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Praise for Little Shoes

“In telling this piece of family history, Everett is not simply walking us through social changes since 1937…. As a professor of criminal justice, she’s also keeping track of the technical advances made during the criminal investigation of this case, including one of the first forensic profiles of a sex offender (‘Look for a man, probably in his 20s, a pedophile …’). And as a [volunteer] lawyer for the California Innocence Project, she eventually raises the appalling possibility that the man who was hanged for the murders might have been innocent ….”

—Marilyn Stasio, New York Times Book Review (2018 Summer Reading Edition)

“This is a true crime story with a remarkable twist—two of the victims were the author’s aunts, whose short lives and painful deaths in 1937 were unknown to Pamela Everett until she was fifteen. A lawyer and former journalist, Everett dissects the past with skill and compassion, poignantly demonstrating how a crime of this magnitude ripples through the generations and how its pain is not erased by a rush to judgment of the purported killer.”

—Scott Turow, New York Times bestselling author of Presumed Innocent and Testimony

“With the skills of a journalist, training as an attorney, and a close family connection to two of the victims, Pamela Everett is uniquely qualified to tell about the sensational 1937 murders of the ‘Three Babes of Inglewood.’ She writes compellingly about the killings’ devastating effect on her family and how she navigated relatives’ deeply buried pain to help bring the story to light. Everett also raises provocative questions about the innocence of Albert Dyer, a man with a diminished mental capacity who was hanged for the murders. People often ask why Elizabeth Short’s family never discusses the Black Dahlia case. This book is the best answer I have seen in showing how families bury the emotional pain of a loved one’s horrific murder.”

—Larry Harnisch, LA historian and leading expert on the Black Dahlia case, with twenty-seven years at the Los Angeles Times

“Pamela Everett’s mesmerizing investigation into the murder of her two aunts—a crime that riveted our nation in the 1930s—is unlike any book I’ve ever read. Compelling from its opening sentence, Little Shoes takes readers on an unexpected journey that reveals a family’s secrets and poses new questions about the execution of a notorious serial child killer. An attorney/journalist, Everett seamlessly blends memoir with probing reporting, producing a disturbing portrait of a crime everyone assumed was long ago solved. Brilliantly done.”

—Pete Earley, bestselling author and Pulitzer Prize finalist

“Everett uncovered a horrifying tragedy in her own family and tells the story with perfect balance. A wrenching and astonishing true crime story, as relevant today as it was in 1937. A must-read for true crime buffs and criminal justice scholars alike.”

—Catherine Pelonero, New York Times bestselling author of Kitty Genovese and Absolute Madness

“Little Shoes is a riveting true story about a community’s rush to judgment and the potential execution of an innocent man, as real and timely today as it was in 1937. You won’t be able to put it down, and it will stay with you long after the last page.”

—John F. Hollway, Executive Director, Quattrone Center for the Fair Administration of Justice, and co-author of Killing Time: An 18-Year Odyssey from Death Row to Freedom
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For my aunts

Marie and Madeline.

Forever in my heart.





PROLOGUE

Reno, Nevada

Summer, 1978

I WAS FIFTEEN years old when I did what countless teenage girls had done before me. I lied and said I was spending the night with a friend and instead, I went to my boyfriend’s house.

My dad found out and showed up at the boyfriend’s front door. When I saw him standing there, it was like time stopped. He had to be furious.

But he wasn’t angry. It was strange, almost like he was sad and a little shaken. I was fine and my boyfriend and I were just watching TV, but it was as if my dad was seeing something else, some scene visible only to him. He said he was there to take me home. We drove the entire way in silence. I wanted to die.

Back home, he sat me down at the kitchen table. I noticed he was trembling a little. I’d never seen him like that. He turned to ritual to steady himself, lighting a cigarette and dangling it from the corner of his mouth as he flipped shut the metal top on his old lighter and methodically put it back in his pants pocket. He positioned the ashtray just so, took a quick drag, and set the cigarette in its slot, tip up so it would burn evenly. I’d seen it a million times.

Then he started in a low, quiet voice. His sentences were short and measured.

“You can’t lie to me. You can’t tell me you’re one place and go somewhere else. You can’t ever make me search for you like I did tonight.”

He’d barely finished when I erupted with teen outrage that he was making a federal case—one of his favorite phrases—out of nothing. I cried, “You never let me do anything! My friends get to do so many things I can never do. I have to be home so early and I can’t go anywhere. I just wanted to get out of the house for once! Why won’t you ever let me do anything?!”

He didn’t look at me. He picked up his cigarette and tapped it lightly against the ashtray. He was taking careful breaths, looking down, watching the smoke curl up from the table. The silence seemed to go on forever. I was so angry.

And then I realized that he was trying not to cry.

When parents divorce and a teenage girl stays with her dad, father and daughter will experience countless awkward moments. But this was unimaginable, watching my big bear of a dad choking back tears. He was insanely strict and we didn’t always get along, but I loved him, and since the divorce, we’d grown very close. In the first months after my mom moved out, I felt like he was all I had. He felt that way, too. I’ll never forget seeing him like that, and I’ll never forget what he said next.

“I lost two sisters and I can’t lose my daughter.”

He was really fighting the tears now. Oh God, I felt so ashamed for causing all this. I dropped my defenses and tried to think of something, anything to say.

“What, Dad?”

“They found them—they found their pairs of little shoes lined up in a row.”

And then he broke down.

“Dad?”

Before I could go to him or ask another question, he shook his head, gathered himself, and went to his bedroom. He closed the door behind him and I knew he couldn’t talk about it, whatever it was, anymore or probably ever. And I would never be courageous enough to ask him. Instead, I asked my mom about it a few weeks later by phone. She hesitated, but finally said yes, he lost—there was that word again—two sisters but he’s never been able to talk about it. She knew very little, just the basics. She told me to leave it alone. I did. My dad died ten years later having never mentioned his sisters or those little shoes again. But I never forgot that night at the kitchen table and many years later I finally started digging. I had to go back in time nearly eighty years, into another world and a crime that changed my family forever. I’m an attorney and a criminal justice professor, and before my legal career, I was a broadcast journalist who covered the crime and criminal court beat. I drew on those experiences to slip back into police headquarters, the courtrooms, and the press conferences of the day and piece together the events of the summer of 1937.

I also had to get back inside a little house in Inglewood, California, and into the hearts and minds of the people who lived through those terrible events, to maybe understand how they endured.

And most difficult, I had to get to know the accused killer—his life, his alleged crime, his ride through the criminal justice system, and his execution.

What I found amazed me. A notorious triple murder case that made news from coast to coast; a case that challenged law enforcement while bringing them together in an unprecedented cooperation of effort; a case that led to one of the earliest recorded criminal profiles and to the first sex offender registration law that became the model for such laws in most states today; a case that—at least through my eyes as a volunteer for the California Innocence Project—raises serious questions about whether the State of California convicted and executed the wrong man.

And finally, I found a hidden and defining chapter in my family’s history with details about a grandfather I never met, secrets in the heart of a grandmother I thought I knew, the lost childhoods of aunts and uncles, and the impact on a father whose life was forever changed and who then changed mine.

This is my story.

This is my family’s story.





THE PARK

Centinela Park—Inglewood, California

Saturday, June 26, 1937

ALL THE NEWSPAPER stories begin the same, in the same place, with a scene that’s unthinkable today. Three little girls playing alone in a park in Los Angeles. The two sisters—my aunts Melba Marie and Madeline Everett—were just nine and seven years old. Their playmate Jeanette Stephens was eight. They were all wearing summer dresses. I still cringe every time I think about them there.

But it was 1937, a seemingly simpler and safer time, and the park was filled with people. The school year had ended only a few weeks earlier and the summer was fresh and new, stretching out forever in everyone’s minds. Kids were everywhere, at the baseball diamond, the popcorn stand, the picnic areas, and the community pool that sparkled aqua blue in the California sunshine. Centinela Park was a beautiful centerpiece of people and scenery in the quiet little bedroom community of Inglewood.

The park was also an oasis of inexpensive entertainment and escape during those hungry Depression-era years. Los Angeles County was especially hard hit—the worst in the state. Some seventy thousand people came pouring into Southern California just that year, most of them from the hopeless dust bowl areas and all of them desperately looking for work. California was the promised land. And a little town like Inglewood with a park like Centinela, its lush lawn and trees, its pool and picnic tables, was almost dreamlike. That Saturday morning in late June was one of those especially magical days.

The three girls walked to the park mid-morning. The Everett and Stephens families lived just a few doors down from each other on a street just across from the park. Melba Marie Everett and her little sister, Madeline, brought the old army blanket from home and spread it out under a pepper tree that fanned like a huge umbrella over their favorite spot. They also brought toys and a thermos of milk. Their older sister, eleven-year-old Olive Everett, said she’d be over later to meet them. Yes, I’ll see you at “our tree.” Under the pepper tree was her favorite spot, too. They were all fixtures there, just about every day since summer vacation started.

Another friend, ten-year-old June Hazley, came a short time later to play, and so did seven-year-old Theresa Zeigler, who joined them running in and out of a big drainage pipe, playing in the little stream that emptied from the pipe into the grassy area near their picnic blanket. Lillian Popp and her cousin Amy Lancey wandered over, too. But the other girls eventually left and the original trio stayed and played on their own. At the time, no one thought twice about any of it.

About eleven o’clock, Jeanette ran to the swimming pool attendant, Miss Wann, and asked for a piece of rope. Jeanette said, “Eddie, you know, Eddie the Sailor, wants to show us some rope tricks. He can do all kinds of tricks. He’s been showing us some card tricks and now he wants a rope!” Miss Wann smiled and nodded to a nearby worker, who gave the little girl some rope. Jeanette squealed “thank you!” and hurried back to the picnic blanket.

About forty-five minutes later, fifteen-year-old Dorothy Reitz was sunning near the pool when she noticed a man sitting off to her side. He was watching the children in the pool. A few moments later, he was walking around the pool holding a little girl’s hand. The girl had such beautiful blond hair, Dorothy noticed. The man leaned down and whispered something to the little girl and she laughed as she scurried away past the popcorn stand.

AT NOON, THE three girls skipped up to the checkstand near the swimming pool. Marie asked Mr. Flynn, the attendant, “Will you take care of these things for us for a little while?” and she handed him the neatly folded blanket and a shopping bag that held a teddy bear and a few other playthings. Flynn checked the items and the girls scampered off. Little Madeline clutched a Mickey Mouse book she just couldn’t part with, and Marie took the thermos of milk.

Mrs. Craycroft, the swimming pool matron, was coming across the big open grass area outside the pool when she saw the girls racing by. She knew them all, had seen them playing in the park so many times before.

“My, my, girls, why all the hurry?” she asked as they ran by.

“We’re going to hunt rabbits! We’re going to hunt rabbits!” the girls answered in an excited chorus. “Going to hunt rabbits!” they sang as they danced away to where the park opened out onto Warren Lane, in the direction of the Baldwin Hills.

BACK HOME, OLIVE was working. She really wanted to get over to the park to play, but she was trying to do as many chores as possible to help her mom and dad. They assigned chores to all the children, except the littlest ones, and they’d all pitched in that morning. But Olive felt bad that her parents were always working so much, and she didn’t want them to have to work more on the weekend. No, she would stay and do a few more chores.

LATE SATURDAY AFTERNOON, Vernon Aguilla, a Standard Oil employee, saw smoke rising from the Baldwin Hills. Standard Oil operated oil derricks in and around the hills, and he worried that an out-of-control campfire could threaten the nearby oil fields. He went to investigate and as he reached the end of a dirt road, he saw a man come down out of the hills near a ravine. The man said nothing and hopped into a 1929 or 1930 Ford roadster. Vernon remembered that the car didn’t have any fenders but it did have a box on the back.

Joseph Fields was a chauffeur for a Works Progress Administration executive. He was driving that evening about 5:30 when he saw a WPA school crossing guard walking from the direction of the Baldwin Hills. He thought it was funny that a crossing guard would be there at the busy intersection of Slauson and La Brea Avenue, so far from a school and so late on a Saturday.

Mrs. Margaret Rigby was at her home on North Commercial Avenue, on the direct route between Centinela Park and the Baldwin Hills, when she saw a man run by with what looked like blood on his clothes. She thought it was around 5:30.

ABOUT THE SAME time, my grandparents, Melba and Merle Everett, were beginning to wonder why Marie and Madeline hadn’t arrived home for dinner and their favorite radio programs. The Stephens parents were similarly keeping an eye out for Jeanette. It wasn’t like any of the girls to be late. Eventually, my grandparents sent Olive, and Mrs. Stephens sent her son, Garth, to look for the girls over at the park.

But Garth didn’t find them, and neither did Olive. She went to their spot under the pepper tree, and then by the pool, the popcorn stand, and even farther down by the baseball diamonds, but she didn’t see them anywhere.

At 6:30, when the parents’ worry must have been morphing into panic, my grandfather called the Inglewood Police Department to report the girls missing.

But it was too late. The nightmare had begun.





THE SEARCH

Inglewood, California

June 26–27, 1937

THE INGLEWOOD POLICE officer who took my grandfather’s call that night assured the anxious father that everything would be fine. Standard police practice in those days was to wait at least twenty-four hours before filing a missing persons report, officers having gone on too many wild-goose chases for kids who turned up later at a friend’s house or who returned home ashamed and sorry for a hasty attempt at running away.

The Everett and Stephens parents checked in with each other several times during the next hour or so, but there were still no signs of their girls. They tried to believe what the police officer told Mr. Everett, but when they talked about having to wait through the night, even one more hour was too long. At 8:30, after it was completely dark, Mr. Everett and Mrs. Stephens went down to the police station while Mr. Stephens searched the park again.

Merle Everett explained to the front desk officer that it simply wasn’t possible the girls had run away. They’d been at the park that day, where they loved to play. The only place they would go other than the park was home, and all three were missing. They were little girls; Madeline was just seven years old. They weren’t adventurous boys who might go exploring all day and into the night. Please, it’s getting so late.

The officer excused himself and talked with the captain on duty. He told Captain Muir that this one sounded a little different. Maybe they should take a look.

The radio call went out to officers on patrol about 8:45. They kept an eye out for more than an hour, talked to people around town, but found nothing, which was odd because people always noticed kids who were out late, kids who seemed like they might be lost. It would be especially hard to miss three little girls.

About 10:00, Captain Muir called Inglewood Police Chief Oscar Campbell at home. When Campbell heard the story, he shuddered and told Muir to get the report out on radio and teletype so the LA Police Department and County Sheriff’s Department would be on alert. He also told Muir to get Detective Joe Long and his men out there to look for park attendants or anyone who might have seen the girls earlier that day. Within no time, police learned from the swimming pool attendant about the rabbit hunt. A man had asked little Jeanette to get some rope. He was holding her hand later. They all went running by so fast.

Around 11:00, with no sign of the girls, Chief Campbell asked Mr. Everett and Mr. Stephens to come in to file a missing persons report. He also ordered every Inglewood police officer into the station.

Within hours, hundreds of searchers—Inglewood and Los Angeles police officers, sheriff’s deputies, Legionnaires, Boy Scouts, and citizen posses—were on the ground, the city lit by an almost full moon. They scoured vacant houses, sheds, and weed patches and every other conceivable place where the girls might be. They worked tirelessly through the night until dawn.

But they found nothing. No one. Not a trace. And every hour that passed made it less likely they would find anything, ever.

At daybreak, Chief Campbell issued a statewide alert for the missing girls. He also personally called his counterparts in all the nearby beach cities—Santa Monica and Hermosa, Redondo, and Manhattan Beaches.

Barely stopping for rest or food, the teams were back in action early Sunday morning. Chief Campbell told the men the little girls’ parents were of modest means, so kidnapping was out of the question. Dreading what he already knew must be true, he ordered officers to bring in every “known degenerate” in the community, question them, and tell them to stay put indefinitely where police could find them.

Searchers fanned out to the Baldwin Hills, just northwest above Slauson and South La Brea, where the bodies of the little Martin sisters had been found back in 1924. The killer, S. C. Stone—who’d escaped the noose and got life in prison with a last-minute reprieve from the governor—hid their bodies in a ravine under heavy brush and searchers didn’t find them for nearly six months. Chief Campbell remembered that case all too well.

By mid-morning Sunday, more than five hundred people were part of a mass effort, including forty members of the Santa Monica Mounted Police, who were invaluable in the Baldwin Hills’ rugged terrain. Search planes from the Sheriff’s Department droned overhead. Even private pilots from the local Burdette airport and the Inglewood Aero Squadron took to the skies searching for the children.

Also by mid-morning, the news was all over Inglewood. Mothers made up reasons to keep their children indoors. Theresa Zeigler’s mom held her especially close. Theresa had played with those girls in the park that very morning just before they disappeared. Telephone lines burned and adults gathered on front porches to compare notes. Centinela Park was so quiet compared to most summer Sundays, with only occasional curious onlookers wandering near the grassy area by the pool where the girls were last seen under their favorite pepper tree.

THESE EARLY HOURS were an impressive display of manpower and cooperation, with three agencies working together. The Inglewood Police Department, the LAPD, and the Sheriff ’s Department pooled officers and other resources. Fights over turf and territory could have seriously weakened the investigation, or Inglewood officers might have opted to handle the early stages on their own, until they were more certain about the scope of the case. But Inglewood Chief Campbell knew this case was bigger than his department, indeed possibly bigger than the state of California.

THE LOS ANGELES Times reported that the two fathers, my grandfather and Floyd Stephens, were on the ground, searching desperately for their girls. I could not imagine.

But I could imagine my dad and his best friends Ernie Klapproth and Cal Hazley looking everywhere, courageously breaking trail in the dense brush of the Baldwin Hills, as Ernie recounted it to his family many years later. He said my dad had to stop several times, confessing how he wanted to find his little sisters but at the same time praying with every step that he wouldn’t.

Even before I heard that story, I’d always assumed my dad was part of the search. After he found out his sisters were missing and that he hadn’t been there to prevent it from happening, that someone had so ferociously violated his family, he would have worked double time to right his wrong, to atone for the sin of not saving them when they needed him most. He would have been agonized and the only way he could have endured it in those early days was to search and search and search. He was only thirteen years old, but he would have been there.

But the newspaper reports never mention him. I can’t find him in any of the photographs.





THE EVERETTS

Boston, Massachusetts

August 1934

MY GRANDPARENTS DECIDED in 1934 to move their family across the country from Boston to California. I always see them sitting at the kitchen table, probably early in the morning before the children were up for school, or maybe one night after the little ones were in bed, finally alone so they could discuss their plans. I never knew my grandfather, but a family friend described him as the “quintessential New England patriarch,” so I’m certain he didn’t discuss “things” in the presence of his children and instead, set the proper time and place for everything.

Another friend told me that my grandparents and their home were decidedly “Bostonian,” so I see them drinking tea from fine china cups and an heirloom teapot, with a spoon tray and sugar cubes arranged just so on a tiny plate between them, the fabric tablecloth with lace edges that my grandmother made herself. She practiced the lost art of lace-making—known as “tatting”—and I could watch her for hours, mesmerized by the rhythmic way she moved the shuttle and worked the thread, giving me occasional glimpses of her creation as it grew magically behind her busy hands. Perhaps she was even tatting while they talked, shuttling a little nervously as they planned their move and a new life in the West.

The move would be a major undertaking, and not just because of the distance. They had six children, three boys and three girls. Their oldest was my dad, named after his grandfather, Perley Mandell Everett, then their oldest daughter, Olive, then another son, Merle, who went by “Junior.” Merle was a twin but the other son, Charles, died in childbirth. Then came the little girls, Melba Marie and Madeline Phyllis, and finally their youngest, Carl. They ranged in age from twelve to four years old. My grandmother, Melba, was just thirty-eight and my grandfather, Merle, was forty-two.

All the children were born in Lewiston, Maine. When they were still very young, my grandmother became seriously ill. The doctors thought she might have tuberculosis, so they sent the children to orphanages for a time while my grandmother recovered. It was the only way my grandfather could keep working. The kids weren’t quite sure who went where, but they knew they weren’t together for a while.

Eventually they all reunited and moved to Boston. Despite my visions of lace-bordered tablecloths and heirloom teapots, it was the early 1930s and the Great Depression hit them hard like most everyone else. My grandfather had connections in Boston because he was born nearby in Everett, Massachusetts. Connections meant possible work, so they moved. But things must not have panned out as they’d hoped, because in 1934 they would need to move again. The desperation of that time was a strange and powerful motivator, and like so many other people, they would cross a continent in search of something better.

Incredibly, my grandmother went first. By bus. By herself. Her brother Don Oliver was a police officer in Los Angeles, and he would help her find work and get settled. She did both. Then, some time later, my grandfather left their car in Boston and loaded his six children on a bus bound for the west coast. He was a machinist in the Navy and both North American Aviation and Northrop in Inglewood were hiring in the early run-up to World War II.

They apparently did well in their new life and in 1936, they moved to the little house at 571 East Hazel Street in Inglewood. It was a lovely neighborhood, close to schools and just across the street from beautiful Centinela Park.

My grandfather never mentioned the troubled times when talking about their move from Boston. He would tell a Los Angeles Times reporter: “We moved here in order that we could raise our children in the fresh air and sunshine of California. We wanted to get them away from the terrific heat of the eastern summers and the intense cold of the winters.”

He explained that they had moved to Hazel Street “so that our children could take advantage of their play hours in the nearby park. I felt that this was the best thing we had done for the children since we moved to California.”

IT’S STRANGE WHEN I think about it now, but I was born in Inglewood, at Centinela Hospital, near the park. My family had moved to nearby Gardena a few years earlier, but my mom’s doctor was still at the Inglewood hospital, so she stayed with him and had me at Centinela. But Gardena is where all my memories begin, including one that makes so much more sense now.

I was about ten years old when a friend and I rode our bikes down to the corner market. We parked our bikes outside and were only in the market for a few minutes. When we came out, as if on cue, a man got out of the passenger’s side of a car and approached us. My dad always warned me about strange men, so I noticed him and his timing. But we were on our bikes by now, just getting ready to speed off with our candy. We were going to be fine.

No.

The man came from behind and caught one of my handlebars, said my bike was nice. And it was—a brand-new ten-speed Santa delivered at Christmas.

“How about you let me take it for a little ride?”

“I really shouldn’t. We need to go.”

He moved in closer and flashed a knife blade near my face while the driver got out of the car and opened the trunk. I felt like I was going to faint or throw up, or both. I don’t remember my friend saying or doing anything. We were frozen.

He nudged me with the knife.

I slowly got off the bike and gave it to him. He handed it off to the driver, who quickly put it in the trunk. My friend handed over hers. And then we ran like our lives depended on it. They probably did.

When the police came to our house later, they asked me to describe everything—the men, the car, anything that came to mind. And somehow, I remembered the license plate from that car. The police ran it and later tracked the men down at a nearby warehouse, where they were stockpiling all kinds of stolen property.

I didn’t sleep well for months after that. I always thought I was hearing someone walking outside my bedroom window. My stomach hurt all the time. I was afraid to ride my bike or to walk anywhere. Then I was subpoenaed to testify in the thieves’ case and I got worse.

But I testified and I can still remember now, decades later, how the prosecutor asked me to identify the men and I did. And then he asked me about the license plate number and I calmly recited “GGW969.” I will probably never forget that combination of letters and numbers.

After I testified, my dad said he was proud of me and he always said how lucky my friend and I were that day. “They could have put you two in the trunk of that car.” I guess I’d known that at the time, but hearing my dad say it made me even more afraid. I had narrowly escaped something awful.

About a year or so later, my dad announced that we were moving to Reno. I was furious. I was eleven years old and couldn’t imagine leaving my friends, my school, my neighborhood, and my older sisters who were married and out of the house but close by so we could visit often. My mom felt the same way. What about all our friends? What about everything we’ve built here?

But he wouldn’t hear any of it. He wanted us to have a better life, away from the smog and crime of Los Angeles to the clean air and mountains around Lake Tahoe. I remember him saying, “We’re going to a place where you’ll be able to ride your bike again.”

He must have thought about his dad so many years before, telling him and his siblings about their move from Boston to California, and how he was taking them to a place where they could all play in the mild weather and endless sunshine. Instead, they moved into the clutches of evil. The regret must have consumed my grandparents.

And my dad must have struggled with the fearful hindsight about his father’s calamitous decision to move. No wonder my dad wanted to escape Los Angeles and all its memories. Some recent and frightening. Some decades old and absolutely terrifying.

Knowing what I know now, I feel like he moved us to Reno to protect me. He knew what danger lurked in the world, and he wouldn’t risk losing his daughter to any of it.

I lost two sisters. I can’t lose my daughter.





THE GATHERING STORM

Centinela Park Inglewood, California

Sunday, June 27, 1937

OLIVE AND HER little sisters were at the park on Friday morning, the day before the girls disappeared, when a man who said he was Eddie the Sailor asked Olive to go to a local store and buy a piece of rope so he could do rope tricks for the girls. She’d also seen him throw his wrists out of joint to entertain her and other children at the park. He could fold his hands back flat on his arms and everyone would stare, so amazed. They’d never seen anything like it.

After the rope and wrist tricks that Friday, he asked the girls to go rabbit hunting with him in the Baldwin Hills. He said he had a car. He said he was married and had a daughter. He promised that each girl could bring home her own bunny. Little Marie looked at Olive and begged, Can we please go, please please can we go? Olive affectionately punched Marie’s arm, gave her a stern look, and then told the man that their mother would never want them to go anywhere with a strange man. He asked again, even telling the girls to meet him early the next morning, but Olive said it was time to leave and the girls hurried home.

They told their mother about Eddie the Sailor and she quickly warned them again about such dangers. She reminded them, as so many parents did, that if they were ever afraid or needed help, they should find a policeman or a fireman, someone who could be trusted. But otherwise, they shouldn’t go anywhere with a strange man.

Nine-year-old Marie agreed and piped up: “Gee, Mom, I don’t think Olive should talk to him or go anywhere with him. Just think, she might never come back!”

AT THE EVERETT home on Sunday, while the frenzied search continued, Chief Campbell took his time with Olive. He questioned her slowly, gently. She’d been through so much.

She said Eddie the Sailor had a small black moustache, and on Friday he had been wearing a khaki work shirt and blue bibless overalls. He was younger than Daddy, but she wasn’t sure how old. He’d said he lived nearby on Manchester Boulevard, and Olive even remembered the address. She picked out a man from a photo lineup of several mugshots. His name was Othel Leroy Strong.

Three adults, including the park superintendent George Frantz, and several children corroborated her identification. They too said Strong was Eddie the Sailor and they’d seen him in the park on Saturday morning and in the days before the girls had disappeared. One man said he thought Strong was a truck driver and that he drove a 1929 or 1930 Ford roadster with an open box on the back. Edward Knott, an ice deliveryman, had seen an old Ford roadster with no fenders and a rumble seat in front of the park on Saturday morning. He said there were two little girls in the front with a man and one in the box on the rear. He thought the man resembled a photo of Othel Strong.

AS CHIEF CAMPBELL talked with Olive, my grandmother sat nearby, overcome with grief, under a doctor’s care, her mind and heart racing. She went over and over it. She just could not believe the girls would go off in a car with a man they didn’t know. She had just talked to them about it the day before. “For that reason, I know Marie would come home to me if it were possible,” she told Campbell and reporters.

She also remembered how a man tried to lure the two younger sisters and a friend away from the park months earlier in December, but Marie was able to pull the younger girls away from him and they ran home. The Everetts called police but officers told them to not tell anyone about the incident in hopes that the man would try it again and the police could catch him.

She tried to concentrate on the radio, listening for news—any news—that would explain where her little girls had gone. But she kept coming back to the fact that Eddie the Sailor made no sense. They could not have gone with that strange man. Not after what had happened in December and especially not after what had happened on Friday. No, it could not have happened that way. It could not have happened at all.

She politely fended off reporters’ continued questions about whether the girls would have gone with Eddie the Sailor. She held a hand to her mouth, choking back tears, and told them, “I’m afraid to let myself think what might have happened to them.”

REPORTERS WERE DOWN at the Stephenses’ home too. Mrs. Stephens pleaded for the girls’ return in a prepared statement:

Whoever may have our little girl, please see that she isn’t cold or hungry, as she is just dressed in summer dress and underclothing and perhaps hasn’t eaten since Saturday at breakfast. Please let the girls free somewhere close enough so that they can get home; don’t hurt them as they are really just little girls. Jeanette, if you are free, or if Marie or Madeline can get free, please go to a telephone or ask someone to phone Mrs. Church at Inglewood 1042 and tell her just where you are and how you are. She will come down and tell us about you, then daddy and mother will come after all of you.

MEANWHILE, POLICE QUICKLY learned that just six months earlier, Othel Leroy Strong had been convicted of contributing to the delinquency of a minor after he accosted a fourteen-year-old girl on an Inglewood street. The district attorney’s office originally charged Strong with rape, but he ultimately pled guilty to the lesser charge and was sentenced to probation. He had no other criminal record aside from being arrested twice in Inglewood for public drunkenness.

But with an apparent child predator at large, law enforcement was already under immense pressure to find a suspect, so James Davis, chief of the LAPD, seized the political moment to paint Strong as a typical sex offender who’d received a light sentence and, apparently, the freedom to attack again. He recounted several similar, unsolved child murders, suggesting that Strong, or whoever was in the park that morning, was surely to blame for these horrors.

Virginia Brooks, ravished and murdered in San Diego in March 1931. When they found her body, she was clutching dark black hairs in one hand. She was last seen talking to a man in a 1929 Ford coupe.

Louise Teuber, found nude and hanging from a tree between LA and San Diego in April 1931. She’d been strangled and hung up with a rope that featured complicated nautical knots. Her clothes were arranged in a neat pile nearby.

Nine-year-old Delbert Aposhian, whose mutilated body was found in the San Diego Bay, last seen talking with a dark man at the docks.

And sixteen-year-old Celia Cota, her ravished and strangled body found a half block from her home in 1934. She had white rabbit hairs on her hands.

“This is a good time for public sentiment to strengthen against degenerates,” the chief urged at a press conference that day. “Stronger sentences must be imposed upon this type of person. They should be put away so that little children unable to protect themselves can safely play without fear of attack. We have had too many sex crimes in this state in recent years.”

The hunt for Othel Strong was on.

THE INGLEWOOD TOWN barber, Claude Coop, was finishing the last of his Sunday morning coffee when he saw his neighbor Albert Dyer coming up the walk bright and early at 6:30. Dyer had stopped by the evening before and told Coop he needed money. The barber said he’d pay Dyer $2 if he helped hoe some weeds, and the pair worked in Coop’s yard for several hours. Coop didn’t think anything of it because Dyer was always asking for money and favors. He was such an odd bird. Thirty-two years old and always out of work. He’d been working as a crossing guard for the WPA for the last six months or so, but he still never had any money. All the men in the barbershop thought Dyer was a little crazy because he’d usually sit in the chair and ramble incoherently. They always said it would be terrible if Dyer were locked up in a sanitarium with nothing but his own thoughts. Crazy but harmless, that’s how he was.

The next day, Monday, the Los Angeles Times hit newsstands early with the chilling front page headline “Three Children Feared Kidnapped; Hundreds of Police Join Hunt: Girls Believed Lured Away By Stranger.” Just below the headlines, above the fold, photos of the three girls. Marie and Madeline standing together in one, and Jeanette Stephens standing and holding a stuffed animal in the other. The sunny settings, three happy smiles, and the cheery little dresses, all in stark contrast to the grim caption suggesting the unimaginable.

Dyer showed up at Coop’s shop for a haircut. He was in a hurry.

“The WPA’s ordered us up to the Baldwin Hills to help hunt for the bodies of those poor kids,” Dyer said urgently.

“Bodies? Do they know what happened to those girls?” Coop wondered.

“I don’t think so. It’s just that they’ve been gone for a couple days now, up in the hills.”

“Well, we better get you taken care of so you can get up there.”

Coop shook his head. Three little girls. What was the world coming to?
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