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Praise for Josh Levin’s The Queen:


‘In the finest tradition of investigative reporting, Josh Levin exposes how a story that once shaped the nation’s conscience was clouded by racism and lies. As he stunningly reveals, the deeper truth, the messy truth, tells us something much larger about who we are. The Queen is an invaluable work of nonfiction.’ David Grann, author of Killers of the Flower Moon


‘A stunning account . . . His powerful work of narrative nonfiction shows how Taylor victimized a slew of vulnerable people, was a victim herself, and was the cause of Black welfare recipients being stereotyped as “welfare cheats.” . . . Levin does a terrific job of balancing his portrait of a criminal, of the racism of police . . . and of the widespread stereotyping of Blacks that grew out of her crimes and a president’s distortions.’ Booklist


‘Levin nimbly explores Taylor’s life in a story that becomes more complex the more it’s revealed. The tale encompasses an astonishingly prolific criminal career as well as issues of race . . . mental illness. amd self-invention, to say nothing of politics and the essentialism that Regan commonly practised . . . A top-notch study of an exceedingly odd moment in history.’ Kirkus


‘The Queen is a wild, only-in-America story that helped me understand my country better. It’s a fascinating portrait of a con artist and a nation . . . and the ways the United States continually relies on oversimplified narratives about race and class to shape public policy, almost always at the expense of brown people and poor people.’ Attica Locke, author of Black Water Rising


‘It is impossible to read The Queen without pausing every few pages to marvel at either the brilliance of Josh Levin’s research or the sheer wildness of the tale. By pouring years of devotion into piecing together Linda Taylor’s bizarre criminal odyssey, Levin has created a work of American history like no other - an enthralling portrait of a nation whose splendid promise has too often been distorted by prejudice and political cynicism.’ Brendan I. Koerner, author of The Skies Belong to Us


‘For decades, Linda Taylor has been demagogued by politicians and the press, reduced to a cruel stereotype: the welfare queen shamelessly leeching from government coffers. Through meticulous reporting, Josh Levin’s The Queen illuminates in full the story of a life far more complicated, cunning, criminal, tragic and fascinating than the historical stereotype would have ever allowed us to see.’ Wesley Lowery, author of They Can’t Kill Us All




To Jess, for everything




Author’s Note


“How old was she?” John Parks asked me. We were sitting outside on a spring day in 2013, a little less than thirty-eight years since his ex-wife, Patricia, had died under suspicious circumstances. “Boy, you waited a long time to come,” the seventy-seven-year-old Parks said, struggling to remember details, such as Patricia’s age, that had once seemed unforgettable. “At first, it was just on the tip of my tongue. And nobody came.”


Patricia Parks had been thirty-seven when she was pronounced dead of a barbiturate overdose on the night of June 15, 1975. Patricia, who’d suffered from multiple sclerosis, had been treated at home by a friend who’d promised to make her feel better. Linda Taylor submerged Patricia in ice-cold water and fed her medications stored in unlabeled bottles. Taylor also took possession of the sick woman’s house on the South Side of Chicago and became the executor of her estate. John Parks believed then and remained certain decades later that Taylor murdered Patricia. But nobody had seen fit to charge Taylor with his ex-wife’s killing, and nobody in any position of authority, John told me, had bothered to ask him what he thought of Patricia’s friend. “All they said was, ‘That’s another black woman dead.’”


When I started digging into Linda Taylor’s life, I hadn’t imagined that I’d end up investigating a potential homicide. Taylor rose to prominence in the mid-1970s as a very different kind of villain: America’s original “welfare queen.” One of the first stories I ever read about her, a squib in Jet magazine from 1974, said that she’d stolen $154,000 in public aid money in a single year, “owned three apartment buildings, two luxury cars, and a station wagon,” and had been “busy preparing to open a medical office, posing as a doctor.” Another Jet article depicted her as a shape-shifting, fur-wearing con artist who could “change from black to white to Latin with a mere change of a wig.” But when Ronald Reagan expounded on Taylor during his 1976 presidential campaign, shocking audiences with the tale of “a woman in Chicago” who used eighty aliases to steal government checks, he didn’t treat her as an outlier. Instead, Reagan implied that Taylor was a stand-in for a whole class of people who were getting something they didn’t deserve.


The words used to malign Linda Taylor hardened into a stereotype, one that was deployed to chip away at benefits for the poor. The legend of the Cadillac-driving welfare queen ultimately overwhelmed Taylor’s own identity. After getting convicted of welfare fraud in 1977, Taylor disappeared from public view and public memory. No one seemed to know whether she’d really lived under eighty aliases, and nobody had any idea whether she was alive or dead.


I spent six years piecing together Taylor’s story and trying to comprehend why it got lost in the first place. The more I learned about her, the more the mythologized version of Linda Taylor fell apart, and not in the ways I expected. As a child and an adult, Taylor was victimized by racism and deprived of opportunity. She also victimized those even more vulnerable than she was.


Patricia Parks’s death was a blip for the Chicago Tribune; Linda Taylor’s public aid swindle was a years-long obsession. For journalists and politicians, the welfare queen was a potent figure, a character whose outlandish behavior reliably provoked outrage. Poor black women saw their character assailed by association with Taylor. At the same time, a woman whom Taylor had preyed on elicited no sympathy. Patricia Parks’s ex-husband, John, who died in 2016, believed that his family’s race was the reason that Patricia’s death wasn’t seen as a scandal or a tragedy. “I’d have to be somebody,” he told me, explaining why some Americans get justice and others don’t.


Linda Taylor did horrifying things. Horrifying things were also done in Linda Taylor’s name. No one’s life lends itself to simple lessons and easy answers, and Taylor’s was more complicated than most. I’ve tried my best to tell the whole truth about what Linda Taylor did, what she came to signify, and who got hurt along the way. That goal may be unattainable, but we do far more damage to the world and to ourselves when we don’t care to pursue it.




CHAPTER 1


A New Victim


Jack Sherwin tossed his day’s work on the front seat of his unmarked Chevy. He’d fished five or six burglary reports from his pigeonhole after roll call, enough to keep him and his partner occupied all morning and for a good chunk of the afternoon. Sherwin didn’t need any more assignments—he had at least a half-dozen more reports jammed inside his briefcase.


The Chicago burglary detective turned on the police scanner and peeled off his sport coat. August 12, 1974, was sunny, hot, and unbearably humid; the sky felt heavy but it wouldn’t rain all day. Sherwin headed east from his unit’s headquarters on Ninety-First Street and South Cottage Grove, past the Jewel Food Store where a group of armed men had recently made off with a $1,000 haul.


He parked his car in South Chicago, a working-class, mostly black and Latino neighborhood bordered on the west by the Skyway, a toll road that carried suburban commuters above a part of town they’d rather not drive through. A month earlier, a sixty-six-year-old woman had been shot in the neck a short distance away in Calumet Heights, on the street outside St. Ailbe’s Catholic church. She’d died in her pastor’s arms. A couple of teenagers, both alleged members of the Blackstone Rangers gang, were charged with the killing. That was one of 970 murders in the city in 1974—more than four decades later, still the most homicides in a calendar year in the history of Chicago.


Sherwin wasn’t dealing with anything as messy as a murder case. This was a routine burglary, not a big enough deal to justify his partner, Jerry Kush, getting out of the car.


The two-story, six-unit brick building at 8221 South Clyde Avenue looked like a tiny castle, with a crenellated roof, an arch over the entryway, and limestone ornaments near the windows. Sherwin rang the bell and got buzzed inside. As he knocked on the door of a first-floor apartment, he looked down at his clipboard and rehearsed a sequence of well-worn questions: What’s missing? Did anyone see what happened? Is there anything you’d like to add to your original report?


When someone called about a smashed front window or a stolen jewelry box, uniformed officers went to the scene and wrote it up, getting a statement from the victim and enumerating the basic facts: the time, the location, what had been stolen. The burglary investigators followed up, often from a seated position. If you treated detective work like a desk job, occasionally exerting yourself by picking up the telephone, you could push a new report off your desk in less than an hour. Nobody ever solved a case by making a single phone call, but it hardly mattered given how rarely burglary detectives recovered people’s losses. There were nearly two hundred thousand burglaries, robberies, and thefts in Chicago in 1974, an increase of 18 percent over the previous year. Sherwin’s territory—what the department called Area 2, on Chicago’s Southeast Side—was the busiest in the city, with thirty-nine burglaries a day.


A big-picture thinker wouldn’t have lasted a week in Area 2. Those stats told a depressing story, one filled with the kind of hopeless characters who subsisted on the proceeds from petty crimes. But Sherwin knew it wasn’t on him to fix Chicago. He handled what he could see and what he could touch. He preferred to check out crime scenes himself, to imagine who’d been there and what they’d done. He broke down each new assignment into a series of predictable tasks, doing all the things a conscientious burglary detective was supposed to do: He talked to the right people, chased the right leads, and wrote everything up in clear, concise reports.


The door opened at 8221 South Clyde, and Sherwin took stock of the woman standing in front of him. Four days earlier, Linda Taylor had called Area 2 headquarters to say that her home had been burglarized. Taylor appeared to be in her late thirties. She was just over five feet tall, with olive skin and dark, heavy-lidded eyes. Her face, a long oval tapering to a sharply jutting chin, seemed vaguely elfin. Her eyebrows, plucked into thin arcs, made her look like an old-fashioned glamour girl. She had a pronounced Cupid’s bow in her upper lip, and when she talked, that lip curled back to reveal the glint of gold dental work. Taylor looked as though she was expecting company: Her makeup was pristine, her outfit fashionable and snug.


As he stepped into the apartment, Sherwin noticed that Taylor kept a tidy house. Sometimes, if he went out on a case right away, he could see where a burglar had barged in. But there were no signs of forced entry here. The bolt on Taylor’s front door appeared undamaged. Nothing was broken or scattered around. Sherwin glanced again at the uniformed officers’ original report. Could they go through that list of missing items one more time?


A large green refrigerator, complete with ice maker.


Yes, she told him. That was gone.


A gold stove.


Yes. Stolen.


It was a weird list. Hospital end tables. A grandfather clock. Two large Chinese lamps. Large elephant figurines. A pair of speakers that lit up to the beat of music. Thousands of dollars’ worth of household furnishings, every piece of it insured. Most burglars snatched whatever they could fit in their hands: a ring, a necklace, a stereo, a small TV set. Stealing a refrigerator and hospital end tables, bulky objects you couldn’t hustle out of an apartment without attracting attention, didn’t make much sense.


Sherwin went back to his clipboard and studied the report. He asked Taylor to explain, again, how the thieves had gotten away with her belongings. She pointed to a window in her kitchen, an opening no more than a couple of feet across. Taylor’s version of events was preposterous: To fit a double-door refrigerator through that narrow gap, you’d have to cut it in half. The detective didn’t press her for more details. He thanked Taylor for her cooperation, and he promised to come around again just as soon as he developed any leads.


On his way out, Sherwin rang some more doorbells, but he couldn’t find any neighbors who’d seen a mysterious stranger wander off with a large appliance. As he walked back to the car, he thought about the clean apartment, the tiny window, and the woman with the olive skin and the heavy-lidded eyes. There was something so familiar about Linda Taylor. He was sure he’d had this exact case, with this exact woman. He just couldn’t remember where or when.


Sherwin knew Linda Taylor’s street. He’d grown up just a few miles away, in an all-white neighborhood close to what was then the southern tip of the city’s “Black Belt.” Back then, in the 1940s, segregation had been enforced with covenants that forbade the sale of properties to, for instance, “every person having one-eighth part or more of negro blood.” The Black Belt’s borders expanded in 1948 when the Supreme Court struck down those covenants, but segregation didn’t end with the stroke of a pen. New public housing developments kept black people confined to black enclaves, as did violence perpetrated by whites against those brave enough to breach long-standing barriers. When civil rights activist and “Queen of Gospel” Mahalia Jackson moved to the South Side in 1956, her white neighbors shot BB pellets through the windows of her house. Other black newcomers had their homes ransacked and set on fire.


The Sherwins, like many white families, packed up and moved when Chicago’s racial boundaries shifted, settling in the area around Midway Airport. Thirty years later, the detective scoped out South Side neighborhoods that bore little resemblance to the one he’d lived in as a child. Some of the areas in his jurisdiction had changed from middle-class white enclaves to middle-class black ones—the city’s most beloved athlete, Cubs legend Ernie Banks, lived with his family on a tree-lined street in Chatham. On his daily rounds, Sherwin passed by black-owned banks; the headquarters of the Johnson Products Company, manufacturer of the hair straightener Ultra Sheen; and the office of R. Eugene Pincham, a renowned black defense attorney and advocate for the disenfranchised.


Sherwin also rolled through hollowed-out streets dotted with liquor stores and check-cashing operations. South Chicago, the part of town where Linda Taylor lived, had long been the city’s smoke-belching industrial corridor, home to U.S. Steel’s mammoth South Works and countless other plants, factories, and forges. But between 1967 and 1977, the number of people working in manufacturing in Chicago proper would plummet by 33 percent. White flight took both jobs and services to the suburbs, cutting off thousands of black Chicagoans from steady employment and weakening the foundations of once-stable communities.


Area 2 burglary detectives didn’t spend their days chasing after master criminals. They arrested juveniles and addicts, young men who were more desperate than cunning. Sherwin drove to Grand Crossing and South Shore and Pullman, stopping off at apartment buildings and restaurants to jot down notes about busted back doors and stolen cash.


He spent most days two feet to the left or right of Jerry Kush, with one man driving in the morning and the other in the afternoon. Kush was the best partner Sherwin had ever had, honest and reliable, but they weren’t close friends. While Kush wore flashy clothes, Sherwin looked and dressed like a standard-issue detective, with short hair and a daily uniform of a sport coat and tie. Kush never stopped talking—about his kids, his marital woes, and anything else that came to mind. Sherwin didn’t want to probe too far below the surface. Sometimes they’d hit the bars after work, but Sherwin didn’t like to drink. He hated the sensation of losing control.


Sherwin felt most comfortable when he was by himself. In high school, he didn’t go to parties or dances—he was too self-conscious to look at girls, much less talk to them. He’d found his confidence in the Marine Corps. When he came home after basic training, Sherwin wore his dress blues everywhere, and he sat the way a Marine was supposed to sit, his spine not touching the back of his chair.


In 1962, after a stint as a tank commander on Okinawa, he joined up with the Chicago Police Department. As a beat cop assigned to neighborhoods on the West and Southeast Sides, he could go from helping a woman deliver a baby to disarming a man threatening his girlfriend with a butcher knife. Sherwin loved the unpredictability of police work, and he took pride in protecting Chicago and its citizens.


There were times, though, when he thought those citizens’ actions were indefensible. Sherwin watched the West Side ignite following Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in April 1968, and he was on duty a few months later during the clashes between protesters and cops at the Democratic convention. A study commissioned by Mayor Richard J. Daley found that the MLK riots stemmed from “pent-up aggressions” among black Chicagoans infuriated by poor schools, inadequate housing, and racially discriminatory policing, while a federal report on the Democratic convention documented “unrestrained and indiscriminate police violence” in response to demonstrators’ provocations. Sherwin didn’t come to the same conclusions. He’d feared for his life during the West Side riots, and he’d seen protesters attack policemen at the convention. He was certain that he and his fellow officers were the good guys. No matter what was happening in Chicago, nobody had the right to tear up the city.


After Sherwin made detective, his life got a lot more sedate. He and Kush still answered the occasional in-progress call, and they still tussled with burglars now and then. One time, they went to make an arrest and found their suspect hiding in a closet. The man charged out, completely naked, and Kush hit him on the head with a portable radio. Sherwin and Kush talked about that one for years. But naked guys didn’t jump out of closets on the average Monday afternoon.


Sherwin believed in the work he was doing but he wasn’t always stimulated by it. The job could be relentless and dispiriting. Most days, the detectives added a bunch of new reports to a caseload that was already overwhelming.


After work, the thirty-five-year-old police officer would go back to his two-bedroom apartment and do laundry. Some days, he’d head out to a religion class; he was studying to be a Catholic, so he could share a faith with his fiancée. He’d wake up early, before 3 a.m., to go for a run at Northwestern University before work. With the sky pitch-black and nobody else around, he had time to indulge the half-formed ideas bouncing around his head. The morning after his visit to the tidy apartment on South Clyde Avenue, Sherwin’s mind kept wandering back to Linda Taylor. He’d gone to her home on August 12 expecting to investigate a burglary. He’d left a half hour later thinking he needed to investigate the burglary victim.


Lamar Jones couldn’t remember the last time something interesting had happened to him at work. The dental clinic at Great Lakes Naval Training Center was an assembly line, a fifty-chair operation that treated a hundred thousand recruits and seven hundred thousand cavities each year. The twenty-one-year-old knew what each day would bring, and he knew what would happen the day after and the following week. But August 12 was different. That afternoon, a few hours after she’d met Jack Sherwin at 8221 South Clyde Avenue, Linda Taylor drove up to the naval base in North Chicago to get her teeth cleaned.


From the moment Jones saw her swagger into the room, he wanted to get close to her. She was self-assured and beautiful, an older woman with the smoothest skin he’d ever seen. The other sailors noticed her, too. They each took a shot, sauntering over all cool and casual, but she turned up her nose at each “Hey, baby.” She treated Jones differently. She joked with him and flirted. He left work that day feeling better than he’d felt in his entire life. Out of all the guys in the clinic, he was the one she’d chosen. Her name, she’d told him, was Linda Sholvia.


Jones had grown up on the South Side of Chicago. His mom had struggled to raise six kids on her own, and he’d fought his own battles in the neighborhood. As gangs like the Blackstone Rangers and the Cobra Stones rose to power in the 1960s, DuSable High School—the alma mater of Nat King Cole and Harold Washington, Chicago’s first black mayor—became a prime recruiting ground, and occasionally the setting for violent confrontations. But Jones had made it out, joining the navy and setting himself up for a better life. When he started dating Linda Sholvia, that life looked better than he could’ve possibly imagined.


Although Jones never saw her doing any work, his girlfriend seemed to have an endless supply of cash. She didn’t try to hide her wealth, draping herself in furs and driving a fleet of luxury vehicles. Jones considered himself street-smart—he’d had to be, growing up where he did—but this woman and her money made him drop his guard. On Saturday, August 17, less than a week after they met at the Great Lakes clinic, the couple got married at Chicago City Hall.


The new Mrs. Jones spoiled her husband, giving him a couple of new cars and $1,000 right after they got hitched. She was generous, cosmopolitan, and well educated, a thirty-five-year-old Haitian woman with a degree from a Caribbean university. She was poised, too, sometimes even arrogant, commanding respect every time she walked into a car dealership or bank.


The honeymoon phase of their marriage didn’t last as long as their brief courtship. After Jones got transferred from the dental clinic to Great Lakes’ security unit, an assignment that required him to gear up like a police officer, he and a colleague decided to play a practical joke. They knocked on the door at 8221 South Clyde, hiding in the shadows so Linda wouldn’t know who was there. As soon as she opened the door, Jones’s friend shoved a badge in her face. She flew into a rage, slamming the door and screaming that she hated cops. If Jones knew what was good for him, she shouted, he’d never pull anything like that again.


Linda said a lot of crazy things. Just after their wedding, she told Jones he was her eighth husband, and that she’d killed the first one, shooting him in the chest. She said another of her husbands had worked for Greyhound and been crushed to death in a bus accident. Maybe she was telling the truth, or maybe she was just trying to scare him. Either way, he wasn’t sure what she was capable of.


Everywhere Jones looked, something was a little bit off. That degree from a Haitian university had been awarded to Linda Taylor, not Linda Sholvia. His wife had four different names on her mailbox at 8221 South Clyde, and she’d get letters addressed to all of them. She had a sister named Constance who seemed more like her adult daughter. Jones also suspected that Linda’s two small children weren’t really hers.


He wasn’t even sure she was from Haiti, or that she was thirty-five years old—on their marriage license, she’d given her age as twenty-seven. Jones thought she was black, but he wasn’t absolutely sure—her light complexion allowed her to pass as white one day and Asian the next. When she took off her clothes and slipped into bed, he noticed a long scar near her navel—what he thought was an incision from a hysterectomy. One night, he woke up before dawn and saw that his bride’s skin wasn’t so smooth—she had a thousand wrinkles on her face. After he caught a glimpse of her without makeup, she locked herself in the bathroom for an hour. When she came out, she looked like a whole new person.


On the morning of August 13, the day after he’d first stopped by Linda Taylor’s apartment, Sherwin grabbed six new burglary reports from his pigeonhole. But before he and Kush started on all the new stuff, Sherwin took a detour to 8221 South Clyde Avenue. For the second day in a row, he rang the bell outside, got buzzed into the front hallway, and knocked on the door of a first-floor apartment. When the door swung open, Sherwin saw an older woman staring back at him. It took him a moment to realize that this, too, was Linda Taylor, her face untouched by makeup and her body draped in a housecoat.


Once more, Taylor told him what had been taken from her. She said, again, that an enterprising burglar had stuffed her jumbo-size refrigerator through a narrow kitchen window. She spoke with a confidence that verged on arrogance, as if she couldn’t bear to waste her time explaining something so obvious.


Most burglary victims thanked Sherwin for showing an interest in their cases. But Linda Taylor didn’t seem grateful to see a police officer making these trips to South Chicago. She didn’t defer to Sherwin’s expertise, and she didn’t bow to his authority. She hadn’t asked for his help, and she didn’t need it.


Sherwin had been a Chicago police officer for twelve years, a detective for three. He’d been the lead investigator on hundreds of burglary cases. This didn’t look like a burglary, and it didn’t feel like one either. There was only one reason to think the place had been knocked over: Linda Taylor insisted that they were standing in the middle of a crime scene.


Taylor hadn’t told Sherwin anything new, but going back to her apartment hadn’t been a waste of time. Seeing her face again had jogged the detective’s memory. That afternoon, Sherwin placed a call to the Michigan State Police. He told the sergeant who answered the phone that he might know the whereabouts of Connie Jarvis.




CHAPTER 2


Covert


In March 1972, two and a half years before Linda Taylor would tell him about her missing end tables and elephant figurines, Jack Sherwin went to a house just northwest of Taylor’s apartment on South Clyde Avenue. The woman who answered the door at 1651 East Seventy-Eighth Street told the burglary detective that she’d lost more than $8,000 worth of jewelry and furniture. When he pressed her, she refused to say what exactly had been taken. Sherwin suspected that she’d made the whole thing up—that she was running an insurance scam.


Sherwin hadn’t let it drop. He’d called the woman’s insurance company, reporting the likely fraud. He’d also gone from door to door on her street until he found a witness who’d seen someone loading furniture into the back of a truck. That vehicle, Sherwin discovered, belonged to a man who lived across the state line in Covert, a small town a hundred miles away on the eastern shore of Lake Michigan.


The Chicago detective had then called the Michigan State Police. He’d told the state troopers he had a lead on a woman named Connie Jarvis who’d staged a theft in her own apartment. He’d asked the troopers to go to Covert to check out the man with the truck. But by the time he’d picked up the phone, the man and his truck had left town. When the Michigan State Police told Sherwin they’d struck out, he knew it was time to end his chase. His bosses in Chicago didn’t like him to pursue cases outside the city—he had enough burglaries to solve on the South Side.


A couple of years later, Sherwin thought back to that old, futile investigation. Linda Taylor was using a different name, living in a different place, and sporting a different head of hair. But she was the same woman Sherwin had met in 1972. He was sure of it. Thanks to a random assignment, a report that could’ve gone to any burglary detective in the district, he’d found himself standing in front of Connie Jarvis again.


When Sherwin called Michigan back in 1972, the state troopers had sent him everything they had on Jarvis. He’d put that report aside, probably lost it in one of his massive piles of paper. In August 1974, he got the report for a second time. When he reread that Michigan case file, he learned the full story of her life in Covert—the people she’d met, the lies she’d told, and the chaos she’d left behind when she ran away.


The first thing Linda Taylor had done when she got to Michigan in October 1971 was go shopping for a new house. Her real estate agent had been easy to find: Ed Hedlund advertised on the front cover of the South Haven, Michigan, city directory, right above a septic tank–cleaning service and Fidelman’s Mai-Kai Cocktail Lounge and Dining Room. When she called him on the phone, Taylor introduced herself as Dr. Connie Walker, a heart surgeon from Chicago.


A cherubic man with glasses and a small pompadour, Hedlund had started out in the real estate business in the 1940s. In the early twentieth century, South Haven had been a major destination for Midwestern tourists, attracting boaters and bathers who poured in from Chicago on luxurious steamships. The tourist trade dwindled after the Depression, and at first Hedlund made his living selling foreclosed resorts and farms on the cheap. Now he built and sold homes throughout West Michigan’s Van Buren County.


Taylor told Hedlund she’d just arrived in the state and wanted a new place to live. The “new” part was important. The house had to be spotless, never lived in. It also needed to be close to the highway, so she could tend to her patients at a moment’s notice. The Chicago heart surgeon came on strong. She bragged that her husband owned a cab company, and she wore hats so large they entered the room before she did. She also showed off her medical bona fides, flashing hospital ID cards and driving a car emblazoned with the physicians’ symbol and the name “Afri-med.” The vehicle’s interior included a two-way radio, in case of surgical emergencies.


The real estate agent, who was white, had grown up on a farm in Covert in the 1930s and still owned land there. Just a few miles outside South Haven, the township prided itself on its history of racial harmony and equality. Despite making up just 10 percent of the population before World War II, blacks had won elected office in Covert as far back as the 1860s. In the decades since Hedlund’s childhood, the town’s demographics had changed. Between 1940 and 1970, the number of black residents increased eightfold while the white population declined, transforming Covert into a majority-black town.


Hedlund himself now lived in South Haven, which was about 90 percent white. He’d just built a house in Covert, though, at the corner of Seventy-Seventh Street and Twenty-Eighth Avenue. What sounded like a big-city intersection wasn’t much more than a wide-open field with a few residences dotting the landscape. Dr. Walker told Hedlund it was perfect. She put down $400 in cash, promising to pay the rest in full in just two months. The Chicago heart surgeon moved in and parked her Cadillac in the driveway.


Taylor didn’t live by herself in Covert. Not long after she got settled in, she called a nineteen-year-old named Charles Bailey. She wanted him to make the trip from Chicago and join her on the opposite shore of Lake Michigan.


Bailey had met Taylor in Chicago a couple of years earlier, through his aunt Francie Baker; she knew Taylor as Dr. Shfolia, reader of the unknown. Taylor placed an ad in the city’s leading black newspaper, the Chicago Defender, advertising herself as the daughter of a spiritual adviser called the Great Black Herman. She charged $100 per session to commune with the spirits, draping herself in a long black robe and escorting her customers to a room strewn with masks, dead birds, and a lot of paper currency. As candles flickered, she shared the kinds of secrets that anyone would pay to know: the dates when loved ones were going to die, and who was going to kill them.


Taylor had a feeling, she told Aunt Francie, that Francie’s nephew Charles wouldn’t live much longer. Taylor called the teenager and said he needed to come see her right away. On the phone, she told him that members of his family were plotting his demise. Without having met him, she was able to describe the clothes Bailey was wearing—information, he’d later learn, that she’d pried out of his aunt an hour before.


Impressed, confused, and worried, Bailey got in a taxi and headed across town. When he got to Taylor’s house, he found her standing out front in defiance of the Chicago winter, a $100 bill dangling between her fingers. She told Bailey to take the money, and to let the cab driver keep the change. He did as she instructed, then followed Taylor inside. As he stepped through the door, Taylor turned the bolt behind him. “Now you’re safe,” she said, tucking the key inside her shirt.


Taylor’s house in Chicago was nothing special on the outside, a stubby, two-story brick building on the corner of East Seventy-Eighth Street and East End Avenue. Inside, it looked like a palace, loaded with expensive furniture and the softest, thickest carpets Bailey had ever felt beneath his feet. Bailey thought Aunt Francie was a sucker—he didn’t believe in voodoo or whispered messages from the spirit world. He had faith in something more tangible: Taylor’s money. Just like the women who leaned in close to hear Dr. Shfolia’s incantations, Bailey would learn to obey Taylor’s commands.


The nineteen-year-old moved into the house at 1651 East Seventy-Eighth Street, helping out with the cooking and looking after Taylor’s three young kids. When her husband, Willie Walker, a black cab driver from the South Side, came over on Fridays, Bailey parked the man’s 1969 Cadillac Seville and went upstairs to mind the children. And when the three-day-a-week spouse put on his shiny shoes and walked out of the house on Sundays, Bailey took his place in bed with Taylor. They’d watch television together for hours—the news, Johnny Carson, and anything with Bette Davis, though Bailey couldn’t understand why Taylor wanted to look at that ugly woman.


Taylor’s taste in movies wasn’t the only thing he found puzzling. He thought it was strange that his aunt called her Dr. Shfolia while others knew her as Dr. Whoyon. She’d told Bailey he could call her Connie. Bailey, who was black, also couldn’t figure out how the dark-skinned Walker was the father of the three kids who lived with Taylor, given that one of them was white. He thought that Taylor, who he believed was some combination of Irish, Italian, and Gypsy, was probably their grandmother rather than their mother. Sometimes a couple of the kids would disappear for a while, or new ones would come to stay. Taylor had brought home the youngest of the three children, a beautiful black baby boy, without any advance warning—she certainly hadn’t been pregnant. The infant got added to the brood, with no explanation given.


For Bailey, it was profitable not to ask questions. Taylor, who dressed in fox fur, silk, and satin, took her young assistant on shopping trips, telling him to buy whatever he wanted. As a guest in Taylor’s house, Bailey drank expensive liquor and ate breakfast in bed, the food served to him by a maid. Late at night, he snooped inside her closet, which he unlocked using a key she usually kept pinned to her bra. She kept two purses in the closet, each of them loaded with money. He’d grab $100 at a time, knowing she’d never notice that he’d pinched such a small amount.


Taylor stored her mail in that closet, too, including checks inscribed with a bunch of different names. She’d gather up those checks, wrap a rubber band around them, and head over to a nearby currency exchange, or to Gateway National Bank at Seventy-Ninth Street and Stony Island Avenue. She’d walk into the bank with her head held high, and men in suits would trip over themselves to help her. Taylor liked to bring Bailey along when she ran her errands, but she made sure he knew who was in charge. If he asked questions about the people she was meeting, she’d tell him to “leave it alone.”


She could be a lot of fun, momentarily. Taylor would laugh so hard she’d make herself cry, and she loved to wrestle, jumping on Bailey’s back to catch him by surprise. Out of nowhere, she’d say she wanted to have a party. Twenty minutes later, she’d bottom out, and the party would be over before it started. The key to living with Taylor, Bailey found, was figuring out how to avoid upsetting her. She loved being in control and hated being disrespected. When Bailey asked for money, she’d huff that he had everything he needed, then demand that he leave. Later, she’d apologize, saying, “I wasn’t fussing at you.”


Taylor heard everything. She had a scanner in the house, to listen to the police frequencies, and she treated Bailey like a human security system, making him check the doors after every boom or crash. She popped Excedrin constantly—extra strength, in the green bottle. When she ran out, Bailey went to the store to buy more. She trusted him more than anyone else. At least that’s what Bailey thought. She’d ask him to keep his eyes on the other members of the household, to let her know whether they’d answered the door or made any phone calls.


But that didn’t mean Taylor let Bailey play by a different set of rules. One Saturday morning, she shouted at him from upstairs, making what he thought was an insignificant request. He ignored her once, then raised his voice when she started hollering at him again. After that, the shouting stopped. Twenty minutes later, Taylor came downstairs with a pistol in her hand. She placed it against Bailey’s neck. “I’ll blow your motherfucking brains out if you ever talk to me like that,” she said.


Taylor walked away and sat down at the dining room table. She asked Bailey to come over. He assumed she was going to apologize for losing her temper. She did not. “You ain’t going nowhere, nigger,” Taylor told him. “The only way you’re leaving is in a box.”


Around Christmastime in 1971, Taylor called Bailey and asked him to come to Michigan. Two days later, he got on a bus. When Bailey made it to Taylor’s house, he found himself surrounded by farm animals: chickens, pigs, and goats that she’d bought to graze on her land.


While Taylor came and went as she pleased, Bailey was stuck out in the country minding her property. There was nothing to do in Covert, and nobody around except a bunch of children and the woman who helped take care of them. The nanny, Virginia Griffin, had lived in Chicago, too. Taylor had told her and Bailey the same thing: If they didn’t join her in Michigan, they were going to die.


Bailey thought that Taylor underestimated him—that she believed he was young and dumb and would always fall in line. He knew the risks of a life with Linda Taylor. But when Bailey weighed his options, he decided he’d be better off as Taylor’s lackey than he would be doing anything else. Plus, if he stayed by Taylor’s side, he thought, maybe she’d be less inclined to hurt him.


Taylor used her house in Van Buren County as a base of operations. It was a place where she could escape, make plans, and drop off her children. It was also a place where the mail carrier could deliver checks from the State of Michigan.


On November 16, 1971, she drove fifteen miles southeast of Covert to Hartford, Michigan, a tiny township surrounded by farms that produced a bounty of strawberries, cherries, peaches, and asparagus. Past the town’s only stoplight, just off Red Arrow Highway and south of the new fairgrounds, stood the Van Buren County Department of Social Services. Taylor parked her car, cradled the small child she’d brought with her, and walked in to apply for benefits.


Inside, the building looked like the set of a horror movie. The basement was lined with cells that had once housed the mentally ill, and on rainy days water poured through the light fixtures. Idealists didn’t last long in that basement—the conditions and the caseloads could cauterize any bleeding heart. Some stories, though, were powerful enough to cut through years’ worth of cynicism and fatigue.


How could you not empathize with a woman like Connie Green? She walked into the basement carrying an infant, a boy she called her “little black baby.” The eligibility examiner, a woman named Jessie Dinkins, thought he was a beautiful child, with ebony skin just like her own. Dinkins also noticed the boy’s unusual name, Hosa—Mrs. Green had corrected her when she spelled it J-o-s-e. He was one of seven children, she explained. Their father was a white man, and he’d run out on the family because of the child’s skin color. The infant, he’d told her, “was a disgrace to the white race.”


Dinkins spoke with up to fifteen applicants each day, but Connie Green’s story was one of the saddest she’d ever heard. She approved the request for aid, handing over $81 in food stamps with a promise of an additional $236 every two weeks through the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program. An authorization form listed the seven children who stood to benefit from that money: Hosa Womack, age sixteen months; Willie Womack, age three; William and Francis Womack, a set of seven-year-old twins; and Jimmy, Judy, and Johnny Womack, six-year-old triplets.


Another social worker who reviewed Green’s case got overwhelmed just looking at those names on a sheet of paper—she couldn’t imagine having to care for so many small children. But no one noticed something odd about those kids: The twins and triplets had birthdays just five months apart. That would’ve been a medical miracle if the children had actually existed.


It didn’t take long for word to spread about the woman who’d just moved to Covert. A single mother with seven young children was the kind of person who drew attention in Van Buren County. So was a doctor from Chicago. So was a woman who wore enormous hats.


After he sold a house to Dr. Connie Walker, Ed Hedlund went out to eat in downtown South Haven. At Marge’s Restaurant, he ran into his friend Claude Mann, a fellow real estate agent. Mann advertised on the front of the city directory, too—his slogan was “Serving you is my pleasure.” Just like Hedlund, he’d fielded a call from a Chicago heart surgeon. The woman Mann had spoken with, Dr. Howard, wanted to buy sixty-seven acres of land to build a new medical center. But as soon as he’d started talking dollars and cents, the doctor said she had to leave to perform emergency surgery.


Hedlund always tried to think the best of people, but he wasn’t a fool. The state police hadn’t yet been introduced to the Chicago heart surgeon. But Hedlund realized right then that he’d never see the rest of the money Taylor was supposed to pay him. Covert also wouldn’t be getting a new hospital.


The night he found out that Dr. Connie Walker was a fraud, Hedlund met up with his lawyer. There was nothing he could fix, nothing that could make him feel any less embarrassed about his gullibility. What he could do was drink, so he got plastered. The lawyer kept pace, drink after drink, because he’d been tricked, too. Taylor had come to him to draw up adoption papers—documents for kids he now wasn’t sure belonged to her.


Taylor hadn’t bothered to introduce herself to her next-door neighbor in Covert. The only thing Douglas Hale knew was that her last name was Walker. He also recognized her car, a blue and white 1969 Cadillac. One day, after Hale had been away for a while, he came home to find his neighbor’s Cadillac parked in his garage. When he asked her to move it, she said that wasn’t possible—it had engine problems. Not satisfied with that answer, Hale called the police.


The state troopers knocked on Taylor’s door at 10 p.m. on February 12, 1972, but no one answered. They had better luck with the Cadillac. Inside the glove box, they found papers bearing the names Steve Walker, Viola Davis, Constance Nelson, Jackie Taylor, and Dr. C. Harbaugh. The Michigan State Police towed the car that night. They also opened an investigation into the woman who owned it.


The next day, a trooper came back to Covert to look for Linda Taylor. Instead, he found Charles Bailey. Taylor’s teenage employee didn’t tell the officer everything he knew. He didn’t say that Taylor had asked him to move the Cadillac into her neighbor’s garage, or that he’d found money along with all those papers in the glove compartment. But Bailey said enough to get the police interested. He explained that he’d met Taylor in Chicago, and that she’d pretended to be a spiritual doctor from Africa. He said he knew her as Dr. Shfolia, Dr. Whoyon, Dr. Constance Jarvis, Dr. C. B. Levan, Connie Green, Connie Harbaugh, and Sandra Lewis. He also told the police that she’d hidden the car so she could report it stolen.


It wasn’t just Bailey—everyone the state troopers interviewed had a story to tell. The cops learned about the house Taylor had bought and hadn’t paid for, the government assistance she received on behalf of seven children, and the car she’d purchased under the name Connie Jarvis. They also found out about the checks her nanny, Virginia Griffin, was getting in the mail. Griffin would later confess that she wasn’t yet old enough to receive Social Security. Taylor had instructed her to use a phony birth date so she could collect benefits before she turned sixty-five.


When the Michigan police visited Bailey again five days later, he told them he’d spoken with Taylor, and had confessed to her that he’d “spilled the beans.” Taylor didn’t like that at all. She said she’d “take care of him” when she got back from Chicago. Her first priority, though, was arranging her escape from Michigan.


On February 19, 1972, the state police found Taylor standing in the snow and ice, loading up a moving van in front of her house in Covert. They arrested her, snapped her mug shot, and transported her to the South Haven city jail. As Connie Green, she was charged with making willful false statements about the number of children living in her home in order to receive $610 in public benefits. That was felony welfare fraud, with a maximum prison sentence of four years. A district court judge set her bond for $10,000, explaining that this high figure had less to do with the scale of her crime than his belief that Taylor was a flight risk.


He was right. After that preliminary examination, the case was bound over to the state’s highest-level trial court, where a different judge reduced her bond to less than $1,000. Taylor got out of jail, left Michigan, and never showed up for trial.


Her arrest hadn’t made Charles Bailey feel any safer. The day after the police took Taylor away, he’d gotten a phone call from her adult daughter, who’d said “her husband and brother were coming to Covert to get him.” That night, Bailey had seen one of Taylor’s cars drive past the house, but it hadn’t stopped. A few months later, he went to Tennessee with a neighbor’s sister. He never saw Taylor again.


Virginia Griffin had cried when Bailey left, begging him not to go. The nanny stayed in Covert to take care of Taylor’s kids, if they were in fact Taylor’s kids. The seven-year-old twins and the six-year-old triplets she’d put on her application for social services—those were imaginary. Griffin told the police that four of the children in Covert were Taylor’s kin, including the “little black baby” Hosa and a white teenager named Robin. Griffin said she’d once overheard Robin talking to Taylor. He’d told her he was “going to Florida to find out what his real name was.” Taylor left behind a mess when she fled Covert. When Ed Hedlund got his property back, he discovered that she’d been using the crawl space as a kind of makeshift barn. Hedlund found all the animals Taylor had acquired—the chickens, pigs, and goats—huddled together underneath the house, unfed and abandoned.


A year and a half after Taylor ran away from Michigan, the state dropped the case against her—the prosecuting attorney saw no reason to proceed given that Connie Green couldn’t be found. But even if she hadn’t vanished, People of the State of Michigan v. Connie Green had little chance of moving forward. The Van Buren County Department of Social Services told the prosecutor that Green’s entire case history had gone missing. He suspected that someone inside the department, embarrassed that the staff had approved a phony application, had made the file disappear.


In November 1973, the Michigan State Police placed Taylor’s old felony case on inactive status—nobody would review her file unless someone called with new information. In August 1974, the state police got that call. Jack Sherwin brought the case back to life.


Along with a stack of old police reports, the Michigan state troopers sent Sherwin a fingerprint card. Now he needed to get some fresh prints, to prove he’d found the right woman. The detective made another visit to 8221 South Clyde Avenue and ran through the same set of questions: What’s missing? Did anyone see what happened? Is there anything you’d like to add to your original report?


Taylor hadn’t been happy to see Jack Sherwin the first time. After the third visit, she’d had enough. She’d told him what was missing. She’d told the uniformed cops, too—she’d given them a whole long list, and they’d written it all down. That should have been all they needed. If Sherwin was such a great detective, she asked, why hadn’t he found her missing property already? Why couldn’t he just do his job without bothering her? Sherwin told Taylor he wouldn’t need much more of her time. Before he left, he had just one small request: Could he trouble her for a glass of water? Taylor did as he asked. When she came back with his drink, Sherwin kept the tumbler as evidence.


The detective had never played a trick like that before, and he was eager to see if he’d pulled it off. Lifting fingerprints off a smooth piece of glass is much easier than grabbing them from a cloth or a wrinkled sheet of paper. But the process isn’t foolproof. In 1974, nearly a third of the latent fingerprints evaluated by the Chicago Police Department turned out to be unusable. Even good prints rarely broke open a case. That year, the city’s police officers fielded more than twenty thousand requests to match a set of latent prints. They scored a hit less than 10 percent of the time.


When Sherwin left her apartment, Linda Taylor called Area 2 headquarters and demanded to talk to whoever was in charge. She told the sergeant on duty that the detective had lost his mind. He kept stopping by to interrogate her about her stolen refrigerator. He was obsessed with her. He’d ruined her life.


The sergeant listened to her grievances, weighing her trustworthiness against the reputation of a cop with a dozen years of exemplary service. He sided with Taylor. The poor woman had filed a burglary report, the sergeant told Sherwin, and he was treating her like a criminal instead of a victim. He was wasting time, screwing around with a case that wasn’t even a case. He needed to worry about clearing his other reports.


Sherwin had always respected the chain of command. As a Marine and a police officer, he’d been trained to follow orders, and he’d been rewarded for his compliance. Now he felt as though his superiors had abandoned him. They seemed to prefer those lazy detectives, the ones who shuffled paper around their desks until it was time to clock out.


A short time later, Sherwin heard back from the department’s identification unit. He’d gotten lucky: An evidence technician had found a clean print on the glass of water, and it matched the whorls on the fingerprint card from Michigan.


If Taylor had created a new identity to escape her past, that plan hadn’t worked. Now that he’d confirmed who she was, Sherwin was able to trace her criminal history. One of her previous arrests had come in February 1967, when she’d been booked under the name Constance Wakefield and charged with endangering the life and health of two children. Officers had brought her into custody again the following month. This time, as Constance Womack, she’d been charged with a felony: kidnapping a child under thirteen years of age.


She had a remarkable knack for dodging punishment. Every one of the Chicago cases listed on her rap sheet had been abandoned or dismissed. A series of police officers had interviewed Taylor and arrested her. Each time, they’d let her go.


Sherwin wasn’t going to make the same mistake. He now knew where she’d been and what she’d been accused of doing. His sergeant had been wrong. Linda Taylor was a criminal, not a victim. And Sherwin had what he needed to arrest her.




CHAPTER 3


Page One


On August 25, 1974, Jack Sherwin and three other Chicago police officers drove to Linda Taylor’s apartment on South Clyde Avenue. When Taylor answered the door, Sherwin said good morning and asked if he could come inside. Despite the complaint she’d filed with Area 2 headquarters, she waved him in. Sherwin walked into the front room and sat in a chair facing Taylor’s couch. The detective told her he hadn’t dropped by to chat or ask questions or get a glass of water. He’d come to take her into custody on behalf of the State of Michigan.


After Sherwin read Taylor her rights, she called someone to come pick up the two children she had with her, then asked the officers for a moment to change out of her housecoat. Taylor stepped into the bedroom and put on a new outfit, a short-sleeved brocade dress. She then took a cardboard suitcase from the closet and placed it on her bed. Taylor shuffled from her dresser to the suitcase and back again, grabbing armfuls of clothes and stuffing them inside the cheap piece of luggage. Five minutes after she’d started packing, one of the other detectives shouted at Sherwin—he thought he’d seen Taylor try to stash something away.


When Sherwin entered the room, Taylor slammed the cardboard suitcase shut. The detective asked her what was inside. “Clothes for the children,” she said. Sherwin opened the valise. He found a bunch of children’s clothing, as well as green Illinois Department of Public Aid identification cards bearing the names Connie Walker and Linda Bennett. One of Sherwin’s fellow officers searched Taylor’s purse and found another welfare ID card that had her name as Connie Walker, plus a driver’s license that said Linda Bennett. Sherwin seized the ID cards, the driver’s license, and every other piece of paper he could find in the apartment. There was an apartment lease, a receipt from a hospital stay, and stock certificates from old-time prospecting firms like the West End Extension Mining Company and the Boulder King Gold Mining Company. Sherwin also found eleven books of food stamps and a delayed record of birth for a Constance Beverly Wakefield. It took six police department inventory forms to write it all down.


“I know you by the name of Connie Jarvis. I know you by the name Connie Walker. This card says you’re named Linda Bennett,” Sherwin said. He asked Taylor to tell him her real name. The woman at 8221 South Clyde Avenue wouldn’t give him a straight answer.


On his arrest report, Sherwin took his best guess. He typed the name “Taylor, Linda,” then wrote in more names underneath: “Gordon—Green—Connie.” He listed Linda/Connie Taylor/Gordon/Green as an unemployed nurse, height five foot one, weight 130 pounds. Her race was N, for Negro, her eyes brown, hair black, and complexion light. He guessed at Taylor’s age, listing it as thirty-nine. That afternoon, the Chicago Police Department took Taylor’s fingerprints one more time. She posed for two mug shots, one with her hair hanging down in a loose ponytail and the other with her natural locks hidden beneath a black curly wig. In both photographs, Taylor fixed her lips into a frown, and the flash from the camera reflected off her brocade dress.


Eight days after he’d exchanged vows with Linda Taylor at city hall, Lamar Jones got a phone call. It was his new wife. She was in the Cook County jail.


“Remember what I told you to do if I got in trouble?” she asked. He remembered.


Taylor had prepared him for this day, though he hadn’t known it at the time. Shortly after they’d started going together, she’d brought him to meet a banker on Chicago’s Northwest Side. If anything ever happens to me, she’d said, you should go see this man right away.


Jones hadn’t thought much of the introduction—Taylor seemed to know a lot of men with money. But now, with his wife behind bars, Jones knew what he was supposed to do. He went to the bank, the man gave him a briefcase full of cash, and he used it to bail Taylor out.


Sherwin didn’t think arresting Linda Taylor would accomplish much of anything. Her criminal history report showed that bringing her into custody had never slowed her down. Besides, these welfare fraud charges were from out of state, and Sherwin wasn’t willing to cede this case to an outside agency. The cops in Michigan had caught Taylor two years before, but they’d let her wriggle free. If he gave up now, before he figured out who Linda Taylor really was, she would put on another wig, change her name, and slip away again.


The Area 2 burglary detective knew he wasn’t supposed to spend his time digging up dirt on a phony burglary victim. But Sherwin couldn’t bear to go back to his daily routine—the morning roll call, the half-dozen new burglary reports in his pigeonhole. This was a case he could crack open. He would find out everything Taylor had done, then put it all in a bundle and drop it on his lieutenant’s desk. When the higher-ups saw what he’d put together, how he’d gift wrapped a case they could take credit for solving, they were going to be overjoyed. He knew it.


Jerry Kush had never seen his partner so energized. The detectives worked in tandem to check out leads, taking hour-long detours from the cases piling up on the front seat of their Chevy. With Kush’s help, Sherwin learned whatever he could about a woman whose real name he still didn’t know.


Linda Taylor was at once impossible to follow and easy to track. She changed her identity constantly, kicking up a trail of new paperwork wherever she went. These documents—government intake forms, real estate records, marriage licenses—told an incoherent story, one populated by dozens of characters of Taylor’s own creation. When Sherwin found a name he hadn’t seen before, he added it to his working list. Eventually, it would grow to fifty-four aliases, a two-column stack that filled the length and width of a typewritten page.


The first arrest on her rap sheet came in the fall of 1944. She’d been booked in Washington State for prostitution, quarantined on suspicion that she had a venereal disease, and then released. The date of that arrest confused Sherwin. When he’d met her in 1974, Taylor appeared to be no older than her late thirties. Sherwin called the authorities in Washington, who sent along her mug shot. He saw enough—the pointed chin, the Cupid’s bow in the upper lip—to know he was looking at Linda Taylor. He also now had confirmation that she was closer to fifty years old than to forty.


Three decades after that 1944 prostitution arrest, Sherwin had gone to Taylor’s apartment and found welfare ID cards with the names Connie Walker and Linda Bennett. She’d signed those same names on a series of applications warehoused by the Illinois Department of Public Aid.


As Connie Walker, Taylor had told the Public Aid Department she’d been born on Christmas Day 1934. A single mother, she’d claimed she was incapacitated by heart disease and couldn’t work. The State of Illinois made sure Walker and her children didn’t go hungry. Starting in January 1973, the Illinois treasurer sent her $416.70 each month to provide for herself, her two daughters, and her five sons. By the following January, those monthly payments had increased to $464.


As Linda Bennett, she’d given her birthplace as Homestead, Dade County, misspelling the state “Flordia.” Born in 1940, she requested public assistance due to disability, and to meet the needs of her dependent children—this time, she listed four. On October 30, 1973, one week after Taylor signed the application, the state mailed her a check for $306. A day after that, the treasurer sent Linda Bennett $113.33. The money kept coming, every month. Three days after Sherwin arrested Linda Taylor at 8221 South Clyde Avenue, the Illinois treasury earmarked another $340 for Linda Bennett, 8221 South Clyde Avenue, Chicago, Illinois.


In April 1974, Taylor filled out a third request for assistance, giving her name as Sandra Brownlee. Her birthplace was Oakland, California, and her husband was “IN CANADA, DON’T KNOW WHERE.” Her stepfather had supported her seven sons and daughters, but now that he was dead the children were “HUNGRY. NO FOOD IN THE HOUSE OR CLOTHEN.” When asked to list her recent employers, she put down “NEVER WORK.” On the four-page application, she wrote “none” or “no” 154 times. She scrawled the words horizontally, vertically, diagonally, upside down, and backward. She had no income, no insurance, no property—none, none, none. Had she received any kind of public assistance in the previous two years? No. A Cook County caseworker looked over the application and couldn’t believe what she was reading. Only a rubber-stamping fool would’ve bought that Sandra Brownlee had seven children of preschool age or younger. This time, her request for public aid was denied.


Sherwin knew Taylor had committed welfare fraud in Michigan. He now had good evidence that she’d done the same thing in Illinois. He thought pinning those charges on Taylor would be easy. But when Sherwin and Kush shared what they’d found with the Department of Public Aid, the agency wasn’t interested—it didn’t do in-depth investigations. The Cook County state’s attorney’s office suggested they talk with the Illinois attorney general. The Illinois attorney general sent them to the U.S. attorney, who said this wasn’t something federal prosecutors pursued. Maybe they’d have better luck with the IRS, or the postal inspectors. The locals said the same thing as the people at the state agencies, who parroted the feds. It was a question of resources. It was out of their jurisdiction. It was somebody else’s problem.


It felt as though every bureaucrat in the United States was sending Sherwin the same message: Leave Linda Taylor alone.


Sherwin’s frustration with his bosses inspired him to flout departmental rules he’d never pondered breaking. His colleague Wally McWilliams didn’t need some crisis of conscience to challenge authority.


Sherwin and McWilliams had both started out as beat cops in the early 1960s, then earned promotions to detective. They worked in the same unit, Area 2 burglary, and they occasionally teamed up on investigations. McWilliams saw Sherwin as dependable, thorough, and unassuming. The feeling wasn’t mutual. Sherwin didn’t think that McWilliams was a bad guy, necessarily, but he did find Wally a little boorish—he always seemed to be scratching his crotch, and he’d scoot up two inches from your nose before launching into a conversation. Sherwin also thought McWilliams cared too much about his own image; he needed to play the conquering hero. He had a habit of butting in where he didn’t belong.


McWilliams considered himself a troublemaker. He loved Chicago—he’d been born on the South Side and never left—but he hated the people who ran the city. He couldn’t believe how easy it was for politicians to get away with graft, bribery, and outright theft. The whole system was corrupt. Everyone was out for himself.


The Chicago Police Department had its own problems. McWilliams chafed at how detectives got slotted into discrete divisions: burglary, assault, auto theft. If a burglary detective ran across a crime outside his assigned specialty, his superiors expected him to ignore it. McWilliams thought the department’s higher-ups were hypocrites. They claimed to value efficiency, but they did everything they could to discourage hardworking cops from working hard.


McWilliams hadn’t gone to Linda Taylor’s apartment to check out her supposed burglary. He hadn’t arrested her, and he didn’t do any of the work to untangle her life story. But the more McWilliams heard about the Taylor case, the more he felt that he needed to get involved. Sherwin was a good cop, but he needed help to overcome a broken system. McWilliams could make sure justice was served. He knew the best investigative reporter in Chicago.


The day after Jack Sherwin arrested Linda Taylor for welfare fraud, the Chicago Tribune printed a front-page story alleging that four doctors had fleeced the Illinois Department of Public Aid. Those physicians, the Tribune’s George Bliss reported, received close to $100,000 per year for surgeries they didn’t perform and newborns they failed to deliver. In one case, a “doctor collected $50 for performing a circumcision on a newborn baby. A check of the records disclosed that the baby was a girl.”


Bliss blew out the story in a page one follow-up the next day, writing that doctors had pocketed as much as $750 for surgical procedures performed by unlicensed hospital personnel. He published another front-pager the day after that, with another killer anecdote: “A nurse at Bethany Brethren–Garfield Park Hospital had to deliver a newborn baby because the mother’s public aid doctor didn’t show up.”


Every reporter at the Tribune wanted a byline on page one, but Bliss felt worthless if he went a week without a story up front. A single front-page item made for an ordinary morning. Bliss really crowed when he scored three in one day—a “hat trick.” From August 24 to September 3, 1974, he placed eleven articles on page one of the newspaper’s final edition. No other writer managed more than two.


The Tribune, with characteristic immodesty, billed itself as “the world’s greatest newspaper.” Bliss was the greatest newspaper’s greatest reporter. He knew how every part of Mayor Richard J. Daley’s Chicago machine fit together—who got paid off, and who was doing the paying. When he caught a politician lying or stealing, he’d say slyly, “You know, I think he wants to be famous.”


Bliss made a lot of people famous. A mid-1970s book on investigative journalism estimated that his stories had sent more than one hundred people to prison. At age fifty-six, he’d contributed to several Pulitzer Prize–winning series, guided the Tribune’s award-hoarding Task Force investigative team, and been touted as a potential Cook County sheriff.


Stocky and muscular, Bliss maintained the build he’d developed forty years earlier as an amateur boxer. He dressed like a reporter from a bygone era, wearing baggy, off-the-rack suits and perching a fedora on top of his bald head. His typewriter, a Royal manual, sat on a rolling stand beside his desk. He knew how to mash the keys, but he was no great wordsmith. When a big page one piece appeared under his byline, somebody else had typically written it. A copyeditor once said that Bliss “should not have been allowed near a typewriter.”


Bliss’s skills as a reporter more than compensated for his deficits as a writer. He’d started out as a copyboy in the 1930s, ferrying drafts to editors, fetching coffee, and sweeping the floors at an afternoon newspaper owned by William Randolph Hearst. He’d been with the Tribune since 1942, joining the paper just before he shipped off to the Pacific during World War II. As an up-and-comer on the police beat, he’d learned that news gathering was a competition, and that a successful reporter did whatever it took to win.


The key to racking up victories was cultivating relationships with the right people. Bliss didn’t just report on the police. He hung out with them at their favorite bars, played in their poker games, and attended their wakes. When the cops got together for the Chicago Patrolmen’s Association picnic, Bliss dropped by with his wife and children. For family vacations, he’d rent a house on a lake and share it with his policeman buddies.


In the 1940s and 1950s, police officers and journalists played on the same team. Many shared the bond of military service, and they lived in the same neighborhoods on the South Side. A bulky Irishman, Bliss could pass for a cop himself. He’d flash a badge, identifying himself as a coroner, state’s attorney, or police lieutenant when he needed to get places a reporter couldn’t. The real police didn’t seem to mind this sort of trickery—they understood the rules of the game. Cops spilled details on criminal suspects; reporters shared what they heard on the street. To make sure the information kept on coming, a writer might help a patrolman type up his reports, or look the other way when he saw an officer working security at a Mob-run cardroom.


Occasionally, Bliss used the power of the press to give his friends a little boost. One of the first times his name appeared in the paper—Bliss started at the Tribune years before reporters got regular bylines—was on April 22, 1951, atop a story headlined “Desk Sergeant: Busy Man Who Keeps Police Clicking.” In that piece, he praised John L. Sullivan of the Grand Crossing District, who “often is called the politest and most efficient policeman in Chicago.” Four days later, the young Tribune reporter snared a spot at the front of the procession honoring Douglas MacArthur upon the general’s return from Korea. The man who coordinated that procession was John L. Sullivan.


Bliss didn’t just churn out puff pieces. In an unbylined series published in 1950, he detailed abuses at Cook County’s juvenile home: allegations of a male employee bribing an underage female inmate for sex, of guards slapping and pulling the hair of their young charges, and of children being placed in solitary confinement. Bliss wrote those stories himself, crafting his copy on a portable typewriter he set up in his kitchen. He took pride in never putting in for overtime.


On June 20, 1959, his wife, Helen Jeanne Bliss—the mother of his five children—died giving birth to his sixth. Bliss’s colleagues and children thought he never really recovered from that loss. After his wife’s death, work became a compulsion. Bliss thought he needed to prove himself every day, so his editors wouldn’t fire him and leave his family destitute.


In 1961, after he’d been promoted to labor editor, Bliss discovered that city employees were forging their time sheets so they could get paid without going to work. He would build that one article into a series of more than eighty stories, documenting overwhelming corruption in the agency tasked with safeguarding the region’s drinking water. His exposé of the Metropolitan Sanitary District led to the elimination of 188 phony jobs, cuts the Tribune estimated would save taxpayers $1 million per year. The series earned Bliss his first Pulitzer, as well as a laudatory write-up in his own newspaper. That story, titled “George Bliss: Profile of a Top Reporter,” was accompanied by photos of the prizewinner; his second wife, Therese Bliss; and their ten children: the six from Bliss’s first marriage, three from Therese’s, and the couple’s infant son.


Powerful people knew Bliss’s newspaper was an institution they shouldn’t cross. In the early 1960s, the Tribune had the highest circulation of any non-tabloid newspaper in the United States, with more than eight hundred thousand readers during the week and 1.2 million on Sundays. Reporters like Bliss got their calls returned, and they got more respect than their rivals at the Daily News and Sun-Times. The Tribune earned its stature in Chicago thanks to its comprehensive coverage of local news. “Colonel” Robert McCormick, the former army man who led the paper from the 1910s until his death in 1955, popularized the term “Chicagoland” and tasked his reporters with blanketing the city, its suburbs, and neighboring states. This exhaustive approach to reportage wasn’t accompanied by a similarly expansive worldview. A hard-line, traditionalist Republican, McCormick used his paper to editorialize against the New Deal and the United States’ entry into World War II. The Colonel, who served as the newspaper’s owner, editor, and publisher, called the Tribune “the American Paper for Americans.” Chicago newspaper columnist Mike Royko later described it as “the voice of Midwestern Conservative Republican Isolationism and Inhumanity to the Downtrodden.”


The only politics George Bliss was passionate about were the ones that played out in the newsroom. Bliss wanted to dig up stories his editors wanted to print. He thought he’d found a great one in 1967, when he sussed out some possible corruption in the office of Illinois secretary of state Paul Powell. The paper’s leadership didn’t think that story needed to be told. McCormick Place, the lakefront convention hall named for the Tribune’s late owner, had recently burned to the ground, and the newspaper needed Powell’s support to ensure that a bigger, better monument to the Colonel’s greatness would rise in its place. In 1968, a year after Bliss was told that Powell was off-limits, the reporter quit his job at the Tribune. Upon Powell’s death in 1970, the executor of the politician’s will found $750,000 in cash in the secretary of state’s closet, $150,000 of it packed into a Marshall Field shoebox—wealth accumulated by soliciting bribes from wannabe state contractors. Bliss had been right.


After he walked out on the Tribune, Bliss went to work for the Better Government Association, a nonprofit watchdog group that partnered with Chicago newspapers on big reporting projects. As the BGA’s chief investigator, Bliss engineered an exposé of private ambulance companies that refused to serve the poor. Bliss himself posed as a heart attack victim; when an ambulance crew arrived to find that he had just $2, the men stole his money and left Bliss propped up on the kitchen table. The resulting series, which ran in the Tribune, featured four frontpage, hidden-camera photos of the “dying man.” Bliss played his part very well—the ambulance stories won the 1971 Pulitzer Prize for local investigative reporting.


Although the Tribune got most of the glory from the BGA-conceived ambulance series, the paper’s reputation had suffered in Bliss’s absence. In December 1969, police officers detailed to the Cook County state’s attorney’s office shot and killed Black Panthers Fred Hampton and Mark Clark during a raid of Hampton’s apartment. Within a few days of the killings, the city’s most influential black-owned publication, the Chicago Defender, ran an editorial headlined “Was It Murder?” State’s attorney Edward Hanrahan, meanwhile, gave the law-and-order-friendly Tribune an exclusive account of what he termed a “gun battle”—a confrontation that the Panthers had allegedly instigated by blasting away with a shotgun through the locked apartment door. That story was a lie. What Hanrahan had claimed were bullet holes in the door turned out to be nailheads. The state’s attorney was charged with obstruction of justice, though he was ultimately found not guilty. Hanrahan would, however, pay a price at the ballot box, falling to Republican prosecutor Bernard Carey in 1972, thanks in part to the Defender’s dictate that “not a single black vote should help Hanrahan’s reelection as Cook County’s State Attorney.”


The damage to the Tribune was no less acute. Clayton Kirkpatrick, who’d become the newspaper’s editor in 1969, knew his paper had lost black Chicago. Young readers, too, preferred the politics of the Daily News and Sun-Times to those of the stolidly conservative Tribune. Kirkpatrick used the botched Black Panther story as the impetus to modernize the paper’s viewpoints and workforce. He urged his reporters to take a more adversarial stance toward Chicago’s leading institutions, and he began to diversify the newsroom, bringing in more women and more black journalists. He also extended a job offer to the city’s best investigative reporter. In October 1971, after three years away, George Bliss agreed to return to the Tribune.


Kirkpatrick’s splashy hire paid immediate dividends. Bliss spent all of 1972 directing an investigation of vote fraud in citywide elections, a series that won journalism’s top prize the following year. The Tribune won three Pulitzer Prizes between 1962 and 1973. George Bliss had a hand in all three.


Bliss sat in front of the Tribune’s wire room, where the teletypes clacked and dinged, clacked and dinged as stories poured in from around the world. The clamor at Bliss’s desk was just as incessant. His sources called all day: politicians who wanted help launching a career-boosting investigation, government employees blowing the whistle, cops telling their buddy George what they’d just seen on the job. When Bliss heard something he liked, he’d hang up the receiver, yank his coat off the back of his chair, and head out to find his next page one story.


In a resolutely corrupt city, and coming off an unprecedented run of professional success, Bliss could pick his next target. In 1974, his byline appeared in the Tribune 129 times, above pieces on medical swindles, a judge’s shady land deal, and a rigged horse race. But he spent most of his time reporting on a single government agency.


In Bliss’s telling, the Illinois Department of Public Aid was an unguarded bank vault, and thieves, charlatans, and layabouts were making off with as much as they could carry. He reported on doctors getting rich off Medicaid and drugstores that bilked the state by writing unneeded prescriptions for welfare recipients, in one instance supplying support pantyhose for a six-year-old girl.


Greedy doctors and pharmacists weren’t the only ones with their hands in the till. Twenty-five unnamed welfare cheats were awaiting prosecution, Bliss wrote in a June 21 story headlined “High-salary workers collecting public aid,” adding that investigators had “found public aid recipients driving expensive cars and owning other luxury items.” Bliss subsequently reported that incompetence and sloth in the Public Aid Department cost the state up to $20 million a year. It was open season, he wrote, and “word has spread among aid recipients that they have little to fear in Cook County if they violate the welfare eligibility rules.”


In September 1974, Bliss got tipped off about a new welfare scandal. Wally McWilliams, a policeman he knew from the South Side, told him about a public aid case that defied belief.


Cops and reporters didn’t get along as they had in the old days. The rules of both professions had become more formalized—in the 1970s, Bliss couldn’t get away with flashing a sheriff’s badge at crime scenes—and their once-symbiotic relationship had grown strained after the 1968 Democratic convention. Younger journalists steeped in the anti-war movement saw Chicago officers as out-of-control reactionaries, while the police saw the press as a bunch of pointy-headed intellectuals who’d never understand the dangers cops faced on the street. But McWilliams didn’t consider Bliss a typical reporter. He was a friend from the neighborhood and a friend of the Chicago Police Department. George Bliss could always see things from an officer’s point of view.


McWilliams would meet Bliss at a coffee shop near Evergreen Park. They’d talk about sports and their families, and sometimes the cop would give the reporter a tidbit he could use. McWilliams got a kick out of seeing his tips—his stories—get delivered to homes across the city. He told Bliss about all kinds of investigations, those he’d worked on and those he hadn’t.


This time, McWilliams knew he had something really explosive: reports showing that public aid employees had been told about a flagrant welfare cheat—by the police—and done nothing. His pals in Area 2 burglary, Jack Sherwin and Jerry Kush, had been stymied by the Department of Public Aid and the Cook County state’s attorneys, and they didn’t know what to do. If Bliss made a little noise, the detectives might find a way around those roadblocks—or could maybe smash right through them.


Linda Taylor drove a Cadillac. That car was impossible to miss, parked in the middle of the first sentence of the first article that ever mentioned her name. Bliss’s piece ran on page three on September 29, 1974, flanked by items on Jews for Jesus and Donald Rumsfeld’s new gig at the White House. The story splashed across four columns in the Sunday Tribune, but that opening sentence had most of the essential facts.




Linda Taylor received Illinois welfare checks and food stamps, even tho she was driving three 1974 autos—a Cadillac, a Lincoln, and a Chevrolet station wagon—claimed to own four South Side buildings, and was about to leave for a vacation in Hawaii.*





Taylor, Bliss wrote, had made a false report alleging that jewelry and furs had been stolen from her apartment. A subsequent investigation by a pair of Chicago detectives had uncovered a series of “false identities that seemed calculated to confuse our computerized, credit-oriented society.” Bliss dropped in a bulleted list culled from Sherwin’s case file, a set of data points that illuminated Taylor’s “highly unusual way of life.”


• Goes under at least 27 different names.


• Uses 31 different addresses, all but a few in Chicago.


• Has 25 different phone numbers.


• Has three social security cards.


• Owned stocks and bonds under a variety of names.


• Claims to have had several other husbands who died.


• Was married, under one of her aliases, last month to a sailor at Great Lakes Naval Training Center who is 26 years her junior.


But Bliss’s article wasn’t really about Linda Taylor. Using the information McWilliams had passed along, Bliss assembled a tale of valiant police officers fighting against an indifferent system. “If trailing Miss Taylor was like putting together pieces in a puzzle,” he wrote, “trying to interest county, state, and federal authorities in her case was a study in frustration and burocratic buckpassing.” Bliss highlighted excerpts from a fourteen-page report Sherwin had written to his bosses, a diary of his interactions with unsympathetic bureaucrats. The Illinois attorney general had told the detective “he would take up the matter with superiors and be in touch.” A U.S. attorney had said “it was a matter of several federal agencies that would be involved but not something that they handled.”


On and on it went, a “virtual shopping expedition” in which everyone had claimed that Linda Taylor was somebody else’s problem. The story’s seven-word headline captured Bliss’s thesis: “Cops find deceit—but no one cares.”


By the next day, the Linda Taylor problem had gotten a whole lot bigger—and Bliss had another page one story. The state legislature, he wrote, had launched an investigation into whether “Miss Taylor may be involved in a widespread scheme that may include a well-organized group of persons who have been cheating the welfare system.” It wasn’t unreasonable to suggest that Taylor may have had help on the inside. Three years earlier, the Tribune had written that a group of “at least 16 county public aid employes” had contrived to forge hundreds upon hundreds of welfare checks. Now, Bliss wrote, this latest alleged plot could involve “key Public Aid employes, [who,] either by direct assistance or thru negligence, have helped Miss Taylor obtain aid under numerous names.”


Bliss’s follow-up didn’t just call attention to a new probe of the Illinois welfare system. It also added details to Taylor’s biography. She “reportedly drives four expensive automobiles,” Bliss wrote, up from the three he’d listed the day before. He noted that Sherwin and Kush “have learned that she posed as a nurse and as a doctor,” and that Taylor “allegedly has posed as a Filipino, white, and a black to obtain welfare aid.”


It took less than a week for the Linda Taylor story to become a national outrage. Shortly after Bliss’s first piece ran in the Tribune, United Press International distributed its own version of events to more than eleven hundred newspapers across the United States. The UPI’s unbylined article mentioned the purported wide-ranging conspiracy to defraud the Illinois government, a “well-organized scheme . . . involving welfare cheaters and state public aid employees.” But that scheme was an afterthought, an aside in the final sentence. In many newspapers, that sentence got cut for space. In the UPI’s telling, this wasn’t some kind of bureaucratic failure. The scandal here was Taylor’s very existence.


“For Linda Taylor, welfare checks are a way of life,” the story began, before listing her fleet of vehicles: the Lincoln, the Chevy station wagon, the 1974 Cadillac. The UPI, unlike Bliss and the Tribune, directly quoted one of the Chicago detectives. “She is a small person with nondescript features,” said Jerry Kush. “Her skin is sallow—like a medium yellow—and she has no features that make her peculiar to any racial background. So she passes as a Filipino. She puts on a black wig and becomes a Negro, and with other makeup and wigs, she passes for white.”


The papers that printed the UPI’s item wrote their own headlines, coming up with dozens of variations on the same theme. The Seattle Times: “She makes business of cheating welfare.” The Charleston, South Carolina, News and Courier: “She Used Welfare To Pay for 3 Cars.” Illinois’s Harrisburg Daily Register: “She had a pretty good thing going.” One newspaper, the Democrat and Chronicle of Rochester, New York, gave Taylor a nickname. The headline ran inside the paper, halfway down page two: “Welfare queen arrested.”


Linda Taylor wasn’t the first well-clothed welfare cheat in American history. In 1947, the New York papers worked themselves into a froth over a “lady in mink,” an unidentified woman—the New York Times called her “Madame X”—who cadged relief payments while living rent-free in a city-funded hotel room. In an essay titled “Horsefeathers Swathed in Mink,” press critic A. J. Liebling wrote that the “theme of the undeserving poor recurs as often as Groundhog Sees His Shadow.” Indeed, in June 1933—one year after the Illinois Emergency Relief Commission was established to aid those suffering during the Great Depression—the Tribune railed against the “unscrupulous parasites” who’d been working the relief system. By November, a special court had been set up to prosecute cheaters. That same month, a Chicago woman who’d “collected some $50 in cash and grocery orders” was sentenced to thirty days in jail for claiming falsely on her relief application that her husband was unemployed.


From its creation in 1935 as part of Franklin Roosevelt’s Social Security Act, the federally mandated and partially state-funded Aid to Dependent Children program was beset by allegations that the poor single mothers who benefitted from its largesse were neither poor nor single. The Tribune published a long investigation of “women relief cheaters” in 1951, showcasing ADC recipients who’d stayed on the rolls by hiding their marriages, their husbands’ incomes, and their sexual relationships. In the early 1960s, Reader’s Digest and Look did stories on the “shocking truth” and “scandal” of Aid to Dependent Children, pieces that focused on a series of salacious anecdotes: “A mother of seven [who] made a practice of sending her children out begging while she spent the ADC checks to feed steaks to her paramour,” another who “hit the $61,500 relief jackpot by producing 14 illegitimate children,” and a family that “picked up four cartons of free relief food . . . and drove off—in a 1958 air-conditioned Cadillac.” In 1973, Reader’s Digest called out a new group of outrageous rip-off artists, including “able-bodied hippies . . . financing communes with welfare checks” and a “onetime topless dancer . . . collecting $15,000 a year under five different names.”*
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In the 1970s, Linda Taylor became a fur-wearing,
Cadillac-driving symbol of the undeserving poor.
But the original “welfare queen” was demonized
for the least of her crimes. Taylor was a con arfist,
a kidnapper, maybe even a murderer. This is the
never-before-told story of a singular American

character, lost in the rush to create a vicious

stereotype. IH ﬁ
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