the new star of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet would soon be their rock-and-roll singing son, Ricky.

	The fifties began with two memorable films, High Noon and The African Queen. In retrospect, those films could be considered swan songs for their legendary lead actors.

	The Wild One and Rebel Without a Cause, both appearing soon after, introduced a new sort of anti-establishment protagonist.

	And a new brand of movie star.

	The aura possessed by the matinee idols of the forties and the early fifties—James Cagney, Cary Grant, Gary Cooper, Jimmy Stewart, Humphrey Bogart—was fading.

	Elvis Presley, Marlon Brando, and James Dean were shining.

	And, of course, there were J.D. Salinger’s Holden Caulfield (Catcher in the Rye) and Jack Kerouac.

	Role models more dangerous and exciting. More rebellious.

	 

	 

	When American servicemen and women returned from the second great war in 1945, they set their minds and their energies to raising and supporting families. There was peace and increasing prosperity in the homeland.

	Little attention was paid to the conflicts and atrocities that continued overseas.

	The end of British Empire rule of the Indian sub-continent in 1947, and the partition that resulted, led to bloody conflict between the Hindus of India and the Muslims of Pakistan.

	At the same time, the withdrawal of the British from the Middle East and the partition of Palestine incited decades of armed conflicts between the new state of Israel and the Arab world surrounding it.

	However, in small towns, as well as in the ethnic urban areas that were much like small towns, Americans were more interested in caring for their own families and those of their neighbors.

	Had aliens actually set down in Roswell, New Mexico, they would have learned little about the turmoil beyond our shores.

	Instead, they may have seen Earth as a tranquil, idyllic planet populated by the offspring of Norman Rockwell and Ozzie Nelson.

	Americans were feeling happy and secure in their private little world.

	Then, in his speech at the Philadelphia Convention Hall five days prior to the general election, Eisenhower reminded Americans there was us and there was them—and we would defend not only the freedoms of Americans, but also those of mankind.

	“We know, as our forefathers knew,” Eisenhower professed, “the firm ground upon which our beliefs must stand. Freedom is rooted in the certainty that the brotherhood of all men arises from the Fatherhood of God. And thus, even as every man is his brother’s keeper, no man is another’s master.”

	The line was drawn.

	The red scare was pervading American life—but we were the good guys and we would prevail against the evil empire.

	However, be aware.

	Parents who had been sending their children unaccompanied to school, and watching them play safely in the center of city streets, now became more vigilant.

	At the same time, the image of the domestically blissful American family of 1950s television was being challenged in syndicated newspaper columns by identical twin sisters from Iowa—Ester and Pauline Friedman—who became known as Ann Landers and Abigail van Buren. Ask Ann Landers, 1955, and Dear Abby, 1956, were hinting that at times there was trouble in paradise.

	At the start of 1957, Americans were introduced to a plastic flying disk called The Frisbee.

	At the end of the year they were introduced to mass-murderer Ed Gein, called The Butcher of Plainfield.

	Young Americans were trapped under their school desks—longing to break away from their black and white television world.

	And for some—including a teenaged girl from Ramsey, New Jersey, and two El Segundo, California police officers in their twenties—1957 would be the beginning of the end.

	 

	 

	End of year holidays and celebrations, Christmas and New Year’s Eve, tend to turn family focus inward.

	To the pleasures of home and hearth, and away from the confusing and often frightening big bad world.

	That, and a number of newsworthy events in early January, 1957, served to temporarily put darker global concerns aside.

	Children returned to school in 1957 were more frightened by the Salk polio vaccination than by the prospect of being crushed by a nuclear bomb.

	In the 50s, baseball had a firm hold on the term America’s pastime—particularly in the east where the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Yankees had dominated league and world championships, while the West Coast could claim no Major League teams of their own.

	Imagine Jackie Robinson and Willie Mays on the same ball club.

	It might have been, after the Dodgers traded Robinson to the rival New York Giants in December, 1956.

	Jackie wouldn’t go—and one of the first major news stories of 1957 was Robinson’s announcement, on January 5, that he was retiring from the game.

	In workplaces and neighborhood watering holes, the subject of the hour was the possible relocation of the Brooklyn Dodgers and the New York Giants to points west—rampant rumors filling easterners with lament and westerners with hope.

	In living rooms, a new television program was capturing the imaginations and fantasies of Americans.

	It was called The Price is Right.

	Teens were gearing up for the appearance of Elvis on the Ed Sullivan Show on January 6.

	The first weeks of 1957 provided distractions for every age group of Americans.

	But the escape from reality and the renewed sense of safety was short-lived.

	Eisenhower’s inaugural speech on January 21 rekindled the red scare.

	And a pair of events reported a few days later were a rude reawakening.

	 

	 

	 


 

	January

	 

	Following the Christmas break in December, 1956, I began the second half of fourth grade in Brooklyn.

	Granted, by that time, I had learned some about the world.

	Arithmetic. Vocabulary. History.

	Mostly American history. Revolutionary War. Civil War.

	Of course, I knew a lot about Jackie Robinson and the Brooklyn Dodgers.

	I was all too aware of the polio vaccine and the duck and cover drills.

	But I knew little of the news and the politics of the day—beyond the knowledge that Dad liked Ike.

	Yet, by the end of that first month in 1957 something was noticeable in the air.

	Parents began paying much closer attention to where their children were.

	Doors began to be locked more conscientiously.

	Three events occurring in the fourth week of January seemed to dampen whatever remained of Christmas and New Year cheer.

	 

	 

	On January 21, in his second inaugural address, President Eisenhower reminded the American people about the big bad red wolf.

	 

	In our great nation, work and wealth abound. Our population grows. Commerce crowds our rivers and rails, our skies, harbors and highways. Our soil is fertile, our agriculture productive. The air rings with the song of our industry—rolling mills and blast furnaces, dynamos, dams and assembly lines—the chorus of America the bountiful.

	 

	Great news.

	But the address soon turned from optimism to threat and warning.

	 

	Now this is our home—yet this is not the whole of our world. For our world is where our full destiny lies—with men, of all peoples and all nations, who are or would be free. And for them—and so for us—this is no time of ease or of rest.

	In too much of the earth there is want, discord, danger.

	Across all continents, nearly a billion people seek, sometimes almost in desperation, for the skills and knowledge and assistance by which they may satisfy, from their own resources, the material wants common to all mankind.

	No nation, however old or great, escapes this tempest of change and turmoil. Some, impoverished by the recent World War, seek to restore their means of livelihood.

	In the heart of Europe, Germany still stands tragically divided.

	So is the whole continent divided.

	And so, too, all the world.

	The divisive force is International Communism and the power that it controls.

	The designs of that power, dark in purpose, are clear in practice. It strives to seal forever the fate of those it has enslaved. It strives to break the ties that unite the free. And it strives to capture—to exploit for its own greater power—all forces of change in the world, especially the needs of the hungry and the hopes of the oppressed.

	We look upon this shaken earth, and we declare our firm and fixed purpose—the building of a peace with justice in a world where moral law prevails. The building of such a peace is a bold and solemn purpose.

	To proclaim it is easy. To serve it will be hard. And to attain it, we must be aware of its full meaning—and ready to pay its full price.

	Splendid as can be the blessings of such a peace, high will be its cost—in toil patiently sustained, in help honorably given, in sacrifice calmly borne.

	We are called to meet the price of this peace.

	To counter the threat of those who seek to rule by force we must pay the cost of our own needed military strength and help build the security of others.

	 

	Eisenhower had painted a crystal-clear picture, in response to the Soviet invasion of Hungary and the on-going Suez crisis.

	A picture both hopeful and ominous.

	America the bountiful was putting the Soviets on notice.

	Mess with the eagle, you get the talons.

	A message not conducive to a good night’s sleep—even at a time when no more than a handful of Americans had ever heard of a Southeast Asian country called Vietnam.

	And even before the paint had dried, there was news of other bumps in the night.

	These much closer to home.

	 

	 

	Just before midnight on January 21, the day Eisenhower presented his mixed-message to the American public, George Peter Metesky was arrested in Waterbury, Connecticut.

	Metesky was suspected of planting bombs in public places throughout New York City over a period of sixteen years—including Grand Central Station, Pennsylvania Station, Radio City Music Hall, the New York Public Library, Port Authority Bus Terminal, in movie theaters and on city subways.

	Metesky told arresting officers that in 1931, employed by a subsidiary of Consolidated Edison, he had suffered an injury in a work-related accident.

	A boiler backfire had produced a blast of hot gases filling his lungs with fumes.

	Because the company had denied him compensation—even after several appeals and hundreds of letters to the newspapers, the Mayor, and the Police Commissioner—Metesky began placing bombs in 1940, targeted specifically at Consolidated Edison buildings.

	Going over a police list of thirty-two bomb locations, though never using the word bomb, Metesky remembered the exact date where each unit had been placed and its size.

	He then added to the police list the sizes, locations, and dates of fifteen earlier bombs the police had not known about—all deposited at Con Edison locations and apparently never reported.

	The first bomb had been accompanied by a penciled block-letter note.

	CON EDISON CROOKS, THIS IS FOR YOU

	When the Con Edison bombs were never mentioned in the newspapers, he began planting bombs in public places to gain publicity for what he termed the injustices done him.

	In 1951, The New York Herald Tribune received a note in block letters.

	 

	BOMBS WILL CONTINUE UNTIL THE CONSOLIDATED EDISON COMPANY IS BROUGHT TO JUSTICE FOR THEIR DASTARDLY ACTS AGAINST ME. I HAVE EXHAUSTED ALL OTHER MEANS. I INTEND WITH BOMBS TO CAUSE OTHERS TO CRY OUT FOR JUSTICE FOR ME.

	 

	Two days before his arrest, in an open letter to the New York Journal-American, Metesky told of lying unnoticed for hours on cold concrete after his injury without any first aid being rendered—then developing pneumonia and later tuberculosis as a result of inhaling the gaseous fumes.

	A Consolidated Edison clerk, Alice Kelly, had for days been searching through old workers’ compensation files for employees with a serious health problem.

	On January 18, while going through the final batch of troublesome case files—those where threats had been made or implied—she discovered a file marked in red with the words injustice, permanent disability, and dastardly acts.

	The same types of words and expressions that had been used in letters to the newspapers.

	Police investigators, who later described the trail leading to Metesky, claimed that Consolidated Edison had impeded the investigation for several years by repeatedly claiming that all records of employees whose services were terminated prior to 1940, the group Metesky fell into, had been destroyed.

	Following his interrogation, Metesky was transferred to Bellevue Hospital in Manhattan for psychiatric evaluation.

	At the time of his arrest, most Americans beyond New York had never heard of the man who had come to be known as The Mad Bomber.

	The frontpage news of George Metesky’s apprehension was heartening, but the fact that he had been undetected for sixteen years was troubling.

	As was the nagging thought something of the kind could occur again.

	And then, on the very same front pages, came scary news of the Grimes sisters.

	 

	 

	They were two of seven children.

	On December 28, 1956, Barbara Grimes, 15, and Patricia Grimes, 12, traveled together to see a movie in Brighton Park—a neighborhood in south-west Chicago.

	The Brighton Theater was one-and-a-half miles—a short bus ride—from their McKinley Park home.

	The film was Love Me Tender starring Richard Egan, Debra Paget, and first-time movie actor Elvis Presley.

	The girls never arrived home that night.

	Loretta Grimes, the girls’ mother, called in a report to the Chicago Police Department at two in the morning on December 29.

	Initiating one of the most intensive missing persons investigations in the city’s history.

	In the weeks following their disappearance, there had been a number of unconfirmed sightings.

	Several people claimed they saw the two girls board a Chicago Transit Authority bus at Western Avenue heading east into the city—halfway between the theater and their home—after the movie screening.

	Two teenage boys reported seeing the two girls that night, giggling and jumping out of doorways at each other, two blocks from their home.

	A security guard offered directions to two girls the following morning, who he thought were the Grimes sisters.

	There was a reported sighting on a train in a northern section of the city—as well as sightings in restaurants, department stores, and hotels.

	There were theories that the girls had found a way to travel to Nashville, Tennessee—to search for their idol, Elvis Presley.

	And on January 19, Elvis sent a message.

	If you are good fans, you will go home and ease your family’s worries.

	On the 22nd of January—while George Metesky was being transferred from Connecticut to Bellevue Hospital—a construction worker spotted what he described as flesh-colored things behind a guard rail as he drove along a rural country road in Willow Springs, Illinois, 13 miles from the Brighton Theater.

	Initially unsure of what he had seen, and believing they may have been mannequins, he later returned to the site with his wife who fainted when she realized what they had discovered. The nude, frozen bodies of two young girls—revealed by a recent snow thaw.

	The couple immediately reported their finding to the Willow Springs Police Department.

	The bodies were later positively identified as those of Patricia and Barbara Grimes.

	Autopsies, performed by forensic pathologists, concluded both sisters had most likely died within five hours of the time they had last been seen alive at the Brighton Theater.

	The official death certificates of both sisters would list their cause of death as murder—the specific means of which, in both cases, was officially listed as secondary shock resulting from exposure that had reduced each girl’s body temperature below the critical level compatible with life.

	During the last week of January, several suspects had been picked up and held for questioning and interrogation—including a man who had at first confessed to the abduction and murders and later recanted his confession.

	All of the suspects were released due to lack of evidence.

	The Grimes sisters murder case—as had the case of Elizabeth Short, the Black Dahlia, ten years earlier—seemed destined to remain unsolved.

	 

	 

	In the fifties—before photographs began appearing on milk cartons, and long before cell phones lit up with Amber Alerts—children enjoyed a good deal of independence.

	Even in the larger cities, where ethnically homogeneous neighborhoods much resembled small towns and villages.

	Children, as young as seven and eight years old, traveled to schools and local movie houses accompanied only by classmates and friends their own age.

	After school, it was in and out of houses just long enough to drop books and grab bats and mitts, rubber balls and jump ropes.

	Then it was off to playgrounds, parks, empty lots, or out onto streets decorated with chalk outlines of slap ball bases and hopscotch courts.

	If there was one hard and fast rule, it was that the family sit down together for the evening meal where talk centered around questions like how was your day and what did you learn at school.

	There is a Portuguese expression, Em uma casa de alguém que foi enforcado, não está inclinado a falar de corda.

	In a house of someone who has been hanged, one is not inclined to speak of rope.

	Mad bombers and murdered girls were not fit subjects for family dinner conversation.

	But were surely discussed among parents privately, because questions at the dinner table began to subtly change.

	Who are you walking with to school tomorrow morning?

	What are you plans after school, and with who?

	A formerly unfelt cynicism was disturbing the carefree American home.

	A lack of confidence in the safety of the children.

	Then a story broke at the beginning of February.

	An account of good will and heroism that offered a brief respite from pessimism, and a bit of brightness to the recent darker days.

	Ironically, the event involved a plane crash.

	 

	 

	It was, of course, a tragedy—marking the deaths of twenty passengers.

	But what resonated among the public over the following weeks was the courageous rescue of the survivors by the most unlikely heroes.

	 

	 

	 


 

	The Island

	 

	By the end of January, 1957, Barbara and Patricia Grimes had been laid to rest at the Holy Sepulchre Cemetery in Worth, Illinois.

	The person or the persons responsible for their deaths remained undiscovered.

	George Metesky was indicted on 47 counts—which included attempted murder, damage of buildings by explosion, maliciously endangering human life, and violation of New York State’s Sullivan Law by carrying concealed weapons.

	Seven counts of attempted murder were charged, based on the seven persons injured in the prior five years, which was the statute of limitations in the case.

	Metesky was brought to a courtroom from Bellevue Hospital, where he had been undergoing psychiatric evaluation, to hear the charges.

	At the United Nations, a resolution was being drafted calling for the withdrawal of Israeli troops from Egypt.

	The Congress accepted the Eisenhower Doctrine—under which a Middle Eastern country could request economic assistance or aid from our military forces in order to secure and protect the territorial integrity and political independence of nations requesting such aid against overt armed aggression from any nation controlled by international communism.

	The phrase international communism made the doctrine much broader than simply responding to the Soviet threat.

	Aggression linked to communists of any nation could conceivably invoke the doctrine.

	Cold War temperatures continued to fall—dropping closer to freezing.

	And at the same time, bitter cold weather in the northeast had residents planning escapes to the sunny warmth of the south.

	 

	 

	Shortly after two in the afternoon of February 1, 1957, Northeast Airlines Flight 823 began boarding passengers at LaGuardia Airport in Queens, New York.

	Ninety-five men, women and children—plus a crew of six—went aboard.

	Snow had been falling for several hours.

	The Douglas DC-6A was scheduled for a 2:45 departure to Miami.

	The flight was delayed as ground crews tended to icy runways and, while sitting at the gate, snow and ice had accumulated on the wings of the aircraft.

	Because of the continuing snowfall, attempts to clear off the wings out-of-doors were unsuccessful.

	Near four that afternoon, the aircraft was taxied into a hangar—with crew and ticketed travelers still on board—for snow and ice removal.

	It was later learned that a number of passengers had asked to leave the plane while it was being de-iced but were dissuaded by a stewardess who told them it could initiate a mass exodus that would only cause further delay.

	At 5:45, the flight crew advised ground control that they were ready to taxi from the hangar to the tarmac for departure.

	Flight 823 was then cleared to take-off from Runway 4.

	Shortly after six, the DC-6 lifted into the air.

	Minutes later, the plane crash landed a few miles from the airport.

	It seemed a miracle had prevented all from perishing.

	Had the aircraft crashed anywhere else in the vicinity it would have dropped into the East River, the Flushing Bay, or in a populated residential area.

	Instead, it came down in an open field on Rikers Island—home of one of the country’s largest and most secure correctional institutions.

	“We were playing cards when we heard the explosion,” reported a prisoner. “We all jumped up to the windows. The whole sky, even through the snow, was lit. We saw the people tumbling out of the ship—they were all lighted too, by the flames. We saw their shadows, we saw them stumble. We were locked up then, but we wanted to help. We saw people running and falling in the snow.”

	Twenty passengers had perished.

	The snow was covered in blood.

	The wreck of the aircraft was in flames.

	Survivors were helping those more critically injured get away from the wreckage—to the relative safety of the prison buildings.

	The danger of further explosion and additional fatalities was very real.

	Prisoners were throwing blankets down from their cell windows.

	Then, the warden made a fateful decision.

	Fifty inmates—trustees—were released to assist in the rescue of the survivors and to also collect the bodies of the deceased.

	None of the released prisoners attempted to escape.

	All of them saved lives.

	 

	 

	Witnesses on the island would later describe it as a caravan.

	A steady procession of facility personnel and inmates transporting passengers from the burning aircraft to prison buildings.

	A six-week-old boy, nearly buried in the snow, was literally stumbled upon by an inmate who carried the child to the prison infirmary and located the boy’s family.

	The most critically injured were taken to the prison hospital to be cared for by doctors and nurses.

	The prison hospital was, at the time, filled to near capacity by inmate patients.

	Prisoners gave up their beds in the facility to accommodate crash survivors.

	Less seriously injured survivors were tended to by inmates themselves—who supplied blankets, dry clothing, food, drink, applied salves to burns, and cleaned and bandaged wounds.

	An injured passenger later recalled being offered a cigarette by one of the inmates. He politely declined, explaining he only smoked cigars. The prisoner rushed off and soon returned with a cigar obtained from a cellmate.

	A six-foot-tall, three hundred pound African-American inmate walked slowly around a room rocking a three-year-old boy in the cradle of his arms. The man hummed softly, oblivious to everyone else in the room, never shifting the burden in his arms lest he disturb the sleeping child.

	A few hours after the disaster, a first group of ambulatory and stretcher cases were removed by ferry and transported to Bronx hospitals.

	By 11:30, the last of the eighty-one survivors had been transferred to hospitals on the mainland.

	Families, now aware of the disaster, waited to hear the fate of their loved ones.

	For their part in the rescue, thirty inmates who rushed to aid victims were granted release—and sixteen had their sentences reduced by the New York City Parole Board.

	New York City Mayor Robert Wagner presented Assistant Deputy Warden James Harrison with the Medal of Honor—the Correction Department’s highest award.

	The story of Flight 823 broke at a moment in time when a testament to the better parts of human nature was extremely welcome news.

	But, the rejuvenation of faith in the goodness of mankind was short lived.

	 

	 

	 


 

	The Boy in the Box

	 

	In the following days of February, the world kept turning.

	Families buried their dead—the fatalities of Flight 823.

	Survivors related details of the harrowing night on Rikers Island to relatives, friends, and newspaper reporters.

	In an effort to ease mounting tensions in the Middle East, the United Nations called for Israel to retreat from Egypt.

	The question remained whether or not the Israelis would comply.

	Andrei Gromyko became Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, leaving Eisenhower and his fellow Americans to wonder if and how this change would affect the already chilly relations.

	There were uncertainties.

	There were also distractions.

	Grade-school children continued playing out in the streets.

	Their older brothers and sisters—with money earned from paper routes and babysitting—pushed Elvis Presley’s Too Much to the top of the charts.

	The Pluto Platter—later to be known as the Frisbee—was gliding through the air above college campus lawns throughout the country.

	Children were watching Captain Kangaroo, and their parents were watching Gunsmoke, on the first portable black-and-white television sets.

	I Love Lucy, The $64,000 Question and The Ed Sullivan Show were the most viewed programs.

	The Cat in the Hat by Dr. Seuss, and The Untouchables by Eliot Ness were released.

	Peyton Place remained at the top of the New York Times Best Seller List.

	Love Me Tender, Lust for Life, and Giant continued drawing movie house audiences months after their initial releases.

	It was feeling a little less scary in the homeland.

	 

	 

	A man, checking his illegal muskrat traps, first discovered the body.

	Afraid that the traps would be confiscated, he failed to report his discovery.

	Several days later, a college student stumbled upon the body.

	He waited a full day before contacting police.

	Police arrived at the scene, in the Fox Chase neighborhood of northeast Philadelphia, on February 26.

	The boy was estimated to have been four to five years old.

	His naked body was wrapped in a plaid blanket inside a large cardboard box.

	The boy’s hair had been recently cut, possibly after death.

	Clumps of hair clung to the body.

	There were signs of severe malnourishment, surgical scars on the ankle and groin, and an L-shaped scar under the chin.

	All efforts at identification were unsuccessful.

	No one came forward with any helpful information.

	The Philadelphia Enquirer printed 400,000 flyers with the boy’s likeness which flooded the area and were included in every utilities bill in the city.

	The crime scene was combed over and over again by nearly 300 police academy recruits who discovered no more than a child’s blue corduroy cap, a handkerchief and a scarf.

	All clues that led nowhere.

	The victim, who came to be known as The Boy in the Box and America’s Unknown Child, was buried in a potter’s field.

	The boy was not identified and the case remained open.

	 

	 

	Once again, parents found tangible reason to keep a closer eye on their children.

	There is an old saying, popular in the northeastern United States, March comes in like a lion.

	March 1957 came in with the battered body of a fifteen-year-old girl discovered in a sandpit in Mahwah, New Jersey.
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	Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, and Josef Stalin met at Yalta from February 4-11, 1945 to discuss plans for Europe after an allied victory. FDR died on April 12, and Adolph Hitler committed suicide on April 30. Churchill resigned as Prime Minister on July 26. It would be up to Harry Truman and Clement Atlee to deal with Stalin’s grand plans for the USSR.
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	On March 12, 1947, President Truman introduced the Truman Doctrine, “supporting free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or outside pressures.”

	 

	The Marshall Plan would soon follow.

	 

	On March 21, Truman signed Executive Order 9865 (Federal Employee Loyalty Program), and in July signed into law the National Security Act—creating the Department of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the National Security Council.

	 

	The Cold War was shifting into high gear.
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	Senator Joseph McCarthy lecturing on the suspected Communists infiltrating the American public, the Government, and the military. McCarthy hearings led to blacklisting and the creation of the House Un-American Activities Committee.

	 

	First nuclear test by the Soviet Union. Russia and the United States both raced to be first to develop a hydrogen bomb.
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	Duck and cover drills became routine in schools in the fifties, along with air raid drills, as Americans were made more fearful of nuclear attack by the U.S.S.R.
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	In July, 1947, an unidentified object crashed near Roswell, New Mexico. Reported by the United States Army as merely a weather balloon, it was believed by many Americans then, and to this day, to be a flying saucer carrying alien beings—an invasion scarier than the Soviet threat.
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	In the fifties, Rock & Roll took control of the music charts—with rockers like Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly.

	 

	These artists—along with a new breed of actors including Marlon Brando and James Dean—and writers Jack Kerouac and J.D. Salinger—introduced young people to a more rebellious and much less predictable picture of American life than the one presented by the icons of the previous generation like Frank Sinatra, Gary Cooper, Lucille Ball, The Honeymooners, and Billy Graham.
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