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The Baby Carriage Beneath the Window







The alarm clock brought her back to reality with a jolt, signaling the end of a short night and a return to her daily routine. On the morning of July 14, 1965, at 8:30, Alice Crimmins awoke to a quiet apartment, disturbed only by the hum of her air-conditioning unit.


First step: hair and makeup. Before going to check on her children in the room across the hall, before walking Brandy, their Pomeranian, the young mother always saved a few minutes for herself. She teased her thick strawberry-blonde hair, pulling it into an elegant bouffant. She caked her pale face in foundation, daubed a touch of blush onto her cheekbones, and finished with a stroke of eyeliner to bring out her light, almond-shaped eyes. Now her day could begin.


She noticed something odd in the apartment—a heavy silence. By this time of the morning, she could usually hear the voices of her children, five-year-old Eddie Jr. and his four-year-old sister Missy, filling their home. Today, there was nothing but silence. Alice crossed the hall and opened the door to their room. Both beds were empty. The casement window was wide open and the screen, which Alice had installed the day before, was gone. She found it leaning against the wall outside, near a baby carriage the building super used as a cart.


The apartment was on the ground floor, in the Kew Gardens Hills neighborhood. Between the window and the street stood only a manicured patch of lawn and a wide, tidy sidewalk. Around these parts, everything looked the same. The three-story red-brick building in which Alice and her children lived was a mirror image of the adjoining units. Across the street stood an exact replica of this model. Same bricks, same lawn, same walkway. The pattern was reflected in the surrounding blocks, fanning out endlessly, in a vast, red iron-oxide monochrome.


The uniformity left no room for whimsy. On either side of the thin walls, working-class families rented two- or three-bedroom apartments and led uneventful lives, identical to those of their neighbors. Fathers worked as laborers or civil servants, mothers as housewives or salesclerks. When residents crossed paths, their interactions were cordial but rarely friendly. No one settled in this part of Queens hoping to spend their life here.


On paper, this was New York, but it felt far from Manhattan, which everyone here called “The City.” Kew Gardens Hills existed halfway between urban frenzy and suburban tranquility. It was a transitional place, where people stayed after the birth of their youngest child and until their next promotion, until they could afford a piece of the American Dream: their own house with their own little yard.


As the neighbors walked past the Crimminses’ building on their way to work, they usually glanced at the children’s bedroom window. Perched on the sill, the children would wave at people as they walked by. Eddie Jr. and Alice were named after their parents, but everyone called the little girl Missy. Some days, they would sneak out to play on the lawn in front of the building while their mother was still sleeping.


But this morning, they were neither in their room nor at the window nor on the lawn. Alice first assumed they’d slipped out to sweet-talk a neighbor into giving them pancakes or some kind of treat. She checked in with several of them. Among these neighbors was Theresa Costello, one of the children’s babysitters. Though in the middle of breakfast when Alice arrived, the fourteen-year-old dropped everything to help with the search. But after a quick walk through the area, there was still no sign of Eddie and Missy. Shortly after 9:00 A.M., Alice decided to do the one thing she had been hoping to avoid: She called the children’s father.





The Crimmins couple, twenty-six-year-old Alice and twenty-nine-year-old Eddie Sr., had been separated for a year and a half. Although they were not yet divorced, Eddie had moved out of the family’s home at Alice’s request. The troubles had begun after Missy’s birth. It was an age-old, rather ordinary tale: the husband starts to go out often, the wife criticizes him for leaving her alone, frustration builds, and arguments become heated. Alice started seeing lovers.


In the final months before their separation, the two would sometimes go for weeks without speaking, even attending dinners with friends—together—where they would not utter a single word to each other for the entire evening. But living apart did nothing to help the situation. Two weeks earlier, Eddie had officially filed for custody of the children, and ever since, the Crimmins couple had been at war, a battle consisting of furious phone calls and letters from lawyers. To settle the matter, a court hearing had been scheduled for the coming Monday.


Eddie awoke to his phone ringing.


“Eddie? Have you got the kids?”


“No.”


“Eddie, don’t play games with me!”


“I don’t have them.”


“Eddie, don’t fool around! Please don’t do this to me!”


Despite years of anger, conflicts, and accusations, Eddie could hear the panic in Alice’s voice and went over to her apartment immediately. It was his idea to make the next call. At 9:44 A.M., the phone rang at the local precinct. “My name is Crimmins, Eddie Crimmins. My children are missing …”





Detective Gerard Piering’s day began at the Queens Criminal Courthouse, where he was waiting to testify in the trial of a burglar he’d arrested some time ago. As fate would have it, the hearing was postponed, and Piering called the precinct to get an update on current cases. Two children, aged four and five, had gone missing. Their home was just a short drive from the courthouse, so off he went to investigate the disappearance.


When he reached Alice Crimmins’s home at roughly 10:30 A.M., Piering was the first detective on the scene. He took a quick look around. In the children’s room, a small bed was against the left wall, with a crib along the right wall. Between the two beds, a bureau had been placed under the window. There was also a metal armoire and a toy chest. Nothing seemed out of place; there were no signs of a struggle, no mess.


But a few details bothered the detective. First, a latch had been installed on the outside of the bedroom door. The parents explained that little Eddie would sometimes raid the refrigerator at night, so this was the solution they’d come up with to save him the upset stomach. That meant the children were locked in at night. Second, Piering noticed a dozen empty liquor bottles in the kitchen garbage can. The children’s mother told him that she’d been planning to throw them away, as she was expecting a visit from a court agent related to the custody suit and had cleaned the house thoroughly in the days prior. She had even repainted the foyer.


Despite the explanations, Gerard Piering did not like what he was seeing in the apartment and—above all—he did not like the woman standing before him.


To Piering, a thirty-five-year-old policeman and father of six, Alice did not fit the image of a worried mother. She wore canary-yellow toreador pants, a colorful blouse, and black ballet flats. Her eyes were heavily made up. Behind an impenetrable gaze, she seemed to harbor a fiery inner passion and so many mysteries. He couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t shed a single tear. As the children’s mother answered his questions, her voice was smooth, her attitude nonchalant. He could make out a light accent carried over from the Bronx, where she had grown up. Languidly, she picked up a cigarette and asked the detective for a light. Piering felt his hackles rise. Her children were missing, and this woman was looking for a match?


Piering and the other police officers on the scene soon made another discovery: Under Alice Crimmins’s bed, they found a box of letters and cards, including restaurant menus signed by politicians. The mementos featured names like Robert Wagner, the mayor of New York, and even Senator Robert Kennedy, the brother of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, who had been assassinated two years earlier. Not exactly what you would expect to find in the home of a twenty-six-year-old woman working as a waitress in a few local bars. Her husband was a mechanic at JFK Airport, where he worked the night shift.


Both parents seemed to lead ordinary lives in a modest part of Queens. In their world, encounters with Manhattan’s high society were rare. When asked to explain herself, Alice told detectives that she’d had brief encounters with these men at social events to which she’d been invited. Soon, more secrets were pulled from the box under the bed. Alice had kept letters from her paramours, who often nicknamed her “Rusty.”


To Detective Piering, the contents of the box were an affront to his deeply held moral values. In the world of this fervent Catholic, wives did not kick their husbands to the curb. They did not drink alcohol. They did not attend lavish parties. And they certainly did not take lovers. Thus, when his colleague, Detective George Martin, finally arrived, Piering suggested they conduct two separate interrogations. He already knew whom he’d be taking care of. “You take Eddie, I’ll take the bitch.”





The parents were questioned at length about their whereabouts and actions in the previous day.


Alice Crimmins stated that on Tuesday, July 13, 1965, she ate breakfast with her children. Then, in the early afternoon, the three of them piled into her slightly dented Mercury convertible to enjoy the beautiful sunny day. They headed for Kissena Park, which was about a mile from home, and picked up food for a picnic along the way. In the park, Eddie and Missy played for hours, spending a little time on the swings with their mother and playing games on the grass with friends. The simple pleasures of summer and childhood.


On the drive back, the children’s mother stopped at a pay phone to call her attorney, then bought groceries for dinner. She served the meal, defrosted veal, at 7:30 P.M. The three of them then went back out for a short drive. Alice admitted that this evening outing had mostly been an excuse to locate her husband’s vehicle, as he also lived in the neighborhood.


Her lawyer had quietly suggested that she might glean information about him in this way, or come across a compromising detail, perhaps proof of a lover. Who knew? It could help her case at the custody hearing. So she drove through the neighborhood while the children horsed around in the back seat. Alice Crimmins found nothing. Before going home, she made one last stop for gas at roughly 8:30 P.M., as far as she could recall.


Eddie Crimmins told the police that Tuesday was his day off. In his narrative of the day, he had gotten up at dawn to practice his golf swing and enjoy the fresh morning air on the green. Like Alice, he confessed that he later spent several hours attempting to locate his wife’s convertible. He, too, had been hoping to find incriminating evidence to show in court.


Eddie had been aware of Alice’s extramarital adventures for some time now. And he couldn’t stand it. That’s why he’d gone to Huntington, Long Island, twenty-five miles from Queens, to stake out the luxurious home of one of Alice’s lovers. But Eddie had found no sign of his wife there. He spent the next few hours drowning his sorrows in a few beers while watching the Mets on TV. He had nothing else to say.


Theresa Costello, the young neighbor, was the last nonfamily member to have seen, or rather heard, the children. At approximately 8:30 P.M., on her way to a babysitting job, she had passed by their window and overheard snippets of a conversation. She recognized Alice’s voice, telling the little ones to pray. Theresa said she clearly heard Missy say, “God bless Mommy and Daddy.” She also remembered another detail: The super’s cart, a converted baby carriage, had not been there when she walked by in the evening.


Detectives now wanted to know how the parents had spent their time after dark.


According to Alice Crimmins, on the night her children went missing, she woke them up around midnight to take them to the bathroom. Missy mumbled that she didn’t want to get up. Eddie followed his mother like a sleepwalker, barely awake. Alice also took the dog out several times, chipped away at the apartment cleanup, and eventually put her feet up to watch TV.


The night was punctuated by several phone calls, evidence of her amorous pursuits. First, she dialed up a bar in the Bronx, where one of her beaus went every Tuesday night. When she offered to join him, he declined, telling her he was about to head home. A little later, it was Alice’s turn to get a call. It was a different companion, the man from Huntington. This time, the roles were reversed; he was at a bar with his cousin and asked if she cared to join them. And this time, she declined the invitation. She didn’t really care to see him and pretended that she’d be unable to find a sitter so late.


A few miles away, Eddie Crimmins was eating pizza for dinner in front of the TV. And although he was an avid beer drinker, he did something quite unusual—he went out for gin and tonics, ordering his last drink a little before three o’clock in the morning. On his way home, Eddie made one final stop and parked at the back of Alice’s building. He often came here to spy on her. Sitting in the shadows of the parking lot, he would stare at the home from which he had been banished. That evening, he noticed the lights were on in both the living room and bedroom.


When he made it back to his place, Eddie called his wife to talk about a former maid who claimed Alice owed her $600. The discussion became heated. Yes, said Alice, she owed the woman money, but $150 at most. Eddie threatened his wife: If the maid didn’t get her money soon, she would side with him and testify against Alice at the custody hearing. His wife brushed him off and suggested he talk to the maid himself, since he seemed to know her so well. Neither spouse had trouble admitting that these midnight calls were commonplace in their marriage. They took turns spewing their bitterness, fueled by seven stormy years of marriage.


“And then what happened?” the detectives asked Alice.


After hanging up, she took a bath, then went to bed at about four in the morning. Her husband said he watched a movie and then went to bed at the same time.





Detectives were piecing together a picture of this family’s home life, and they soon developed a theory. One of the parents had played a terrible trick on the other, to scare them, and was keeping the children hidden somewhere. They ordered Eddie and Alice Crimmins to put an end to this little game, immediately. Still, they began to prepare for the worst and considered all possibilities. After all, it was possible the children had slipped out through the window, as they had in the past.


If their careers in New York City had taught them anything, it was that madmen lurked around every corner. One hundred fifty police officers were dispatched to search for Eddie and Missy. From the sky, helicopters swept the area. On the ground, searchers scoured every basement and checked every bush in the neighborhood. The Crimminses’ apartment was converted into operations headquarters. Neighbors came by offering their support. Women poured coffee; men helped with the search. Others kept their distance and stood in the street, hands on their hips, looking anxious or disapproving as they commented on the drama.


This had the hallmarks of a good scoop, and reporters soon gathered in throngs on the sidewalk. In their notebooks, they scribbled down the rumors and descriptions of sirens echoing through the neighborhood. Hours went by. Then, at 1:45 P.M., the phone rang in the Crimminses’ living room.


Piering took the call.


After a brief conversation, the detective hung up and asked the children’s mother to follow him. She put Brandy on a leash and, flanked by three investigators in suits and ties, walked out to an unmarked police car. No one told her where she was going.
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Vacant Lots







Earlier that day, on July 14, 1965, nine-year-old Jay Silverman dared to disobey his parents. He ventured into an abandoned woodlot, which people in the neighborhood occasionally used as an illegal dumping ground. For Jay, playing in the vacant lot was strictly forbidden, as his parents worried he might hurt himself or pick up something dirty. But after a fight with his sister, an indignant Jay was less apt to follow rules. He pushed through the brush, drawn in by a curious swarm of flies buzzing over what he first thought was a broken doll. Before long, the boy ran back to his parents. They made the call to the Kew Gardens Hills police department.


When Alice and the detectives drove up to the scene, curious bystanders were hovering around the periphery, kept out by police tape. Detectives guided the children’s mother through the brush. Though the grove was shaded and sheltered from direct sunlight, it held a remarkably heavy, suffocating heat. The path seemed to be laid out before them; all they had to do was follow the flies. In the distance, a small blonde, blue-eyed girl lay on her side, looking like a delicate broken doll. Alice took in the scene. She stopped ten feet away from the body, as the blood drained from her face and she collapsed. Piering caught her fall. When he asked if she recognized the body, Alice uttered only two words: “It’s Missy.”


Her daughter had been found less than half a mile from home. She was wearing her undershirt and underwear. Her pajama top had been tied around her neck and mouth, as if to gag her. Bruising on her neck suggested that the clothing had been used to strangle her to death. The rest of her body showed no signs of a struggle or blows. She had died without defending herself. Had she been sexually assaulted? Two details left detectives uncertain: A few hairs were found between her thighs and her anus was slightly dilated, though there were no lesions. According to investigators, there wasn’t enough evidence to conclude that she had been molested.


As Alice Crimmins stepped out of the woods, still staggering and leaning on the detectives, she crossed paths with a second squad car. Her husband was the next person to be brought to the scene. Much later, in one of the very few interviews she would agree to give to the press, Alice revisited this exact moment with journalist Ken Gross. “I don’t remember if they uncovered the body or if it just wasn’t covered when I approached. […] I don’t remember if I saw her face. I don’t remember if I passed out or not. […] I don’t remember if she was dressed or undressed … I don’t remember anyone saying anything to me.”





At the Crimminses’ home, photographers were still hovering around the front entrance, waiting to pounce. This was their job. The story was sure to make headlines the next day, and their bosses were going to want the classic photo of the grieving mother to depict the tragedy. But when Alice Crimmins came home and their flashes lit up the neighborhood, the reporters couldn’t help but be disappointed. Sure, there were tears running down her face, but the children’s mother looked less distraught than expected. Piering took it all in. The first tears she had shed appeared to be for reporters. To Piering, this was a clue. And now it was time to collect more evidence. The case had gone from an alarming disappearance to a homicide investigation—and a second child was still missing.


Three days later, on Saturday, July 17, 1965, on the day of Missy’s funeral, the photographers were still hanging around. In an attempt to avoid reporters, the grieving parents chose the modest Church of St. Raymond in the Bronx, where Alice’s father had been buried a few months earlier. Wishful thinking. When the Crimmins couple arrived, a mob of reporters and photographers were already crowding around the church, jockeying for the best shots. A flurry of shutters clicked as four men walked up the steps, lifting a tiny white casket with chilling ease. Behind them, Missy’s mother leaned on her husband’s arm, her face framed by a black veil. She followed the procession looking dazed, then knelt before the open casket and wept. Missy wore a white dress, and a white prayer book had been placed in her hands.
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