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  When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains,
however improbable, must be the truth.




  —SHERLOCK HOLMES (SIR ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE)
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FOREWORD





  I was a fan of Silvia Pettem and her writing long before I actually met her. Having grown up in Boulder, Colorado, and being a fan of local and US history, I enjoyed her columns in the local newspaper and purchased several of her books to add to my home library. Her ability to concisely recount a past event and the range of topics she covered captivated my interest.




  Thus, when she approached Boulder County Sheriff Joe Pelle in September 2003 and proposed that the Sheriff’s Office reopen the investigation of a decades-old homicide, I was intrigued . . . and perhaps a little intimidated.




  I joined the Sheriff’s Office as a deputy immediately after graduating from college in 1978. I had been affiliated with the agency previously as a member of the Sheriff’s Cadet program, and it was there that I decided that I wanted to pursue a career as a peace officer. Through the years I had worked as a deputy on patrol, a detective, a supervisor, and a patrol shift commander. Shortly after Sheriff Pelle took office in 2003, he placed me in charge of the agency’s investigative section as detective commander, with the ancillary duty of acting as the organization’s public information officer (PIO).




  The Sheriff’s Office was a good-size agency by Colorado standards but, blessedly, was a relatively uneventful one in terms of dealing with violent crimes. We might handle two or three “who-done-it” homicides a year, on average. While I had worked on a number of homicide cases over the years and had responded on countless death investigations, I had never coordinated an actual homicide investigation, let alone one that had occurred nearly fifty years earlier and involved a victim who was, and remained, unidentified. Where to begin?




  Silvia and fellow history buff Alan Cass recounted what they knew of the murder of “Boulder’s Jane Doe,” providing copies of period newspaper reports documenting the tragic demise of a young, unidentified woman who had been stripped, beaten, and left for dead, in April 1954, along the banks of Boulder Creek in Boulder Canyon, west of town. I was vaguely aware of the case, having read Silvia’s previous article about the anonymous murder victim buried in Boulder’s Columbia Cemetery, but I knew little else. What I did know was not reassuring: from my prior historical research, I was aware that there were no existing records of the investigation at the Sheriff’s Office. Any reports, photos, or evidence had been discarded or destroyed years ago. Given the passage of time, there was little hope of locating witnesses or anyone who had conducted the original investigation. The newspaper articles that Silvia and Alan provided would constitute the basis for our inquiry.




  Fortunately, I was accompanied by Detective Steve Ainsworth, our in-house authority on homicide and death investigations. Steve, whose passion was (and is) “cold cases,” was intrigued with the challenge of tackling the case. Encouraged by Silvia’s evident passion for the victim and Steve’s enthusiasm, I briefed Sheriff Pelle and suggested that we pursue the matter. He readily agreed, with the caveat that current cases would take priority. With that, we were off on a five-year odyssey that, through Detective Ainsworth’s professional skills, Silvia’s dogged persistence and creativity, and forensic assistance from the Vidocq Society, ultimately resulted in the successful identification of the victim, and a plausible (but as yet unproven) case for identifying her killer. Rather than spoil the ending to the story, though, I’ll suggest that you read Someone’s Daughter: In Search of Justice for Jane Doe, Silvia’s book that documents the investigation.




  Silvia’s experience with the Jane Doe investigation and the Sheriff’s Office spurred in her a latent, but now consuming, interest in cold cases and missing persons. It has become a new passion that she has pursued as relentlessly as she did the identification of Jane Doe and that resulted in two subsequent books, Cold Case Research: Resources for Missing, Unidentified and Cold Homicide Cases (2012) and The Long Term Missing: Hope and Help for Families (2017).




  I’ll wager that if you’ve picked up this book and you’re reading this fore-word that you, too, share an interest in probing unsolved mysteries and speculating on the who, why, and how of unsolved cases. What is it about these old (sometimes historically old) cold cases that fascinate—perhaps haunt—us?




  From the perspective of a retired cop, personally, the interest is fourfold. First, most people have an innate sense of curiosity; certainly, any good investigator does. We want to know the who, why, where, when, and how of events. Being a cop gives one a front-row seat to the never-ending theater that is the tragicomedy of human existence. As a former colleague was fond of describing the job, “This badge is the ticket to the greatest show on earth.”




  Second, as a former investigator, I read these stories with a critical eye, evaluating the work done by my professional forebears and contrasting it against my own experience. Did they cover the basics? Were there any clues left unexamined? Did they consider every conceivable option? What would I have done differently?




  So, third, I look upon these cases as a means of artificially expanding my own expertise and experience base. What can we learn from their practices? How have techniques, particularly in homicide and missing-persons cases, evolved? In reading these case histories, I was frequently surprised and impressed by what the detectives of years gone by accomplished (albeit in an ultimately unsuccessful effort), given the limitations of the communications and forensic technologies of the time. How fortunate we are to live in the present age, with automated fingerprint identification systems, DNA comparison technology, immediate access to millions upon millions of criminal records, and the ability to communicate with our public-safety counterparts internationally from the convenience of a desktop computer. It also gives me pause: How will we be viewed by our successors fifty years from now? Will they commend our efforts or criticize our incompetence?




  Aside from that, the final and perhaps the most important interest is in satisfying the human desire for a sense of closure, both personally and professionally and for the victims and their families. It has been frequently observed by surviving family members (and is documented in a number of the events presented here) that “not knowing” is worse than the finality of death.




  I take some consolation in the fact that I’m not alone and that others have faced the same frustration of not being able to resolve every case. There’s a sense of personal failure in not bringing them to a successful conclusion. I frequently reminisce about investigations that I handled early on in my career and how I would handle them now, given the benefit of experience and added expertise. Most haunting, of course, are the unsolved homicides and missing-persons cases. Oh, for the ability to travel back in time and to apply the lessons learned through the years.




  But of course, that is not possible (and if it were, it would undoubtedly create more problems than it would resolve). However, a well-written history is the closest we will ever come to time travel . . . so sit back, relax, and relive these mysteries of the past . . . and maybe, just maybe, you’ll hit upon the final clue that clears the case.




  PHIL WEST




  OPERATIONS DIVISION CHIEF (RETIRED)




  BOULDER COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE







  






  



  
PART 1 UP FOR GRABS, AN INTRODUCTION





  Fans of the 1977 science fiction film Close Encounters of the Third Kind will remember the American officials at an extraordinary landing site for alien spacecraft at Devil’s Tower, Wyoming, as they greeted long-missing navy pilots on their return to Earth. “Welcome back. This way to debriefing,” stated one of the Americans, who then commented, “They haven’t aged at all.” If only it were that easy to find missing persons––or solve cold cases.




  Cold Case Chronicles can’t promise solutions, but, hopefully, it will stimulate thought. This collection of true stories dates from 1910 through the 1950s. The book’s focus is on the victims, from men, women, and children who went missing to those who suffered from violent crimes. Some of these individuals even hid parts of their lives, then changed their identities, and were found, but their mysteries remain. In order to understand the victims, we need to view them in the context of their times.




  Today’s cold case investigators review their cases based on “solvability.” What this boils down to are changes in relationships and changes in technology. What if a former spouse of a person who contributed to a murder comes forward, years later, with new information? Or maybe a long hidden but never tested theory is proposed by descendants who are ready to involve others in their family’s secrets? Perhaps newly found human remains that include bones or teeth will yield promising DNA comparisons with family members.


  

    
[image: Figure 0.1. Map of Manhattan and the Bronx. Judge Joseph Force Crater disappeared in 1930 and Dorothy Arnold in 1910, both from Manhattan. Also within the limits of New York City is Hart Island, in the Bronx. MAP OF THE FREIGHT TERMINAL MAP OF THE PORT OF NEW YORK, 1910, ADAPTED BY AUTHOR, COURTESY OF THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY]





  Figure 0.1. Map of Manhattan and the Bronx.


  

 Judge Joseph Force Crater disappeared in 1930 and Dorothy Arnold in 1910, both from Manhattan. Also within the limits of New York City is Hart Island, in the Bronx. MAP OF THE FREIGHT TERMINAL MAP OF THE PORT OF NEW YORK, 1910, ADAPTED BY AUTHOR, COURTESY OF THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY




  The following chapters are grouped into categories in order to offer a new look at a variety of old/cold cases. Each individual story is designed to encourage readers to come to their own conclusions. Be forewarned that many of these stories have multiple theories. Readers are encouraged to go back to original sources whenever possible and then think like detectives, weigh the evidence, and see where it leads.




  Some accounts of missing persons dwell on the premise that the people who vanished may have arranged their own disappearances, or that a single event, such as an abduction, may have been responsible for the person’s death. Rarely, however, is life––and death––that simple. Many cases remain unsolved because they are infinitely more complicated than they initially seemed, and the individuals’ disappearances likely were due to a combination of causes.




  In part 1 the unsolved and complicated cases of Judge Joseph Force Crater and socialite Dorothy Arnold date from the early twentieth century, only one step away from nineteenth-century folklore and legend. Arnold and Crater were born in 1885 and 1889, respectively, and they vanished twenty years apart, Arnold in 1910 and Crater in 1930, but they lived within walking distance of each other in the borough of Manhattan in New York City.




  Mysterious in its own way is Potter’s Field on Hart Island, a part of the borough of the Bronx and also within the boundaries of New York City. This enormous, but hidden, cross-section of humanity continues to take in men, women, and children who are indigent and unclaimed, as well as those who died with nothing, not even their names. Chapter 3’s “Lost Souls and a Buried Past: Hart Island” is a stark contrast to chapters 1 and 2 and is presented for its historical context and long-overdue acknowledgment as a genealogical resource.
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  Judge Joseph Force Crater Cabs and Cabarets




  Every day, people disappear. Some are never reported and others not even missed, especially in a metropolis as large as New York City. In August 1930, Judge Joseph Force Crater, a New York State Supreme Court justice with prestige, money, family, and friends flat-out vanished. How could that happen? At the time, everyone had a different theory.




  A grand jury was convened in September 1930 and discharged on January 9, 1931. After nearly one hundred witnesses spoke their minds, the jury’s members concluded, “The evidence is insufficient to warrant any expression of opinion as to whether Crater is alive or dead, or as to whether he has absented himself voluntarily, or is the sufferer from disease in the nature of amnesia, or is the victim of crime.” One of the jurors of the grand jury stated, “If Justice Crater has gone to the great beyond, I hope he is in Heaven.” But where he actually was, no one had a clue.




  In the years that followed, a favorite gag line among comedians was “to pull a Crater.” The reference quickly was applied to anyone who disappeared, and the missing judge became the brunt of jokes in nightclubs and cabarets. People laughed, but underneath they likely felt uneasy as the mystery lingered. A multitude of theories, including one that came seventy-five years later, has kept the judge’s case alive for nearly a century.




  LOST IN A CROWD




  Manhattan, New York, during the 1920s was, and still is today, a throbbing marketplace and financial center. At night theatergoers were dazzled by the “Great White Way,” the name given to Broadway for its early and elaborate electronic advertising signs. The country was deep into Prohibition, but liquor still flowed, especially in the theater district. As the population hovered at approximately two million people, there was no place to build but up, and the ever-changing skyline continued to climb.
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  Figure 1.1. Judge Joseph Force Crater.




  The mysterious disappearance of Judge Crater, who sat on the New York State Supreme Court, left New York City residents with multiple theories and a wealth of unanswered questions. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION, NYWT&S COLLECTION, REPRODUCTION NUMBER LC-USZC2-5842




  By 1930 the construction of the Bank of Manhattan Trust Building, followed by the Chrysler Building (a striking Art Deco skyscraper), was topped by the Empire State Building. With its 102 floors, it soon would be featured in the horror film King Kong, in which the monster gorilla “climbed” to the top of the building but finally succumbed to gunfire from four biplanes. (For more on stunt-flying, see “Daredevil” DeLay in chapter 14.) The Empire State Building remained the city’s tallest for forty years. Eventually, it was surpassed by the World Trade Center towers, demolished by terrorist attacks (with airplanes) in 2001.




  Meanwhile, many city residents were reeling from the aftereffects of the stock market crash of 1929 that left a surplus of unemployed men. Unemployed construction workers often became cabdrivers, or “cabbies,” as they were called, driving automobiles sold right on Broadway by the Checker Cab Company. Affluent New Yorkers, including respectable and middle-aged Judge Crater, preferred to spend twenty cents per mile to hail a cab rather than head underground for the subway or wait on a crowded street corner for a bus.




  On Wednesday, August 6, 1930, at 9:15 p.m., Judge Crater was last seen getting into a cab outside of Billy Haas’s Chophouse, a restaurant in Mid-town Manhattan. (Other accounts claimed he was last seen standing on the sidewalk as his evening’s dinner companions got into a cab.) Either way, a cab was involved before he vanished, leaving behind one of the most tangled and convoluted missing-person cases in the twentieth century.




  EARLY NEWS REPORTS




  Judge Crater’s absence was known only to his friends and family for nearly a month. But not until ten days after he failed to appear at the opening of a state supreme court session did news of his disappearance hit, and then explode in, the newspapers. On September 4, 1930, several New York newspapers ran with the headline, “Judge Joseph Crater of New York Supreme Court Absent since Aug. 6.”




  When newspaper readers finally did learn of Judge Crater’s disappearance, they read that he had recently been appointed to the bench by New York governor Franklin D. Roosevelt. Readers also learned that on the day of the judge’s absence, he had cashed out his two bank accounts totaling approximately $3,500, and he was believed to have had $1,500 more in cash on his person. (The total would be worth nearly $77,000 today.) Did he make a cash purchase or repay a loan, or was he being blackmailed? Or was he planning to leave the city and start a new life somewhere else? Was he discreet with his money? Or did he end up in the wrong place at the wrong time and get robbed and murdered?




  The New York bureau of the Sun (a conservative newspaper and competitor of the Democratic-leaning World) added new information, explaining that Judge Crater, a Democrat, had been subpoenaed as a witness in an investigation into another judge who was alleged to have paid a ten-thousand-dollar bribe for his (the other judge’s) post to the Democratic political “machine,” called Tammany Hall. Investigators learned that Judge Crater had discovered the bribe the day before he went missing. Speculation swirled around the possibility that Judge Crater had dropped from sight (either voluntarily or involuntarily) to avoid having to testify.




  EARLY INVESTIGATIONS




  The Sun reporter and, presumably, the police as well, questioned why Judge Crater’s whereabouts after his August 6 disappearance had initially remained secret. Was he dead, or was he alive, and, if alive, were his friends and his wife Stella in on a scheme to make it appear that he was dead or missing? The reporter and others wasted no time in looking into the judge’s personal life. In doing so, they found a considerable amount of filler for the Sun’s near daily headline news on Judge Crater.




  By most accounts, Judge Crater appeared to have lived a successful but otherwise uneventful life. Born in Easton, Pennsylvania, in 1889, he was educated at Lafayette College and Columbia University. He married his wife, Stella, a divorcee, in 1917. Ten years later he opened his own law practice in Manhattan. The Craters maintained an upscale apartment in Midtown Manhattan, at Eleventh Street and Fifth Avenue, but Stella spent much of her time hours away at their summer home in Belgrade Lakes, seventy miles north of Portland, Maine. The couple had no children, and their marriage was reported as stable. Whether Judge Crater was a faithful husband, however, would be up for debate.




  While in the city, the judge lectured on law twice a week at two New York universities. He went to work in the New York State Supreme Court building (formerly the New York County Courthouse) at Foley Square, in Lower Manhattan’s Civic Center neighborhood. Although initially appointed to fill a vacancy in the New York court, he was up for election in the fall and was actively planning his campaign. In doing so, he was said to have collected incriminating information, such as the ten-thousand-dollar bribe, on other politicians. During his short time on the bench, he presided over only two cases; one involved a fraudulent conveyance, and the other dealt with an expensive car that was stolen and wrecked by an ex-convict. Did he have enemies? All politicians have enemies, especially when they gather information of corruption on other elected officials.




  On September 9, 1930, slightly more than a month after the judge went missing, a writer for the syndicated United Press stated that the Democrats had “exploited the judiciary and formed alliances with criminals and racketeers.” Had the judge been approached by criminals? Did he know too much? The newspaper writer explained that the Democrats had filled the pockets of judges “with millions of dollars stolen through fraudulent contracts, payroll padding, and the sale of appointments and special privileges.”




  Before long, as with nearly every long-term missing-person case, well-meaning members of the public began reporting “sightings.” The first sighting of the judge came on September 10. The New York police received an anonymous tip saying that the judge was alive and would show up between midnight and 8:00 a.m. at his summer home in Maine. Newspaper reporters made the nearly four-hundred-mile drive and then waited for a scoop as they huddled overnight in their automobiles. The police patiently waited as well.




  The judge never showed up, and poor Stella, reportedly, was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. The police and the press then drove off to their next lead, as the missing judge was “sighted” at a fishing lodge at Tupper Lake in the Adirondack Mountains of upstate New York. Detectives were sent to check out a purported “hideaway cabin” in Nova Scotia, Canada. But the judge was not there.




  On the evening of Judge Crater’s disappearance, he had dined with an attorney friend, who later testified at the grand jury hearing that the judge had been in good spirits. Most news accounts also mentioned a woman, reportedly a showgirl named Sally Lou Ritz. Apparently, they were the last to see the judge, and neither gave any indication of him being depressed or suicidal. When the police eventually issued a missing-person report, it described him as being in “good mental and physical condition.” He was six feet tall, weighed 180 pounds, and had blue eyes (a later report said “brown”) and “mixed gray” hair. He also had false upper and lower teeth. According to the police report, the tip of his right index finger was “somewhat mutilated, due to having been recently crushed.” But how it was crushed, no one bothered to explain.




  Before long, the mystery of Judge Crater’s disappearance spread all over the world. In the New York Police Department’s Detective Division’s “Circular No. 9,” the words “Missing Since August 6, 1930” were boldly printed above a then-recent photograph of the “Honorable Joseph Force Crater,” shown with slicked-back hair, bushy eyebrows, and a hint of a smile. The police department’s commissioner sent the circular (similar to today’s missing-person posters) “to police of every city in the United States, Canada, and Mexico; to the consulates in European capitals and northern Africa, and to the leading police chiefs of the Eastern and Western hemispheres.” (If true, that would have been a lot of law enforcement agencies!)




  Police were said to have methodically checked with every cabdriver in the city, but none admitted to giving the judge a ride. The four-week time gap between the date the judge went missing and the date his disappearance became public, though, gave a cabbie, if involved, plenty of time to come up with a story.




  GRAND JURY




  The missing-person case took a more organized turn in mid-September 1930, when the New York County district attorney called together a grand jury specifically to investigate Judge Crater’s disappearance. The district attorney pulled in anyone and everyone who knew him, even his apartment building’s elevator operator. The judge’s brother-in-law was called as a witness, and he testified that he had seen him a few days before he disappeared. Of the judge, his brother-in-law stated, “He’s not the sort of man who would commit suicide, and I doubt if anyone wanted to kill him.” Others weren’t so sure.




  The brother-in-law also hand-delivered written answers to the grand jury’s questions from his sister, Stella, Judge Crater’s wife. The district attorney was not pleased, telling newspaper reporters that her answers were “unsatisfactory,” especially when Stella was asked for the names and addresses of her husband’s most intimate friends. She refused to answer that question at all. To other questions that inquired about safety deposit boxes, life insurance policies, money received, and similar topics, Stella simply wrote, “No.” She did, however, explain that during the initial weeks the judge was missing, she didn’t contact the police because she had, instead, hired private investigators and relied on her friends. What did she know, and was she covering up for her husband? Her lips, at the time, were sealed.




  An Associated Press reporter then turned up “evidence” that led police to believe that the judge deliberately dropped out of sight. First, the judge’s court assistant told detectives that before the judge disappeared, he (the judge) destroyed some personal papers. Then, according to the assistant, the judge swore him to secrecy and told him he was leaving. After that, the assistant also disappeared, turning up a few days later.




  When the grand jury dug deeper, it discovered a previously unknown bank account from which the judge had, a few months prior to his disappearance, withdrawn seven thousand dollars. Then, a few more days into the investigation, a tall blond woman described in the newspapers as a “scanty” came forward and said that, for five thousand dollars, she would return some (allegedly incriminating) letters the judge had written to her. On top of that allegation, a former law partner testified that he thought the judge had been abducted. Apparently there was no discussion as to who would have been the abductor, leaving open the possibility that he might have been the cabdriver whom no one could find. Had the judge been blackmailed or, perhaps fearing for his life, planned his own disappearance?




  In a blatant attempt to sensationalize the story, one syndicated newspaper writer suggested that the judge had a secret life. Of Judge Crater, the writer stated, “There were hints of clandestine affairs and suggestions of mysterious love trysts—none of them in keeping with Judge Crater’s known character.” The writer further speculated that the judge was more of a man-about-Broadway than ever had been supposed, offering that nightclubs were no more foreign to him than night courts. Apparently, the police believed that there was a woman behind the disappearance and that finding the woman would solve the puzzle. In the newspaper lingo of the times, the process was called “cherchez la femme” or “look for the woman.”




  The grand jury investigation continued to question women, particularly the numerous chorus girls in and around New York’s nightclubs and cabarets. One chorus girl, also interviewed by a reporter, claimed that the judge “had a penchant for the nude shows of Broadway.” The judge was said to have frequented Club Abbey, a nightclub at Forty-Sixth Street and Eighth Avenue, just a block from the “peddlers, con men, gamblers, prostitutes and male cruisers” at Times Square. The club was famous for its gay emcees who featured drag queen entertainers known as “pansy performers.” Young beautiful “cabaret cuties” came forward and spoke of Judge Crater’s “marital freedom.” Additional sightings, such as one that stated, “Crater in tropical love junket with cabaret girl” were investigated, but instead of providing leads, the sensational stories only encouraged journalistic competition and helped sell newspapers.




  Chorus girls, perhaps seeking publicity, claimed to have attended late-night parties with Judge Crater. One said that he didn’t drink much and didn’t dance much but that he sat at a table in one of the liveliest of the White Way’s after-midnight playgrounds and “watched the fun.” Another woman told a reporter that the judge wrote “weird detective stories” and frequented nightclubs for their “local color.” She also said that several of his stories were published in the Saturday Evening Post under a pen name. If the stories were discovered, maybe they would produce some clues.




  During the grand jury proceedings, relatives and friends of the judge speculated that he may have been the victim of foul play. Or, in the hope that he still was alive, they focused on incidents that caused a loss of memory. A newspaper writer also reported that the New York police recently had received a ransom letter demanding twenty thousand dollars in small bills. The letter stated, “We have been caring for Justice Crater since August 14 and believe there is something wrong with his head.” As in the case of Lawrence Joseph Bader (see chapter 7), amnesia often is considered in missing-person cases, at least in those from the twentieth century.




  In a lengthy interview published by a Brooklyn newspaper, the Daily Eagle, one of the judge’s male friends tried to defend his character. The friend stated that even though the judge knew dancers and actresses, he, the friend, was “absolutely certain” that Judge Crater’s relations were platonic. Of the alleged bribe to the Tammany Hall machine made by a fellow judge, Judge Crater’s friend concurred that Judge Crater likely would have been called to testify in the scandal, and his doing so would have been a disgrace. The friend ended his comments by stating, “Or––I’m just conjecturing now—it may have been that he knew something which would injure one of his friends in that inquiry,” adding that, “It would be just like Justice Crater to sacrifice himself for a friend.”




  ONGOING SPECULATION




  When the grand jury came to its conclusion that it was unable to determine whether Judge Crater was dead or alive, had disappeared voluntarily, suffered from amnesia, or was the victim of crime, those who testified brought up additional presumptions; they included:




 

	Suicide




	Abduction




	Accidental death




	
Political scandal




	Suspicious money transactions and possible blackmail




	A cover-up carried out by his wife for his benefit




	A cover-up carried out by himself for the benefit of a friend




	Extramarital affairs







  As speculation on Judge Crater’s whereabouts continued, the nightclub jokes turned into newspaper satire. During the time of the grand jury hearing, an anonymous writer penned a lengthy poem that was published in the New York Daily News. The poem began, “Judge Crater, on a summer’s day, / closed his desk and slipped away,” as if he had become a folk hero who got away with doing something illegal. Then came speculation that the political machine of Tammany Hall “looked the other way.” The writer also surmised that, perhaps, the judge simply knew too much. Then the poem concluded with, “O, the mystery is great, but 'twill be far greater, / if they make a mistake, and FIND Judge Crater!”




  After the grand jury’s proceedings concluded, Stella, the judge’s wife (or widow, as the case might be), returned to the couple’s swanky Fifth Avenue apartment. There, in a hidden dresser drawer, she found her husband’s will (leaving everything to her), along with cash, checks, an insurance policy, and a list of people who owed the judge money. Even so, she fell into financial difficulty. In 1933, after being evicted from her apartment, Stella worked as a secretary to support herself.




  In 1938 Stella married electrical engineer Carl Kunz, a widower. Stella had to wait, though, until June 6, 1939, for the completion of her husband’s “Legal Presumption of Death” decree before she could receive (on January 10, 1940) Judge Crater’s $20,000 life insurance policy. It would be worth nearly $357,000 today.




  Stella and Carl were living rather well, and still in Manhattan, in 1940. But they divorced in 1950. At the time, Stella was in poor health. She spent her last six years in a nursing home before she died in 1969 at the age of eighty-two. In her obituary, a reporter for the syndicate United Press International noted that she believed Judge Crater was “the victim of foul play and is no longer alive.” Her last words to the press on the topic were, “I, too, could die with peace of mind if I but knew.”




  
THE REST OF THE STORY





  The comment of the judge’s former wife Stella might have been the last word if it weren’t for the discovery, in a safety deposit box, of a long-sealed envelope marked, “Do not open until my death.” The envelope, with a handwritten letter inside, was found by the granddaughter of another, completely unrelated, woman named Stella: Stella Ferrucci-Good. To shed new light on a cold case, sometimes all that’s needed is the passage of time.




  This second Stella had died in April 2005. According to stories published a few months later in the New York Post, the New York Times, and several other newspapers, the ninety-one-year-old woman from Queens had written that her first husband, Robert Good, had told her, before he died in 1975, what he knew of the judge’s disappearance. Robert was a friend of former New York Police Department officer Charles Burns and his brother Frank Burns, a former cabdriver. According to the deathbed confession, Frank was the cabbie who had picked up Judge Crater. The brothers then drove him to Coney Island, where they and a few other accomplices shot the judge and stuffed his body under the boardwalk near West Eighth Street. Whether Robert Good was one of the accomplices is not known. No motive was given for the judge’s murder.




  In 2005, after the elderly woman’s granddaughter found the letter, she turned it over to the police department, whose detectives retrieved the judge’s yellowing case file from storage. By then, everyone mentioned in Stella Ferrucci-Good’s letter was deceased. The police were able to determine, however, that Charles, the police officer, had been assigned to the Coney Island Precinct when Judge Crater vanished on the night of August 6, 1930.




  In “Cops Map Out Dig for Judge Crater” on October 13, 2005, a New York Post reporter wrote of the police department’s reopened investigation. At the time, detectives were scrutinizing old maps of the Coney Island board-walk area in an attempt to figure out where to search for his body. Their investigation was complicated (and may have ended abruptly) because, nine years after the judge vanished, the stretch of boardwalk between West Eighth and West Fifteenth Streets had been moved approximately 280 feet. Then, in 1956, the area was compromised again when it was excavated for the construction of today’s New York Aquarium, which opened on June 6, 1957.




  As anyone who watches old movies of the film noir genre is aware, big-city docks and boardwalks have long been used as dumping grounds for bodies. Finding skeletal remains under the Coney Island boardwalk would not have been unusual. In fact, rumors swirled around five sets of skeletal remains said to have been unearthed in the mid-1950s at the time of the aquarium’s construction. However, unless someone was specifically looking for Judge Crater’s remains (perhaps identified as a skull without teeth found with Judge Crater’s false teeth), he could easily have ended up for burial with thousands of other remains and unclaimed bodies on Hart Island, in the borough of the Bronx, as explained in chapter 3.




  Why, according to the press in 2005, did the New York Police Department deem the rumors of Judge Crater’s remains “unfounded”? Is a deathbed confession, as written by a dying man’s wife, even credible? Maybe a descendant of the cop or the cabbie will come forward to corroborate the story. Or, maybe, like the phrase “to pull a Crater,” Judge Crater’s disappearance will, again, slip back in time. All that’s left, in his case, are multiple mysterious theories and a wealth of unanswered questions. But it does appear that the judge disappeared in a cab, maybe with a glass of Cabernet in his hand.
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